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A lasting alliance? On the creation, evolution,
and future of NATO

Alfred van Staden®

Introduction

This article serves a twofold purpose. Firstly, an attempt is made to ascertain
the main determinants accounting for the birth of the Atlantic Alliance in
the late 1940s as well as for the subsequent functioning of this organisation
until the end of the Cold War 40 years later. What patterns of behaviour and
events have favoured the cohesion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) and what have undermined it? Secondly, an explanation is
sought for the alleged anomaly of the Alliance’s continued existence in view
of the disappearance of its original raison d’étre, i.e., the perceived threat
posed by the Soviet Union. The main thrust of the argument is that the es-
tablished literature on alliances (whether historical-inductive or based on ra-
tional choice assumptions) is little helpful to understand the unique character
of the Western Alliance. Other theoretical perspectives such as neoliberal in-
stitutionalism, which conceives NATO as an international regime, may of-
fer a better vantage point to analyse the Alliance’s future. Indeed NATO dif-
fers from pre-World War II alliances by having built at peacetime an elab-
orate and complex structure of common institutions, rules and procedures
tying a wide family of nations together. For that reason, to vary Mark
Twain’s famous words, the numerous reports on its forthcoming death may
be grossly exaggerated.

Alliances can be loosely defined as co-operative arrangements in the field
of military security obliging the member states to assist each other under cer-
tain circumstances. In contrast to systems of collective security the member-
ship of alliances is limited by definition while common action is foreseen to-
wards outside powers rather than towards one of the members. In reality,
however, the difference between the two kinds of security systems may be
smaller because alliances, too, can fulfil internal functions, like the peaceful
settlement of disputes among member states. NATO’s repeated efforts in the
past to reduce the tensions between Greece and Turkey (two western allies)
are a case in point. Conversely, regional systems of collective security (such
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as the Organization of American States) may partly take the shape of an alli-
ance if they also allow for action against extra-regional powers.

Since alliances deal with questions oflife and death, their constitutive trea—
ties are often the result of lengthy and difficult negotiations. K.J. Holsti
(1995, p. 90) points out that negotiators of an alliance treaty are usually very
cautious in defining the casus foederis, i.e., the situation in which mutual com-
mitments are to become operational. The nature of the underlying political
objectives are very important. Thus, treaties that have been used for offen-
sive purposes often contained a very vague definition of the situation that
would bring the alliance into operation. Other prominent issues that have to
be resolved in negotiations are (1) the type of commitments to be undertak-
en by the future alliance partners and (2) the geographical scope of the treaty
(see further below).

2. The creation of NATO

The events leading up to the outbreak of World War II illustrate the point
that common perceptions of a military threat are a necessary but not a suffi-
cient condition for the making of defensive alliances. In the late 1930s the
European democracies were not able to establish a credible alliance against
Germany, even when the aggressive intentions of the Nazi regime had be-

come clear. Why did they fail to do so? After the First World War alliances
had lost their reputation for deterring aggression. Many politicians were
firmly convinced that commitments for automatic assistance to other nations
had precipitated the escalation of the 1914 crisis rather than stopped it.
Thomas Christensen and Jack Snyder (1990, p. 148), also referring to the
previous war experience, contend that the policymakers and strategists who
had lived through the trench warfare stalemates of 1914-18 believed that also
new territorial conquests would be difficult and slow. Consequently, the ar-
chitects of national security policy thought that they could safely stand aside
at the outset of a conflict, ‘waiting to intervene only if and when the initial
belligerents showed signs of having exhausted themselves’.

At any rate, the calculations of Germany’s major antagonists reflected a
weak awareness of security interdependence. This also explains why both
Britain and France made only halfhearted and disastrously ineffective at-
tempts to form an alliance with the Soviet Union, whilst the latter country
tried to have a lucky escape from the imminent confrontation by concluding
a separate nonaggression treaty with Germany. The policy of appeasement,
as pursued by the West European democracies, may be seen as a middle
course between a policy of balancing on the one hand and a policy of band-
wagoning on the other (cf: Walt 1987).
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The most conspicuous feature of the postwar international system is, of
course, the bipolar power structure with two rivaling superpowers in con-
trol of a large part of the military resources available in the world and uniting
many nations in separate blocs under their leadership. Contrary to conven-
tional political wisdom, the superpowers’ need for allies among the lesser
breeds in the international family of states is not self~evident. Thus, in mak-
ing his well-known case for bipolar against multipolar systems Kenneth
Waltz (1979, p. 168) postulates that in bipolar configurations the great pow-
ers balance each other by ‘internal’ instead of ‘external’ means, thus relying
on their own capabilities rather than on those of allies like in multipolar
systems. ‘External balancing’ is assumed to be less reliable and accurate than
‘internal balancing’ because of the inherent uncertainty about countries’
willingness and ability to stick to their treaty obligations when wars break
out. For this reason (and other reasons as well) a bipolar system is, according
to Waltz, likely to breed more stability than a multipolar one.

