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war studies as an academic discipline is es-
sential in the development of our knowledge 
about war and warfare. It is also the core 
discipline in the professional military edu-
cation in Sweden. When the first (and so far 
only) doctoral programme in War Studies in 
Sweden was launched at the Swedish Defence 
University in the autumn of 2019, a mile-
stone for the study of war and warfare in 
Sweden was reached. The programme wel-
comes both civilian students and military of-
ficers, and is currently the home of roughly 
20 doctoral students.1 While wars and con-
flicts are studied in universities around the 

world, a successful doctoral programme in 
War Studies in the Swedish academic system 
ensures the continuous growth of researchers 
with expert knowledge of war and defence 
in the Swedish context. This is especially 
important in times when Russia is waging 
a war in Europe and hostilities are increas-
ing in the international system.

Creating a successful doctoral education 
is, however, not always an easy undertaking. 
According to several researchers, a success-
ful doctoral education is dependent on the 
successful socialisation of the doctoral stu-
dent into a research community. Problems 
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Krigsvetenskaplig forskning är central för vår förståelse av krig och krigföring och utgör den 
vetenskapliga grunden för officersutbildningen i Sverige. När Försvarshögskolan startade sitt 
doktorandprogram i krigsvetenskap hösten 2019 var en milstolpe uppnådd för studiet av 
krig och krigföring i Sverige. En framgångsrik forskarutbildning i krigsvetenskap garante-
rar en kontinuerlig tillväxt av forskare med expertkunskap om krig och försvar i en svensk 
kontext. En framgångsrik forskarutbildning kräver dock att doktoranden socialiseras in i en 
forskningsmiljö, och problem i socialiseringsprocessen riskerar leda till att doktoranden inte 
klarar att slutföra sin utbildning. I denna artikel analyseras förutsättningarna för en fram-
gångsrik socialiseringsprocess för doktorander i krigsvetenskap i Sverige. Utifrån teorier om 
disciplinäritet, d v s vikten av det akademiska ämnets (disciplinens) roll i socialiseringspro-
cessen, analyseras debatten om krigsvetenskapens natur. Enligt resultaten är krigsvetenskap 
både interdisciplinärt, d v s en blandning av flera vetenskapliga ämnen, och transdisciplinärt, 
d v s har en nära relation till praktiken. Detta riskerar att försvåra doktorandernas socialise-
ringsprocess. Flera förslag för hur handledare och forskningsmiljön i övrigt ska kunna mot-
verka dessa problem på bästa sätt diskuteras i artikeln.
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with the socialisation process can hinder the 
doctoral student from understanding the 
normative structures of the community and 
influence their learning process negatively, 
ultimately causing the student to terminate 
their education prematurely. The socialisa-
tion process is considered especially difficult 
in so called interdisciplinary2 and transdisci-
plinary3 environments. To increase the like-
lihood of the doctoral students to succeed 
in their education, it is therefore important 
to ensure that the conditions for a success-
ful socialisation process are met.

The aim of this article is to scrutinise the 
conditions for a successful socialisation pro-
cess for doctoral students in War Studies in 
Sweden. It uses theories of disciplinarity as 
a framework. According to these theories, 
academic disciplines influence the cognitive 
world of the researchers, thereby guiding all 
aspects of research, including epistemological 
assumptions, research questions and research 
designs, theories and methodologies as well 
as the understanding of data. Disciplines are 
therefore argued to be highly important for 
the socialisation process and for the devel-
opment of an ‘academic’ identity.

By analysing the debate about the na-
ture of the discipline of War Studies in 
Sweden, primarily found in Kungl Krigsveten
skapsakademiens Handlingar och Tidskrift 
(KKrVAHT) and the annual yearbooks 
on War Studies (published by the Swedish 
Defence University),4 one finds that War 
Studies in Sweden is a quite young, inter-
disciplinary academic discipline, with close 
relations to practice. While interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary research is generally 
considered to be highly valuable for find-
ing solutions to contemporary, so called 
wicked and global problems, there are also 
challenges with this kind of research, espe-
cially for the doctoral education.5 This has 
important consequences for the role of the 

supervisor as well as for the research com-
munity as a whole.

