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Abstract: Over the past decade, the European Union’s (EU) pol-
icy toward the Arctic has undergone a gradual transformation, 

in which its established normative conception of the region as a zone 
of peace has increasingly been undermined by security and defence 
interests. Although the EU long viewed the Arctic as a space of multi-
lateral cooperation and low tensions, growing strategic competition has 
called this framing into question. This article examines the development 
of EU Arctic policies, which reflects a process of transformation toward 
a more pronounced geopolitical role, as well as the way in which this 
process is connected both to the normative understanding of the Arc-
tic as a zone of peace and to the understanding of the Union itself as 
a peace-oriented organization. The analysis of the main EU strategic 
documents and political discourse concerning the Arctic is conducted 
through the theoretical framework of critical peace and security studies, 
which conceptualize peace as a political and normative category linked 
to relations of power, security, and stability. Intensified transatlantic se-
curity cooperation in the Arctic is presented as an example of a broader 
shift in EU policy, whereby the Union retains the peace framework in 
its formal approach to the Arctic while simultaneously adapting it to the 
logic of deterrence and stability.
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Introduction

Over the past two decades, the Arctic has become an increasingly important 
area of the European Union’s (EU) security policy, after having long been de-

scribed in its policies and strategies as a space of peace, cooperation, and low ten-
sions, without immediate security significance. The EU developed its approach to the 
Arctic through a normative understanding of the region as a zone of peace, coopera-
tion, and stability, and this framework was institutionalized through its main strategic 
documents and policies. However, the rapidly changing security environment in Eu-
rope and growing strategic competition, driven by the conflict in Ukraine and Russia’s 
activities, have led to a gradual shift in this approach, with the EU increasingly viewing 
the Arctic as a region of considerable strategic importance. The EU’s approach to this 
region, which had previously been oriented toward the maintenance of peace, began 
to be undermined by the geopolitical changes caused by the crisis and conflict in 
Ukraine, especially after 2022. In this context, the increasingly pronounced spread of 
militarizing tendencies within the EU, reflected in its greater focus on defence capabil-
ities and its more prominent geopolitical role, has also been reflected in the strength-
ening of the security and defence dimension of its Arctic policy. As such, this change 
in Arctic policy forms part of a broader transformation of European foreign and security 
policy, driven by growing security concerns. Although the EU continues discursively to 
present the Arctic as a zone of peace, its policies increasingly embrace a new security 
reality in which peace is linked to deterrence, stability, and military capability.

The EU is increasingly interested in the Arctic as a security space, viewing in-
tensified cooperation in this area as necessary in light of the conflict in Ukraine and 
Russia’s strategic behaviour. This indicates a broader shift in its conceptualization of 
the Arctic, in which it is no longer seen primarily as a space of cooperation detached 
from security, but increasingly as part of the European security architecture. In the EU 
policy framework, the Arctic was long viewed as an exception to traditional security 
and geopolitical concerns, but growing strategic competition has led to increasing rec-
ognition of the need for security considerations in the region. This produces a tension 
in EU policy, whereby the Arctic is discursively maintained as a peaceful space, while 
in political practice it is increasingly integrated into the EU’s security and defence pro-
cesses. The article uses critical peace and security studies to examine the transfor-
mation of the EU’s conceptualization of peace in the Arctic, focusing on the extent to 
which EU policy toward the Arctic reflects the broader process of the Union’s geopo-
liticization and how this affects its normative concept of the Arctic as a zone of peace. 
It argues that the peace framework has not been abandoned, but that its meaning 
has been transformed, with peace increasingly understood as dependent on stability 
maintained through security and defence capabilities. The Arctic is therefore analysed 
as a space in which the tension between the EU’s peace-oriented discourse and its 
increasingly pronounced reliance on strategic and security logic becomes particularly 
visible, despite the Union’s self-understanding as a peace-oriented organization.
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The European Union and Security in the Arctic
The literature on the European Union in the Arctic has largely followed the Union’s 

gradual emergence as a regional actor through governance, regulation, and, more 
indirectly, security. Over the past two decades, the European Union has adopted dif-
ferent approaches to the Arctic, in which security constituted only one element of its 
presence, although one whose importance has steadily increased. In its earlier ap-
proach, the EU functioned as an Arctic actor primarily through functional competenc-
es exercised through law, international agreements, and institutional arrangements, 
exerting limited influence on governance in the region (Koivurova et al., 2012). This 
influence acquired additional significance in the context of sea-ice retreat and the 
opening of new maritime routes, as existing EU policies increasingly intersected with 
issues of access, control, and stability in the Arctic. At the same time, analyses of the 
EU’s role in Arctic governance pointed to the limits of its ability to act in the field of hard 
security, since issues of territorial delimitation and military presence remained within 
the domain of the national sovereignty of Arctic states, while the EU’s institutional ab-
sence from key Arctic bodies further limited its political influence (Pieper et al., 2011).

