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Despite gloomy headlines,  
NATO serves its members’  
core security interests and is 
here to stay. Beyond this  
agreement, however, expert 
communities in member  
states strongly disagree on  
NATO’s future direction.

Contested are NATO’s future 
focus, priorities and strategies 
towards Russia, China and its 
Southern neighbourhood, as 
well as the ways in which its  
internal architecture should  
be reformed.

Three different visions of NATO’s 
future are on the table: (i) a 
»NATO classic plus« would fo-
cus on collective defence and 
Russia, with a few extras, such 
as cyber. (ii) a »NATO with a 
global outlook« would set its 
sights on China and widen its 
partnerships. (iii) a »NATO Gen-
eration Z« would widen its 
scope even further and address 
such risks as climate change  
and democratic backsliding.
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FOREWORD 
Eva Ellereit and Marius Müller-Hennig

The future of NATO is once more under discussion. Political-
ly, the Alliance and relations between the allies have been 
characterized by multiple tensions and heated controversy 
in recent years. But the Alliance has been under massive 
pressure to change militarily, too. The evolving nature of 
the Afghanistan mission and the return to the core task of 
collective defence in the wake of Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea and the war in Eastern Ukraine were perhaps the 
most prominent challenges, but by no means the only ones. 
To be sure, NATO responded to the new challenges, but it 
was a long time before there was a comprehensive strate-
gic discussion in and between the member states on a stra-
tegic reorientation of the Alliance. The most recent Strate-
gic Concept dates from 2010.

But the most recent experts’ report to NATO’s Secretary 
General on the political dimension of the Alliance made it 
clear that it was high time to renew the Strategic Concept. 
It looks likely that the requisite mandate will be issued at 
the NATO summit in Brussels on 14 June 2021. But whatev-
er the precise process of working out a new Strategic Con-
cept, it is essential and will shape the security policy discus-
sion over the coming years. 

In his analysis of NATO’s current Strategic Concept for the 
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung in January 2011 Christos Katsioulis 
came to the conclusion that »the Strategic Concept glosses 
over the sometimes fragile consensus between the member 
states and avoids definite positions on disputed points«.1 A 
new Strategic Concept worthy of the name needs to confer 
clarity on the key contentious issues in order to provide ori-
entation, both internally and externally. 

In the 2010 Concept it was above all »the role of nuclear 
weapons in the Alliance, crisis management in relation to 
other actors, relations with Russia … and the question of 
defence funding in a period of financial and economic cri-
sis«2 that fell short of expectations. The present study 
shows that these issues remain on the agenda for the next 
Strategic Concept, albeit sometimes under completely dif-
ferent circumstances. This study also shows that, on top of 

1	 Katsioulis, Christos (2011): »The new NATO strategy. A temporary com-
promise«, available at: https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/07796.pdf

2	 Ibid.

this, a number of other serious issues have emerged, above 
all NATO’s relations with China, how to tackle hybrid 
threats and the balance in the Alliance between values and 
interests.
 
Given the heightened complexity the present study is in-
tended to provide solid orientation for participation in the 
political debate on the future of the Alliance. It sheds light 
on national expert discussions on the future of NATO in a 
series of key member states and non-member states, sys-
tematizes them and, finally, takes a comparative perspec-
tive. In all this there is a deliberate focus on the debates in 
the expert community. 

In this way, this study is supposed to contribute to a better 
mutual understanding of national discussion dynamics. It is 
directed both at those interested in foreign and security 
policy and at experts and decision-makers. It is intended to 
involve and provide orientation in a debate that is other-
wise conducted mainly in a very exclusive »epistemic com-
munity« of NATO experts. This is because it is particularly 
important at the present time, when the Alliance’s funda-
mental orientation and future are under debate that, be-
yond the circle of designated NATO experts, also deci-
sion-makers from political executives and legislatures, the 
media, but also the critical public should be called upon to 
play an active part in the discussion. 

We would like to thank the team of authors at the Leibniz 
Peace Research Institute Frankfurt (PRIF) for their compre-
hensive expertise and outstanding cooperation, especially 
the two project leaders Dr Caroline Fehl and Dr Matthias 
Dembinski. The study will continue to shape our own polit-
ical advisory, dialogue and educational work as a reference 
point, and should help us, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, to 
contribute to this vital strategic process. 

Berlin, June 2021
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Matthias Dembinski and Caroline Fehl

NATO is at a crossroads – yet again. After years of internal 
turmoil and self-doubt, the Alliance is in the process of re-
forming and re-inventing itself. At the London summit com-
memorating NATO’s 70th anniversary, the Heads of States 
and Governments asked NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg to initiate a forward-looking reform process. At 
the summit in June 2021, NATO members will take stock of 
the state of this NATO 2030 process and authorize work on 
a new strategic concept. NATO’s current strategic concept 
dates back to 2010 and was drafted in a completely differ-
ent geopolitical environment. Adaptation is thus inevitable. 
But because this always bears the risk of maladaptation, it is 
imperative to accompany this reform process with critical 
analyses and discussions that engage not just a small expert 
community, but also policymakers in governments and par-
liaments, as well as the general public across NATO’s mem-
ber states.

With this edited volume, we aim to provide the basis for 
such an informed discussion. By summarizing and compar-
ing expert discourses on key questions regarding NATO’s fu-
ture across a broad spectrum of key member (and selected 
non-member) states, we seek to promote both a deeper un-
derstanding of the issues at stake and a better mutual un-
derstanding of diverging geographical, historical and politi-
cal perspectives on these issues. At the same time, by map-
ping and juxtaposing national visions of NATO, we delineate 
a space of political possibilities, giving rise to different »fu-
tures« that could result from the ongoing reform process.

The list of challenges that NATO is facing is exceedingly long 
and includes a prioritization of threats, a revision of its inter-
nal architecture, and a determination of its character. Is it an 
alliance based more on values or on interests; is it a flexible 
organization that manages the diversity of its member 
states; or is it a tightly knit alliance that obliges all its mem-
ber states to sing from the same hymn sheet? 

The prioritization of threats includes not only the »who« but 
also the »how«. Is Russia still the major threat? And is the 
Russian threat primarily military or asymmetrical and direct-
ed against the political stability of Western states? Is rising 
China an emerging threat or a multi-faceted security risk? To 
what extent do threats emanating from the »South« call for 
increased NATO’s attention? Do they originate primarily 
from state failure and economic problems or from terrorism 

and the encroachment of extra-regional powers? And what 
does the withdrawal from the very costly and rather unsuc-
cessful 20 year long security assistance mission in Afghani-
stan imply for the future of military interventions?

NATO’s response to these threats is also contested. Should 
NATO focus on Russia and its traditional core task of collec-
tive defence? Should it rather respond to China by expand-
ing its geographical scope and its partnerships in the In-
do-Pacific region? Or should it expand its functional scope 
and focus, for example, on critical infrastructure, or on sta-
bilization and societal resilience more generally? 

Adding to this list of external challenges are increasing inter-
nal divisions and uncertainties. Will the United States shift 
its attention and capabilities away from Europe as the con-
flict with China intensifies? If so, should European member 
states start to compensate the relocation both politically 
and militarily? And how should NATO react to authoritarian 
tendencies in some member states and to the growing het-
erogeneity of interests and outlooks? 

This edited volume maps and compares expert discourses 
on these questions within NATO, as well as in selected mem-
ber states, and in Russian and Ukraine. 

Summarizing the key findings, given recent debates about a 
crisis of the liberal order and a decay of its institutions, a first 
key finding is that NATO is here to stay. A majority of experts 
in all member states and from different political orientations 
are convinced that NATO serves the interests of their coun-
tries. 

A second finding concerns the widespread conviction that 
NATO is in need of reform. However, experts in different 
countries disagree on the scope and direction of reforms 
and our mapping of discourses point to three ideal-typical 
futures of NATO, each of which entails specific opportuni-
ties and risks. 

The first vision is the least expansive and follows the formu-
la »NATO classic plus«. In this future, NATO would go back 
to basics and focus on the core task of collective defence. As 
the »plus« in the formula indicates, NATO would not only 
address the risk of a Russian conventional or nuclear attack, 
but also threats of hybrid warfare, cyber-attacks and disin-
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formation campaigns. The first vision has particularly strong 
support among Eastern European member states, but also 
has some vocal advocates in the United States, Germany, 
the Netherlands and France.

The second vision, »NATO with a Global Outlook« would 
expand the geographical and functional scope of the Alli-
ance. In this vision, the primary global dynamic on NATO’s 
current agenda is the ongoing power shift towards China. 
To address it, NATO will have to expand geographically by 
working with partners in the Indo-Pacific region and func-
tionally by dealing among others with critical infrastructure, 
supply chains and internet security. This vision is being 
pushed most vigorously by US government officials and US 
think tanks, but it is also supported as a quid pro quo for an 
enduring American presence by experts in East European 
countries.

The third vision is that of a NATO Generation Z. In this vision, 
the Alliance would expand the definition of security and its 
own competences even wider to tackle an array of non-tra-
ditional threats. This includes the projection of stability 
across its Southern flank, on one hand, and societal resil-
ience against climate change, pandemics and asymmetrical 
interference, such as disinformation campaigns, on the oth-
er. This vision finds support among experts in Southern Eu-
ropean member states but has recently been gaining sup-
port also in the United States and Western European NATO 
member states.

5
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NATO is at a crossroads – once again. Although recurrent 
predictions of its impending decay underrate NATO’s inher-
ent stability and strength, the challenges facing the alliance 
are real, and the need to adapt has been widely recognized 
among academic observers, national decision-makers and 
within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization itself. One 
major challenge lies in structural shifts affecting the leader-
ship role of the United States, on which NATO has depend-
ed since its foundation. Domestically, the centre-ground of 
American society and of its political system is eroding, de-
creasing support for US global engagement and commit-
ment to multilateralism, despite US President Joe Biden’s re-
assurances that »America is back« (Goldgeier 2019; Kirshner 
2021). Globally, the rise of an authoritarian and increasingly 
assertive China is pulling US attention away from Europe. 
European states, too, recognize China’s growing presence in 
the region as a security risk. But the debate on the conse-
quences of China’s rise and NATO’s possible responses has 
just begun. At the same time, Russia and NATO’s stalling du-
al-track strategy based on deterrence and dialogue are pull-
ing member states in different directions. While some argue 
for upping the ante by stepping up sanctions and putting 
more troops on the ground along the Eastern flank, others 
call for a fresh approach towards Russia. Splits are also 
emerging between member states looking to the East and 
to the South. The latter deplore the gap between their con-
tributions to deterrence on the Eastern flank and the (lack-
ing) attention paid to their concerns by Eastern and North-
ern member states. This geographic divergence also entails 
conflicting views regarding NATO’s purpose. Are threats pri-
marily military in nature and should NATO therefore focus 
on defence and deterrence? Or are member states confront-
ed with multifaceted security risks, requiring NATO to broad-
en its agenda? Last but not least, member states are torn 
between visions of NATO as a community of values or as an 
organisation based on interests. Should NATO prevent devi-
ations by member states from the catalogue of democratic 
values? Should it insist on solidarity and consultation with 
the aim of forging common approaches, not only with re-
gard to Article 5 but across the entire range of foreign and 
defence policies? Or should NATO acknowledge differences 
among its members and lower its sights with regard to po-
litical coherence and common values?

While officials and pundits have long been aware of these 
questions and challenges, a culmination of events over the 

INTRODUCTION 
Matthias Dembinski and Caroline Fehl

past few years has given an acute sense of crisis and urgen-
cy to debates on the future of NATO: Turkey’s repeated di-
versions from the alliance consensus; former US President 
Donald Trump’s disdain for NATO; the sudden American 
withdrawal from Northern Syria; and a perceived general 
lack of consultation and common purpose led French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron to diagnose NATO as »brain dead«. 
Moreover, the alliance’s de facto failure in Afghanistan – ev-
ident to both pundits and the public well before President 
Joe Biden’s announcement of the impending US troop with-
drawal – will undermine confidence in NATO and should 
cause a thorough evaluation and rethinking of its crisis-man-
agement concept. At the 2019 London summit commemo-
rating NATO’s 70th anniversary, the Heads of State and 
Government reacted to all of these signs of crisis and asked 
NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg to initiate a for-
ward-looking reflection process. One element of this pro-
cess is the report of a Reflection Group published in Novem-
ber 2020 that will pave the way for a new Strategic Concept. 
NATO will most likely adopt this new Strategic Concept be-
fore the end of Stoltenberg’s current term of office in late 
September 2022.

Adjustment may be inevitable but entails the risk of malad-
aptation (Tardy 2020). Critical analysis of NATO’s reflection 
process, the different directions in which the alliance could 
evolve, and the political consequences that would flow from 
these different scenarios is therefore of the utmost political 
importance. This report provides the basis for such critical 
reflection.

To identify key lines of debate in the reflection process and 
likely changes of direction, we map expert discourses among 
think tanks, research institutes and other relevant non-state 
actors on the future of NATO in selected member countries, 
as well as Ukraine and Russia. Member countries have been 
selected for analysis on the basis of representativeness and 
of importance in terms of size and influence. By focusing on 
expert discourses, we seek to go beyond capturing a spec-
trum of opinions within each of the countries analysed in 
our report, rather than »blackboxing« these internal discus-
sions and focusing exclusively on government positions. In 
some countries, such as Italy, the level of agreement among 
think tanks on crucial issues concerning NATO’s future is 
fairly high. In these cases, clear country-specific positions 
can be identified more easily. In other countries, such as the 
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United States, differences among think tanks are vast, re-
flecting the broad range of political views on the alliance. In 
these cases, predicting future stances toward NATO based 
on the preferences of an individual government would be 
highly misleading.

By identifying areas of agreement and disagreement, the 
report highlights different alternative futures for NATO 
and the possible risks to peace, security and NATO’s inter-
nal cohesion that these different scenarios entail. The 
mapping involved a structured assessment of debates and 
positions concerning NATO’s major external and internal 
challenges. 

	– 	Regarding the external challenges, we assess debates 
on NATO’s relations with Russia, China and the South-
ern neighbourhood, as well as debates on arms con-
trol and armaments, hybrid threats and out-of-area 
interventions. 

	– 	Regarding internal challenges we assess positions on a 
possible broadening of NATO’s agenda, a possible Euro-
peanization of NATO and relations with the EU, and 
ways of strengthening consultation and normative unity. 

	– Based on this mapping of think tank discourses in 
NATO member states, as well as in two of NATO’s 
Eastern neighbours, we identify areas of agreement 
and disagreement and thus highlight three alternative 
futures for NATO. To assess the risk of institutional 
maladaptation, we discuss the political opportunities 
and risks associated with the three futures. 

In particular, we argue that an evaluation of the reforms 
should be based on whether they allow NATO as a regional 
organization to reconcile inherent tensions between three 
classical conceptions: collective defence, collective security 
and common security.1 Scholars have argued that NATO has 
been attractive for members not only because it has deterred 
potentially hostile external powers (collective defence) but 
because it has provided collective security (Sayle 2019: 29). 
According to this view, the unique combination of American 
hegemony and leadership, on one hand, and the voice op-
portunities NATO has opened up for its smaller members, on 
the other hand, have created opportunities for cooperation 
and peace within the transatlantic area (Risse-Kappen 1995). 
However, because of ingroup/outgroup effects and other dy-
namics, regional organizations in general and value-based 
regional organizations (such as NATO) in particular are prone 
to emphasize collective defence and security at the expense 
of common security; that is, their ability to cooperate with 
external actors. An assessment of NATO’s reform process 
should therefore also take NATO’s propensity for coopera-
tion with external powers into account.

1	 It should be noted that these classical conceptions differ from NATO’s 
core tasks that have been described in the 2010 Strategic Concept as 
collective defence, crisis management and cooperative security.  
(https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_56626.htm).

The report is structured as follows: Chapter 2 opens up with 
a discussion of the challenges NATO is facing and possible 
responses that are being considered within relevant bodies 
of NATO itself, particularly its International Secretariat.2 
Chapters 3-15 map debates within individual countries. The 
concluding chapter summarizes the findings, and presents 
and evaluates possible futures for NATO.

REFERENCES

Goldgeier, James (2019): NATO at 70: Is the US still in for the long 
haul?, in: Journal of Transatlantic Studies, 17: 255–267.

Kirshner, Jonathan (2021): Gone but not Forgotten. Trump’s Long 
Shadow and the End of American Credibility, Foreign Affairs, March /
April; https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-01-29/
trump-gone-not-forgotten.

Risse-Kappen, Thomas (1995): Cooperation among democracies. The 
European influence on US foreign policy. Princeton, Princeton University 
Press.

Sayle, Timothy A. (2019): Enduring alliance : a history of NATO and the 
post-war global order. Ithaca, Cornell University Press.

Tardy, Thierry (2020): The risks of NATO’s maladaptation, in: European 
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2	 For this study, we conducted interviews with members of the  
International Secretariat and the Permanent Delegations of selected 
member states.
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ON THE ROAD TO NATO 2030: 
HOW THE ORGANIZATION VIEWS  
THE FUTURE OF NATO 
Matthias Dembinski and Caroline Fehl

Institutionally speaking, NATO is a strange animal. Viewed 
from one perspective, it is an intergovernmental organiza-
tion that respects national sovereignty and the veto rights of 
its member states. With the disappearance of the unifying 
Soviet threat and after several rounds of enlargement since 
1999, finding common ground has become ever more diffi-
cult. Viewed from another perspective, NATO is character-
ized by strong mechanisms that facilitate coherence and 
compromises well above the level of the lowest common 
denominator of state interests. Those mechanisms include 
norms and codes of conduct, such as »all for one and one 
for all«, that entrap member states rhetorically (Schim-
melfennig 2001), a permanently running consultation ma-
chinery, and, last but not least, a vast civilian and military in-
ternational bureaucracy with usually rather »entrepreneuri-
al« Secretary Generals at its top (Ostermann 2020). 