The article proceeds as follows. In the first 
part, I discuss the role of socialisation and 
identity formation in doctoral education. 
In the second part, the role of disciplines 
in forming the norms and practices of re-
searchers is explored. This is followed by an 
analysis of War Studies as a discipline. In the 
fourth part, I discuss possible consequences 
for the socialisation and identity formation 
of doctoral students in War Studies, as well 
as some suggestions found in the literature 
for how to facilitate this process. I conclude 
the paper with some alternative ideas.

Socialisation and Identity in 
Doctoral Education

The doctoral degree is the highest level of 
formal education in the academic system. 
After three to four years of study, the doc-
toral students have become experts within 
the area of their thesis, as well as developed 
their understanding of what knowledge is, 
and how to use the tools of research. But, the 
doctoral education is also a process where 
the doctoral student is becoming part of a 
research community.

According to several scholars, every re-
search community has their own ontological 
and epistemological underpinnings as well as 
different practices, which differs from other 
research communities.6 The doctoral edu-
cation can be understood as a socialisation 
process, where the doctoral student internal-
ises the normative, emotional and cognitive 
aspects of the community, and develop an 
‘academic’ or ‘research’ identity. Apart from 
knowledge of how to conduct research, this 
also includes how to talk, act, react and think 
in order to be a member of the community.7 
Tsung-han Weng, for example, claims that 
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‘newcomers start academic trajectories with 
limited understanding of academic conven-
tions and practices, learn how to participate 
in an academic-appropriate manner, and fi-
nally become more competent members of 
given academic communities.’8

The socialisation process into a given ac-
ademic or research community is argued to 
be highly important for the doctoral edu-
cation to be successful. Problems in the so-
cialisation process risk influence the learn-
ing process of the students negatively, and 
hinder the doctoral student’s development 
of an academic identity. If the doctoral stu-
dent does not learn to identify, accept and 
use the normative structures of the commu-
nity, the student risk not to be taken serious-
ly or to be disparaged, which in turn could 
inhibit the learning process of the doctoral 
education.9 But, the socialisation process is 
complex and dynamic. It includes not only 
cognitive aspects but also aspects of social 
interaction, identity work and the negotiation 
of institutional and disciplinary ideologies 
and epistemologies.10 ‘Academic discourse’ 
according to Patricia Duff, ‘is therefore a 
site of internal and interpersonal struggle 
for many people, especially for newcomers 
of novices.’11

There are several ways to understand the 
socialisation process, and theories or frame-
works as diverse as ‘language socialisation’, 
‘academic discourse socialisation’, ‘commu-
nity of practice’,12 ‘epistemic living spaces’,13 
‘culture’,14 ‘identity’,15 Darla J. Twale and 
Elizabeth L. Stein’s ‘graduate socialisation 
framework’,16 and Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘field 
theory’,17 are utilised. However, most schol-
ars seem to agree that the role of disciplines 
is highly important for the development of 
an ‘academic’ or ‘research’ identity.18 Indeed, 
according to Karri A. Holley, ‘the doctoral 
degree is considered to be a reflection of a 
disciplinary identity.’19

Disciplinary Identity
According to research about academic disci-
plines, disciplinary specialisation is the main 
model for organising knowledge production 
at contemporary universities. Disciplines are 
considered to influence the cognitive world 
of the researchers, thereby guiding all aspect 
of research, including epistemological as-
sumptions, research questions and research 
designs, theories and methodologies as well 
as the understanding of data. Disciplines 
give us a specific language, a specific way of 
seeing the world, and a way of categorising 
different phenomena. In this way, disciplines 
set the limits of what can be studied as well 
as how it can be studied.20 By guiding the 
various aspects of research, disciplines are 
argued to make knowledge production an 
easier undertaking.