If Waltz’ view is correct that alliances are not essential in preserving the
balance in bipolar systems, why, then, did the Truman administration decide
to join the West European governments in creating the Atlantic Alliance in
1949?* Buzan (1991, pp. 281-83) offers a cogent explanation. He rightly
argues that the United States, despite its initial hesitancy about getting in-
volved in the defence of Europe, needed to defend the Old World in order
to defend itself. In the American perspective the new trans-atlantic alliance
was to become an instrument for the forward defence of the United States.
This view also was the result of an important learning process. The Second
World War had demonstrated that America’s ocean buffers no longer suf-
ficed to keep overseas enemies at bay. During the war the United States paid
a high price for having adopted in the 1920s and 1930s a national defence
strategy which was based on a passive, self-protecting outlook and had al-
lowed massive threats to build up in both Europe and Asia. Consequently,
the country was forced to make a huge military effort while at a dangerously
disadvantageous starting-point. The lesson here was, in Buzan’s words, that
‘security policy needed to be outward- and forward-looking, with the Unit-
ed States playing an active global role to ensure that no such unfavourable
conditions would arise again’ (p. 281-82). A similar argument is levelled by
Gaddis (1982) who holds that the American architects of the postwar policy
of containment realized that the costs of military intervention after the out-
break of war were much higher than the efforts to prevent it by maintaining
a military presence along the periphery of the Soviet empire. It was also rec-
ognized that attempts by the Soviet leaders to control the vast economic and
human resources of Western Europe would mean a direct challenge to the
position of the United States as a global power.

Whereas the principal problem for American national security in the post-
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war era was to ensure that war, if it occurred, should not touch upon the
home territory of the United States, the overriding interest of the West Eu-
ropean countries was to prevent war altogether. Not only were those coun-
tries, far more than the United States, vulnerable to armed conflicts because
of their close proximity to each other, but also their limited territorial size
and economic strength made them subject to devastation and depletion on a
large scale in case of war even before the advent of nuclear weapons (cf. Ho-
ward 1964, p. 403). Despite this marked contrast in their geostrategic posi-
tion, the countries on both sides of the Atlantic were united in their com-
mon perception of the Soviet Union as the prime threat to the security of
Europe. What especially tied the European countries to the United States
was the idea of the American nuclear monopoly (or at least superiority) of-
fering a deterrent capability of such magnitude as to reduce the probability of
war to almost zero level.

In addition to the obvious long-term interest of both the United States
and Western Europe to contain Soviet expansionism, the predictability of
postwar patterns of international relations in general as well as the prepon-
derance of power enjoyed by the United States with regard to all other
Western nations are to be conceived as crucial factors contributing to the
formation of NATO. The ideological rift between the democratic and
communist world was of such a fundamental nature that it provided a fertile
ground for the development of strong bonds of mutual allegiance and soli-
darity between groups of states. What is more, the prospect of American
leadership raised expectations about the feasibility of effectively organizing
co-operation in a political setting of sovereign states with different national
outlooks and with suspicions, especially among the larger West European
states, about each other’s ulterior motives. As a power much greater than
Britain, France, and Germany only the United States was able to pull the ex-
istential sting of their previous rivalry and to allow them to clasp hands in
community (cf. Joffe 1995, p. 110). Because of the sheer weight of the Unit-
ed States it was almost automatically taken for granted that this country was
to bear the primary responsibility for taking inititatives and for enforcing
joint policies.

This is not to suggest, however, that the negotiations on the drafting of
the Washington Treaty, the legal basis of the Atlantic Alliance, had been easy
(cf. Ireland 1981; Kaplan 1984; Wiebes and Zeeman 1993). Two issues al-
ready referred to in the introduction required a lot of diplomatic wisdom
and patience to deal with, namely the definition of the obligation for military
assistance and the definition of the treaty area. The United States hesitated to
include automatic commitments into the North Atlantic Treaty as it de-
manded some leeway to decide what to do in the case of an armed attack. It
also wanted the geographical scope of the treaty area to be limited to the Eu-
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ropean territories of the participating states. By contrast, the European coun-
tries pushed for accepting a so-called ‘hair-trigger’ clause committing the
signatories to give immediate military and other help by all means at their
disposal if any of them would be subject to an armed attack.3 Furthermore,
the colonial powers among the allies insisted that alliance commitments ex-
tend to at least some of their overseas colonies or territories. This controver-
sy is hardly surprising because it can be derived from the familiar discussion
in the scholarly literature on the risks of respectively ‘abandonment’ and
‘entrapment’ emanating from alignments in particularly strong and weak
power configurations (cf. Snyder 1984).