The EU gradually moved from viewing the Arctic exclusively as a space of cooper-
ation and stability toward more direct engagement with geopolitical rivalries and secu-
rity considerations. In this process, the normative discourse of peace and cooperation 
developed in parallel with a growing awareness of the Arctic’s strategic relevance to 
its interests (Weber & Romanyshyn, 2011). This established a framework in which the 
security dimension of the Arctic was integrated into EU policy indirectly, rather than 
through open militarization or an explicit security doctrine. Østhagen (2013) notes that 
the EU has often been described as an Arctic actor whose presence and interests did 
not stem from a unified strategy of the Member States, but from a combination of in-
stitutional ambitions, sectoral policies, and the Union’s own foreign-policy positioning. 
He observes that, after 2008, a phase of institutional consolidation began, in which 
the EU sought to legitimize its role in the Arctic primarily as a foreign-policy and gov-
ernance actor, engaging in international cooperation and helping to maintain regional 
stability (Østhagen, 2013). Wegge notes that this approach was further shaped by the 
process of developing the EU’s first more coherent Arctic policy, in which the Euro-
pean Commission played a central role, albeit in constant interaction and negotiation 
with Arctic states that constrained EU ambitions by insisting on international law and 
the primacy of the Arctic Council (Wegge, 2012).

Therefore, EU Arctic policy developed as a compromise between a normative mul-
tilateral discourse and a growing awareness of the region’s security and geopolitical 
implications, without the Union explicitly assuming the role of a hard-security actor. 
However, the absence of formal institutional recognition of the EU as a significant ac-
tor in Arctic governance led to a situation in which it played a complementary and sec-
ondary role, with its political and strategic relevance being accepted selectively and 
within existing regional mechanisms (Hossain, 2015). During this period, while the 
region was slowly and gradually being integrated into the EU’s broader foreign-policy 
and security framework, it remained framed by the normative discourse of coopera-
tion and stability. Østhagen argues that the security and geopolitical dynamics in the 
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Arctic during the 2010s did not confirm dominant narratives of inevitable militarization 
and open conflict, since key resources were already under the control of the Arctic 
states themselves, while territorial disputes had limited political scope and regional 
cooperation survived even after the deterioration of relations between Russia and the 
West after 2014 (Østhagen, 2017). Bailes and Ólafsson (2017) argue that the EU’s 
contribution to regional security remained secondary in relation to NATO, positioning 
it primarily as an actor of mediation and regulation, adding that this approach was 
institutionally reproduced through formats of regional cooperation that operated within 
a framework largely free of security concerns. They note, however, that these formats 
nevertheless enabled the EU to influence regional stability and governance indirectly 
through institutional mechanisms, although without direct security engagement (Bail-
es & Ólafsson, 2017).

Conde Pérez and Yaneva (2016) similarly emphasize that EU Arctic policy devel-
oped in a fragmented and cautious manner, relying on multilateralism and soft power, 
with the Arctic simultaneously presented as a space of cooperation and peace while 
gradually and indirectly being included in broader debates on geostrategic relevance 
through issues of maritime security and the stability of the international order (Conde 
Pérez & Yaneva, 2016). Raspotnik and Østhagen (2019) analysed EU engagement in 
the Arctic as part of a broader process of its foreign-policy and geopolitical positioning, 
starting from the assumption that the EU was already displaying recognizable geopo-
litical characteristics. While they agree that the EU constructed the Arctic as a space 
of governance, responsibility, and cooperation, all grounded in multilateralism, they 
note that the EU sought to secure political relevance in a space where it lacked tradi-
tional instruments of power. They add that, in doing so, it encountered resistance from 
Arctic states, which insisted on sovereignty and existing regional regimes (Raspotnik 
& Østhagen, 2019). Riddervold and Davis Cross (2019) also agree that EU Arctic 
policy developed gradually and reactively, but interpret its change as a response to 
the deterioration of the security environment in Europe and changes in relations with 
Russia after 2014. They argue that, from that point onward, the security dimension 
was introduced indirectly through the discourse of stability, international law, and co-
operation (Riddervold & Davis Cross, 2019), agreeing with other authors that this was 
a significant, though not yet decisive, moment.