Disciplines have been found to influence 
all aspects of the academic practice.21 By de-
veloping an understanding of the specifics 
of their discipline, the doctoral students de-
velop their own disciplinary identity, which 
helps them to understand the production 
of knowledge. A disciplinary understand-
ing guides the doctoral students in the de-
velopment of a (for the discipline) relevant 
research question. Research problems out-
side the disciplinary norms are not always 
accepted and the doctoral student risk mar-
ginalisation.22

Disciplinary norms also influence our lan-
guage and how to write academic texts. Since 
disciplines have their own ‘playing field’ for 
how academic texts should be constructed, 
it becomes highly important for the doctoral 
student to learn the ‘disciplinary language’. 
Learning how to write, is therefore part of 
the socialisation process.23 The doctoral stu-
dent does not only need to know what kind 
of words and concepts that are used with-
in the discipline, but also understand how 
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the object of study should be described, in 
what way the literature should be includ-
ed, who the reader is, and how the author 
should position themselves in the text. For 
example, according to Eva Brodin, natural 
scientists tend to ‘prove’ their thesis, while 
humanists ‘convince’ the reader. Science 
texts are also often more technical but con-
crete in nature, while humanistic research is 
more metaphorical and abstract.24 Learning 
how to use references is also part of the so-
cialisation process. According to Martin G. 
Erikson, it can be understood as ‘a process 
where the student is becoming part of the 
disciplinary tradition to construct scientif-
ic ”truths”’.25

Disciplinary norms are also argued to 
shape our understanding of quality within 
a field, reflecting the specifics of ontologi-
cal and epistemological foundations, as well 
as understandings of theories and methods. 
In a report from Vetenskapsrådet, it is ar-
gued that although there are some general 
principles about quality that are accepted 
by the research community as a whole, the 
specifics are not identical within different re-
search traditions.26 By influencing what we 
understand as quality, disciplinary norms 
influence most academic research functions, 
such as tenure, promotion and grant funding, 
as well as the admission of students to the 
doctoral education and in the assessment of 
their dissertations. Since the academic award 
system favours institutionalised disciplinary 
categories, the existing order is continuous-
ly reproduced. In this way, professional le-
gitimacy is closely related to disciplines.27

War Studies and Disciplinary 
Identity
War Studies is a relatively new, although in-
creasingly recognised, academic discipline in 
civilian universities. Up until the end of the 

Second World War, war and strategy were 
primarily studied by military historians 
and professional soldiers in military acade-
mies.28 But, with the end of the war, several 
calls were made for the development of an 
academic discipline with focus on war and 
warfare. According to Harvey A. DeWeerd, 
there was a conference in the middle of 
the 1940s, where both ‘civilian scholars 
and military men’ agreed on the need ‘for 
expanding the work offered by academic 
institutions in the military field’.29 A few 
years later, in 1949, Bernard Brodie argued 
that strategy is ‘not receiving the scientific 
treatment it deserves either in the armed 
services or, certainly, outside of them’. He 
called for the development of strategy as a 
systematic field of study.30 Slowly, strate-
gy and war found its way into civilian uni-
versities. The department of War Studies at 
King’s College, London, was established in 
the 1950s. A decade later, by the end of the 
1960s, several universities offered academ-
ic courses in War Studies, and in 1978, the 
Journal of Strategic Studies was founded.31

As an academic discipline, War Studies 
is usually understood as being highly multi- 
or interdisciplinary, and scholars from very 
different fields of study have contributed 
to War Studies over time, such as Political 
Science, History, Economics, Physics, and 
Mathematics. John Baylis and James Wirtz 
do indeed argue that strategy and war is 
best studied from an interdisciplinary per-
spective, since it needs perspectives from 
‘politics, economics, psychology, sociology, 
and geography, as well as technology, force 
structure, and tactics.’32

The development of War Studies in Sweden 
is similar to the international development 
of the discipline. Historically, war and strat-
egy was primarily studied at the Swedish 
military academy.33 The Royal Swedish 
Academy of War Sciences was founded al-



17

peer reviewed tidskrift

ready in 1796, and its journal, the Kungl 
Krigsvetenskapsakademiens Handlingar och 
Tidskrift, was founded the following year.34 
Still, the development of War Studies as an 
academic discipline did not gain momentum 
until the mid-1990s, as part of a larger re-
form of the military education system.35 At 
the time, the education at the military acad-
emy was course based, rather than discipline 
based, which, according to Berndt Brehmer, 
made the development of systematic knowl-
edge about war and strategy difficult. To sup-
port the development of an academic mili-
tary education, War Studies was therefore 
to be established as an academic discipline.36 
When the Swedish Defence University37 be-
came an academic institution on the 1st of 
January 2008, War Studies finally became 
an official discipline in the Swedish academ-
ic system.38