Being consumers rather than producers of security, weak and dependent
states tend to ask for absolute security guarantees. They fear to be abandoned
by their more powerful protectors when a conflict is likely to escalate and
the costs of military assistance in terms of human lives and retaliatory attacks
on civil targets become too high. Equally understandable, as the present dis-
cussion about the enlargement of NATO with countries from Central and
Eastern Europe clearly illustrates, strong and protecting states fear to be
drawn automatically into conflicts implicating one or more of the smaller
powers when the supreme interests of the former may not be at stake or in-
deed the costs of protection outweigh the advantages. Article § of the North
Atlantic Treaty, defining the commitments to be undertaken, is the expres-
sion of a political compromise between the American and European posi-
tions. The wording of the assistance clause is a masterpiece of calculated am-
biguity since on the one hand there is an obligation to render assistance to
the treaty partner (or partners) subject to an armed attack but on the other
hand the type of response is at the discretion of the helping countries.

The negotiations record of the North Atlantic Treaty further lends no
support to corroborate one of the central propositions in coalition theory,
1.e. the famous size principle. According to Riker (1962, pp. 32-33), in social
situations meeting certain assumptions ‘participants create coalitions just as
large as they believe will ensure winning and no larger’. Following the logic
of game theory he predicts that the pattern of alliances in the international
system will result from two contradictory drives of states: (1) to join a win-
ning coalition and (2) to win as much as possible. Obviously, the first aim
will lead each state to prefer large alliances because they can ensure victory,
whereas the second leads each state to prefer small alliances because they can
provide the biggest share of whatever there is to win. The result of such con-
tradictory aims will be the formation of alliances that are just as large as they
must be to win but no larger. While his work on alliances is rooted in con-
crete historical observations rather than in abstract game theory, Liska (1962,
p. 27) arrives at a similar conclusion. He claims that in forming alliances ra-
tional actors are likely to take into account ‘the marginal utility of the last
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unit of commitment to a particular ally and the last cost in implementing
commitments’.

However, on the eve of its creation, circumstance rather than deliberate
calculations did underly decisionmaking on the size of the Atlantic Alliance.
The participation of the United States, Canada and the five signatories of the
Brussels Treaty was taken for granted right from the start of the negotiations.
Those countries may be regarded as the ‘minimal contributing set’ of the al-
liance (cf. Hardin 1982). But, for a long time, there was a lot of uncertainty
about the participation of Portugal, Denmark, Norway and even Italy. Their
eventual accession to the North Atlantic Treaty was not the result of esti-
mates of their marginal benefits and costs but of a general political judgment
about their international and domestic situation. The entry of Greece and
Turkey into NATO (in 1952) did prompt some discussion about the advan-
tages and disadvantages of the membership of the two southern flank coun-
tries. The admission of the Federal Republic of Germany (in 1955) can be
partly related to defining the minimum requirements for success of the alli-
ance. Without its participation NATO was supposed to be unable to build
up an effective conventional defence.

The point at issue, though, is that Riker’s notion of ‘winning’ or dividing
the ‘spoils’ is fatally flawed in the context of postwar military alliances. In-
deed, the stated aim of NATO was to prevent the outbreak of war by main-
taining a credible deterrence. As will be discussed in the next section this ob-
jective implied a political debate about the level of burden sharing, not about
the level of profit sharing.

3. Performance during the Cold War

How did the Atlantic Alliance, over the past decades, succeed in delivering
security to the member states or at least in giving them a sense of being rea-
sonably well protected? Conventional wisdom has it that the quality of the
Alliance’s performance is closely related to its internal cohesion, the latter
being almost exclusively determined by the threat posed by an adversary. To
be sure, in the past the Soviet military threat provided the correcting mecha-
nism that could be used to persuade the allies to bury their intra-mural differ-
ences. But, as Thomas Rissen-Kappen (1994, p. 54) points out, the actual
Cold War record of events bearing on the relationship between alliance co-
hesion and East-West tensions is more mixed than many people tend to as-
sume. Thus, for example, whereas NATO’s unity was relatively strong dur-
ing the Berlin crisis of 1958 and the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, deep rifts
among the allies arose at the time of the Korean War (1950-53) and in the
aftermath of the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan (late 1979).
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The special problems that usually emerge when states seek to achieve col-
lective goals are another reason why the mere reference to the menace from
the East apparantly does not suffice to account for NATO’s ability to deliver
security. Security and particularly deterrence, being its most important re-
quirement, can be conceived as a public good in the sense that it is supplied
to all members of the group and that none can be excluded from consump-
tion, not even non-members. The two essential characteristics of public
goods, i.e., jointness or non-rivalry of supply (which means that when new
members are added to the group, the other members who also consume the
good will not receive a diminished amount) and non-exclusiveness, per-
meate the logic of collective action and create the famous free-rider dilem-
ma. On the one hand, all members of the group are tempted to pass the buck
to the others because there is no direct connection between their individual
sacrifices and their share of the common benefits; on the other, as rational ac-
tors, they realize that the collective good cannot be made available if buck-
passing would be the prevailing attitude among the members of the group.
The theory of collective action predicts that, especially in a political setting
lacking central authority, public goods (like security) will only be achieved at
a sub-optimal level of utility and that the larger the number of actors who
belong to the group, the more difficult it becomes to supply the public good
atall (Olson 1971).