Policy change within NATO is driven and restricted first and 
foremost by (coalitions of) member states. Yet NATO’s bu-
reaucracies, and the International Secretariat in particular, as 
well as attached bodies, such as the Parliamentary Assem-
bly, influence decision-making processes as well. NATO’s 
Secretary Generals, though with varying degrees of success, 
have tried to leave their imprint on the organization. Staff at 
the International Secretariat facilitate and influence negotia-
tions and decision-making by preparing policy papers, chair-
ing committees at various levels, from the North Atlantic 
Council in the format of Heads of State and Government 
down to specialized committees, by identifying possible 
compromises and by implementing and framing new con-
cepts in ways that link them to the established »acquis« of 
shared norms and goals.1 The International Secretariat does 
not necessarily represent fixed interests and positions. Fairly 
often, individual members and units present different views, 

1	 Energy security is a case in point. Since the mid-2000s, Eastern Eu-
ropean member states have supported NATO’s involvement with en-
ergy security, while states such as France and Germany have hesi-
tated, fearing that NATO’s involvement might lead to an unnecessary 
militarization of this policy field. In the run-up to the formulation of 
the 2010 Strategic Concept staff at the International Secretariat con-
tributed to a compromise by linking energy security to established 
topics, such as cyber security. After the adoption of the Strategic 
Concept, NATO created an Energy Security Section within the newly 
established Emerging Security Challenges Division. As this unit im-
plemented the new policy, the meaning of energy security shifted 
from its initial geo-strategic connotation to a narrow understanding 
closely related to Aritcle 5 (Bocse 2020).

and the Secretariat, instead of pursuing a clearly defined 
line, merely states policy alternatives.

The London summit in December 2019 provided a unique 
opportunity for the Secretary General. Heads of State and 
Government »invited the Secretary General to present to 
Foreign Ministers a Council-agreed proposal for a for-
ward-looking reflection process under his auspices, draw-
ing on relevant expertise, to further strengthen NATO’s po-
litical dimension, including consultation«.2 Secretary Gener-
al Jens Stoltenberg seized the opportunity. He tasked the 
Reflection Group, consisting of ten eminent persons under 
the chairmanship of Thomas de Maizière and Wess Mitch-
ell, with developing recommendations for strengthening 
Allied unity and political consultation. However, he also em-
phasized that the work of the Reflection Group was just 
one part of a larger reform process that he is determined to 
lead. He presented some of his own ideas on NATO 2030 
even before the Reflection Group published its report in 
November 2020. In his view, this process is about enabling 
NATO to remain strong militarily, for example, by retaining 
its technological edge, becoming more united politically, 
for example, by strengthening consultation and providing 
timely information on national policies that have repercus-
sions for other members, and by taking a broader approach 
globally.3 In his view, »going global« implies first and fore-
most a deepening of partnerships with states and organiza-
tions in Asia and the MENA region in particular. Beyond 
these catchwords, Stoltenberg’s agenda aims at keeping 
NATO relevant, first and foremost in the eyes of the United 
States and other member states, but also of publics that are 
increasingly interested in policy issues beyond NATO’s tradi-
tional realm of military defence. Thus, the eight thematic is-
sues on his reform agenda also include the climate/security 
nexus, with a focus on reducing NATO forces’ CO2 emis-
sions and improving societal resilience. NATO’s efforts in 
this regard are aimed primarily at aligning national stand-
ards in a variety of areas, such as critical infrastructure. Ac-
cording to interviewees, other ideas, such as a common 

2	 NATO London Declaration, 4 December 2019; https://www.nato.int/
cps/en/natohq/official_texts_171584.htm.

3	 Remarks by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg on launching 
NATO 2030 – Strengthening the Alliance in an Increasingly Compet-
itive World, 8 June 2020; https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opin-
ions_176197.htm?selectedLocale=en
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funding scheme for NATO operations, are unlikely to gain 
traction with member states.

The Reflection Group, too, stretched its mandate. It under-
took a comprehensive review of NATO’s challenges that re-
sulted in 138 recommendations (NATO 2030). Given that 
the report had to take the red lines of its ten members into 
account, 4 it is a surprisingly forward-looking document. Yet, 
it presents the views of its members and does not necessar-
ily reflect thinking within the International Secretariat or 
other NATO bodies. Since the publication of the report, the 
two chairmen and other members of the group have pub-
lished their own interpretations of the report. The debate 
within the organization departs from the premise that the 
alliance’s future should build on its past and the three core 
tasks of collective defence, crisis management and coopera-
tive security, as laid out in the 2010 Strategic Concept.

 
RUSSIA: CONFRONTATION OR DIALOGUE?

After Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the 2014 Wales 
summit, NATO went »back to basics«, that is, back to a more 
collective defence and deterrence–oriented posture. Its du-
al-track approach rhetorically combined the renewed focus 
on deterrence of Russia as NATO’s »chief threat« (NATO 
2020: 16) with the offer of dialogue. There is a sense within 
the International Secretariat that by creating, for example, 
the Enhanced Forward Presence, totalling about 4,500 
troops, the »Tailored Forward Presence« in Bulgaria and Ro-
mania, the Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VHTF) and 
the NATO Readiness Initiative 4-30 the alliance has made 
considerable progress in restoring deterrence.5 In contrast, 
the second element of the dual-track approach is lagging far 
behind. One of our interviewees acknowledged that diver-
gences among states and the rather uncompromising stance 
of many Eastern European members toward Russia, plus Rus-
sia’s intransigent position, limit the possibilities of a construc-
tive dialogue on Russia’s place in the European security or-
der. In this view, an overly restrictive interpretation of NATO’s 
dual-track approach overrates Russia’s military might and 
pushes Russia further into a tight alliance with China. In con-
trast, the Reflection Group Report is an expression of this im-
mobility. It tightly circumscribes the dialogue part of NATO’s 
dual-track approach by arguing that »to be productive, such 
dialogue must be firm on principles and conducted from a 
position of unity and strength« (NATO 2020: 26). Instead, 
NATO should »tighten rather than merely renew sanctions 
(…). Evolving the strategy in this way would preserve cohe-
sion within NATO, while providing a prospect for breaking 
the stalemate with Russia on NATO’s terms« (ibid: 26). The 
report underscores NATO’s open door policy and does not 
mention the NATO-Russia Founding Act.

4	 Interestingly, the report contains a critique of Donald Trump’s unilat-
eral policies but no critical words about Turkey’s nationalist course.

5	 The NATO Readiness Initiative was agreed at the Brussels summit in 
2018 and aims at putting 30 air squadrons, 30 naval combat units and 
30 mechanized battalions on higher levels of alert, ready to deploy 
within 30 days. Brussels Summit Declaration, Press Release (2018) 074.

REACTING TO CHINA’S RISE

Looking into the future, one of the most important challeng-
es concerns NATO’s reaction to China’s rise and increased 
global presence. The Trump administration had pushed Chi-
na onto NATO’s agenda,6 and President Biden will continue 
to call for transatlantic unity and solidarity against China. At 
the 2021 Munich Security Conference, he invited the Europe-
an NATO members to »prepare together for a long-term 
strategic competition with China«.7 At issue is how America’s 
NATO partners assess the implications of China’s rise and 
whether they coordinate responses primarily within NATO or 
the EU. Recent EU strategy papers describe China as a part-
ner, an economic competitor and a systemic rival,8 and its 
High Representative Josep Borrell asked member states to 
develop an independent European approach and that the EU 
should do things on China »its own way«.9

NATO itself was rather slow to react to this geopolitical 
shift. China was not mentioned at all in the Communiques 
of the Wales (2014), Warsaw (2016) and Brussels summits 
(2018). The unusually brief London Declaration (2019) con-
tains a rather lengthy paragraph devoted to issues such as 
the »security of our communications, including 5G«, which 
concludes that China’s growing influence presents »both 
opportunities and challenges«.10

Since then, China has been quickly rising up NATO’s agen-
da. Sensing the American priorities and the changing mood 
within Europe, departments within the International Secre-
tariat have begun to analyse China’s rise and possible rami-
fications for NATO and transatlantic security. In numerous 
interviews and statements, Secretary General Jens Stolten-
berg has explained that China’s rise and growing presence 
in NATO’s vicinity demands »a more global approach« from 
NATO.11 In his view, going global does not imply a global 
presence – as a collective defence organization, NATO will 

6	 In February 2017, Secretary of Defence Jim Mattis remarked to his 
NATO colleagues that »the transatlantic bond is essential to (…) 
addressing a more assertive China. (https://nato.usmission.gov/
february-15-2017-intervention-secretary-defense-mattis-session-
one-north-atlantic-council/).

7	 The White House: Remarks by President Biden at the 2021 Virtual 
Munich Security Conference, 19 Feb. 2021.

8	 European Commission, EU-China – A strategic outlook, 12 March 
2019.

9	 Josep Borrell 2020: The Sinatra Doctrine. How the EU Should Deal 
with the US-China Competition, IAI Papers 20 (https://www.iai.it/
sites/default/files/iaip2024.pdf).

10	 Shortly before the summit, defence ministers agreed to update 
NATO’s baseline requirement for civilian telecommunications, includ-
ing 5G and to undertake a thorough risk assessment regarding »the 
consequences of foreign ownership, control or direct investment. This 
is important, because next generation telecommunications will affect 
every aspect of our society«, including military operations. Press con-
ference by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg following the 
meetings of NATO Defence Ministers, 25 Oct. 2019 (https://www.
nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_169945.htm?selectedLocale=en).

11	 The Secretary General stresses that NATO and collective defence will 
remain geographically defined. However, he has also emphasized 
that, in a globalized world, the security of member states is affected 
»by events elsewhere. Economically. Politically. Or militarily« (cf. Berti 
and Diaz-Plaja 2018: 21). 
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remain geographically confined – but rather a global per-
spective and a multi-faceted response to a China that is 
coming closer to NATO, ranging geographically from the 
Arctic to the Mediterranean and functionally from the secu-
rity of critical infrastructure to space to emerging disruptive 
technologies and arms control (Stoltenberg 2020). While 
Stoltenberg has been continuously repeating the »opportu-
nity and challenges« formula,12 the Reflection Report struck 
a slightly more critical tone. It puts China on the same level 
as Russia, referring to »two systemic rivals« (NATO 2020: 9). 
»NATO must devote much more time, political resources, 
and action to the security challenges posed by China« and 
should »consider establishing a consultative body to discuss 
all aspects of Allies’ security interests vis-à-vis China« (NATO 
2020: 12). In a subsequent article, the chairmen of the Re-
flection Group expanded this proposal and called for the es-
tablishment of a »consultative body modelled on the Coor-
dinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls« to 
counter China’s »military–civil fusion strategy which aims to 
systematically harness technology for military aims« (de 
Maizière and Mitchell 2021). 

In contrast, the debate within the International Secretariat is 
more circumspect. Interviewees emphasize that China does 
not constitute an Article 5 threat and that NATO will show 
consideration for the close economic ties between member 
states and China. A coordination of existing US, UK and EU 
export control regimes appears more feasible than a renew-
al of the Cold War CoCom export control regime. Staffers 
expect that NATO will upgrade dialogue and partnerships 
with East Asian democracies. Moreover, NATO will monitor 
Chinese cyber activities, armament trends and investments 
in critical infrastructure in Europe and possible repercussions 
for NATO’s capacity to move troops and resupplies during 
an emergency. Beyond these measures, however, a NATO 
policy on China has still to emerge. 

NATO AND THE MENA REGION 

Debates within the International Secretariat acknowledge 
that the difference between the attention and resources 
that NATO has devoted to deterrence on the Eastern flank 
and to stability projection on the Southern flank might un-
dermine the perception of solidarity and cohesion. Beyond 
the general acceptance that a more balanced approach is 
necessary, the debate reflects continuing uncertainty and 
differences among member states concerning the appropri-
ate course of action to strengthen the Southern flank. 
NATO reacted to the increased instability in the MENA re-
gion in the aftermath of the Arab Spring and the emer-
gence of the Islamic State at the summits in Wales (2014) 
and Warsaw (2016). Building on the Mediterranean Dia-
logue and the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative, it launched 
the defence Capacity-Building Initiative in 2014 and adopt-

12	 See, for example, the Discussion with NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg at the Council on Foreign Relations, 11 March 2021; 
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_182132.htm

ed a 360-degree approach to deter threats in 2015.13 At the 
Warsaw summit, NATO placed »Projecting Stability« rhetor-
ically on par with »Deterrence and defence«. Stoltenberg 
had introduced the projecting stability concept in a speech 
in 2016, in which he had enumerated various challenges, 
such as refugee flows resulting from civil wars, state col-
lapse and terrorism, and argued that »to protect our territo-
ry, we must be willing to project stability beyond our bor-
ders«.14 In the aftermath of Warsaw, NATO developed the 
»framework for the South« to promote good governance, 
integrity and transparency in neighbouring countries, de-
ployed a training mission to Iraq, and decided in February 
2021 to increase its personnel from 500 to 4,000. Addition-
ally, in 2018 the »Hub for the South« became operational 
at the Joint Force Command in Naples. The mandate of the 
Hub includes understanding regional challenges and im-
proving dialogue and cooperation with partners such as 
NGOs and other regional organizations in the MENA region 
(Vershbow and Speranza 2019).
 
Nevertheless, several factors are still being debated within 
NATO bodies. With regard to strategy, should the project-
ing stability approach be complemented with more robust 
deterrence and defence elements to counter the increasing 
presence of external actors such as Russia in the region? Or 
should NATO focus on the political and economic root 
causes of instability? Regarding partners, is the »Hub for 
the South« approach and working with societal actors the 
best way forward? Or will NATO, being a state-centric or-
ganization itself, continue to work primarily with partner 
states’ security apparatuses and try to mainstream good 
governance and rule-of-law norms into its capacity-build-
ing and training programmes? And lastly, should NATO pur-
sue its fight against terrorism agenda in parallel with, and 
under the same conceptual roof as, its projecting stability 
agenda (Berti and Diaz-Plaja 2018)? Or should NATO prior-
itize projecting stability and separate both agendas concep-
tually? 

ARMS CONTROL AND ARMAMENTS 

Since the Harmel Report of 1967, NATO and the Internation-
al Secretariat have taken a strong interest in arms control 
and non-proliferation. NATO’s function in this policy area is 
twofold: it serves as a forum for allied consultations,15 and it 
communicates common positions. For example, NATO’s 
declaration that member states share the US assessment of 
Russian violations of the INF treaty gave credibility to the 
American position. President Biden’s decision to extend the 
New START treaty has been welcomed within NATO, Stol

13	 Statement by NATO Defence Ministers, 25 June 2015, Press Release 
(2015) 094.

14	 »Projecting Stability: charting NATO’s future«, Speech by Secretary 
General Jens Stoltenberg on 29 September 2018. Cf. Berti and Di-
az-Plaja 2018: 20.

15	 A prominent example for NATO’s consultative function was the Spe-
cial Consultative Group on Arms Control that existed between 1979 
and 1987 and allowed European allies to influence bilateral negotia-
tions on intermediate-range missiles.
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tenberg has given assurances that NATO will not deploy new 
land-based, nuclear armed missiles in response to the break-
down of the INF treaty, and interviewees hope that the 
Open Skies Treaty might somehow be rescued. 

In contrast, NATO’s declaratory policy on the future of nu-
clear disarmament and its own nuclear posture send rather 
mixed signals. Influenced by President Obama’s disarma-
ment speech in Prague in April 2009, NATO’s 2010 Strategic 
Concept expressed the resolve to »create the conditions for 
a world without nuclear weapons« (NATO 2010). However, 
when international momentum gathered behind the Treaty 
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) resulting in 
its adoption in 2017, NATO member states issued a state-
ment condemning the treaty and claiming that it creates di-
visions and undermines the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT). According to the statement, the TPNW would dele-
gitimize NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements without en-
gaging »any state actually possessing nuclear weapons« 
(NATO 2017).16

Members of the Secretariat share this critique of the TPNW 
(Rühle 2017), and the Secretary General has expressed his 
strong support for NATO’s nuclear sharing policy and his ex-
pectation that Germany will continue to take an active part 
in this arrangement.17 The Reflection Group Report is even 
more explicit. It repeats the familiar formula that NATO’s nu-
clear sharing arrangements should be revitalized, »that the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons will never 
contribute to practical disarmament « (NATO 2020: 37), and 
that China must be considered in future arms control. In-
stead, debates within the Secretariat emphasize military 
modernization and the Reflection Group Report stresses 
that maintaining a technological edge in crucial areas, such 
as artificial intelligence, autonomous capabilities and space 
»is the foundation upon which NATO’s ability to deter and 
defend (…) rests« (NATO 2020: 29).

INTERVENTION OUT-OF-AREA

Against the background of the failed out-of-area interven-
tions in Afghanistan and Libya, interviewed members of the 
International Secretariat share the sense that NATO is very 
unlikely to engage in such operations in the future. NATO 
will retain limited expeditionary capabilities, but is more like-
ly to conduct training, capacity-building and observation 
missions. Nevertheless, NATO and the International Secre-
tariat are developing a human security agenda aimed at pro-
tecting civilians, and women in particular, in armed conflict. 
Likewise, staffers emphasize that NATO will always seek 
broad international legitimization for military interventions.

16	 Among the member states analyzed, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands 
and Turkey have US nuclear weapons stationed on their territories 
under NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements.