War Studies in Sweden have certainly 
been considered interdisciplinary in nature. 
Initially, when the first military academy, 
Krigshögskolan, was established in Sweden 
in the late 1870s, the study of war was pri-
marily part of military history, according to 
Gunnar Åselius.39 But, during the early ef-
forts of defining War Studies as an academic 
discipline in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
War Studies was considered much broader, 
including fields such as ‘the art of war, op-
erations and tactics, command and control, 
leadership, military strategy, military histo-
ry and logistics.’40

With the establishment of War Studies 
as an official academic discipline within 
the Swedish academic system in 2008, War 
Studies became somewhat more narrowly 
defined. But, it is still considered interdisci-
plinary. In an article published in 2011, Jan 
Willem Honig, argued that ‘Multidisciplinary, 
even interdisciplinary, approaches should be 
the order of the day in krigsvetenskap’, and 
that ‘war is surely too important to be left in 

the hands of one discipline.’41 Others have 
argued that other disciplines, such as Military 
History, Economics and International Law 
are part of War Studies.42 Some scholars 
emphasise that War Studies is methodolog-
ically diverse. Magnus Petersson and Jan 
Ångström, for example, have argued that 
War Studies should be understood as a dis-
cipline with ‘methodological and epistemo-
logical pluralism’,43 Magnus Christiansson 
argues for including both positivist and re-
flexive approaches, and Dan Öberg argues 
to also include different perspective from 
philosophy.44

The interdisciplinary character of War 
Studies is also reflected in the disciplinary 
background of the faculty at the Swedish 
Defence University. Apart from a few re-
searchers with degrees in War Studies, most 
of the faculty has degrees from other dis-
ciplines, such as International Relations, 
Political Science, History, Peace and Conflict 
Research, Philosophy, Educational Science, 
Engineering Logistics, Business Admin-
istration, Psychology and Geology.45 In 2011, 
only six out of 80 faculty members were ex-
ternally reviewed (sakkunniggranskade) for 
positions in War Studies.46

How War Studies is understood in Sweden 
is, however, not only a question of theoreti-
cal and methodological diversity. It is also a 
question about the relation between ‘theory’ 
and ‘practice’.47 This relation is indeed dis-
cussed internationally. Brodie, for example, 
called strategic theory ‘a theory for action.’48 
But, while international scholars argue to 
what extent theory actually informs practice, 
it is still considered a theoretical discipline, 
belonging to human and/or social sciences.49 
In Sweden, part of the discussion is rather 
about if War Studies should be understood 
as part of the human and social sciences, or 
if it should be understood as a ‘professional’ 
discipline, or a ‘science of design’ (design
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vetenskap), in the same way as for example 
engineering or medical education.50

Several scholars, including both current 
and former professors of War Study,51 ex-
plicitly argue that War Studies is a theoretical 
discipline, and should be part of the human 
or social sciences.52 Håkan Edström and 
Magnus Petersson also point to the fact that 
War Studies formally belongs to the social 
sciences in the Swedish academic system.53 
Other scholars are more implicitly comparing 
War Studies with human or social sciences. 
Niklas Zetterling, for example, argues that 
War Studies need to include methods from 
other theoretical disciplines, while Öberg ar-
gues that War Studies can be divided in the 
same way as, for example, Political Science 
(i.e. political science, political theory and 
political philosophy).54 Understanding War 
Studies in this way, makes the technicali-
ties of the military occupation less central 
for the discipline. Instead, focus is turned 
towards the development of critical think-
ing and general knowledge about war and 
warfare, and how that is useful for a mili-
tary practitioner.55

On the contrary, a science of design is not 
primarily focused on understanding vari-
ous phenomena better. Instead, focus is on 
finding, or designing, solutions to practical 
problems, such as developing better tech-
niques for surgeons or designing technical 
aids. Some scholars argue that this is how 
War Studies should be understood. Two for-
mer acting professors of War Studies, Stefan 
Axberg and Berndt Brehmer, for example, 
argue that War Studies ‘should […] contrib-
ute to find solutions for the different prob-
lems and tasks of the military profession.’56 
In this way, the education should be more 
closely related to the practice of the military 
profession, focusing on practicalities and in-
cluding hands-on training.57