Two conditions have enabled NATO to curb free-riding and to produce
the collective good of security in such an amount that it satisfied the member
states: 1. the leadership provided by the United States and 2. the develop-
ment of military integration. As to the American role, it is obvious that in
spite of NATO being an organization formally based on the principle of
equality of all member states the USA has played a crucial role in almost all
major alliance decisions. The USA enjoyed such preponderance of power
that it may be called a hegemon. The notion of hegemony has often been as-
sociated with negative phenomena like conquest, suppression or war but this
picture is one-sided. History demonstrates that there are both malign and
benign hegemons, and that it is hard to achieve stability without controlling
force.

It would appear that the theory of hegemonic stability, which has been
developed in the context of the international political economy (cf. Kindle-
berger 1981; Gilpin 1987; Van Ham 1992), also applies to international se-
curity organizations like NATO. According to this theory the stability of an
international order or a particular international co-operative arrangement is
to be explained by the presence of a predominant power (i.¢., the hegemon)
who is able to enforce rules and norms unilaterally, and who is willing to
take a disproportionate share of the joint costs. Exactly this was done by the
USA in the Western Alliance. The Americans occasionally brought pressure
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to bear on allies who defied the common rules of the game. Not only was
the absolute level of American military expenditure highest among all
NATO members, but so was the relative level of that expenditure, that is to
say the percentage of GINP successive US administrations spent on defence
(Oneal 1990; Palmer 1990). The large size of the American military budget
reflected the overriding interest of Washington in maintaining peace in the
North Atlantic area by deterring the Soviet Union.

In addition to the pivotal role of the United States the development of the
integrated military structure with its joint command, planning and logistic
units has been very essential to the Alliance’s performance. While NATO is
not a supranational organization because decisions by the Alliance depend
on the consent of the member states, there are elements of supranational
power in the Alliance’s intricate web of institutional structures. Apart from
the rules and procedures for the co-ordination of defence policies and the as-
signment of forces to the integrated military command, elaborate norms of
policy co-ordination have also grown. NATO’s extensive civilian and mili-
tary bureaucracy has contributed to a denationalization of the mental out-
look of the political and military elites involved. Stable expectations and
habits of co-operation have developed among the member states so as to af-
fect the usual balancing of benefits and costs, especially as far as free riding 1s
concerned (Duffield 1992).

Since the level of interactions between national representatives of NATO
countries was very high, these representatives were likely to be confronted
almost instantaneously with negative reactions to defecting strategies. In fact
the decision making situation in the alliance represented a hyper-iterative
setting with institutionalized forms of social control. Thus, for example, all
countries participating in the military organization were required to submit
themselves to the so-called annual review procedure aimed at determining
to what extent member states had kept their promises in terms of financial
commitments and military missions. Disclosures by NATO officials in-
volved in this procedure would suggest that national diplomats and military
officials were embarrassed when their country received low marks and, me-
taphorically speaking, were put on the alliance’s black list.

In order to curb free riding NATO has also employed positive rather than
negative sanctions by coupling ‘private benefits’ (i.e., specific rewards for in-
dividual member states) to relatively large national contributions to the mili-
tary strength of the alliance. Examples of those individual benefits for coun-
tries with a good alliance record are: 1. economic assistance, 2. the appoint-
ment of nationals at key positions in the allied organization, 3. the location of
military infrastructure with employment opportunities.

From the same analytical perspective, i.e., the logic of collective action, it
is also possible to analyze the factors that have been detrimental to NATO’s
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performance, or even have threathened its continued existence. First and
foremost, the dilemmas of NATO’s nuclear strategy spring to mind. At the
root of those dilemmas lay the question of the indivisibility of trans-Atlantic
security. The notion of nuclear deterrence as a public good suggests the stra-
tegic unity of the alliance and particularly the linkage between North Amer-
icaand Western Europe. Ifthe Soviet Union were to be deterred from an at-
tack on the American homeland, it was also supposed to be deterred from an
attack on Western Germany or the Netherlands and vice versa. But was the
premise correct that the Americans would not differentiate between their
own security interests and those of their overseas allies?