17	 Jens Stoltenberg: Germany’s support for nuclear sharing is vital to pro-
tect peace and freedom, op-ed article originally published in German 
in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 11 May 2020; https://www.
nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_175663.htm?selectedLocale=en

HYBRID THREATS

As already mentioned, most staffers at the International 
Secretariat regard the likelihood of a Russian military attack 
as rather low. In contrast, a broad range of incidents sum-
marized in NATO terminology as hybrid threats or hybrid at-
tacks coming from different sources are regarded as much 
more likely. 

Reflecting this changing threat perception, NATO mem-
bers put hybrid threats on the agenda of the Warsaw sum-
mit. They adopted, among other things, a »Cyber Defence 
Pledge«, agreed to strengthen societal resilience by achiev-
ing the so-called NATO Baseline Requirements for Nation-
al Resilience18 and adopted a strategy for NATO’s role in 
countering »hybrid warfare«.19 In this regard, they declared 
that the Council could decide to invoke Article 5 in such 
contingencies.20

Since then, the concept of hybrid threats has been elevated 
and has become increasingly blurred in NATO documents. 
The Reflection Report, for example, refers to the term »hy-
brid« 53 times in 20 pages (Ehrhart 2021: 44). Here hybrid 
threats include actions by third parties that range from 
propaganda and disinformation to the manipulation of 
elections to cyber-attacks against civilian networks and crit-
ical infrastructure of various magnitudes to covert interven-
tion and cyber-attacks of military networks as a precursor 
to open warfare. Despite the attention devoted to hybridi-
ty, the debate within the Secretariat on such scenarios and 
possible responses is still characterized by uncertainty. In-
terviewees acknowledge the vast differences between such 
acts. Regarding hybrid threats in the lower and medium 
range of the spectrum, officials describe NATO’s role in 
slightly different terms. Most policy papers concede that 
NATO is not the natural first responder. Prime responsibility 
for ensuring resilience and fending off disinformation cam-
paigns and cyber-attacks against networks and infrastruc-
ture rests with private actors, states and the EU.21 NATO has 
a prime responsibility for protecting its own networks and 
for refuting malign misrepresentations of NATO’s own ac-
tivities.22 Beyond that, NATO’s focus is on building situa-
tional awareness and on monitoring and coordinating the 

18	 Commitment to enhance resilience, NATO Press Release (2016)118, 
8 July 2016. Cf. also Wolf-Diether Roepke and Hasit Thankey: Resil-
ience: the first line of defence, in: NATO Review, 27 February 2019.

19	 The summit communiqué defined hybrid warfare as situations 
»where a broad, complex, and adaptive combination of conventional 
and non-conventional means, and overt and covert military, paramil-
itary, civilian measures are employed in a highly integrated design by 
state and non-state actors to achieve their objectives«.

20	 Warsaw Summit Communiqué, 9 July 2016, press release (2016)100, 
para. 72.

21	 The EU has developed its own policies on »Cyber Security for the 
Digital Decade«; (https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/
eus-cybersecurity-strategy-digital-decade) and on resilience of crit-
ical infrastructure (https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/
files/pdf/15122020_proposal_directive_resilience_critical_entities_
com-2020-829_en.pdf).

22	 NATO has a website called »Setting the Record Straight« to correct 
this kind of disinformation.
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responses of private actors and state agencies particularly 
with a view to ensuring the safety of critical infrastructure 
needed for the purpose of collective defence, such as the 
movement of NATO troops. In this view, NATO’s approach 
to resilience is closely linked to Article 5. Other papers al-
lude to a model in which NATO sits at the centre of a web 
of private and public actors in partner- and member states 
and coordinates their resilience activities. 

Regarding the upper end of the threat spectrum, staffers 
agree that NATO has a primary role to play. However, they al-
so point out that attribution in such scenarios is notoriously 
difficult, that there are no clearly defined red lines within this 
grey zone, and that here is a great risk of misperceptions and 
inadvertent escalation. In these circumstances, the invocation 
of Article 5 may thus not be a credible deterrent. So far, 
NATO has not developed a strategy on how to respond to hy-
brid attacks in the upper end of the spectrum (Rühle 2021). 

BROADENING NATO’S AGENDA

NATO’s approach to projecting stability and to countering hy-
brid threats is related to the debate on whether NATO should 
focus on collective defence or should broaden its agenda 
even further and seek responsibility for a set of issues ranging 
from climate change and gender to NATO’s role in pandem-
ics or domestic terrorism. The thinking within the Internation-
al Secretariat and among the members of the Reflection 
Group goes in different directions. The Secretary General has 
repeatedly stressed that security is not only based on strong 
militaries. »We need strong and resilient societies and econo-
mies, too.«23 Some members of the Reflection Group, such as 
Marta Dassù, assume that by broadening the agenda and 
»more actively supporting human security and the resilience 
of democratic societies« (Dassù 2020), NATO will retain its rel-
evance in the eyes of the public. Moreover, by expanding its 
agenda, NATO would be better able to accommodate the 
more diverse views of its Southern members on risks and se-
curity challenges. With regard to terrorism, for example, the 
Reflection Report argues that NATO should integrate the 
fight against terrorism into its three core tasks, »not least to 
maintain NATO’s perceived relevance among concerned 
home audiences« (NATO 2020: 32). 

Others are concerned that by expanding the agenda, NATO 
might create expectations that it cannot fulfil. The CO2 foot-
print of armed forces is an important issue but will not help 
NATO to retain public support. Moreover, by broadening 
the agenda, NATO runs the risk of losing its focus and be-
coming involved in issues where it has no comparative ad-
vantage. Critics of an expanded agenda refer not only to an 
inflation of hybrid threats but also to terrorism as an exam-
ple of this risk of distraction. They point out that NATO can-
not add value with regard to preventing terrorist acts within 
member states. Regarding the fight against terrorism be-

23	 Opening Remarks by Secretary General on NATO 2030, 4 February 
2021; https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_181208.htm

yond NATO’s borders, they argue that NATO as a consen-
sus-oriented organization is simply not well placed to deal 
with such rapidly changing threats that are perceived by 
member states rather differently.

RELATIONS WITH THE EU

After the EU adopted its Global Strategy in 2016, both West-
ern organizations renewed their efforts to reform their rela-
tionship. However, despite the Joint Declaration on EU–
NATO Cooperation of 201824 and agreement to work to-
gether on 74 concrete projects, relations are still not de-
fined. The co-chair of the Reflection Group Thomas de 
Maizière laments the lack of focus and commitment to co-
operation and criticizes the shallowness of concepts such as 
European strategic autonomy.25 As a matter of fact, func-
tional overlap between the two organizations is actually in-
creasing as NATO is broadening its agenda beyond territori-
al defence and as the EU is striving for strategic autonomy al-
so in the field of security, defence and armament. Thus co-
operation can no longer be achieved by a division of labour. 
Instead, functional cooperation requires agreement on hier-
archy, authority and autonomy of decision-making. Are 
NATO and the NAC, where the United States wields a tre-
mendous amount of influence and the United Kingdom has 
a strong voice, the predominant institutions where members 
consult and achieve agreement? Or are the European Union 
and the European Council the place where EU members 
forge agreement on foreign, security and defence policy? 

The Reflection Group Report takes a rather traditional 
stance. It insists that »NATO remains (…) the essential fo-
rum for security consultations and decisions among Allies« 
(NATO 2020: 55). It asks for the »fullest involvement of the 
NATO Allies that are not members of the EU in its initia-
tives« (NATO 2020: 56)26 and reminds that unnecessary du-
plication should be avoided. Members of the International 
Secretariat are more supportive of a balanced relationship 
between NATO and the EU. However, proposals for a Euro-
pean pillar within NATO or an overhaul of NATO’s structure 
that would give European NATO members more voice col-
lectively are not on the Secretary General’s reform agenda. 

BURDEN SHARING

In 2006 NATO members agreed to a spending target of 2 
per cent of GDP on defence and at least 20 per cent of de-

24	 Joint Declaration on EU-NATO Cooperation, Press Release (2018)095, 
10 July 2018.

25	 Cf. De Maizière’s statement at the 16 Petersberger Gespräche zur 
Sicherheit: Die Weiterentwicklung der NATO, 16 March 2021;  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z28V25HqYoM&t=1s

26	 This formulation links the Joint Declaration of 2018 but changes its 
wording. The paragraph in the Joint Declaration reads: »We encour-
age the fullest possible involvement of the NATO allies that are not 
members of the EU in its initiatives« and asks that EU member states 
that are not part of the alliance should equally be involved in its initi-
atives. Joint Declaration of EU-NATO Cooperation, para. 3.
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fence expenditures on procurement, research and develop-
ment. At the Wales summit in 2014, they transformed this 
informal understanding into a more formal pledge.27 Al-
though the European NATO members have increased de-
fence spending substantially since 2014 – in 2021, nine 
member states are likely to meet the 2 per cent goal – bur-
den sharing became the most divisive issue during the 
Trump administration. 

Looking forward, the Secretary General and the Reflection 
Group support fairer burden-sharing. While the Reflection 
Group advocates the 2 per cent goal, members of the Inter-
national Secretariat are more supportive of politically less di-
visive and more differentiated formulas, such as the cash, ca-
pabilities and contributions metric, to assess the fair sharing 
of the common burden. As already mentioned, the Secretary 
General has put forward ideas on a common financing of 
contributions, for example, to the Enhanced Forward Pres-
ence, as well as a NATO defence innovation fund. These ide-
as, although they might contribute to a fairer sharing of the 
burden, are unlikely to find support among member states.

POLITICAL COHESION 

As already mentioned, member states’ concerns about 
NATO’s lack of cohesion and sense of purpose, culminat-
ing in Macron’s »braindead« outburst, triggered the NATO 
2030 reform process and the Reflection Report. There is a 
general consensus within NATO bodies that norms such as 
»one for all and all for one« pertain to collective defence. 
At issue is whether NATO should oblige members to also 
act together on non-Article 5 issues and how this could be 
achieved. The report of the Reflection Group strikes a 
carefully worded compromise between NATO’s political 
cohesion and national sovereignty. On one hand, it pro-
poses closer consultations as a means to secure the unity 
of the alliance. With regard to procedures, the report en-
courages the delegation of more competences to the Sec-
retary General and raising the threshold for single country 
blockages. On the other hand, it argues that NATO should 
respect the different security cultures and outlooks of its 
member states, allowing more flexibility and the establish-
ment of coalitions inside Alliance structures. Interviews 
with members of the International Secretariat reveal strong 
support for retaining NATO’s intergovernmental character 
and that diverting from the consensus principle will not 
gain traction. 

NATO: A COMMUNITY OF  
VALUES OR INTERESTS?

Related to the issue of political cohesion is the debate on 
NATO’s character as a community of democratic values. The 
Secretary General has repeatedly emphasized that NATO 

27	 The relevant sentence reads: „Allies (…) aim to move towards the 
2 % guideline within a decade (…) Wales summit declaration para. 4.

will bolster its support for democracy abroad and should al-
so strengthen democratic principles enshrined in the pream-
ble of the NATO treaty within the alliance. A commitment to 
democratic principles is deemed necessary not least in order 
to make the alliance more immune against attempts by ex-
ternal powers to divide members and undermine collective 
defence. The NATO 2030 report recommends several mech-
anisms to strengthen NATO’s character as a community of 
values. It proposes a code of good conduct to uphold de-
mocracy and the rule of law, as well as the establishment of 
a Centre of Excellence for Democratic Resilience. NATO’s 
Parliamentary Assembly, too, focuses on the danger of dem-
ocratic backsliding and has proposed a centre for democrat-
ic resilience within NATO.28

Other members of the International Secretariat caution that 
NATO, in contrast to the EU, possesses no instruments to in-
fluence political developments within member states. Trying 
to enforce democratic standards within member states 
might be more detrimental to NATO’s unity and cohesion 
than tolerating deviations from the democratic path.

28	 See Gerry Connally, NATO Parliamentary Assembly Political Commit-
tee Report: NATO@70: Why the Alliance remains Indispensable. 
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Historically, the United States and NATO have been of criti-
cal importance to one another. To the United States, NATO 
has constituted one of the central pillars of the US-led post-
war international order. Designed not only to defend and 
balance against the Soviet Union, but also to win European 
support for US liberal hegemony and for intra-European 
reconciliation and integration through a strategy of »insti-
tutional binding« (Ikenberry 2019: 12), it remained valuable 
to US interests and strategy even after the demise of the 
Warsaw Pact. To NATO, conversely, the United States was 
and is the most important ally. US national defence spend-
ing dwarfs that of other allies in absolute and relative terms, 
accounting for two-thirds of the alliance’s overall defence 
spending and 3.4 per cent of US GDP (in 2019). The alliance 
also depends on the United States for 22 per cent of its 
budget and for key assets in areas ranging from intelli-
gence, surveillance and reconnaissance to ballistic missile 
defence (NATO 2021). Most critically, US nuclear weapons 
provide the backbone of NATO’s nuclear deterrence pos-
ture. Furthermore, the United States traditionally staffs 
NATO’s most important command post, the Supreme Allied 
Commander Europe (SACEUR), who is double-hatted as the 
commander of the US European Command (EUCOM).

As a result of this material and organizational pre-eminence, 
positions and policy choices taken by US governments mat-
ter more to the alliance than those of any other individual 
member state. In this respect, the presidency of Donald 
Trump has left a divided legacy both for the organization 
and for his successor Joe Biden. While Trump’s rhetorical at-
tacks on NATO and contested troop withdrawal decisions 
have fuelled doubts about the strength of the US commit-
ment to allies, his administration also exhibited continuities 
with past US policies in reinforcing US capabilities on NATO’s 
Eastern flank through the European Deterrence Initiative 
(EDI) (EUCOM 2020). Already on the campaign trail, Presi-
dent Biden affirmed his strong commitment to NATO as part 
of his foreign policy platform (Biden 2020a), as well as his in-
tention to recommit the United States to bilateral and multi-
lateral arms control and cooperation among democracies. 
Speaking at the 2021 virtual Munich Security Conference, 
he accordingly reaffirmed that »the transatlantic alliance is 
back«, promising to »keep faith with Article 5« (Biden 
2021a). And yet, he will still have to manage transatlantic 
differences on issues ranging from burden-sharing to rela-
tions with Russia and China. And while Biden is determined 

to revitalize US global engagement in general, and the trans-
atlantic partnership in particular, he cannot ignore long-
term structural shifts in US politics that have eroded the po-
litical centre and have lessened voters’ appetite for global 
engagement (particularly military engagement) on both the 
left and the right. These realities are recognized, for in-
stance, in a seminal report co-authored by Biden’s National 
Security Advisor Jake Sullivan that sets out a »foreign policy 
for the middle class« (Ahmed et al. 2020). At the same time, 
the very fact that US foreign policy can fluctuate strongly 
with presidential terms complicates Biden’s reengagement 
with allies, who are well aware that a future Republican 
president could quickly re-inflame the conflicts they faced 
during Trump’s term. A critical question for both the United 
States and its NATO allies is thus whether Biden will be able, 
through a more systematic and thought-through effort, to 
set a course that will guide US foreign policy for years to 
come with regard to key challenges, ranging from climate 
change to the rise of China.

These complications and open questions notwithstanding, 
Biden’s (partial) policy reversal on NATO is certain, for the 
coming four years, to bring US policy back in line with a 
strong bipartisan mainstream view of the alliance that pre-
vails not only within the US government bureaucracy, mili-
tary and Congress (Gould 2019), but also across the vast 
landscape of think tanks constituting the wider US expert 
community. This mainstream view is shared by major cen-
trist institutes such as the Atlantic Council, the Brookings 
Institution, and the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, as well as by the progressive think tanks that carry 
most influence with the present administration, the Center 
for American Progress and the Center for a New American 
Security. It is characterized by a set of agreements: on Chi-
na as the number one long-term security challenge; on 
Russia as a major threat to US national security and NATO 
as the primary tool for countering it; on the values of liber-
al democracy as the basis of the Atlantic alliance; and on 
the increasing relevance and diversity of non-military and 
non-traditional threats that need to be addressed, both 
within and outside NATO. While the mainstream is thus 
solidly Atlanticist, most pundits also agree on the need for 
greater European self-reliance as the United States contin-
ues the »pivot to Asia« initiated under Barack Obama, and 
for stronger European contributions to NATO burden-shar-
ing.

THE UNITED STATES DEBATES 
THE FUTURE OF NATO
Caroline Fehl
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And yet, former President Trump is not alone in positioning 
himself outside the mainstream. Both at US universities and 
think tanks, influential scholars and experts – particularly, 
but not only those placing themselves in the »realist« school 
of thought – are questioning conventional Atlanticist wis-
dom, such as the rationale for a continued US military pres-
ence in Europe, understanding NATO as a community of val-
ues, and hawkish policies vis-à-vis Russia.

THREAT PERCEPTIONS

While it is beyond the scope of this report to paint a full pic-
ture of the plethora of threats and challenges discussed by 
US security policy experts, a number of core agreements 
can be identified. These largely concur with the »4+1« for-
mula coined by former Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Jo-
seph Dunford to identify the main threats to US national se-
curity (Joint Chiefs of Staff 2016): China, Russia, Iran, North 
Korea and the (more diffuse, hence »+«) threat of violent 
extremism and terrorism (O’Hanlon 2020; see also Wood 
2020: 215–236). The consensual nature and stability of this 
threat perception is also evidenced by the fact that the Biden 
Administration’s Interim National Security Strategy lists the 
exact same threats in identical order (Biden 2021b).