In addition to these diverse ways of un-
derstanding War Studies, several scholars 
have found the discipline in Sweden severely 
underdeveloped as an academic discipline, 
further obfuscating a disciplinary identity. 
While some scholars criticises the epistemo-
logical, theoretical and methodological ma-
turity of the discipline,58 others have found 
the research environment ‘inferior’, and 
with too few faculty with research degrees.59 
According to Christiansson, this has made 
it ‘impossible to focus on deeper substantial 
and academic discussions’.60

Encouraging a Disciplinary 
Identity
Interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary re-
search is generally praised as being highly 
valuable for finding solutions to contempo-
rary, so called wicked and global problems. 
During the doctoral education, however, it 
has been found to pose several obstacles to 
the socialisation process of the students.61 
The struggle between what Bourdieu calls 
‘”central” players, the orthodox, the contin-
uers of normal science’ on the one hand and 
‘the marginal, the heretics, the innovators, 
who are often situated on the boundaries 
of their disciplines’ on the other, becomes 
especially pronounced in interdisciplinary 
environments.62 Who and what is consid-
ered ‘central’ in one field might be ‘marginal’ 
in another, making the ‘permanent struggle’ 
between scholars even more intense within a 
discipline such as War Studies. Indeed, Eva 
Brodin and Jitka Lindén compare these dif-
ferences, between various disciplinary en-
vironments, with the differences between 
countries.63

According to previous research, doctoral 
students in interdisciplinary environments 
find it difficult to understand which of the 
various, often contradictory, disciplinary 
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values that are important, especially since 
these are usually not explicitly discussed. To 
be able to navigate disciplinary boundaries, 
research has found that doctoral students 
need a thorough disciplinary grounding, 
knowledge about the strengths and weak-
nesses across multiple disciplines, and ‘the 
ability to recognize and apply methodolog-
ical and conceptual tools from multiple dis-
ciplines’.64 They also need to become ‘multi-
lingual’, to be able to communicate between 
different traditions, both across disciplines 
and to non-academic audiences. However, 
doctoral students often find it hard to com-
municate across disciplinary boundaries.65

An interdisciplinary research environment 
can support doctoral students in this process 
in several ways. Maybe most important is to 
be more explicit about the assumptions under-
lying different research traditions, and to be 
mindful of other perspectives. Consequently, 
ontological, epistemological and methodo-
logical differences need to be thoroughly and 
explicitly discussed. Furthermore, it is im-
portant for interdisciplinary environments 
to be more reflexive than disciplinary envi-
ronments. Here, the research seminar can be 
highly useful. It provides an opportunity to 
explicitly discuss differences between vari-
ous research traditions among the faculty 
and doctoral students. It is also an impor-
tant academic practice, which introduces 
the doctoral student into academic life and 
scientific thinking.

According to Lisa Öberg, this is one tool 
in academia, which creates and reproduces 
power, and where social roles and patterns 
for handling knowledge is distributed. It is 
here, she argues, that the discourses and ex-
pected capabilities of a research communi-
ty is reproduced.66 To learn the values and 
languages of several research traditions is, 
however, time consuming, not only for the 
doctoral student, but also for the supervi-

sors and research community at large, who 
need to be more engaged in the process.67

There is also a need for doctoral students 
in interdisciplinary environments to find a 
balance between knowing little about many 
aspects or plentiful about a few. In one of 
their studies, Susan K. Gardner et al have 
found that this is something interdiscipli-
nary doctoral students particularly strug-
gle with.68 Ulrike Felt et al have also found 
that because of the abundance of different 
theoretical and methodological traditions to 
choose from, doctoral students in interdisci-
plinary environments find it difficult to limit 
their research project.69 One way to guide 
students through this process is to suggest 
initial readings for the student, making them 
familiar with a more limited research field, 
increasing their disciplinary knowledge.70