In the past decades a very fundamental and to some extent quasi-theolog-
ical debate was conducted on the reliability and credibility of the so-called
American nuclear guarantees for Europe in view of the increased vulnerabil-
ity of the American territory to strategic surprise attacks by the Soviet Un-
ion. This debate often triggered the rhetorical question of whether the Unit-
ed States could be counted on to risk the destruction of Philadelphia or Bos-
ton for the sake of protecting Hamburg or Amsterdam. As early as the 1960s
president De Gaulle concluded that in the nuclear era military alliances had
outlived their usefulness. He refused to believe that nuclear powers would
be willing to assist other countries if this would entail the risk of self-destruc-
tion. Whatever the validity of this view, it is a fact that from the early 1960s
onward the US adminstration increasingly deployed theater-nuclear weap-
ons in Buropa and expanded American capabilities for limited nuclear
strikes. Whereas the American interest required the postponement of the
threat of an all-out nuclear retaliation as long as possible, it was in the interest
of the European allies to narrow the escalation spectrum by conveying to the
Soviets the risk of nuclear retaliation at an early stage of the military conflict.
What the Americans could define as a limited war, namely a war geographi-
cally confined to European territory without the use of strategic nuclear
weapons, definitely would mean a total war in European eyes given the de-
structive power of all nuclear weapons (cf. Schwartz 1983).

The strategy of flexible response (officially: ‘flexiblity in response’), which
was adopted as NATO’s new strategy in 1967, could be explained as a deli-
cate compromise between the American and the European security interest
(De Wijk 1989; Daalder 1991). Most European governments clung to the
idea that the strategy was viable since the Soviet leaders had to take into ac-
count at least the possibility of escalation to the level of central nuclear weap-
ons, even though American leaders sometimes raised doubts as to their
readiness in holding the American people hostage to a war in Europe.

It makes sense to draw a parallel between the nuclear debate and the dis-
cussion in the Alliance about East-West détente since the late 1960s. Like-
wise the problems involved in this discussion caused strains between the
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American and the European allies. According to David Calleo (1987) the
Europeans played an anti-cyclical role with regard to American oscillations
from reconciliation to confrontation as far as the relationship with the Soviet
Union was concerned. On the one hand, in the early 1970s the Europeans
critized Washington for engaging in so-called superpower bilateralism by
making separate arms control deals with Moscow allegedly without taking
into full account the interests of its European allies. On the other, ten years
later president R eagan was under scrutiny by European leaders who felt that
the United States was on a collision course by launching a new ideological
crusade against the Soviet Union. The country was branded by the Ameri-
can president as an ‘evil empire’ and the Soviet leadership was accused by
him of expanding Soviet influence in several third world regions, e.g.,
South-West Asia, the Horn of Africa and Central America (Garthoft 1985).
A bone of contention among the Western allies was the geographical divis-
ibility or indivisibility of East-West détente. Whilst the European countries,
first and foremost Western Germany, sought to protect the achievements of
the Helsinki process in Europe against superpower confrontations elsewhere
in the world, the United States took the view that greater stability in Europe
should not enable the Soviet Union to have a free hand outside the Europe-
an continent. The conflicting views of the Europeans and the Americans
could be related partly to differences between the perspectives of regional
and of world powers. The coming to power of Gorbachev in 1985 and his
policy of ‘perestroika’ did prevent the tensions among the Western countries
from becoming a deep rift in NATO.

4. Images of NATO’s future

Is the Atlantic Alliance doomed now that the Cold War is over, in spite of
the attempts by Central and Eastern European countries to join the club?
Are organizational inertia and vested bureaucratic interests the only forces
that hold the Alliance together nowadays? Looking at the historical record, it
is indeed hard to avoid the conclusion that the days of an alliance are num-
bered once the common enemy has disappeared. Understandably many au-
thors have referred to the spectacular dissolution of the anti-fascist Grand Al-
liance just after the defeat of Hitler. Much quoted have been the words of
George Liska (1962, p. 6) that alliances ‘are against, and only derivately, for
someone or something’.

Still, a compelling case could be made that those observations are not
quite conclusive as to NATO’s future because the Western alliance has
moved far beyond the format of a classical alliance whose main function is to
uphold (or to restore) the balance of power. As NATO has functioned as the
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major institutional framework for the co-ordination of security policies of its
sixteen members it may be conceived as an international regime or an insti-
tution defined as a ‘persistent and connected set of rules (formal and infor-
mal) that prescribe behavioral roles, constrain activity, and shape
expectations’ (Keohane 1989, p. 163). Gunther Hellmann and Reinhard
Wolf (1993) have made the important point that one’s view of NATO’s fu-
ture and the expectations one has about its continued existence are very
much shaped by the theoretical perspectives one chooses. They argue that
the two schools of international relations that currently predominate the
theoretical debate at the systemic level, i.e., neorealism and neoliberal insti-
tutionalism (cf. Baldwin 1993), provide a good base for deducing predictions
about the future of NATO (p. 4). Neorealists such as Walt (1987), Grieco
(1990) and Mearsheimer (1994/95) start from the assumption that states have
to take care of their own security because there is no central authority to
provide protection. They do recognize that even in a self-help system states
sometimes operate through institutions. Thus, under conditions of anarchy
states may decide to form alliances when they can expect the support of oth-
er states because of their partners’ interest to defend each other against a
common adversary. But, like other institutions, alliances reflect state calcula-
tions of self-interest based primarily on the international distribution of
power. They are not believed to be an independent force which affects the
behaviour of states more than marginally. In the neorealist view defensive al-
liances are only a means to security against adversaries. Without a common
adversary allied states lack sufficient incentives to continue their co-opera-
tion, also because membership of an alliance entails constraints on the
members’ freedom of action. Consequently, the disintegration of an alliance
begins as soon as the reasons which led to its formation no longer exist.