Among these widely agreed threats, the highest priority is 
China, which is now – in the words used by US Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken at his Senate confirmation hearing – 
widely perceived as »the most significant challenge of any na-
tion state to the United States« (Blinken 2021a: 15). Blinken’s 
promise to »approach China from a position of strength« 
(ibid: 16) is echoed in numerous think tank publications on 
the »China challenge« (Anonymous 2021; Ford/Goldgeier 
2021; Kroenig/Cimmino 2020; see also Beckley/Brands 2021; 
Campbell/Doshi 2020). The growing regional and global as-
sertiveness of Russia is a second point of broad agreement 
(Coffey/Mrachek 2020a; Weiss/Rumer 2020). As with China, 
however, influential voices also caution against an overly con-
frontational policy toward America’s former Cold War rival 
(see below). Third, Iran, North Korea and the problem of 
WMD proliferation linked to both countries are widely seen as 
significant threats to the United States and global stability, 
even though there is little agreement on how to respond to 
them (Catalano et al. 2020; Cordesman 2020; Mrachek et al. 
2020; Jackson 2019). Violent extremism and terrorism (par-
ticularly jihadist) is still on the list of key threats for US experts 
and policymakers (Phillips 2020), but has recently declined in 
relative importance.

Cutting across the 4+1 issues, experts across the political 
spectrum agree on the ever-increasing importance of 
non-traditional (non-kinetic) threats, particularly cyber and 
hybrid threats (Bellasio/Silfversten 2020; Nelson/Perkovich 
2020; Wheeler 2018). These threats are seen as emanating 
from non-state actors, but also from governments, including 
China and Russia (Polyakova/Boyer 2018). Furthermore, the 
trend toward »democratic backsliding« both within and out-
side the West is perceived as an increasingly serious security 
issue by large parts of the US foreign policy establishment 

(Kendall-Taylor 2019; Katz/Taussig 2018) and has been 
flagged as a key challenge by President Biden, but is viewed 
differently by a sizeable conservative minority (see below). 
The Interim NSS highlights this problem even before address-
ing the list of more conventional threats, warning that »de-
mocracies across the globe, including our own, are increas-
ingly under siege« (Biden 2021b: 7). Lastly, the NSS also cap-
tures a broader trend in the US foreign policy establishment 
in describing pandemics, climate change and other environ-
mental and societal risks as part of the »global security land-
scape« and as forming part of the »biggest threats« (ibid.).

RUSSIA

»Geography still matters. Russia—NATO’s largest, most 
militarily capable neighbor—remains NATO’s principal ex-
ternal challenge« (Burns/Lute 2019). This statement by for-
mer US NATO ambassadors Douglas Lute and Nicholas 
Burns, put forth in a report for the Harvard Belfer Center on 
the occasion of NATO’s 70th anniversary, captures the pre-
dominant view of the US foreign policy community, which 
understands Russia as NATO’s principal »raison d’être« 
(Goldgeier/Martin 2020). At the same time, the statement 
that »geography matters« can also be interpreted as a char-
acterization of the US perspective on NATO: unlike Europe-
ans looking to NATO for the military defence of their home-
lands, US policymakers and experts discuss the Atlantic alli-
ance from a geographical distance as an organization deal-
ing with US interests in one specific world region. As far as 
the US mainstream view is concerned, NATO’s business is 
the »territorial defense and the maintenance of stability in 
Europe« (Moreland 2019), and Russia is the single most im-
portant threat to that business. Accordingly, discussions 
about NATO are closely intertwined (albeit by no means 
identical) with broader debates about the bilateral US–Rus-
sia relationship.

Both with regard to the nature of the Russian threat and with 
regard to advisable responses within and outside NATO, 
three broad perspectives can be distinguished in the land-
scape of US think tanks.1 

The first, and by far most influential perspective can be 
characterized as both Atlanticist and deterrence-focused. In 
this perspective – widely shared by policymakers on both 
sides of the aisle – Russia is a »revisionist« or »revanchist« 
power bent on »undermin[ing] the security order that 
emerged in Europe after the Cold War« (Colby/Solomon 
2016; Herbst 2020; see also Vershbow/Breedlove 2019; 
Daalder 2017; Schmitt 2018). This revisionist impulse should 
be met with resolve rather than attempts to »accommodate« 
Russia (Fried/Vershbow 2020). As a study published jointly 
by several major US think tanks put it: »Some argue that 
such demonstrations of strength would be provocative. We 

1	 While these perspectives do not represent ideological camps with 
fixed borders, and individual experts at times combine positions at-
tributed here to different perspectives, they nevertheless represent 
visible argumentative clusters in the US debate.
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believe Western weakness would be more provocative« 
(Binnendijk et al. 2016).

For NATO, this means, in the first place, strengthening de-
terrence particularly on its Eastern flank. While this demand 
is fairly consensual at a general level, pundits are by no 
means agreed on what a stronger deterrence posture would 
look like in practice. Largely in line with NATO’s current 
strategy of »deterrence by rapid reinforcement«, an Atlantic 
Council report (Vershbow/Breedlove 2019) proposes quali-
tative and quantitative reinforcements of US and NATO con-
ventional forces that should be made on a rotational basis 
(with some additional permanent elements, such as head-
quarters) or just outside former Warsaw Pact territory. This 
cautious reinforcement is intended to avoid divisions over 
the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act, which commits NATO 
to carrying out its mission without »permanent stationing of 
substantial combat forces« (ibid.; similarly Binnendijk et al. 
2016). In contrast to this approach, analysts such as Elbridge 
Colby at the Center for a New American Security (Colby and 
Solomon 2015) or David Shlapak and Michael Johnson at 
the RAND Corporation (Shlapak/Johnson 2016) advocate a 
strategy of »deterrence by denial«, proposing to perma-
nently station significantly stronger conventional forces in 
Poland and the Baltics.2 The aim of this force posture is to 
make a quick Russian land grab in the Baltics (a »fait accom-
pli« – see below) hard enough to deter such an aggression 
in the first place.3 

Beyond the Baltics, analysts highlight the need for the alli-
ance to »set NATO’s sights on the High North« (Danoy/Mad-
dox 2020). Warning against the threat of a »Russian A2/AA 
[A2/AD] bubble along the Alliance’s Northern flank«, they 
argue that »[t]he question […] is not whether NATO should 
be actively engaged in Arctic issues, but rather what is to be 
the form of that engagement« (ibid.: 76–77). Proposals un-
der discussion range from diplomatic engagement with Rus-
sia – for instance, by working on a military code of conduct 
for the Arctic through the NATO-Russia Council – to the es-
tablishment of a NATO Arctic Command, Arctic Rapid Reac-
tion Force, and investment in icebreaker capabilities.

In addition to reinforcing deterrence, Atlanticist deterrence 
advocates generally favour continuing NATO’s open door 
policy vis-à-vis countries aspiring to membership, and »stand-
ing strong in the face of Russian intimidation« aimed at pre-
venting a further expansion of the alliance, rather than grant-
ing Russia a »veto« over alliance policy (Farkas 2015; see also 
Coffey/Mrachek 2020b; Montgomery 2019). While acknowl-
edging that NATO membership for Ukraine and Georgia may 
need to remain on the back burner for some time to come, 

2	 Based on a series of wargames, the RAND report famously con-
cluded that seven brigades were needed to effectively deter Russian 
aggression in the Baltics, although not all of these would need to be 
forward deployed (Shlapak/Johnson 2016).

3	 Colby and Solomon (2015: 43) argue that a stronger permanent 
presence would still remain under the threshold of the Founding Act, 
although they also question whether the political conditions stipu-
lated in the Founding Act are still in force, given Russia’s recent ag-
gressions.

they advocate a more proactive NATO policy to »boost both 
partners’ deterrence capacity and reduce Moscow’s ability to 
undermine their sovereignty« (Vershbow 2020: 69). Such a 
policy could include the provision of military capabilities, a 
permanent NATO presence at Ukrainian and Georgian train-
ing centres, and common exercises on Ukrainian and Geor-
gian territories.

As already mentioned, US discussions about NATO policy to-
ward Russia are closely intertwined with debates about bilat-
eral US–Russian relations. In these broader debates, Atlanti-
cist deterrence advocates support providing bilateral »lethal 
assistance« to Ukraine – a policy already advocated by Joe 
Biden when he was Obama’s vice president – as well as 
maintaining and expanding economic sanctions, in response 
to both Russian aggression in Crimea and human rights vio-
lations committed in the country and against dissidents 
abroad (Vershbow 2020). Importantly for Germany, this in-
cludes sanctions against the Nord Stream II project, long 
considered a »bad deal for Europe« by Joe Biden (Gardner/
Hunnicut 2021). Under pressure from Senate Republicans 
threatening to derail senior Biden appointments, Secretary 
of State Blinken renewed these sanctions threats against the 
»Russian geopolitical project intended to divide Europe and 
weaken European energy security« (Blinken 2021b). These 
threats notwithstanding, the administration has waived con-
gressional sanctions on German companies for the time be-
ing. A durable compromise, however, may yet require the 
German government to agree to strict safeguards that would 
prevent Russia from politically exploiting the pipeline, includ-
ing a »snapback« mechanism (Stelzenmüller 2021).

In contrast to the hard-line positions that dominate the US 
discourse on Russia, a second cluster of analyses offered by 
US think tanks describe the Russian threat in more nuanced 
terms and place somewhat greater hopes in cooperation, 
while also insisting on strong deterrence and an Atlanticist 
stance. At Brookings, for instance, Michael O’Hanlon and 
Steven Pifer agree on the need to (moderately) reinforce 
NATO’s deterrence posture in the Baltics (O’Hanlon/Skaluba 
2019; Pifer 2019a), but also caution against steps that 
would squander cooperative opportunities with Russia. 
More boldly, O’Hanlon (2017) argues that NATO expansion 
has gone too far and proposes negotiating a new security 
architecture for Eastern Europe, with a belt of »permanent-
ly neutral« states separating NATO and Russia. Rejecting 
claims that the United States or the West are »on the brink 
of a Cold War« with Russia (or China) (O’Hanlon/Zeigler 
2019), he calls for the United States and NATO to prepare 
measured, non-escalatory responses to scenarios involving 
small-scale and/or hybrid Russian aggression, lest they be 
drawn into an involuntary great-power conflict (O’Hanlon 
2019). Closer to the mainstream, Pifer rejects the idea of a 
neutral buffer zone as inappropriate and impracticable, and 
supports both NATO’s open door policy and lethal aid to 
Ukraine, but also advocates a temporary compromise for-
mula that Ukrainian NATO membership should happen 
»not now, but not never« (Pifer 2019b). He also differs from 
Russia hawks in demanding that sanctions be »closely coor-
dinated with allies, and clearly messaged«, promising sanc-
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tions relief in return for clearly specified cooperative behav-
iour (Pifer 2020a).

At the Woodrow Wilson Center, Russia analyst Michael Kof-
man echoes O’Hanlon in rejecting the idea of a »Cold War« 
with Russia, pointing to Western »over-extension« as hav-
ing contributed to tense relations (Marcus 2018). With re-
gard to deterrence, he questions both NATO’s current de-
terrence posture and a »deterrence by denial« strategy 
aimed at preventing a Russian »fait accompli«. Stating that 
»[y]ou can have the prospect of NATO expansion eastward 
[or] deterrence by denial, but not both«, he argues that 
even a substantial permanent NATO presence in the Baltics 
would be unable to effectively deny a Russian attack, while 
also crossing the red line of the Founding Act and risking 
provoking the Russia aggression it seeks to deter. The logi-
cal consequence is »deterrence by punishment«, a strategy 
relying on the threat of both horizontal and vertical (includ-
ing nuclear) escalation in response to a Russian attack (Kof-
man 2016a, b).

Looking further North, Russia experts at the CSIS see the 
Artic as »a positive outlier in a receding list of areas where 
U.S.-Russia engagement is cooperative«, while also criticiz-
ing both Moscow’s enhanced military presence and NATO’s 
responsive measures as having contributed to an unhealthy 
»securitization« of the region (Newlin et al. 2020). Although 
there is now broad agreement that the Alliance should dis-
cuss Arctic issues and »conduct the occasional large exercise 
like Trident Juncture«, experts such as David Auerswald at 
the US National War College caution that, for the time be-
ing, »NATO itself should play a very limited, direct role in the 
Arctic« and that »[t]o do more risks weakening alliance uni-
ty and needlessly antagonizing Russia« (Auerswald 2020). 

Some of the analyses and proposals endorsed by coopera-
tion-focused Atlanticists (see also Haass/Kupchan 2021; New-
lin et al. 2020) are echoed in a recent open letter calling for a 
»rethinking« of US Russia policy under the Biden administra-
tion. In this document published by Politico, six prominent au-
thors and a long list of co-signatories argue that »America’s 
current mix of sanctions and diplomacy isn’t working« (Got-
temoeller et al. 2020). While recognizing that Russia »compli-
cates, or even thwarts« US foreign policy, they contend that 
a »mix of competition and cooperation« is possible, and urge 
a return to normal diplomatic relations, a »balanced commit-
ment to deterrence and détente« pursued through strategic 
dialogue, renewed cooperation on arms control, and an eas-
ing of sanctions in return for Russian cooperation. With re-
gard to Europe, the letter calls for the United States to »re-
main firm« in support of allies, while also considering »meas-
ured and phased steps forward« to improve the relationship 
with Russia.

Interestingly, the list of signatories to the letter – which 
prompted an immediate response from a more deter-
rence-focused group (Kramer 2020) – also includes scholars 
at both universities and think tanks that diverge from the 
Atlanticist bent of the first two perspectives in taking a 
NATO-sceptical stance. This small but vocal group of schol-

ars, which includes self-identified »realists« and libertarians, 
as well as isolationists from the left of the political spectrum, 
tend to see NATO’s expansionism, rather than Russia’s, at 
the heart of present tensions. Accordingly, they argue that 
granting Russia its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe 
would moderate, if not resolve, the West’s and the United 
States’ conflict with Moscow (for example, Ashford 2016b; 
Beebe 2019; Carpenter 2019a; Mearsheimer 2014; Shifrin-
son 2021; Walt 2018). As Cato Institute fellow Doug Bandow 
(2019) puts it, »if Moscow had expanded the Warsaw Pact 
to Latin America, engineered a coup in Mexico City, and of-
fered to bring that nation into an anti-American alliance, 
Washington would have been equally displeased« (Bandow 
2019). While some of this criticism is shared by coopera-
tion-oriented Atlanticists (see above), scholars in this last 
group are much more radical in declaring NATO ultimately 
superfluous, an »outdated alliance« (Bandow 2019), an 
»anachronism« (Walt 2018) and a »dangerous dinosaur« 
(Carpenter 2019b). Pointing both to what they perceive as 
an exaggeration of the Russian threat and to Europe’s eco-
nomic capabilities, NATO sceptics conclude that »Europe 
can defend itself« (Posen 2020; see also Posen 2019) and 
that the United States should turn over responsibility for de-
terring Russia to Europeans, at least in the medium to long 
run.

CHINA

While NATO occupies a central place in discussions about 
US–Russia relations, it is more peripheral to the extensive 
debate about the United States’ »China challenge«. This de-
bate is marked by a broad agreement on China as a key for-
eign and security policy threat and an increasing conver-
gence of pundits across the political spectrum on competi-
tive policies vis-à-vis the rising power.

At the conservative end of the spectrum, getting tough on 
China is supported by clear majorities among voters (Silver et 
al. 2020), pundits (Anonymous 2021; Beckley/Brands 2021; 
Brands/Cooper 2019, 2021; Carafano et al. 2020; Mattis et 
al. 2021; Schmitt 2019; Zakheim 2021), and policymakers. 
Despite some initial flirtation with Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping, Trump and the vocal China hawks in his administration 
turned up the pressure both on China itself and on US allies 
viewed as being too soft on China.

Joe Biden, during his campaign to replace Trump, took on 
board much of the latter’s China rhetoric, and his adminis-
tration’s early public clashes at bilateral US–China talks and 
determination to enlist Quad members India, Japan and 
Australia in a »show of unity against Beijing« (Sevastopulo/
Kazmin 2021) confirm his intention to continue down a 
competitive path. However, Democrats and liberal pundits 
are not unified around hard-line positions. As Brookings 
scholar Thomas Wright highlights, the question of how to 
deal with China is central to a broader split within the Dem-
ocratic Party between »restorationists«, who argue for a 
return to an Obama-style balance between cooperation 
and competition, and »reformists«, who »see China as the 
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[Biden] administration’s defining challenge and favour a 
more competitive approach than Obama’s« (Wright 2020).

The latter, more influential group includes key Biden admin-
istration appointees who previously worked for the Obama 
administration and/or liberal think tanks: National Security 
Advisor Jake Sullivan (Campbell/Sullivan 2019); Kurt Camp-
bell (Campbell/Ratner 2018), formerly at the Center for a 
New American Security (CNAS) and now Asia-Pacific coor-
dinator on the National Security Council; Rush Doshi, for-
merly at Brookings and now senior China coordinator at the 
NSC; and Ely Ratner (Ratner et al. 2019), formerly at CNAS 
and now chief principal adviser on China matters to Secre-
tary of Defence Austin.

A second group of liberal-leaning pundits, while not disa-
greeing with the magnitude of the challenge, places much 
stronger emphasis on the need for continued and even en-
hanced US–Chinese cooperation. At Brookings, Jeffrey Bad-
er (2020) cautions that China is »a strategic competitor, not 
an enemy«, echoing an »open letter« published previously 
by a group of scholars from the Wilson Center, Carnegie En-
dowment and Harvard and Yale universities in the Washing-
ton Post (Fravel et al. 2019) and co-signed by Bader and 
many other US think tank experts. Bader’s Brookings col-
league Michael O’Hanlon – in line with his position on Rus-
sia – warns against getting involved in a major power con-
flict with China over Taiwan and other regional conflicts 
(O’Hanlon 2019). Thom Woodroofe at the Asia Society Poli-
cy Institute points particularly to the problem of climate 
change as an area in which cooperation with China is not 
only feasible and necessary but also supported by the Amer-
ican public (Noisecat/Woodroofe 2021). These and further 
proposals for US–Chinese cooperation were collected and 
elaborated in a 2020 Brookings report (Hass et al. 2020).