However, War Studies is not only interdis-
ciplinary, but also to a certain extent trans-
disciplinary, i.e. it is closely related to other 
professions. Officers undertaking doctoral 
research in War Studies as part of their mil-
itary career, will therefore not only have to 
relate to different disciplinary traditions and 
values, but also to other professional values, 
which might not be in line with the academic 
values. The transition from a military officer 
in the middle of their careers to a doctor-
al student can be difficult.71 Gardner et al, 
for example, have found that it is common 
among professional doctoral students to feel 
estranged from both the academic environ-
ment as well as their profession.72 Another 
study, focusing on professional doctoral 
students, has found that the students expe-
rienced that their own expertise was ques-
tioned the more they learned about other 
perspectives.73 One of the doctoral students 
in a study conducted by Andræ Thelin, ex-
pressed that ‘You go from being someone, to 
become someone who can nothing.’ Thelin 
also found that these students used a lot of 
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time and effort to understand the academic 
way of doing things.74

One way to ease the transition from pro-
fessional expert to doctoral student is to or-
ganise mentors (parallel with the supervisor) 
for these students, preferably with experi-
ence of both the military profession and the 
doctoral education. According to Brodin 
and Lindén, mentors can be highly valuable 
for some doctoral students.75 Another way 
is to utilise what Anita Franke and Barbro 
Arvidsson calls ‘research practice-oriented 
supervision’, where the supervisor and the 
doctoral student share the same research pro-
ject. In this kind of supervision, the student 
is learning by conducting research togeth-
er with their supervisor, rather than having 
their own research project. According to 
Franke and Arvidsson, this kind of super-
vision can be compared ‘with studying for 
one’s doctor’s degree as an apprentice in a 
master-apprentice relationship.’76 However, 
several scholars emphasises the importance 
of developing the doctoral students into cre-
ative and independent researchers.77 With 
a ‘research practice-oriented’ style of super-
vision this might be difficult. To encourage 
independence and creativity, the supervisor 
could change over time towards what Franke 
and Arvidsson calls ‘research relation-orient-
ed supervision,’ where the doctoral student 
is encouraged to develop their own project 
and where the supervisor is more of a dia-
logue partner.78

Finally, according to Brodin and Lindén, 
professional doctoral students are also of-
ten struggling with understanding the nature 
of research. This is because professional ex-
perts have a tendency to focus on the answer 
rather than the question. For professional 
experts the answer is more important than 
the questions, while in research it is the 
question that is important.79 By highlight-
ing these differences, the transition from a 

professional expert to a doctoral student 
can become easier.

Conclusions
According to several scholars, doctoral stu-
dents need to develop a disciplinary identity 
to become successful in their research edu-
cation. In an interdisciplinary environment, 
this is a much harder undertaking. These 
students need to learn several disciplinary 
languages and value systems. To facilitate 
the socialisation process for the students, the 
research community needs to become more 
explicit about the differences between various 
traditions. In this sense, interdisciplinary en-
vironments have to be especially self-aware.

But, to develop an explicit and reflexive 
environment is difficult. Galtung, a scholar 
who has worked in several intellectual en-
vironments around the world, as well as in 
different disciplinary environments (meth-
odology of science, peace research, develop-
ment studies and future studies), states that: 
‘I have been struck repeatedly by how little 
awareness the members of the intellectual 
community seem to have of the peculiari-
ties of their own community.’80 This seems 
certainly to be the case for the Swedish War 
Studies environment, where several scholars 
have criticised the maturity of the discipline. 
It might, therefore, be particularly hard to 
develop an explicit and reflexive environ-
ment in these circumstances.

An alternative way to facilitate the devel-
opment of a disciplinary identity among the 
doctoral students could be to create smaller 
micro-environments which are more theo-
retically and methodologically homogenous. 
In this way, the doctoral students can learn 
the language and values within a smaller 
field before they are introduced to the in-
terdisciplinary and transdisciplinary War 
Studies-struggle.
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The role of the supervisor, as well as the 
research environment as a whole, is to cre-
ate the conditions, which make it possible 
for the doctoral student to succeed in their 
undertaking, for example, through courses, 
supervision and different forms of feedback. 
The trick to achieve a successful doctoral 
education in War Studies, however, also in-

cludes the creation of the conditions for the 
doctoral students to develop a disciplinary 
identity in an interdisciplinary and transdis-
ciplinary environment.

The author is Associate Professor of War 
Studies at the Swedish Defence University.
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