Wegge (2020) argues that the development of a more coherent EU Arctic poli-
cy during this period served as a means of strengthening the Union’s foreign-poli-
cy approach without abandoning its normative identity oriented toward peace and 
cooperation. However, he notes that this took place in parallel with changes in the 
security strategies of North Atlantic states, which increasingly incorporated the Arctic 
into military and defence planning (Wegge, 2020). Biedermann (2020) analysed the 
adjustment of EU Arctic policy through a gradual shift in focus from a general Arctic 
framework toward the Euro-Arctic space as an area with geopolitical potential. He 
notes that, although the EU does not occupy a central governance position within 
Arctic institutions, its influence grew during the 2010s as it framed the Euro-Arctic 
space as important for the Union’s broader political and economic interests (Bieder-
mann, 2020). Terzi argues that the EU’s presence in the Arctic was in fact politically 
problematic, given that it lacked a clear position in the main Arctic forums and that its 
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participation depended on the consent of Arctic states, which, in his view, led the Un-
ion to avoid taking clear positions on issues with potential security implications (Terzi, 
2020). However, Lebel and Nilsson (2024) note that, by the end of the decade, the 
EU’s ambitions had strengthened through strategic documents and sectoral policies 
in which the normative language of sustainability and cooperation was increasingly 
combined with recognition of the region’s geopolitical significance, critical resources, 
and security stability, particularly in the context of the Ukraine crisis and changes in 
Northern Europe’s security architecture (Lebel & Nilsson, 2024). The literature largely 
agrees on the EU’s limited role in the region and the growing strategic significance of 
the Arctic, but it has paid less attention to how the EU itself normatively conceptualizes 
the Arctic as a space of peace and how this framing changes under increasing secu-
rity and geopolitical pressure.

Critical Approaches to Peace, Security, and the 
EU’s Geopolitical Turn

Since the existing literature largely presents the transformation of the EU’s ap-
proach to Arctic security as an expected response to the deterioration of the European 
security environment and the region’s growing strategic relevance, greater attention 
needs to be paid to how and why this change occurred. The geopolitical significance 
of the Arctic is not new, but its renewed importance after 2022 should not make the 
conceptual transformation of the region appear inevitable, nor should the reframing of 
the Arctic as a zone of peace necessarily be understood exclusively through militariza-
tion and security logic. The coexistence of the EU’s discourse on the Arctic as a space 
of peace with the growing expansion of security and defence practices justified in the 
name of preserving that peace points to a broader transformation in the relationship 
between peace, security, and geopolitical order.

Contemporary debates on peace and security indicate a profound transforma-
tion of the international peace order, in which the liberal model of peace is gradually 
changing, but is not being abandoned. Richmond (2021a) develops the concept of 
the international peace architecture as a historically layered and internally contra-
dictory set of norms, institutions, discourses, and political practices through which 
peace is understood, produced, and maintained. Within this framework, peace does 
not function as a condition simply opposed to force, but as a hybrid political construc-
tion shaped by the interaction of normative claims, institutional arrangements, and 
coercive practices. Relations of power, militarization, and stabilization therefore do not 
stand outside peace, but increasingly form part of the way in which it is reproduced 
and maintained in contemporary international politics (Richmond, 2021b).

Within this approach, he argues that liberal peace has not been abandoned, but 
has been reshaped over the past two decades through processes of securitization 
and adaptation to the logic of deterrence, with peace increasingly reduced to negative 
peace, that is, to the absence of open violence alongside the simultaneous pres-
ervation of existing structures of power. This transformation is further deepened by 
the separation of peace from justice, whereby peace is normatively associated with 
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universal values, while in political practice it is operationalized through control, geopo-
litical positioning, and military strengthening, enabling the language of peace to serve 
as a justification for practices that do not produce peace (Richmond, 2021b). Under 
conditions of the weakening of the liberal international order, peace is increasingly 
produced through balances of power, bloc competition, and military capability, while 
the discourse of peace remains a normative constant in international politics, albeit 
with altered content that gives priority to stability over justice and to security over 
political emancipation (Richmond, 2025). This understanding of peace makes it pos-
sible to interpret EU policy toward the Arctic as part of a broader transformation of the 
peace architecture, in which the region is not exempt from security logic, but retains a 
peace framework alongside its integration into strategies of deterrence, stability, and 
geopolitical positioning.