The most radical dissent with the dominant China hawks is 
articulated by libertarians such as Ted Carpenter at the Cato 
Institute, who argues that the United States and its Western 
partners need to accept China’s sphere of influence and »di-
al-back their insistence that all nations, even great powers, 
adhere to the principles of a U.S.-led liberal, rules-based, in-
ternational order« (Carpenter 2019a).

Diverging general perspectives on China also entail different 
assessments of NATO’s role in dealing with the rising pow-
er. On one hand, it is clear that all US alliances, NATO includ-
ed, will be affected in one way or another by the fact that 
China tops the list of US foreign policy priorities; on the oth-
er, this does not imply that NATO is necessarily seen as a 
centrepiece of US China policy.

Libertarians such as Carpenter (2019a) point to diverging US 
and European interests on China to question NATO’s overall 
rationale. At the other end of the spectrum, many centrist 
and liberal Atlanticists advocate »enlisting NATO to address 
the China challenge« (Nietsche et al. 2020). A group from 
CNAS, for instance, contend that Chinese policy, while not 
directly threatening NATO, has the potential to disrupt alli-
ance cohesion. They advocate deepening and institutionaliz-

ing cooperation with allies in the Indo-Pacific, including 
through an »Indo-Pacific Council«, and recommend both 
joint and NATO exercises in the region (Nietsche et al. 2020). 
Similarly, an Atlantic Council report envisages NATO as the 
»node of a network to counter CN hostile activities«. By de-
veloping its bilateral relations with Asian partners into a more 
institutionalized »Atlantic-Pacific Partnership«, the authors 
argue, NATO should »take the lead in becoming the neces-
sary strategic counterweight to China’s rise«. In their view, a 
coordinated response of NATO as an alliance of democracies 
would enjoy greater global legitimacy as a US-led response 
to China (Hildebrand et al. 2020; see also Brzezinksi 2020; 
Kroenig/Cimmino 2020). At the same time, engaging China 
through NATO is seen as opening windows for cooperation, 
for instance through the establishment of a »NATO-China 
Council« modelled after the NATO-Russia Council (Brzezinski 
2020). According to all of these scholars, China’s challenge 
and NATO’s response are only in part about traditional mili-
tary capabilities; cyber threats and Chinese global »influence 
operations« necessitate close allied cooperation on issues 
such as 5G network security and an expansion of NATO’s 
seven »baselines for resilience« (Hildebrand et al. 2020; simi-
larly Nietsche et al. 2020).

Situated in between NATO sceptics and NATO enthusiasts is 
a group of pundits who argue that NATO should »cautious-
ly pivot towards China«, building up partnerships with East 
Asian democracies but serving as a forum for discussion and 
coordination rather than taking immediate action on non-
military issues, such as 5G network security (Goldgeier/Mar-
tin 2020; see also Coffey/Kochis 2020: 17–18; Ford/Goldgei-
er 2021). Arguing that »Russia must remain the main focus 
of NATO«, they suggest tying NATO allies into a broader 
»Atlantic strategy« toward China that goes beyond NATO’s 
geographical borders, and argue that »the U.S. should help 
to forge agreement inside the Alliance on what role, if any, 
NATO should play in dealing with Beijing, helping to create 
a united front that cannot be easily exploited« (Carafano et 
al. 2020). At Brookings, Lindsey Ford and James Goldgeier 
(2021) see the need for »frank discussions« about what 
could and what could not be expected of European NATO 
allies in hypothetical military crisis scenarios involving Bei-
jing. At the same time, they point to »tradeoffs« associated 
with a more prominent European role in the Indo-Pacific, ar-
guing that regular European deployments in the region 
could »detract« from NATO’s core tasks.

PROJECTING STABILITY IN THE SOUTH

As discussed above, China and Asia are increasingly per-
ceived as key challenges for NATO that will compel the alli-
ance to adopt a more global outlook. This represents a re-
markable discursive shift from discussions on »global NATO« 
in the 2000s (for example, Daalder/Goldgeier 2006), which 
revolved largely around terrorism and instability in the glob-
al South, particularly in the Middle East region. In this earlier, 
post-Cold War and post-9/11 perspective, terrorism, state 
failure and humanitarian crises were seen as not only pre-
senting direct and severe threats to the allies, but also as re-
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quiring military out-of-area interventions. These interven-
tions, US policymakers and pundits agreed, would be less 
costly and more legitimate if undertaken by a multilateral al-
liance than unilaterally by the United States alone.

In today’s US discussions about NATO, these issues have lost 
salience. In part, this is due to a re-evaluation of the terror-
ist threat confronting the United States, and of the strategy 
of addressing both terrorism and other sources of instability 
through military interventions. With the »war on terror« ap-
proaching its twentieth anniversary, some experts note that 
»jihadi-linked terrorism« appears to be »on the decline« (By-
man 2018) and that terrorist threat assessments have been 
»inflated« (Thrall/Goepner 2017), while others feel the need 
to caution that the terrorist threat is »not finished« (Travers 
2020). With regard to interventions, both conservative and 
liberal scholars argue that past foreign missions designed to 
eradicate terrorism, to protect civilians and to bring lasting 
stability to the key Middle East region have largely failed (for 
example, Kupchan 2021; Stelzenmüller 2020; Thrall/Goep-
ner 2017). As Charles Kupchan at the Council on Foreign Re-
lations puts it, »unnecessary wars of choice« across the 
Middle East region have »produced little good«; remaining 
US interests in the region, including counterterrorism, can 
be achieved through diplomatic means or »surgical military 
operations« (Kupchan 2021). Brad Stapleton at Cato agrees, 
evaluating NATO’s own out-of-area missions in Afghanistan 
and Libya as a »major mistake« that have failed to stabilize 
both countries, while also provoking Russia by casting doubt 
on NATO’s defensive orientation (Stapleton 2016).

Against the background of this growing chorus of interven-
tion sceptics and Biden’s own campaign promise to end 
America’s »forever wars«, the Biden administration’s an-
nouncement of a full troop withdrawal from Afghanistan by 
September 2021 came as no surprise and was supported by 
pundits of different political shades (Bandow 2021; Kup-
chan and Lute 2021; Wertheim 2021). Others, including 
both liberal commentators and conservatives, such as for-
mer National Security Adviser John Bolton, advocated 
against or criticized the decision (Afzal and O’Hanlon 2021; 
Bolton 2021; Cunningham et al. 2021).

With regard to NATO’s future out-of-area tasks, pundits 
draw different inferences from the alliance’s poor interven-
tion track record. Many conservative experts advise that 
NATO should go »back to basics« to defend alliance territory 
against the resurgent Russian threat (Coffey/Kochis 2019; 
similarly Ashford 2016a). According to Stapleton, the alliance 
»cannot afford to allow external operations to divert atten-
tion and resources from its core mission« (Stapleton 2016). 
Heritage’s Luke Coffey and Daniel Kochis (2019) argue that 
»NATO does not have to be everywhere doing everything. It 
does not have to become a global counterterrorism force or 
the West’s main tool for delivering humanitarian aid.«

To others, the task of stabilizing »Europe’s fragile Southern 
frontier« remains central to NATO (Burns/Jones 2016; Ver-
shbow/Speranza 2019). According to Kupchan, the United 
States is »reducing its military footprint in the broader Mid-

dle East, underscoring the need for NATO to focus more on 
a Southern strategy« (interview with the author, 7 May 
2021). While large-scale interventions are an unlikely future 
scenario, peacekeeping, stabilization and training missions 
out-of-area should remain high on the organization’s agen-
da. In the Mediterranean region, including Libya and per-
haps eventually Syria, European NATO members should be 
prepared to take the lead in potential missions, »picking up 
some of the slack« as the United States re-focuses on do-
mestic issues and directs more resources to the Asia-Pacific 
(ibid.). At the Center for European Policy Analysis, Lauren 
Speranza even recommends enhancing NATO’s military cri-
sis management capabilities with regard to counterterror-
ism or humanitarian contingencies (Speranza 2020: 8–9).

These recommendations notwithstanding, the task of pro-
jecting stability in general and military out-of-area missions 
in particular are relatively marginal themes in recent US 
think tank publications on NATO. Scholars emphasize de-
fence and counter-terrorism cooperation with Middle East-
ern partner governments, for example, through the Medi-
terranean Dialogue or Istanbul Cooperation Council pro-
grammes (Schroeder 2019: 28–29), or focus on Russia, Chi-
na and other challenges to allied security. Implicitly, this lack 
of attention underscores what Kupchan and others articu-
late explicitly, namely that the United States will increasingly 
expect its European NATO allies to take responsibility for 
NATO’s Southern flank.

ARMS CONTROL

Like discussions on other key aspects of US national securi-
ty, US debates about arms control are only marginally about 
NATO. At a general level, despite long-standing cross- and 
within-party divisions on the subject, most policymakers 
and experts at major US think tanks agree in seeing arms 
control, disarmament and non-proliferation not as ends in 
themselves, but as one policy tool that can – depending on 
political outlook – help or hurt US security interests.

While the Biden administration is no exception to this prag-
matic and strategic approach to arms control, its coming to 
office has dramatically improved the prospects for maintain-
ing those bilateral and multilateral frameworks that have sur-
vived the Trump administration’s onslaught. Shortly after his 
inauguration, Biden already agreed to the extension of New 
START, the only remaining bilateral nuclear arms control 
agreement with Russia. The Open Skies Treaty – renounced 
by Trump against the advice not only of the US arms control 
community but also the US military – is probably beyond res-
cue, given Moscow’s recent announcement of withdrawal. 
In contrast, the administration is engaging in genuine nego-
tiations to re-establish both US and Iranian compliance with 
the Joint Comprehensive Programme of Action, and to re-
new coordination with European partners on this issue, albe-
it not through the framework of NATO.

While many Republicans and (neo)conservative commenta-
tors oppose such plans (Geller 2021; Rubin 2021), liberal and 
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realist pundits and US arms control experts support them 
(Conley et al. 2021; Krepon 2021; Krepon/Roth 2021; Pifer/
Acton 2021; Rose 2020a) – and propose even more far-reach-
ing medium- to long-term steps. According to arms control 
advocates such as Steven Pifer at Brookings, the Biden ad-
ministration should engage in strategic stability talks with 
Moscow, propose a partial replacement of the INF treaty that 
deals at least with nuclear-armed intermediate-range mis-
siles, or even build on New START to seek a more compre-
hensive future agreement with Moscow limiting all US and 
Russian nuclear systems. To achieve such a comprehensive 
deal with Russia, even US missile defence should be put on 
the table. Furthermore, Biden should conduct a nuclear pos-
ture review – in consultation with allies – that should declare 
deterrence of a nuclear attack to be the »sole purpose« of US 
nuclear weapons (Pifer 2020b; similarly Conley et al. 2021).

This last proposal is of most direct relevance to NATO – and 
marks the upper limits of what can be expected of the Biden 
administration in terms of reforming nuclear deterrence. In-
fluential US experts oppose a »sole purpose« or »no first 
use« doctrine (for example, Miller 2020), or propose a more 
modest change to the current US deterrence posture nucle-
ar posture by limiting the use of nuclear weapons to »exis-
tential threats« against the United States (Perkovich/Vaddi 
2021). With regard to NATO, some insist that the alliance 
needs a »credible threat of nuclear escalation« vis-à-vis Rus-
sia (Kofman 2016b). Others, more moderately, criticize the 
fact that »NATO’s stated nuclear strategy is too stale, vague 
and timid to ensure deterrence« (Binnendijk/Gompert 2020) 
and should be spelt out to more clearly threaten symmetri-
cal nuclear retaliation in case of a Russian first strike, in par-
allel with a deployment of new US sea-based nuclear 
cruise-missiles in the European theatre. In their view, Euro-
pean opposition to nuclear deterrence in general – and nu-
clear sharing specifically – leaves NATO without a credible 
deterrence (ibid). And while the US government and larger 
US defence community maintain a strong interest in nuclear 
non-proliferation and in reducing the risk of nuclear terror-
ism, US extended deterrence is seen as strengthening , rath-
er than undermining this goal. As a recent report by the Chi-
cago Council on Global Relations argues, doubts about US 
nuclear guarantees could ultimately prompt US allies to ac-
quire their own nuclear weapons, fuelling a new nuclear 
arms race (Daalder et al. 2021).

As these discussions make plain, criticism of nuclear deter-
rence as such and advocacy of nuclear disarmament are 
limited to civil society activists and more radical arms con-
trol think tanks, but viewed by most policymakers and pun-
dits as unrealistic at best and destabilizing at worst. The 
most far-reaching present nuclear disarmament initiative, 
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, which 
entered into force in January 2021, will therefore continue 
to meet with opposition not only within the administration 
but also among mainstream think tankers (Williams 2020). 

One arms control initiative that enjoys broad support in the 
US community is a potential successor to the INF treaty. As 
such an agreement would be particularly vital to European 

security, European NATO allies stand a good chance of mak-
ing their voices heard with the Biden administration. For in-
stance, they could weigh in against over-ambitious propos-
als to ensure Chinese participation in such a future agree-
ment (advocated, for example, by Binnendijk/Gompert 
2020), which have received expressions of sympathy from 
China-critical »reformists« in the Biden administration, but 
are, according to Pifer, »doomed to fail« (Pifer 2020b).

Apart from the nuclear field, another issue of importance to 
many US think tanks is the arms trade. Many criticise the 
United States for exporting arms into crisis zones or to re-
gimes with problematic human rights records. With regard 
to internationally contested US drones strikes, practically no 
moderate American think tank suggests an international 
ban or abandonment of the use of combat drones. How
ever, some institutes, such as the Stimson Center, call for 
more transparency and oversight, as regards both transfer 
and use (Dick/Stohl 2020). The discourse on what has been 
termed »lethal autonomous weapon systems« is usually 
separated from the drone discourse and shows more nuanc-
es and a broader range of arguments vis-à-vis the European 
continental debate. Security-related arguments (for exam-
ple, Laird 2020) are more prominent than in Europe and the 
overall need of the armed forces to invest in high-tech 
weapon systems is more widely accepted. Closely related, 
albeit again an individual issue is the debate about the (mil-
itary) use of artificial intelligence (AI). Scholars such as Elsa 
Kania (2020) at Brookings are closely following Chinese am-
bitions in this area. 

CYBER AND HYBRID THREATS, EMERGING 
AND DISRUPTIVE TECHNOLOGIES, SPACE

In recent years, tasks that go beyond the alliance’s tradition-
al core functions of military and territorial defence have 
steadily gained importance in US discussions on NATO. In 
line with the emphasis placed by NATO’s own reflection 
group on cyber and hybrid threats, emerging and disruptive 
technologies, and space, US NATO experts are increasingly 
devoting attention and analysis to these (partially overlap-
ping) new threats and challenges (Beaulieau/Salvo 2018; Ed-
wards et al. 2020; Kramer et al. 2020; Reynolds/Lightfoot 
2020; Rose 2020b). Despite their diversity and internal com-
plexity, all of these issues share the feature that they are 
both linked to and cut across NATO’s more traditional mis-
sions. Cyber and hybrid threats, in particular, are discussed 
most prominently in the context of NATO–Russia or NATO–
China relations (Burns/Lute 2019: 26–27; Polyakova/Boyer 
2018; Speranza 2020), but also with regard to non-state ac-
tors (Hamilton 2019). They have the clear potential to affect 
NATO’s military position vis-à-vis these state adversaries, yet 
efforts to counter such threats or improve resilience against 
them need to go far beyond the military realm. Some schol-
ars, such as Jim Goldgeier and Garret Martin at the Ameri-
can University, therefore question whether NATO as a mili-
tary alliance is »best suited to take the lead« on issues such 
as cybersecurity in 5G networks or tackling disinformation 
(Goldgeier/Martin 2020). While they see the alliance in a 
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»supporting role«, others, such as Daniel Hamilton at Johns 
Hopkins University, argue that the task of building resilience 
has become part of NATO’s raison d’être: »The challenge of 
hybrid conflict underscores why NATO, in its 70th year, must 
remain the keystone to Western security. NATO offers a 
ready mechanism for allies to promote shared resilience to 
disruptive attacks. It is a means by which resilience can be 
projected forward to neighbors who are weak and suscepti-
ble to disruption« (Hamilton 2019).

In terms of concrete measures, pundits propose a wide array 
of steps that NATO and its members could take to address 
new threats. These range from earmarking 2 per cent of na-
tional GDP for cybersecurity and digital defence moderniza-
tion (Edwards et al. 2020) and the formation of »expert 
hunt teams« to detect intruders in defence systems to en-
gaging in offensive cyber actions against Russia and China 
as part of a strategy of »persistent engagement« (Kramer et 
al. 2020). When it comes to space, pundits agree with 
NATO’s decision to declare space an operational domain, 
and recommend improving intelligence sharing on anti-sat-
ellite threats, »mainstreaming« outer space in NATO institu-
tions and processes, exercises and wargames, and improv-
ing cooperation with both the US Space Command and 
Space Force and the EU (Rose 2020b).

NATO AS A COMMUNITY OF VALUES

Strengthening democracy at home and abroad was one of 
the central messages conveyed by Joe Biden throughout his 
presidential campaign (Biden 2020b). With this renewed 
embrace of democratic values, he stands in stark contrast to 
his predecessor’s anti-democratic leanings and professed 
sympathy for foreign authoritarian leaders. As Biden has 
made clear, this general outlook has important implications 
for NATO. In a direct rebuke of Trump’s view of the alliance, 
Biden sees NATO not only as serving US interests but also as 
»the bulwark of the liberal-democratic ideal« and the US 
commitment to it as »sacred, not transactional« (ibid.). This 
reaffirmation of NATO as a community of values brings US 
government policy back in line with a broad consensus 
among US foreign and security policy think tanks. 