By contrast, neoliberal institutionalists like Keohane (1984), Young
(1989) and Stein (1990) hold that states calculate their interests not only on
the basis of the international distribution of capabilities but also by taking
into account the benefits of international institutions. These institutions are
supposed to influence a state’s interests in two interrelated ways: they alter
incentives and they influence expectations of other states’ behaviour by
making it less attractive to cheat and therefore less risky to co-operate. Thus,
institutions do not merely reflect temporary interests of states but are also be-
lieved to shape those interests and, indirectly, the practices of states. It fol-
lows that the evolution of alliances is affected also by their institutional char-
acteristics like organizational strength and the degree of integration.

Neoliberal institutionalists agree with neorealists that institutions are likely
to collapse when these are no longer regarded as an effective instrument for
the realization of state interests. They believe, however, that states have
greater incentives to maintain institutions than neorealists would accept.
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The central argument of the neoliberal institutionalists’ line of thought is that
governments realize that it is easier to maintain than recreate international
institutions and that these institutions provide, by their very existence, useful
channels of communication and a reduction of transaction costs. As to mod-
ern alliances in particular, the high costs of pursuing an independent nation-
al security policy in the present circumstances provide a powerful motive for
governments to continue co-operation in alliances, whatever their original
purpose, in order to take advantage of economies of scale. For these and oth-
er reasons, it is assumed that alliances will evolve rather than cease to exist.

It should be clear that, seen from the neorealist perspective, the only con-
ceivable image of NATQO’s future is the scenario of goal regeneration. In this
scenario NATO basically maintains its character as a defensive military alli-
ance composed of a limited number of states, unified to protect their territo-
ries against a would-be aggressor. Its assumption is that, in spite of the end of
the Cold War, Russia and the West remain divided by important geopoliti-
cal differences that may be managed to some extent by international institu-
tions but will never completely disappear, even if Russia would succeed in
developing into a stable democracy. Henry Kissinger may be considered a
leading advocate of this line of thought. In his masterful work Diplomacy
(Kissinger 1994) he points out that students of geopolitics and history (like
himself) would argue that ‘Russia, regardless of who governs it, sits astride
the territory Halford Mackinder called the geopolitical heartland, and is the
heir of the most potent imperial traditions’ (p. 814). The logical implication
is that for the time being NATO may enjoy an Indian Summer as Russia is
temporarily paralyzed by internal strife and economic trouble; yet, as soon as
the country manages to heal its wounds it will turn out to be the West’s nat-
ural opponent again and pose a new threat to its interests. The plausibility of
the ‘goal regeneration scenario’ does not merely depend on the intellectual
validity of the assumption on the immutability of the long-range goals of
Russian foreign policy. From a political point of view, it also depends on the
ability of Western political leaders to convince the public at large of the ne-
cessity of holding NATO together under the justification of a threat which is
remote and therefore hard to visualize. The search for new enemies like
Muslim fundamentalism by senior NATO officials demonstrates the politi-
cal difficulty of regenerating the original inspiration of the Western alliance.

From the perspective of neoliberal institutionalism one may envisage two
other images of NATO’s future: 1. the scenario of goal transformation and 2.
the scenario of instrument sublimation. The first scenario implies the transfor-
mation of NATO from an exclusive military alliance into a more inclusive
security organization which seeks to project stability on regions outside the
traditional treaty area. In so far as this transformation leads to a large expan-
sion of the alliance with new member states NATO is to assume the appear-
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ance of a collective security organization (Kupchan and Kupchan 1991). A
merger with the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
would be a logical development once Russia, too, would be allowed to join
NATO. The argument can be made that NATO has already made some
steps towards the creation of a new security system for Europe as a whole.
Thus, for example, in late 1991 the Alliance decided to establish the North
Atlantic Co-operation Council for conducting regular consultations with its
former opponents. In 1992 NATO stated its willingness to carry out peace-
keeping operations at the request of the United Nations or the Conference
on Security and Co-operation in Europe. In early 1994 NATO launched
the so-called Partnership for Peace Programme giving non-members the
opportunity to enter into close military co-operation with the Alliance. Yet,
these new security arrangements fall far short of creating an all-European
system of collective security (Van Staden 1994).