Developing the analysis further, Richmond and Pogodda (2025) argue that no in-
ternational order can survive without instruments for producing and maintaining peace, 
noting that the liberal international order rested on hegemonic alignment, within which 
peace was maintained through a combination of normative discourse and political 
power. With the weakening of that order, they argue, the liberal model of peacemaking 
is disintegrating and being replaced by a fragmented and geopoliticized framework in 
which peace is increasingly reduced to stability maintained by force, territorial control, 
and deterrence, while peace discourse is retained as a normative framework deprived 
of transformative content (Richmond & Pogodda, 2025). Mac Ginty (2021) further 
argues that liberal peace no longer functions as the dominant international model, but 
has been replaced by a post-liberal and hybrid system in which peace is produced 
situationally and instrumentally, through a combination of normative language, milita-
rization, and security pragmatism, with stability and control systematically prioritized 
over justice (Mac Ginty, 2021). A similar critique is offered by Chandler, who argues 
that contemporary peace and security policies are characterized by deep distrust of 
liberal transformation, with the classical liberal assumptions of sovereignty and dem-
ocratic self-government having been abandoned after the Cold War in favour of an 
institutionalist approach oriented toward stability. Within this framework, liberal con-
cepts are retained in peace discourse, but acquire illiberal content, as they increas-
ingly denote mechanisms of regulation and security governance, thereby erasing the 
distinction between peace and security and redefining peace as stability without trans-
formation (Chandler, 2010).

Bargués and Morillas (2019) show that a similar logic is visible in EU crisis-man-
agement policy, in which peace is redefined as manageable stability under conditions 
of permanent crisis. In this context, militarization and security instruments are normal-
ized as rational responses to crises, while political and social transformation remains 
beyond the reach of peace policies (Bargués & Morillas, 2019). Following a similar 
line of argument, Shepherd (2021) states that over the past two decades the Europe-
an Union has undergone a process of collective securitization, within which security 
threats are no longer viewed as divided into internal and external categories, but are 
constructed as transboundary. This creates a security continuum that transforms the 
EU’s identity from that of a normative peace actor into that of a strategically oriented 
security actor (Shepherd, 2021). Iñiguez de Heredia (2020) argues that the apparent 
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transformation of EU peace policy can also be understood as a shift toward excep-
tionalist militarism, in which the EU does not abandon peace discourse, but changes 
the criteria of what counts as peace, placing military capability, territorial control, and 
deterrence at the centre of peace policies (Iñiguez de Heredia, 2020). Håkansson 
(2023) argues that, over the past decade, the EU’s role in security and defence has 
deepened considerably, with the Union, and especially the European Commission, no 
longer acting exclusively as a normative or civilian actor, but increasingly positioning 
itself as an enabler of military mobility, deterrence, and territorial defence in close 
institutional alignment with NATO (Håkansson, 2023).

Rieker and Riddervold (2022) further emphasize that this transformation does not 
occur through the explicit abandonment of the EU’s normative discourse, but through 
a contextual change in its meaning. In strategic documents, the Union retains the lan-
guage of peace and multilateralism, while under conditions of perceived urgency and 
immediate threat it shifts toward security-oriented action that pushes normative goals 
into the background in favour of stability and security (Rieker & Riddervold, 2022). 
This process can be framed within the broader set of crises the EU has faced over 
the past decade, which has enabled the normalization of discourses on conflict, deter-
rence, and military readiness. In this way, peace is redefined as an outcome of military 
capability, industrial support, strategic preparedness, and territorial control, without 
altering the EU’s declarative peace identity (Hoeffler, Hofmann, & Mérand, 2024). EU 
policy toward the Arctic can therefore be understood as part of a broader pattern in 
which the region remains within the normative framework of a zone of peace, while 
peace itself is increasingly understood as stability maintained through deterrence and 
security. From this perspective, the Arctic no longer appears as a space outside secu-
rity policy, but as a space in which the meaning of peace is reshaped under conditions 
of geopolitical competition.

Theoretical Framework
The literature generally agrees that the Arctic retained geopolitical significance 

throughout the post-Cold War period and that, before 2022, the EU’s role in the re-
gion’s security was limited. However, much of this literature adopts a descriptive and 
neorealist approach and does not question how the conceptualization of the Arctic 
changed so rapidly and decisively. In line with the preceding theoretical considera-
tions, peace is understood within this theoretical framework as a political form of sta-
bility, rather than as a normative ideal achieved solely through the absence of force. 
Peace is treated as a historically variable category whose meaning is shaped by con-
crete security practices, relations of power, and institutional arrangements. Within this 
framework, liberal peace in the EU is not understood as an abandoned concept, but 
as a transformed model in which the normative language of peace is retained, while 
its practical meaning is increasingly linked to military deterrence, stability, traditional 
security, and the preservation of the existing order. EU policy toward the Arctic is 
therefore interpreted as part of a broader transformation of the European approach to 
peace and security, in which the region is no longer exempt from security logic, but is 
gradually incorporated into strategic and defence frameworks, while the normative im-
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age of the Arctic as a zone of peace is simultaneously maintained, at least nominally. 
The EU thus retains the normative discourse of peace in the Arctic, while increasingly 
framing the region in terms of defence, security, and strategic relevance.