And yet the new emphasis placed by Biden and his team on 
the defence of democracy also entails new challenges and 
discussions for NATO. As different perspectives among US 
pundits make clear, defending democracy can be interpret-
ed as an external or an internal task for the alliance. Deter-
rence-oriented Atlanticists tend to stress external challenges 
to democracy emanating from NATO’s authoritarian com-
petitors, most notably China and Russia. According to this 
perspective – shared by many conservatives but also by 
»reformers« within the Democratic Party (Wright 2020) – 
NATO’s traditional and current core mission is the »forward 
defense of democracy« on the European continent (More-
land 2019). In addition, pundits envision the »alliance of free 
nations« as the future »center of a global network of alli-
ances« with other »leading democracies«, including Japan, 
Australia and India (Wilson/O’Brien 2020: 102–105).

While the external dimension of defending democracy is 
dominant in the US discourse, other scholars highlight the 
internal risk NATO faces from »democratic backsliding«. In 
Charles Kupchan’s words, »the biggest threat today to the 
security of NATO countries is not Russia, not China, it’s us –
populism, polarization, inequality, political dysfunction. We 
need to get our own houses in order if we are to deal effec-
tively with external threats« (Interview with the author, 7 
May 2021). As Goldgeier and Martin point out, »[a]uthori-
tarianism within NATO is not just a threat because the alli-
ance is based on democratic values, but because it makes 
less democratic countries more vulnerable to the threats 
posed by information manipulation and election interfer-
ence from Russia and other outside meddlers« (Goldgeier/
Martin 2020; see also Katz/Taussig 2018). In response to this 
challenge, Goldgeier and Martin suggest that »member 
states can speak loudly on behalf of democratic values and 
use their bilateral relationships to pressure authoritarian rul-
ers«. For Jonathan Katz and Torrey Taussig (2018), such 
steps do not go far enough. In their view, institutional inno-
vations are needed to address internal challenges to democ-
racy, such as a governance committee under the chairman-
ship of NATO’s assistant secretary general for political affairs 
and security policy, or a new special ombudsperson tasked 
with raising concerns over violations of the Washington 
Treaty.

Once more in disagreement with the Atlanticist mainstream, 
conservative NATO-sceptics criticize the latter’s »transfor-
mational agenda« (Beebe 2019). To them, the notion that 
NATO can and should contribute to the spread of liberal de-
mocracy, particularly by expanding towards and into the 
Russian »sphere of influence«, is misguided. As Cato Insti-
tute expert Emma Ashford (2016b) asks rhetorically: »Does 
NATO promote the common defense of existing members, 
or seek to expand the Euro-Atlantic democratic community? 
It cannot accomplish both.«

INTERNAL ADAPTATION AND 
EUROPEANIZATION

Apart from challenges to NATO’s underlying values, the two 
most pressing internal issues being broadly discussed by US 
NATO experts are the Europeanization of the alliance and 
the related, perennial question of transatlantic burden-shar-
ing. At a general level, the notion that European NATO 
members are still failing to contribute their fair share to the 
allies’ common defence is shared across the entire political 
spectrum. However, policy recommendations about what to 
make of this perceived imbalance vary widely, from the ex-
treme recommendation to leave the defence of Europe en-
tirely to Europeans (Bandow 2019; Carpenter 2019b) to nu-
anced discussions among Atlanticists about exactly how Eu-
ropeans could contribute more. Past US governments have 
looked with suspicion at European Union efforts to achieve 
greater autonomy on matters of defence, and this suspicion 
is still palpable among conservative experts in particular. At 
the Heritage Institute, for instance, Ted Bromund and Daniel 
Kochis (2021) point to the »vital need to ensure that the EU 
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does not develop a defense identity or ambitions that would 
detract in any way from NATO«. However, the view that pre-
vails today among both liberal and conservative observers is 
that both the United States and NATO stand to gain much 
more than they would lose from closer EU defence integra-
tion, which would simultaneously contribute to forming a 
solid European pillar within the Atlantic alliance. The United 
States, this dominant view holds, »should broadly welcome 
the prospect of stronger EU security and defense roles« 
(Brattberg/Valásek 2019; similarly Bergmann 2021; Hamilton 
2021). As Kupchan puts it: »I don’t like the term ›strategic 
autonomy‹ – but the EU’s efforts to become more capable 
militarily and forge a more common foreign and defense 
policy need to continue« (interview with the author, 7 May 
2021). According to Ford and Goldgeier (2021), »if the U.S. 
is going to succeed in rebalancing its defense posture to-
ward Asia, it needs a stronger Europe able to take the lead 
in its broader neighborhood«. Still, even EU-friendly Atlanti-
cists such as Erik Brattberg and Tomás Valásek at Carnegie 
warn against excluding US companies from EU defence pro-
jects, and argue that the EU should »prioritize capabilities 
over integrationist objectives« (Brattberg/Valásek 2019).

When it comes to burden sharing within the Atlantic alli-
ance, a growing number of US experts agree that, although 
Europeans need to contribute more, NATO’s 2 per cent goal 
constitutes a poor metric for measuring European efforts. 
According to Goldgeier and Martin (2020), for instance, 
there is a »very strong case to retire the 2 percent metric in 
normal times, but the extraordinary circumstances created 
by COVID-19 make this even more urgent«. Like them, 
Derek Chollet, Steven Keil and Christopher Skaluba argue in 
an Atlantic Council study that the focus should shift to 
measuring output and capabilities rather than mere defence 
spending, giving credit to more valuable capabilities (Chollet 
et al. 2020). When measuring spending itself, these experts 
argue that measures need to be more standardized, that 
trend lines should be emphasized over set percentage goals, 
but also that allied governments should »reconsider what 
counts for burden sharing« (ibid.). Suggestions in this re-
spect range from investments in emerging tech or pandem-
ic preparations to the improvement of transport infrastruc-
ture critical to ensuring mobility in a crisis scenario (ibid.) and 
investments in resilience against hybrid threats (Hamilton 
2019). »It will be a difficult discussion«, argue Chollet, Keil 
and Skaluba (2020), »but NATO should reconsider the na-
ture of twenty-first century security«.
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OVERVIEW

Canada is a founding member of NATO, which has always 
played a central role in Canadian defence policy. Even 
though the government’s 2017 strategic document Strong, 
Secure, Engaged emphasizes that »Canada is also a Pacific 
nation«,1 the main focus of Canada’s defence policy since 
the Second World War has been European security. After 
the experience of two world wars, successive Canadian 
governments have been interested in preventing a single 
dominant power from rising in Europe again and escalating 
conflicts in Europe from drawing Canada into another 
large-scale war. Besides that, NATO membership has had 
the added benefit of helping Canada to manage relations 
with the United States. The alliance has enabled Canada to 
keep its big neighbour close without being locked into a 
thoroughly unbalanced bilateral security relationship with 
it. In addition to providing security, NATO membership has 
also enhanced Canada’s international influence.

A major concern with the security of Europe is also visible 
in today’s discourse on the future of NATO among Cana-
da’s leading think tanks. According to most analyses, the 
key threat that NATO faces today emanates from Russia, 
which challenges NATO both militarily and through its at-
tempts to destabilize the alliance and its members by 
non-military means. Some voices point to China as a rising 
challenger, and the Asia-Pacific as an area of increasing 
strategic interest, but usually Russia is regarded as posing 
the more immediate threat to NATO. Relations with China 
are viewed as providing more space for constructive politi-
cal engagement.

The key internal challenges facing NATO, according to this 
Canadian discourse, are maintaining cohesion and keeping 
the United States committed to the alliance. The latter 
translates into the problem of burden-sharing and most 
Canadian think tanks focus particularly on how Canada 
can contribute to burden-sharing in order to keep the Unit-
ed States on board. By and large, they agree that a mix of 
at best moderately increased defence spending (which 

1	 Strong, Secure, Engaged: Canada’s Defence Policy, http://dgpaapp.
forces.gc.ca/en/canada-defence-policy/docs/canada-defence-policy-
report.pdf (5 May 2021), p. 90.
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finds little political support) and continued commitment on 
the ground in NATO missions would be the best way for-
ward for the Canadian government.

This approach to the burden-sharing debate reflects an-
other major characteristic of the discourse reviewed here. 
It is very much a discourse about Canada’s role in NATO 
rather than a discourse about NATO and its future per se. 
Questions of European autonomy, for example, as impor-
tant as they may appear for NATO’s future, do not trou-
ble Canadian think tanks as much as they do European 
ones.

THE DISCOURSE ON NATO’S FUTURE

THE KEY THREAT TO NATO: RUSSIA

Russia is clearly seen as the major threat facing NATO today 
and for the foreseeable future. Geopolitically, Russia threat-
ens NATO on its Eastern flank as well as in the Arctic, the 
North Atlantic and in the South, through its engagement 
in conflicts in the MENA region (Segal 2018). The fact that 
Russia appears intent on »discarding established arms con-
trol and political agreements pertaining to the European 
theatre« adds to this military threat (Moens/Turdeanu 
2018: 4). Moreover, Russian efforts at destabilizing the Al-
liance and its members through disinformation, cyber at-
tacks and the like are also viewed with concern.

The threat on the Eastern flank in particular is undisputed. 
NATO’s most visible response to this threat, its enhanced 
Forward Presence (eFP) in the Baltic countries and Poland, 
receives particular attention in the Canadian discourse be-
cause Canada serves as the Framework Nation to the eFP 
in Latvia. Observers view this commitment and its renewal 
in 2019 favourably (for example, Banka 2019; Leuprecht et 
al. 2018a, b; Hilton 2018). They consider it both an impor-
tant contribution to defending NATO against threats from 
Russia and a prudent investment that helps Canada to 
demonstrate its commitment to the alliance despite its rel-
atively low level of defence spending (see also the section 
on burden-sharing below). Hence it signifies »Canada’s 
steadfast approach to alliance politics: pay ›just enough‹ of 
an insurance premium to show that ›we’re back‹« (Leup
recht et al. 2018b: 9).

http://dgpaapp.forces.gc.ca/en/canada-defence-policy/docs/canada-defence-policy-report.pdf
http://dgpaapp.forces.gc.ca/en/canada-defence-policy/docs/canada-defence-policy-report.pdf
http://dgpaapp.forces.gc.ca/en/canada-defence-policy/docs/canada-defence-policy-report.pdf
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Besides the Eastern flank, the Arctic also receives some 
attention as a region in which Russia challenges Canada’s 
and NATO’s security. The threat assessment here is some-
what more controversial, however. To start with, scholars 
point out that, from a security organizational perspective 
but also from a threat perspective there are two Arctics. 
There is the European Arctic, which the United States 
considers part of its European Command. And there is 
the North American Arctic, which, from the Canadian 
perspective, is a NORAD and, from the US perspective, a 
NORTHCOM responsibility. Canadian scholars argue that 
military threats are more virulent in the European Arctic. 
In this area of strategic significance for the sea lines of 
communication, the Greenland–Iceland–United King-
dom gap was notorious for Soviet submarine activities 
during the Cold War. With the end of the Cold War, 
NATO not only dismantled the Supreme Allied Command 
Atlantic (SACLANT) with responsibility for coordinating 
NATO defences in this crucial area, but NATO states also 
significantly reduced anti-submarine warfare (ASW) ca-
pabilities and training operations. The Royal Canadian 
Navy, for example, has largely lost its formerly exemplary 
ASW expertise. As Russia is rebuilding its submarine ca-
pabilities and presence in the region, NATO, too, should 
upgrade its command structure, capabilities and training 
operations. 

With regard to the North American Arctic, scholars see 
fewer military threats. Collins (2018: 10), for example, ar-
gues that the Arctic is an issue that is »less about hard se-
curity and more about resource development, tourism, 
and commercial shipping«. Canada has invested mainly in 
civilian infrastructure to enhance the Canadian presence 
there without militarizing the region. During a parliamen-
tary hearing, Andrea Charron, Director of the Centre for 
Defence and Security Studies at the University of Manito-
ba, stated that Russian activities in this part of the Arctic 
have been fairly constructive, which she attributed to the 
functioning of the Arctic Council. Accordingly, involving 
NATO in the security of the North American Arctic is not 
necessary, might be counterproductive and should be dis-
couraged.2 Michael Byers added on the same occasion 
that »there is very little prospect (…) that the United States 
is going to let NATO into its NORTHCOM domain«.3

Others warn that, in general, Russia’s Arctic policy poses a 
real danger and needs to be addressed accordingly. They 
point to the build-up of forces, coupled with Russian at-
tempts to lay legal claim to vast areas of the region and 
China’s apparent willingness to engage in the Arctic along-
side Russia. Hence, Braun and Blank (2020: 15–17), for ex-
ample, advise the Canadian government to respond to 
what can be viewed as Russia’s militarization of the Arctic 
by building up military capabilities, especially by acquiring 
adequate aircraft and ice breakers. Overall, however, the 

2	 Statement by Dr Andrea Charron at the Hearing of the Standing 
Committee on National Defence, House of Commons, 22 November 
2017.

3	 Ibidem, p. 2.

issue is considered an issue mainly for Canadian defence 
policy rather than for NATO as a whole. This is in line with 
the government’s position, which seeks to avoid, for ex-
ample, NATO exercises related to the region (Charron 
2017; on the implications of exercises in the Arctic, see al-
so Hughes 2019).

Apart from these regional challenges in the East and the 
North, how should Canada and NATO respond to Russia? 
The advice is somewhat varied. On one hand, there are 
commentators who emphasize the desirability of a politi-
cal answer rather than a military one. NATO should not 
»combat hybrid warfare with more hybrid warfare« (Car-
ment/Belo 2018: 11). This approach requires investments 
in societal resilience to make influence campaigns and hy-
brid attacks less threatening. Inclusive and non-confronta-
tional approaches can then be pursued especially with re-
gard to problems that fall under the remit of organizations 
to which Russia also belongs, in particular the OSCE, and 
in cooperation with the EU (Carment/Belo 2018: 12–13). 
This also ties in with recommendations that Canada not 
take an unnecessarily confrontational approach towards 
Russia and explore possibilities for cooperation, especially 
in the Asia-Pacific, even if this may be at odds with US pol-
icies (Paikin 2021). Erika Simpson (2021: 11–12) advises 
NATO to learn from Canada and pursue multilateral ap-
proaches in its dealings with Russia.

But there are also advocates of much more robust re-
sponses to Russian policy and of demonstrating strength 
vis-à-vis Moscow. Moens and Turdeanu (2018: 16), for ex-
ample, argue that NATO members should invest in their 
capabilities and demonstrate »proportionate strength to 
ensure that Russia sees the boundaries of its own plans 
and actions«. Others support this approach and recom-
mend that NATO »deter possible Russian aggression by 
fielding robust military forces« and extend deterrence to 
the cyber realm (Bercuson 2019b: 10). Cyber defence can 
take the form of NATO’s Co-operative Cyber Defence Cen-
tre of Excellence (Kimball 2019: 9–10). But it can also re-
quire launching similar »non-kinetic NATO attacks« on 
Russia to deter it from future attacks (Segal 2018: 3) and 
thus actually countering hybrid warfare with more hybrid 
warfare. None of this, however, is seen as excluding the 
possibility of seeking cooperation if Russia can prove its 
willingness to cooperate (Bercuson 2019b: 11).

CHINA AS A RISING CHALLENGER?

Whereas there is widespread agreement that Russia poses 
an active threat to NATO, China’s role is somewhat more 
controversial. Some regard China primarily as an economic 
power that is increasingly enhancing its ability to project in-
fluence. This appears to be reflected also in the Canadian 
government’s approach, which has begun to address Chi-
na as a security issue a little more actively, for example 
through cautious Freedom of Navigation operations in the 
region, although it also seeks cooperative relations with 
Beijing (Collins 2018: 14–15).
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Recently, however, Sino-Canadian relations have taken a 
turn for the worse since Canada arrested Huawei’s CFO on 
a US warrant and China retaliated by arresting two Cana-
dian citizens on charges of spying. There are also a number 
of observers who argue that the potential for cooperation 
with China is inherently limited given the divergence of val-
ues between China and the West (Smith-Windsor 2020: 
26). Collins et al. (2020: 11) even claim that »China has re-
placed Russia as the West’s principal rival« as it combines 
dynamically growing economic power with a willingness to 
significantly increase its military capabilities and an asser-
tive foreign policy. What adds to the challenge is the fact 
that China has begun to cooperate more closely with Rus-
sia and that it is as active in the area of hybrid and grey-
zone conflict as Russia (Carment/Belo 2018). From this 
point of view, it is time for Canada to give up its almost ex-
clusive focus on transatlantic relations and to look more to-
wards the Pacific (Collins et al. 2020: 21).

Advice for NATO and Canada on how to deal with China 
obviously hinges on this threat assessment. The general 
problem NATO members face is that of striking a »balance 
between countering China and remaining open to cooper-
ation with Beijing where that is possible on reasonable 
terms« (Cottey 2021: 15). But there are different opinions 
on where that balance lies. Some observers highlight the 
opportunities for cooperation and argue that a careful co-
operative approach, which could even include Russia, 
might help stabilize security relations in the Asia-Pacific 
and enable Canada to benefit from economic opportuni-
ties there (Paikin 2021). A useful addition to such a strate-
gy would be attempts to build resilience, just like against 
Russian hybrid threats, and to respond politically to conflict 
with China (Carment/Belo 2018). Others advise NATO 
members to safeguard their economies from Chinese influ-
ence and to be clear about the value difference by openly 
criticizing the human rights record of the Chinese govern-
ment (Collins 2018: 15–16). Concerning these recommen-
dations, the role of NATO as an organization may well be 
constrained to that of a forum in which member states find 
a common approach towards China (Cottey 2020: 15). 