This fact is hardly surprising because a lot of skepticism exists in allied cir-
cles about the practical value of the concept of collective security. Few
Western leaders believe that European countries of all sorts would be unani-
mous in distinguishing between the perpetrators and the victims of aggres-
sion and would be ready to make ultimate sacrifices in conflicts that do not
touch upon their own vital interests. Joseph Joffe’s (1992) severe criticism of
the underlying presumption of the concept concerned seems to reflect the
prevailing opinion in NATO: collective security can only work when it is
not needed and it will be ineffective when it is necessary. Indeed it is hard to
imagine the outbreak of any European conflict if all preconditions for the
working of collective security are fulfilled. A fundamental weakness of large,
inclusive security systems like collective security is the erosion of mutual res-
ponsibility; the alignment of many states with each other means that no state
has a special relationship with another state.

The scenario of ‘instrument sublimation’, the third image of NATO’s fu-
ture, implies the elevation of the integrated military structure to a goal in its
own right. Whilst this structure was developed in the past as a means for
building a credible deterrence and defence against the Warsaw Pact, it has ac-
tually also functioned as an international regime which contributed consider-
ably to the denationalization of Western defence policies and the integration
of Germany into the Western security community in particular. FNATO’s
future raison d’étre is not likely to be found in combating old or new enemies
or, for that matter, in the quest for new goals like collective security, then the
Alliance’s continued existence might be justified by strengthening the func-
tion of military integration, also in view of the increased political weight of
Germany after its reunification. Those who favour this option fear a revival
of old inter-state rivalries in Western Europe in the case NATO would fall
apart. Their implicit assumption is that independent defence capabilities
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create security dilemmas, regardless of the nature of governments’ intentions.

It is not difficult to find elements of each of the three scenarios in public
statements of Western leaders. The juxtaposition of different conceptions
reflects the state of confusion of NATO at present. The main source of the
confusion is the fundamental uncertainty about the future course of action of
Russia. Is Russia to be seen as a security partner or should it be regarded as a
grave long-term security risk? Afraid that any choice may generate either
self-fulfilling or self-denying prophecies Western diplomats are currently
performing a delicate balancing act by neither including nor excluding Rus-
sia at the councils of allied consultations.

Conclusion

From the foregoing analysis strong arguments can be derived that NATO
will manage to prolong its existence anyhow, with or without a common
enemy. If the Alliance survives as an international security regime in a setting
where a clear external threat is lacking, then neorealists would have a real
problem to explain such an outcome. But, on the other hand, neoliberal in-
stitutionalists are well-advised to be careful in proclaiming victory if this sce-
nario were to come true. The ultimate test of the strength of their claim in
the debate on NATQO’s future lies, of course, in the effectiveness and also the
practical relevance of the allied security regime. Indeed there is a world of
difference between a token security organization mainly producing ritual
gatherings and predictable communiqués, and an organization capable of ef-
fectively dealing with international conflicts like in the former Yugoslavia.
Since a large part of NATO’s effectiveness in the past resulted from the lead-
ership of the United States and the preponderance of power this country en-
joyed, the future vitality of the Western Alliance will very much depend on
the scope of the American involvement with European security.

Under the double influence of the relative decline of US power on the
one hand and the shift in American society to domestic priorities on the oth-
er, US engagement has already become more selective. The case of the for-
mer Yugoslavia shows that the US administration is reluctant to bear the
brunt in European conflicts short of a major conflagration which affects the
central balance of power. Like England in the 19th century the United States
will be interested to throw its weight on the European scale in order to pre-
vent or to combat bids for hegemony on the part of any of the larger Euro-
pean powers. But such a contingency is not very likely in the foreseeable fu-
ture. The United States, therefore, will also be less motivated to provide
leadership in the Western Alliance. In other words: unlike in the past, the
Americans will not act as the great organizer, bearing a disproportionate
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share of the costs. Nor will — for that matter — the Europeans, seeking to en-
hance their profile in world politics, defer as willingly to American manage-
ment (cf. Joffe 1995, p. 112-13).

In the latter context, another crucial factor to be taken into account in as-
sessing the future effectiveness of the Alliance are the new attempts to realize
the ideal of Atlantic partnership by transforming NATO into a more even-
handed alliance built on an American and a European pillar with equal res-
ponsibilities. The success of those attempts is closely related to the progress
that can be made in developing a common European foreign and security
policy as envisaged in the Treaty of Maastricht on the European Union. The
combination of uncertainties — the Russian imbroglio, the faltering US lead-
ership, and Europe’s groping for political unity — gives little cause for believ-
ing that NATO, however strong its potential to survive as an organization,
will be able to achieve the same level of effectiveness as it did during the
Cold War era.

Notes

1. This article is the revised version of a paper delivered at the workshop on Alliances
during the Annual Meeting of the Dutch Political Science Association (Politicologenet-
maal)in Soesterberg, 26-27 May, 1994. The author wishes to thank the workshop direc-
tors, Wil Hout and Bob Lieshout, and Gerd Junne for their useful comments and valuable
suggestions on the first version of this paper.