From this perspective, it can be argued that the EU’s continued maintenance of 
a normative peace framing, alongside its growing security role in the Arctic, has still 
not been sufficiently theorized or examined. The article argues that this apparent con-
tradiction reflects neither the continuity of the peace framework nor its abandonment, 
but rather its transformation, whereby peace is redefined as stability secured through 
deterrence and security integration. Militarization, therefore, does not appear as the 
opposite of the peace framework, but as a means of preserving it, with peace rede-
fined as stability maintained through military capability and deterrence. The method 
used in the article is a qualitative analysis of documents and discourse in the main EU 
strategic documents on the Arctic and related foreign and security policy, together with 
official political statements by leading EU actors. The analysis examines how the Arc-
tic is framed as a political and strategic space, how the relationship between peace, 
stability, and security is discursively described, and how the EU’s own role in the re-
gion is positioned in relation to cooperation and deterrence. In this way, the theoretical 
framework is operationalized through an analysis of the language and political logic 
through which the normative discourse of peace and security is retained, while its 
practical meaning is increasingly associated with defence and deterrence. The period 
covered extends from 2008 to 2026, making it possible to trace this transformation 
from the EU’s earlier cooperative framing of the Arctic toward its increasingly explicit 
integration into broader European and transatlantic security structures.

Empirical Analysis of the EU’s Arctic Security 
Strategy

In the earliest EU policy documents on the Arctic, security is introduced cautiously 
and indirectly, through the language of stability, international law, and cooperation. In 
the Commission’s 2008 communication on the Arctic, the region is defined as signif-
icant for international stability and the Union’s security interests, with changes in the 
Arctic environment linked to shifts in regional security dynamics and potential conse-
quences for the international order. The EU frames itself as an actor that will contribute 
to stability by strengthening multilateral governance based on international law and by 
incorporating the Arctic into broader foreign and security policy frameworks (Euro-
pean Commission, 2008). In 2012, the Commission explicitly described the Arctic as 
a space in which international cooperation contributes to peace and security, and in 
which regional stability is linked to institutional cooperation and the peaceful settle-
ment of disputes. The Arctic is viewed as an area of growing strategic importance, with 
the maintenance of good international cooperation and support for the region’s stabil-
ity identified as key EU interests, while the Arctic Council is presented as the primary 
forum for international cooperation in the region. The Commission links the EU’s role 
to support for international cooperation, maritime safety and security, and the existing 
legal order, rather than to direct security engagement (European Commission, 2012).
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In the EU’s 2016 Integrated Policy for the Arctic, security is clearly positioned as 
part of the region’s broader strategic significance, although it remains framed through 
stability, cooperation, and international law. The Arctic is presented as an area of stra-
tegic importance for the EU, with a warning that changes in the region may increase 
the risk of tensions due to intensified competition over resources, calling on the Union 
to strengthen maritime security. The policy maintains the position that Arctic states 
have primary responsibility for addressing issues within their territories, but also that 
many issues affecting the region can be addressed more effectively through regional 
and multilateral cooperation, which is why EU engagement is presented as important. 
It also states that it is more important than ever to ensure that the Arctic remains a 
zone of peace, prosperity, and constructive international cooperation, while the Arctic 
Council is presented as the primary forum for international cooperation in the region. 
However, it also argues that the EU has a role in strategic dialogue on Arctic issues 
(European Commission, 2016). This understanding was further reinforced in the EU 
Global Strategy adopted the same year, which states that the EU has a strategic 
interest in the Arctic remaining an area of low tensions, with continued cooperation 
supported by the Arctic Council, a functioning legal framework, and stronger political 
and security cooperation in the region (EEAS, 2016).