However, for some, NATO may also play a more active role. 
Expanding NATO’s network of partners to the Asia-Pacific is 
a popular recommendation. Ideas range from boosting co-
operation with partners in the region (Collins 2018: 14–15; 
Jenne 2020), for example by expanding the number of »En-
hanced Opportunities Partners« (Lai 2020), to institutionaliz-
ing such cooperation, for example through a »NATO Asia-Pa-
cific Forum« (Moens/Smith-Windsor 2016: 244–246; similar-
ly, Lorenz 2020). Certainly the most far-reaching suggestion 
in this context is the idea of bringing countries from the 
Asia-Pacific into NATO as new members, for example, Aus-
tralia or Japan as associate members (Bercuson 2019b: 10) or 
broadening membership »to include partner countries, start-
ing with Japan, Korea, Australia and New Zealand« (Robert-
son 2019: 8).

Finally, there are also some calls to be ready for a military 
presence in the region. Canada is being called upon to 

enhance its presence in the Asia-Pacific, for example, 
through naval and air patrols (Collins et al. 2020: 24). And 
there is even speculation about the possibility of extend-
ing the NATO area of operations to engage in military cri-
sis management there (Smith-Windsor 2020: 27–30).

POLITICAL COHESION: NATO AS A 
COMMUNITY OF VALUES OR SHARED 
INTERESTS?

Apart from these external challenges, the Canadian dis-
course also deals with the core internal challenge for NATO: 
cohesion. What is it that holds NATO together, or should 
hold NATO together, from the perspective of participants in 
the Canadian discourse? Tensions among NATO allies are 
obvious. The Canadian discourse centres especially on the 
Trump administration’s confrontational approach to bur-
den-sharing as the main challenge (see below). Emmanuel 
Macron’s comments about NATO’s »brain death« receive 
less coverage here than elsewhere as an indication of, and 
contribution to, NATO’s political problems (Leuprecht 
2019). 

For the question of how political cohesion can be enhanced, 
shared values are a popular reference point in this discourse. 
This may be considered a reflection of the general orienta-
tion of Canadian foreign policy, which is often perceived as 
multilateral and value-driven. At NATO’s founding, the Ca-
nadian government sought to make the alliance not only in-
to a military alliance but a forum of liberal, democratic 
states. Article 2 of the North Atlantic Treaty, which empha-
sizes the shared values of the allies, has been dubbed the 
»›Canada Clause‹« (McKay 2021: 38).

According to many contributions to the Canadian dis-
course it is these shared values that keep the diverse set of 
nations in NATO together and ensure the security of Eu-
rope and, by extension, Canada (Leuprecht et al. 2018b). 
Shared values are also what can create unity vis-à-vis China 
(in contrast to economic interests, which are more diverse) 
and provide a crucial link to partners in China’s neighbour-
hood (Smith-Windsor 2020: 17–19).

This directly leads to concerns about tendencies in some 
member states to turn away from those values. Turkey and 
some Central and Eastern European allies display a grow-
ing tendency towards authoritarian rule. In many member 
states, nationalist and populist tendencies are becoming 
increasingly influential. This poses a double danger as it 
creates disunity between allies and within individual states. 
For one thing, this disunity can make NATO less effective 
in its international dealings (Bercuson 2018). Second, it 
makes NATO and its allies more vulnerable to influence 
campaigns as the disunity can be exploited by outside 
powers, especially Russia and China, or by non-govern-
mental actors (Charron 2021). In turn, building resilience 
to counter Russian and Chinese influence campaigns will 
require a reliable commitment to a set of shared values 
(Carment/Belo 2018: 12).
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Not everyone agrees with this analysis. Some observers 
emphasize the enduring strength of NATO despite Europe-
an populism and the appearance of disunity created espe-
cially by the Trump administration (Bercuson 2019b). Oth-
ers, who see a problem, disagree about the solution. 
Moens and Turdeanu (2018: 17), for example, recommend 
that allies de-emphasise disagreements (especially about 
the significance of minority rights) and instead focus on 
their common heritage. This would allow them to »dry up 
the vulnerable debate inside the West on who we are« and 
to »rein in Moscow’s ability to play foul on our mobiles and 
in our minds«. Bercuson (2018), by contrast, sees NATO as 
caught in a dilemma. Ignoring authoritarian tendencies in 
its member states would undermine the credibility of 
NATO’s commitment to democratic values. Addressing 
these tendencies head on and suspending or even throw-
ing out the members in question, however, would threat-
en NATO’s effectiveness.

Occasionally, commentators argue that allies might be 
brought together not just by shared values but also by a 
common external threat. In this sense, Russian attempts at 
undermining NATO might actually serve to make the alli-
ance stronger (Bercuson 2019a). Likewise, allies’ increasing 
concern about the rise of China might contribute to alli-
ance cohesion (Hautecouverture 2021).

BURDEN-SHARING 

Burden-sharing in NATO is a highly significant topic for Ca-
nadian think tanks and it is so for reasons similar to those 
that underlie the debates in other countries. Burden-shar-
ing was identified by the Trump administration as the sin-
gle most important issue for NATO. Consequently, US allies 
need to address it somehow in order to keep the United 
States engaged in the alliance.

For European NATO members, the problem of burden-shar-
ing is intimately linked to the question of European auton-
omy within and outside NATO. Unsurprisingly, the issue of 
Europeanisation is not nearly as prominent in the Canadian 
discourse. Notwithstanding individual views that Macron’s 
quest for European strategic autonomy and his criticism of 
the state of NATO pose the »greatest threat« to NATO 
(Leuprecht 2019), the issue is usually considered of minor 
importance (Hautecouverture 2021).

Contributors to the debate agree that Canada needs to 
demonstrate its commitment and its willingness to carry a 
fair share of the burden in the alliance. Canada’s contribu-
tions are regarded not only as insurance against US disen-
gagement from Europe (which would shift even more of 
the burden for defence against Russia on Canada and Eu-
ropean allies). It is also regarded as a way of securing Ca-
nadian influence in the alliance (Kimball 2019; Robertson 
2017).

However, contributing to burden-sharing is not regarded pri-
marily as a matter of defence spending. In fact, commentators 

basically agree that the 2 Per Cent Goal is not an adequate 
measure of commitment to the alliance. For one thing, rising 
defence budgets come with opportunity costs, that is, lower 
expenditure for other ways of ensuring international peace 
and security, such as environmental programmes and inter-
national organizations (Simpson 2021: 4–7). Secondly, allies’ 
contributions to the alliance’s capabilities and, in particular, 
to NATO operations should also be considered as elements 
of burden-sharing (for example, Bercuson 2019b; Cormier/
McRae 2019; Collins 2018; Law 2018; Sokolsky/Leuprecht 
2018). Canada is perceived to make particularly valuable (and 
outsized) contributions to NATO missions, starting with the 
war in Afghanistan. The country participated from the very 
start in the coalition-led war in 2001 and played an impor-
tant role in transforming the post-war stabilization mission 
ISAF into a NATO-led mission. Canada’s engagement in Af-
ghanistan has been »revolutionary« (Moens 2008: 571) for 
Canadian security policy as it represented a turn away from 
an emphasis on human security and peacekeeping to a more 
robust use of force that cost the lives of more than 150 Ca-
nadian soldiers alone. The engagement was maintained un-
til 2014 with a view to bolstering the country’s position in 
NATO, even though public opinion increasingly turned 
against the mission after the death toll began to rise in 2006 
(Massie 2016). Today, Canada again plays a prominent role 
as the framework nation for the eFP in Latvia. Besides Cana-
da, only the United States, the United Kingdom and Germa-
ny serve as framework nations to reinforce NATO’s Eastern 
flank. Alongside Canada’s leading role in the NATO mission 
in Iraq, this can be viewed as offsetting a comparatively low 
level of defence spending (currently at around 1.4 per cent) 
and is viewed favourably in the discourse, as described above 
(for example, Leuprecht et al. 2018b). 

ARMS CONTROL

Playing its role as a »good citizen« (Becker-Jacob et al. 
2013), Canada has traditionally been a staunch and very 
active supporter of arms control, non-proliferation and the 
goal of a world without nuclear weapons. Canada’s diplo-
macy, as Canada’s former Disarmament Ambassador Paul 
Meyer put it, »seems to have nuclear disarmament in its 
DNA« (Meyer 2021). Nuclear arms control and disarma-
ment resonates with the Canadian public,4 and experts are 
generally in favour of this orientation. There is a broad 
consensus behind Canada’s support of bilateral arms con-
trol endeavours like the New START treaty and multilater-
al arms control and non-proliferation initiatives such as the 
Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty and a comprehensive test-
ban treaty. Differences emerge with regard to unilateral 
initiatives in general and the Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) in particular. 

The contentious issue at stake in debates on the TPNW aris-
es from tensions between two possible consequences of 

4	 A strong majority of Canadians, for example, support the  
TPNW. See: https://pugwashgroup.ca/canadians-want-nuclear-
disarmament-and-our-government-should-act/

https://pugwashgroup.ca/canadians-want-nuclear-disarmament-and-our-government-should-act/
https://pugwashgroup.ca/canadians-want-nuclear-disarmament-and-our-government-should-act/
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Canada’s self-conception as a »good citizen«: Canada’s loy-
alty to NATO and its inclination to support nuclear disarma-
ment. Government representatives and more conservative 
scholars defend the official policy of eventually siding with 
its NATO partners. Initially, Canada was rather positive to-
ward the initiative to prohibit nuclear weapons on humani-
tarian grounds and participated in all three conferences on 
the TPNW and in the UN Open Ended Working Group. Af-
ter the conclusion of the negotiations, however, Canada sid-
ed with its NATO partners. The logic of this turn-around has 
best been captured in a statement by Leslie Andrew, then 
Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, at 
a 2017 Parliamentary Hearing: »as members of NATO, we 
have relied on and stood on the shoulders of others who 
have nuclear weapon deterrent capabilities«. On the same 
occasion, Mark Sedra, President of the Canadian Interna-
tional Council, suggested a continuation of the traditional 
arms control approach in order »to prevent states like North 
Korea, Iran, and others from acquiring nuclear weapons, but 
at the same time working with major states like Russia and 
the United States to reduce their stockpiles«. Robert Hue-
bert, senior researcher at the Canadian Global Affairs Insti-
tute, warned that with worsening relations between Russia 
and NATO, »the effort is better spent trying to develop new 
ways to ensure that the Russians understand our commit-
ment to the ongoing issue of deterrence«.5

Some commentators accept that NATO allies won’t sign the 
TPNW but still urge NATO to do more in terms of nuclear dis-
armament. Erika Simpson (2021: 16–20), for example, points 
out that the TPNW serves to highlight the humanitarian im-
pact of nuclear weapons and will increase the pressure at the 
next NPT Review Conferences to move beyond the deadlock 
of the last Review Conference. It may also increase the pres-
sure to adapt NATO’s Strategic Concept accordingly. Progres-
sive think tanks, such as the Rideau Institute6, and NGOs 
such as the Canadian Pugwash Group (Meyer 2021) and the 
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom7 even 
lend enthusiastic support to the TPNW. Canada should build 
on its tradition of pursuing unilateral disarmament even in 
opposition to the US. During the Premiership of Pierre 
Trudeau, Canada terminated its nuclear weapons–related 
role within NATO and ended the deployment of US nuclear 
weapons that had been stationed on Canadian soil in the 
context of the bilateral North American Aerospace Defense 
Command (NORAD).8 Thus, Canada is the first nuclear-armed 
country that has chosen to divest itself of nuclear arms. To-
day Canada should continue this policy. Peggy Mason, Direc-

5	 House of Commons: Canada and NATO: an alliance forged in 
strength and reliability, Report of the Standing Committee on Na-
tional Defence, June 2018, p. 86; https://www.ourcommons.ca/
Content/Committee/421/NDDN/Reports/RP9972815/nddnrp10/
nddnrp10-e.pdf.

6	 See: https://rideauinstitute.ca/2021/01/25/welcoming-the-tpnw- 
and-supporting-a-progressive-american-foreign-policy/

7	 See: https://www.ceasefire.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/
Acehson_Canadian-Senate-19.01.21.pdf.

8	 Between 1963 and 1984, Canada participated in NATO’s nuclear 
sharing arrangements and deployed F-104 Starfighters as delivery 
vehicles for US nuclear weapons in Europe.

tor of the Rideau Institute and former Disarmament Ambas-
sador proposes a kind of two-step compromise. In a first 
step, Canada should absent itself from NATO’s nuclear poli-
cy and sign the TPNW. In a second step, Canada should be-
gin a dialogue within NATO »with the aim of convincing oth-
er non-nuclear weapon states within NATO to similarly re-
nounce NATO’s (…) nuclear posture«.9 In addition to adopt-
ing a No-First-Use policy, which is overdue and actually de-
manded by the 1996 advisory opinion of the International 
Court of Justice, NATO should also renounce the deployment 
of US nuclear weapons in Europe. 

OTHER CHALLENGES FOR NATO

Some issues that play a prominent role in other countries re-
ceive relatively little attention in Canada. This holds not on-
ly for the issue of Europeanisation (see above) but even 
more for the problems that NATO faces on its Southern 
flank (but see Holmboe 2017). Yet Canadian think tanks do 
address some issues that do not have a prominent place in 
the political debate. These are often individual contributions 
that highlight particular issues, such as the prevalence of na-
tional caveats in NATO operations and its implications for 
operational effectiveness (Bercuson 2018); or the standardi-
zation of ammunition (Zhou 2018). Gender issues, however, 
receive somewhat more attention across different think 
tanks. The adoption of UN Security Council Resolution 1325 
on Women, Peace and Security (WPS) in 2000 gave the is-
sue of gender international visibility in security policy. In 
2007 NATO began to take gender issues more seriously. 
Hlatky and Hughes (2018) provide an overview of gender 
mainstreaming efforts in NATO and identify a set of prob-
lems. Their recommendations focus especially on moving 
away from framing awareness of gender issues as a contri-
bution to operational effectiveness. They advocate a gener-
al inclusion of gender in policy and operational design. Hlat-
ky has also led a project that developed a Gender Training 
course package for NATO.10 Wählen (2020) argues that Can-
ada, in particular, would be well-suited to pushing the WPS 
agenda within NATO.

9	 Statement Peggy Mason, Hearing, Standing Committee on National 
Defence, House of Commons, NDDN No. 71, 1st Session 42nd Parlia-
ment, 22 November 2017, p. 5. 

10	 See Tailor-Made Gender Awareness Applications for the NATO 
Community, https://www.queensu.ca/cidp/nato_gender_apps  
(16 February 2021).

https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/421/NDDN/Reports/RP9972815/nddnrp10/nddnrp10-e.pdf
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/421/NDDN/Reports/RP9972815/nddnrp10/nddnrp10-e.pdf
https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/421/NDDN/Reports/RP9972815/nddnrp10/nddnrp10-e.pdf
https://rideauinstitute.ca/2021/01/25/welcoming-the-tpnw-and-supporting-a-progressive-american-foreign-policy/
https://rideauinstitute.ca/2021/01/25/welcoming-the-tpnw-and-supporting-a-progressive-american-foreign-policy/
https://www.ceasefire.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Acehson_Canadian-Senate-19.01.21.pdf
https://www.ceasefire.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Acehson_Canadian-Senate-19.01.21.pdf
https://www.queensu.ca/cidp/nato_gender_apps
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FRANCE IN NATO –  
A SHORT HISTORICAL OUTLINE

France’s foreign policy is guided by the leitmotif of autono-
my (Ostermann 2019; Pannier/Schmitt 2020). This is also re-
flected in France’s attitude towards NATO. Although France 
was one of the organization’s founding members, it is the 
only country to have left its integrated command structure, 
before returning (with the exception of the Nuclear Planning 
Group) in 2009. Still, the French government considers 
NATO to be just one pillar of European security and the 
French view of it differs in important respects from the 
views of other European states.

Today, the country’s full membership of the Alliance is no 
longer publicly questioned and the 2017 French Strategic 
Review stated that NATO is »a key component of European 
security« (French Strategic Review 2017: 59). In contrast to 
other European states, France has traditionally emphasized 
NATO’s character as a collective defence organization and 
has downplayed its role as a forum for political consultation 
and coordination. President Macron, while slightly adjusting 
the balance between collective defence and common secu-
rity, remains in this tradition. 

France participates regularly in NATO missions, is part of the 
NATO deployment in the Baltic States and Poland, and holds 
the post of Supreme Allied Commander for Transformation 
(SACT). Also, French defence spending as a proportion of 
GDP will probably reach more than two per cent in 2021, al-
though this is »purely an arithmetic consequence of the 
[Covid-19] crisis« (Parly 2020). Nevertheless, France pursues 
its visions of European sovereignty and defence autonomy in 
parallel with its commitment to NATO. Reasons for France’s 
ambivalent stance towards NATO also lie in the country’s re-
lationship with the United States – France has from the be-
ginning perceived NATO primarily as an instrument of Amer-
ican influence in Europe (Pannier/Schmitt 2020: 147). On 
one hand, the United States is seen as occupying a central 
position when it comes to guaranteeing European security; 
on the other hand, France regularly questions the reliability 
of the US commitment to the defence of Europe. The United 
States is not a European power and traditionally French dis-
course on NATO has warned of its hegemonic posture. The 
United States’ pivot to Asia is further increasing this uncer-
tainty about the country’s security guarantee for Europe. 