2. Strictly speaking it is not correct to say that NATO was founded in 1949, because
the treaty organization came about only two years later.

3. As was laid down in the Treaty of Brussels (1948) uniting France, Great Britain and
the Benelux countries.

4. Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty reads as follows:

‘The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or
North America shall be considered an attack against them all and consequently they agree
that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of the right of individual or
collective self-defence recognized by Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, will
assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in concert with
the other Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force (italics added),
to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area.’ (...)

R eferences

Buzan, B. (1991), People, states and fear: An agenda for interational security studies in the post-
Cold War era. Second edition. New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Baldwin, D.A. (ed) (1993), Neorealism and neoliberalism: The contemporary debate. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Calleo, D. (1987), Beyond American hegemony. New Y ork: Basic Books.

Christensen, T.J., and J. Snyder (1990), ‘Chain gangs and passed bucks: Predicting alliance

303




AP 1995/3

patterns in multipolarity’. International Organization 44, p. 137-168.

Daalder, I (1991), The nature and practice of flexible response: NATO strategy and theatre nuclear

forces since 1967. New York: Columbia University Press.

Duffield, J. (1992), ‘International regimes and alliance behaviour: Explaining NATO
conventional force levels’. International Organization 46, p. 798-855.

Gaddis, ].L. (1982), Strategies of containment. New Y ork: Oxford University Press.

Garthoff, R. (1985), Détente and confrontation. Washington, DC: Brookings.

Gilpin, R. (1987), The political economy of interational relations. Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press.

Ham, P. van (1992), ‘The lack of a Big Bully: Hegemonic stability theory and regimes in
the study of international relations’, Acta Politica 27, p. 29-48.

Hardin, R. (1982), Collective action. Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Holsti, K.J. (1995), Intermational politics: A framework for analysis. Seventh edition. Engle-
wood Cliffs, N J.: Prentice-Hall.

Howard, M. (1964), ‘Military power and international order’, International Affairs 40, p.
403.

Ireland, T.P. (1981), Creating the entangling alliance: The origins of the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization. Westport: Greenwood Press.

Joffe, J. (1995), ““Bismarck” or “Britain”? Toward an American grand strategy after
bipolarity’, International Secutity 19, p. 94-117.

Kaplan, L.S. (1984), The United States and NATO: The formative years. Lexington: Univer-
sity Press of Kentucky.

Keohane, R. (1989), International institutions and state power: Essays in intemational relations
theory. Boulder, Colo.: Westview.

Kindleberger, C.P. (1981), ‘Dominance and leadership in the international economy’,
International Studies Quarterly 25, p. 242~54.

Kissinger, H.A. (1994), Diplomacy. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Liska, G. (1962), Nations in alliance: The limits of interdependence. Baltimore, Md: Johns
Hopkins University Press.

Kupchan, C., and C. Kupchan (1991), ‘Concerts, collective security, and the future of
Europe’, International Security 16, p. 114-61.

Mearsheimer, J.J. (1994/95), ‘The false promise of international institutions’, Intemational
Security 19, p. 5-49.

Olson, M. (1971), The logic of collective action. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Oneal, J.R.. (1990), ‘The theory of collective action and burden sharing in NATO’, Inter-
national Organization 44, p. 379-402.

Palmer, G. (1990), ‘Coralling the free riders: Deterrence and the Western alliance’, Inter-
national Studies Quarterly 34, p. 147-64.

Riker, W.H. (1962), The theory of political coalitions. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University
Press.

Risse-Kappen, T. (1994), ‘The long-term future of European security’. In: W. Carlsnaes
and S. Smith (eds), European foreign policy. The EC and changing perspectives in Europe.
London: Sage, p. 45-60.

Schwartz, D. (1983), NATO’s nuclear dilemmas. Washington, DC: Brookings.

Snyder, G. (1984), ‘The security dilemma in alliance politics’, World Politics 36, p. 461-96.

Staden, A. van (1994), ‘NAVO, weeskind na de Koude Oorlog?’ In: A. van Staden (ed.),
Tussen orde en chaos. De organisatie van de veiligheid in het nieuwe Europa. Tweede druk.

A. van Staden: A lasting alliance? On the creation, evolution, and future of NATO

Leiden: DSWO Press, p. 103-35.

Stein, A.A. (1990), Why nations cooperate: Circumstance and choice in international relations.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Walt, S.M. (1987), The origins of alliances. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Waltz, K.N. (1979), Theory of intermational politics. R eading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley.

Wiebes, C., and B. Zeeman (1993), Belgium, the Netherlands and alliances, 1940-1949. Ph.D.
dissertation Leiden University.

Wik, R. de (1989), Flexibility in response? Attempts to construct a plausible strategy for NATO.
Ph.D. dissertation Leiden University.

Young, O.R. (1989), International cooperation: Building regimes for natural resources and the en-
vironment. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.