In its 2021 strategy, the European Commission clearly defined the Arctic as a 
space of enduring strategic interests and emphasized that its engagement in the re-
gion represents a geopolitical necessity. Because of the overlap of economic, politi-
cal, and security interests in the Arctic, it warned that growing attention to the region 
carries the risk of turning it into a space of broader geopolitical competition. It noted 
the increase in Russian military activity in the region and the expanding use of civil-
ian infrastructure for military purposes, linking these developments to global strategic 
positioning and security issues that go beyond the regional level. It announced the 
strengthening of its own strategic capacities and the inclusion of Arctic issues within 
the frameworks of foreign and security policy. It emphasizes that, given the EU’s re-
sponsibility for maintaining peace and security in the region, a coordinated response 
within the broader European and transatlantic security architecture is necessary to 
prevent potential tensions, while arguing that it is more important than ever to ensure 
that the Arctic remains a zone of peace, prosperity, and constructive international co-
operation (European Commission, 2021). A contemporaneous European Parliament 
report states that the Arctic has historically been a region of peace, low tensions, and 
international cooperation, emphasizing that political will should be preserved in order 
to maintain this character of the region and that disputes should be resolved in accord-
ance with international law. However, it also states that the geopolitical significance of 
the Arctic is growing and that the future of the region and the challenges it faces go 
beyond the interests of the Arctic states themselves, requiring multi-level governance, 
regional cooperation, and international solutions, including those related to security 
challenges. It also warns that Arctic security is increasingly linked to global geopolitics, 
expressing concern over the progressive militarization of the region, particularly as a 
result of Russia’s extensive military build-up (European Parliament, 2021).

In 2022, the EU revised its overall foreign and security policy strategy, stating 
that the conflict in Ukraine marked a fundamental change in the European security 
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environment, creating an era of intensified strategic competition that placed the EU 
in a more hostile and unpredictable environment. It concluded that its security and 
defence efforts were insufficient in view of the current threat environment and that it 
had to significantly increase both its capacities and its readiness to act, announcing 
that it should become a stronger political and security actor, capable of shaping inter-
national security outcomes rather than merely reacting to them, while outlining plans 
to increase defence spending and investment (European Union, 2022). The Com-
mission extended this view to the Arctic as well, framing it as part of the deteriorating 
global security environment and growing strategic competition, emphasizing that the 
opening of new maritime routes creates additional security challenges and risks. In 
its communication, particular attention was paid to threats to critical infrastructure, the 
integration of the Arctic into the broader EU maritime surveillance system, and the in-
tensification of cooperation with Arctic coastal states and NATO in the field of maritime 
security (European Commission, 2023). The connection between EU Arctic policy and 
the explicit link between peace, security, and defence is evident, while the discourse 
of strategic planning and military defence permeates its documents alongside the 
earlier language of cooperation.

In 2025, the European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs prepared a new 
strategy on geopolitical cooperation in the Arctic, reiterating the normative position 
that the Arctic should remain a zone of peace and constructive cooperation based 
on multilateral cooperation within a rules-based order. However, it warned that the 
increase in Russia’s military presence in the Arctic had heightened regional tensions, 
while at the same time emphasizing the importance of the Arctic for EU security. It 
called on other EU institutions to recognize the growing militarization of the Arctic and 
requested the strengthening of deterrence capabilities in cooperation with Member 
States and NATO allies. It also supported the idea of Norway and Iceland joining the 
EU, which would increase defence cooperation and strengthen EU security (European 
Parliament, 2025a). Parliament defined the Arctic as a region of strategic importance, 
assessing that the security environment in the region had fundamentally changed, 
and arguing that it could no longer be viewed exclusively as a space of cooperation, 
but as part of a broader geopolitical and security environment that directly affects EU 
interests. Arctic security issues are explicitly linked to the Euro-Atlantic framework 
and NATO’s role, while it is emphasized that the accession of Finland and Sweden 
to NATO, as well as the strengthening of EU–NATO cooperation, have improved the 
security dynamics of Northern Europe (European Parliament, 2025b).

Commission President von der Leyen (2025) emphasized that the Arctic and the 
North Atlantic occupy a central place in the EU’s security and defence thinking, explic-
itly highlighting Iceland’s strategic role within NATO’s architecture and announcing the 
strengthening of EU–Iceland cooperation in the field of security and defence. Within 
this framework, attention is drawn to the need to adapt EU Arctic policy to the grow-
ing presence of Russia and China (European Council, 2025). In the Nordic Council, 
she described the Arctic as a geopolitical space in which, due to the return of power 
politics, deterrence, and strategic competition in international relations, a new EU se-
curity approach must be developed, emphasizing that the EU must deepen security 
cooperation with Nordic and Arctic states and adapt its Arctic policy to the new geo-
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political reality (von der Leyen, 2025). The increased directness of EU discourse on 
Arctic security coincided with tensions within NATO, which arose as a result of U.S. 
President Trump stating that he was interested in taking control of Greenland for the 
security of the United States. He went so far as to threaten the possible use of military 
force, provoking strong political resistance from Denmark and Greenland, which une-
quivocally rejected any possibility of changing the territory’s status and reaffirmed the 
local population’s right to self-determination. This indicates that the Arctic is becoming 
a space of open geopolitical competition and pressure even within alliances (BBC, 
2025a; CNN, 2025).

NATO Secretary General Rutte (2025) explicitly defined the Arctic as a space of 
growing strategic significance, and Iceland as a key point of Euro-Atlantic security 
because of its geostrategic position. He emphasized the need to increase NATO’s 
military presence in the region and to shift toward a military-defence mindset in or-
der to preserve peace, identifying Russia as the clear primary security threat (Rutte, 
2025). The EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, Kallas 
(2025), clearly stated that decisions about Greenland’s future can be made only by 
its inhabitants, calling for full respect for sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the rules-
based order. She stated that Greenland is acquiring increasing importance for the 
EU’s geostrategic priorities in the Arctic in the context of changing global security dy-
namics, acknowledging that military activity in the region is growing and that security 
issues can no longer be marginalized, even in the absence of an immediate military 
threat (Kallas, 2025). This position was further confirmed in EU reactions to continued 
U.S. pressure regarding Greenland, as its political leadership publicly expressed full 
solidarity with Denmark and Greenland, reaffirming that the fundamental principles 
of international law and territorial integrity form the basis of European security (BBC, 
2025b; The Guardian, 2025). Even under increased geopolitical pressure from an ally, 
the EU maintained its Arctic policy, while increasingly adopting a security- and strate-
gically oriented discourse toward the region.

Despite these tensions in transatlantic relations, recent security cooperation in 
Northern Europe and the Arctic demonstrates continuity and deepening, with Europe-
an NATO members acting in a coordinated and autonomous manner. Sweden, one 
of NATO’s newest members, has significantly increased its participation in allied de-
terrence and defence activities, emphasizing that the military integration of the Nordic 
space represents one of the region’s central contributions to the Alliance (Maanpu-
olustus, 2025). This has been supported by intensified bilateral cooperation within the 
EU, with Sweden and Germany deepening their strategic partnership in the fields of 
foreign policy, security, and defence in order to strengthen regional stability and strate-
gic resilience (Government of Sweden, 2025). Finland has simultaneously positioned 
itself as an important point of NATO presence in the Arctic through the establishment 
and operationalization of the Forward Land Forces Finland project, the intensification 
of allied exercises under Arctic conditions, and the clear framing of the Arctic as part 
of the broader European and transatlantic security architecture (Finnish Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs, 2025).

Von der Leyen (2026) spoke directly about Greenland and the Arctic, stressing 
that Europe is fully committed to the security of the Arctic region. She highlighted 
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continued cooperation between the EU and NATO in the Arctic and insisted that Arctic 
security must be ensured collectively, while also reaffirming the EU’s full support for 
the integrity and sovereignty of Greenland and Denmark. She promised increased EU 
support for Arctic security, higher defence spending, and a review of the Union’s Arctic 
strategy by the end of the year (von der Leyen, 2026). EU policy followed its rhetoric, 
as in March 2026 it concluded a security and defence partnership with Iceland, which 
had been drafted at the end of 2025. The partnership clearly states that the security of 
the EU and Iceland is interconnected and interdependent, justifies increased defence 
spending, including in the Arctic, by reference to the continuing conflict in Ukraine, 
and describes the threats facing the EU as multidimensional and no longer limited to 
traditional defence issues. The agreement framed the Arctic as a region of strategic 
importance, emphasizing regional security, maritime security, critical infrastructure, 
and climate security, while the region remained embedded within the broader de-
fence framework of cooperation with NATO (Council of the European Union, 2026). 
Thus, EU discourse and accompanying policies increasingly portray a geopolitical and 
militarized EU, with its earlier discourse of institutional and international cooperation 
giving way to a conceptualization of the Arctic as a contested security environment.

Conclusion
The analysis of the European Union’s approach to the Arctic over the past two 

decades shows that the Arctic has become an increasingly important space for Euro-
pean security. EU policy toward the region has gradually transformed the established 
peace and security framework it applied to the Arctic, without abandoning it, justifying 
this shift through the deterioration of European security and the perceived threat from 
Russia. In EU discourse, the Arctic is still nominally described as a zone of peace, 
cooperation, and stability, but the character of that peace is increasingly linked to 
military security, deterrence, and preparedness. Peace is no longer understood as 
the absence of force or as the result of cooperation, but as a condition of stability 
produced and maintained through military and security capacities, strategic planning, 
and further integration into the Euro-Atlantic security architecture. The findings show 
that the security dimension of the Arctic was long present implicitly in EU policy, but 
that after the outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine it was openly and explicitly articulated. 
A clear shift is visible toward the EU understanding the Arctic as a space of enduring 
strategic interests, geopolitical competition, and security risks, with its discourse in-
creasingly normalizing the language of defence preparedness, cooperation, and de-
terrence. These findings confirm the argument that peace in contemporary EU policy 
is being redefined as stability maintained through security instruments, rather than as 
a normative ideal separate from the logic of military security. Intensified transatlantic 
security cooperation in the Arctic is not the cause of this transformation, but its visible 
indicator. NATO enlargement in Europe, as well as the EU’s growing geopolitical role 
and the increasing defence budgets of its Member States, show that the Arctic no 
longer functions as an exception within European security policy, but is now viewed 
as an area of strategic competition and military security.
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This provides the basis for the argument that the militarization of the Arctic does 
not operate as the opposite of the EU’s peace framework, but as its instrument and 
precondition. The theoretical contribution of the article lies in this interpretation of the 
transformation of peace. Drawing on critical peace and security studies, the article 
shows that liberal peace in the context of EU Arctic policy has not been abandoned, 
but transformed into a peace maintained through defence, with militarization increas-
ingly viewed as a normalized and rationalized instrument for preserving peace and 
security. The EU’s conceptualization of the contemporary peace order in the Arctic 
thus functions as a hybrid and internally contradictory construction in which peace is 
produced through power and strength, rather than through the international coopera-
tion that is nominally advocated. The analysis further shows that the geopoliticization 
of the region is taking place in parallel with the geopoliticization of the EU itself, as the 
Union increasingly understands security and peace through the logic of military secu-
rity and defence. This creates a tension between declarative peacefulness and practi-
cal militarization, so that the Arctic emerges as a space in which the transformation of 
the European understanding of peace becomes clearly visible. If the EU continues to 
present the Arctic simultaneously as a zone of peace while integrating it into the logic 
of military deterrence and security, the region will find it increasingly difficult to function 
as a space of low tensions, while the EU’s normative credibility as a peace actor will 
be further called into question. In this way, the Arctic becomes a mirror of broader ge-
opolitical competition in the world and of the EU’s transformation into a more explicitly 
geopolitical and strategic entity oriented toward military security.
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S u m m a r y

This paper examines the eff ects of the European Union’s geopolitical turn on its 
Arctic security policy and on the established understanding of the Arctic as a 

space of peace, cooperation, and low tensions. It starts from the assumption that, for 
a long period, the EU represented the Arctic through a normative framework of peace, 
stability, and multilateral cooperation, while the security dimension of the region was 
present in its policy mainly indirectly, through regulation, governance, and institutional 
mechanisms. However, the deterioration of the European security environment, grow-
ing strategic competition, Russia’s strategic policy and military presence, and the war 
in Ukraine have gradually led the Arctic to be understood in EU policy increasingly as 
a space of strategic importance, security risks, and geopolitical competition.

The paper theoretically draws on critical peace and security studies, starting from 
an understanding of peace not as a fi xed normative ideal, but as a historically variable 
political category whose meaning is shaped by power relations, security practices, 
and institutional orders. On this basis, it argues that the EU’s peace framework in the 
Arctic has not been abandoned, but transformed, so that peace is increasingly under-
stood as stability maintained through security, deterrence, and defence capabilities.

The method of the paper is based on a qualitative analysis of EU strategic docu-
ments on the Arctic and related foreign-policy and security documents, as well as po-
litical statements by leading EU actors in the period from 2008 to 2026. The analysis 
shows that more recent EU documents and discourse, while retaining the language 
of peace, cooperation, and international law, increasingly openly introduce the lan-
guage of strategic competition, defence readiness, infrastructure protection, NATO 
cooperation, and deterrence. The Arctic therefore no longer appears as an exception 
to security logic, but as a space in which the EU simultaneously maintains a normative 
discourse of peace and accepts an increasingly pronounced security and defence 
rationality.

The paper concludes that the militarization of the Arctic in EU policy does not op-
erate as the opposite of its peace framework, but increasingly as its instrument and 
precondition, making the Arctic a clear indicator of the broader transformation of the 
EU into a more explicitly geopolitical and security-oriented actor.

Keywords: EU foreign policy, Arctic security, geopolitics, peace studies, militariza-
tion.
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