Still, even though France favours the European Union in its 
public diplomacy and defence initiatives, these efforts do 
not come at the expense of the country’s engagement in 
NATO. According to Christelle Calmels, France’s main ob-
jectives regarding NATO since its return into the military 
structure are to reform the alliance not only with a view to 
improving the management of budgetary and human re-
sources, but also to strengthen France’s participation in 
decision-making at all levels, and promoting a 360° ap-
proach (Calmels 2020a). By strongly committing France to 
NATO, the government also hopes to dispel the impression 
that French support for European defence will undermine 
NATO.

THREAT PERCEPTIONS: NATO’S »BRAIN 
DEATH« AND A COMPLEX AND DIVERSE 
THREAT ENVIRONMENT 

French think tanks and research institutes that shape the 
French expert discourse on NATO – most notably the Insti-
tut des Relations Internationales et Stratégiques (IRIS), the 
Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique (FRS), and the In-
stitut français des relations internationales (Ifri) – are mainly 
part of a national consensus regarding NATO’s role in 
France’s security policy. The future of NATO is not at the 
centre of the French expert discourse. Discussions on this 
matter take place somewhat on the side-lines and are con-
ducted only by »a select few« (expert interview), compared 
with the generally strong interest in French national securi-
ty policy and in European defence. The alliance is accepted 
as one pillar of France’s and Europe’s security, but nothing 
more. In discussions about the future of the geostrategic 
balance for example, NATO is mentioned, but does not 
hold a prominent place when considering possible actions 
and alternatives.

Looking at threat perceptions, French experts agree over-
all that France and Europe are facing a multifaceted and de-
teriorating threat environment and that threats have be-
come more diverse and complex. This includes, among oth-
er things, Islamist terrorism, Russia, regional instability and 
state fragility in Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) 
and Sub Saharan Africa (SSA), the return of great power 
competition globally and the geostrategic rise of China 
(Brustlein/Simón 2019: 33; Calmels 2020b; Institut Mon-
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taigne 2021). But in France these issues are not necessarily 
perceived as being a challenge for NATO or something that 
should be dealt with by the Atlantic Alliance. For a majority 
of French experts, at the moment the biggest challenge for 
NATO lies in the lack of unity between its member states. 
President Macron’s »brain death« commentary in his inter-
view with The Economist in 2019 (Macron 2019) was direct-
ed at Turkey and the lack of consultation between NATO 
member states, but should also be seen in a bigger context 
(President Obama’s choice not to sanction Syria after the 
use of chemical weapons in 2013, the US decision to with-
draw troops from Syria in 2019, thus leaving a vacuum and 
room for Turkish manoeuvre) (Boniface 2019a). Thus, for 
French pundits, the biggest threat to NATO does not neces-
sarily come from outside, but rather from dissent inside the 
Alliance, the lack of consultation between the Allies, and 
the deterioration of transatlantic political links (Moïsi 2019; 
Mauro 2019a). As Bruno Tertrais, FRS’s Deputy Director and 
Senior Fellow at the Institut Montaigne, has prominently put 
it, »NATO is doing fine, but the Atlantic Alliance is in trou-
ble« (Tertrais 2019). According to him, the lack of unity pos-
es the biggest threat to the credibility of NATO’s deterrence. 
This is a rather common position in the French debate (cf. 
Mauro 2019b). 

RUSSIA AND THE FUTURE OF NATO

On Russia, there certainly seems to be some understand-
ing of the eastern European member states’ threat percep-
tion. Nevertheless, differences exist when it comes to as-
sessing how big the Russian threat really is for Europe. 
Some see Russia as a problem, just not in the conventional 
sense. Rather, as Frédéric Mauro (2019b: 3), Associate Re-
search Fellow at IRIS, highlights, this security problem stems 
from the danger it poses to European unity: »for the time 
being, the threat lies more in the fact that Russia divides Eu-
ropeans than that it might invade them«. The conflict with 
Russia is not fought on the battlefield, but in the cyber, po-
litical and electoral space. Regarding the latter, France al-
ready had its own experiences with a disinformation cam-
paign just days before the second round of the 2017 presi-
dential elections. This effort failed, also because the French 
authorities were aware of a possible threat posed by disin-
formation. France has never officially attributed responsibil-
ity, but it is most likely that »the perpetrators were (…) at 
least linked to Russia« (Jeangène Vilmer 2019: 23). Never-
theless, French pundits are mostly on the same page in as-
sessing that the conventional threat by a country »whose 
GDP is equivalent to Spain« (Mauro 2019a; cf. Boniface 
2019b) should not be overestimated. IRIS Director Pascal 
Boniface (2019a), for example, states that »Moscou pose un 
défi stratégique, mais pas une menace militaire« [Moscow 
presents a strategic challenge but not a military threat]. Ac-
cording to him, the Crimea case holds historic and strategic 
specificities that do not offer a precedent for future annex-
ations. 

Still, the militarisation of Russian diplomacy, as well as the 
systematic use of aggressive practices is perceived as more 
than just an unconventional problem by some French 
experts (Maulny 2017). As Dominique Moïsi (2019), Special 
Advisor at Institut Montaigne, points out, »Tous ceux qui 
proclament qu’il n’existe pas de menace russe, souffrent 
soit de problème oculaire aigu, soit poursuivent un agenda 
qui n’a rien à voir avec l’analyse objective de la réalité« [All 
those who claim that there is no Russian threat are either 
blind or are pursuing an agenda that has nothing to do with 
the objective analysis of reality]. Tertrais (2019: 4, cf. 
Heisbourg 2020: 88) agrees with this view and concludes 
that as long as Russia remains a significant potential threat 
to Europe, its deterrence is likely to remain a dominant fea-
ture of NATO. Additionally, some pundits point to the pos-
sibility that Russia could be »tempted to take advantage of 
the US’s focus on its confrontation with China« (Haroche 
2020: 10; cf. Brustlein/Simón 2019) and expand its pres-
ence in the (wider) European neighbourhood, especially in 
regions where it is already militarily deployed (such as Syria 
and the CAR). 

All in all, the French position regarding a possible threat by 
Russia is summed up in Tertrais’ (2018: 34) assessment that 
»[t]he Russian problem is real and serious – but it is politi-
cal more than it is military«. French advances to »build 
bridges with Russia« (Maulny 2020: 7) do not mean that 
France does not believe in a tough stance towards Russia, 
but should be understood as an attempt to overcome the 
game of great power rivalry. These efforts were never 
about »whitewashing Russia« (expert interview), but about 
getting out of the strategic deadlock in Europe and keep-
ing dialogue channels for cooperative solutions open (Pan-
nier/Schmitt 2020: 141).

CHINA AND THE FUTURE OF NATO

China is perceived as a challenge, from a strategic point of 
view, because of its more aggressive demeanour in the In-
do-Pacific Region. As an Indo-Pacific power France holds 
important strategic interest in the region and sees the 
growing importance of maritime security issues in its re-
gional strategy (Regaud 2020). Therefore, some have al-
ready called for a French »’pivot’ towards Asia« (Duclos 
2020a), be it only in the geo-economic sphere. The chal-
lenges China poses on a geopolitical scale, especially with 
its values, its increasing military power but also its ambi-
tions to shape the political, economic and technological or-
der on an international scale, are constantly debated in 
France – just not with regard to the role of NATO. Rather, 
the focus lies on finding a common European position that 
should strengthen Europe’s resilience towards Chinese in-
terference. French commentators highlight the need for 
Europeans to create their own narrative with regard to the 
Sino-American conflict (Simon 2020). It is in the French in-
terest to keep the issue outside of NATO in order to pre-

»NATO is doing fine, but the atlantic alliance is in trouble«
Tertrais 2019
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vent it from getting militarized and to keep the United 
States at arm’s length on an issue that – from a French 
point of view – first of all affects the European Union and 
should therefore be resolved within a European context. 
As Pascal Boniface (2020) puts it, when it comes to China, 
the Report of the 2020 Reflection Group is  »clairement 
une instrumentalisation des États-Unis pour emporter avec 
eux les pays européens membres de l’OTAN dans leur lutte 
globale contre la Chine« [clearly the United States taking 
advantage to get the European NATO members on board 
in its global struggle against China]. 

Still, some experts consider the strategic challenges China 
poses for NATO. Here, French opinion and discourse is in-
trinsically linked to the assessment of the United States’ en-
gagement in NATO: the question is whether China is con-
sidered as a direct threat to the Alliance and its member 
states or if it is mainly an indirect threat because of the ris-
ing geostrategic competition between the United States 
and China. FRS’ Special Advisor François Heisbourg (2020: 
89) for example sees the emergence and establishment of 
China as »America’s peer competitor« as the starting point 
for a shift from the debate on burden-sharing to a debate 
on burden-shifting. The Director of Ifri’s Security Studies 
Center, Corentin Brustlein (2019: 41), also points to the fact 
that European armed forces will need to increase their stra-
tegic flexibility at the higher end of the conflict spectrum in 
the future. As the United States will most likely pivot even 
more towards Asia, European countries will need to com-
pensate for the withdrawal of US high-end military capa-
bilities (cf. Haroche 2020).

NATO–EU RELATIONS: EUROPEAN 
STRATEGIC AUTONOMY FOR A MORE 
CAPABLE NATO

France was advocating a stronger European role in defence 
even before the end of the Cold War (Maulny 2020). In 
France, strategic autonomy is »still considered a priority goal 
of defense policy« (Brustlein 2018: 2). Therefore, the con-
cept of strategic autonomy is deeply engrained in French 
strategic culture and the country’s strategic debate. The 
Covid-19 pandemic has confirmed President Macron’s opin-
ion that »economic, security and normative challenges are 
increasingly interrelated and should be addressed by a re-
newed investment in Europe’s strategic autonomy« (Pannier 
2021: 25). Additionally, structural trends pulling the United 
States away from Europe, like the pivot to Asia, and Presi-
dent Trump’s disruptive policies in particular demand a 
greater European self-reliance in the field of defence (Ter-
trais 2019; Boniface 2019b). Some scholars even support 
Jolyon Howorth’s (2019) proposition to merge NATO and 
the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), or at 
least to call for more Europeanisation of NATO (Mauro 
2019b: 19). The main preoccupation of French commenta-
tors on this matter is the need for European countries to take 
matters into their own hands, in order to be able to manage 
crises in the European neighbourhood (Mauro 2020; Bellais/
Nicolas 2019; Duclos 2020). According to FRS Research Fel-

low Benjamin Hautecouverture (2021), the »question of stra-
tegic autonomy runs through European thinking against the 
backdrop of a generally shared perception that Europe is en-
tering an era of heightened strategic and geopolitical com-
petition«. 

In the view of French scholars, European self-reliance and 
emancipation from US hegemony needs to manifest itself 
also in the field of armament cooperation. As French Minis-
ter of Defence Florence Parly has pointed out, NATO’s soli-
darity clause »is called Article 5, not Article F-35« (Parly 
2019). Thus, French calls for more common investment in 
European defence projects (Brustlein 2018) are not only 
linked to the perception of a more challenging threat envi-
ronment, but also necessary to balancing the perceived eco-
nomic and political hegemony of the United States inside 
NATO (Mauro 2019b; Mauro/Fernandez-Cras 2020; Bellais/
Nicolas 2019). French experts agree that closer integration 
at the European level is imperative in order to overcome the 
inefficiencies resulting from the national fragmentation of 
armament industries and armed forces. Guided by a strong 
tradition of strategic thinking, studies and proposals exist on 
the necessary development of capabilities in order to achieve 
strategic autonomy. For example, Corentin Brustlein propos-
es a strategic capability concept »that emphasizes flexibility 
(…) but gives priority to those capabilities suited to the high-
er end of the conflict spectrum« (Brustlein/Simón 2019: 34–
35). Frédéric Mauro (2019b: 20) brings the idea of a »de-
fence Eurogroup« into the debate, which could work out-
side the framework of EU institutions »as an embryonic, in-
tegrated and autonomous ‘European army’«. This configu-
ration could work under qualified majority voting or at least 
decision-making by consensus or consensus minus one, a 
procedure he identifies as one of NATO’s main successes.

Nevertheless, according to Corentin Brustlein (2018: 2), fears 
that France aims at a »Gaullist turn« that would »sever the 
transatlantic link while bolstering French influence« are un-
founded: France’s perception of strategic autonomy has be-
come much more nuanced. An ambitious vision of Europe-
an strategic autonomy therefore does not stand in contrast 
to NATO. Quite the contrary: a stronger Europe would also 
strengthen the Atlantic Alliance (de Fougières 2020; Institut 
Montaigne 2021: 138). Also, NATO will continue to provide 
collective defence and enhance military interoperability. Ad-
ditionally, France has become more pragmatic with regard 
to European strategic autonomy. This pragmatism reflects 
the French acknowledgement that many European leaders, 
even in Germany, still look to the United States for leader-
ship in defence (Boniface 2019b) and do not engage serious-
ly enough with French initiatives (Berghofer 2020).1 Thus, an 
agnostic perception of European strategic autonomy is to be 

1	 Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer’s statement that »Illusions of Euro-
pean strategic autonomy must come to an end« has been particu-
larly disappointing for French scholars. Cf. Kramp-Karrenbauer: »Eu-
rope still needs America«, in: Politico, 2 November 2020 (https://
www.politico.eu/article/europe-still-needs-america/) and »Macrons 
rebuttal– Ein Gespräch mit dem französischen Staatspräsidenten«, 
in: Der Grand Continent, 16. November 2020, https://legrandconti-
nent.eu/de/2020/11/16/macron/ (accessed 22. November 2020).

https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-still-needs-america/
https://www.politico.eu/article/europe-still-needs-america/
https://legrandcontinent.eu/de/2020/11/16/macron/
https://legrandcontinent.eu/de/2020/11/16/macron/
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found in French thinking, according to which it is unneces-
sary to put much energy into the discussion and just work 
with what’s available – meaning that NATO remains »indis-
pensable autant qu’incontournable« [indispensable as well 
as unavoidable] (Moïsi 2019). 

NUCLEAR DETERRENCE AND 
DISARMAMENT 

The French debate on (nuclear) deterrence and arms control 
reflects France’s status as one of the five declared Nuclear 
Weapon States (NWS). However, the French debate differs 
from debates in the United States and the United Kingdom. 
One difference concerns the production of knowledge on 
nuclear weapons and deterrence. In the United States, cen-
tral concepts such as strategic stability, extended deter-
rence or escalation control have been developed by think 
tanks such as RAND. In France, strategic thinking and the 
development of doctrines such as »deterrence from the 
weak to the strong« and the »equalizing power of the at-
om« have been heavily influenced by state officials, such as 
colonels Pierre-Marie Gallois and Charles Ailleret and by 
President de Gaulle himself (Tertrais 2020: 14). In some 
ways, this state centrism characterizes French debates even 
today (de Montbrial/Gomart 2019). Politically, no significant 
voice doubts that as long as nuclear weapons exist, the 
force de frappe should be retained. Issues of arms control, 
too, are rarely discussed in Parliament. Nuclear deterrence 
and the French nuclear forces are not a major issue and are 
not a topic of public controversy or among French NGO’s 
(Tertrais 2020: 23). The French press reports on arms con-
trol only in relation to major international issues such as 
North Korea or the Iranian nuclear deal. 

With few exceptions, the French expert discourse is also 
characterized by this general sense of acceptance. Special-
ized think tanks such as Ifri and CERI debate these issues at 
great length. However, they usually do not position them-
selves in political debates on nuclear deterrence and disar-
mament, but rather analyse the historical, sociological and 
strategic perspectives of French policies in this field. The ex-
ception is CERI experts who question more openly the foun-
dations of nuclear deterrence and the rationale of France’s 
nuclear posture (Pelopidas 2017). The majority of scholars, 
however, do not criticize the official policy of maintaining 
nuclear deterrence and basic strategic concepts such as vital 
interests, sufficiency and unacceptable damage. Nor do 
they question the contribution of France’s independent nu-
clear forces to European security within the context of 
NATO.2 Regarding the issue of a stronger European role for 
France’s independent nuclear forces, most scholars discuss 
affirmatively France’s overtures to its European partners in 
general and President Macron’s 2020 affirmation of the 

2	 NATO recognized the value of France’s independent nuclear force for 
the first time in the 1974 Ottawa declaration which states that the 
British and French »nuclear forces capable of playing a deterrent role 
of their own contribute to the overall strengthening of the deter-
rence of the Alliance«.

force de frappe’s European dimension in particular. In his 
speech at the École de Guerre, Macron underlined that 
»France’s vital interests (whose violation might trigger a nu-
clear response) now have a European dimension« (Macron 
2020). The exception is again CERI scholars who question 
whether a nuclear deterrence arrangement is still necessary 
and useful given that US nuclear deterrence capabilities in 
Europe have »since the 1960s been both ineffective and un-
necessary« (Egeland/Pelopidas 2021: 242). In their view, the 
recurring debates about European nuclear capabilities – re-
cently launched again by President Macron’s Speech at the 
École de Guerre – thus resemble a »zombie that can never 
be finally put to rest« (Egeland/Pelopidas 2021: 238). They 
emphasize the »weaknesses in the case for Euro-nukes« and 
question whether Macron’s offer will be taken up by scepti-
cal publics and decision-makers in Germany and other Euro-
pean countries (Egeland/Pelopidas 2021).

The majority discourse on NATO and arms control is shaped 
by the prevalent nuclear doctrines. Thus, scholars support 
the notion that NATO should remain a nuclear alliance as 
long as nuclear weapons exist. French scholars propose le-
gally binding arms control instruments, transparency and 
confidence-building measures, doctrinal exchanges and in-
formation-sharing as instruments that can help to increase 
the stability of nuclear deterrence (Hautecouverture/Maitre/
Tertrais 2021).3 They see no room, however, for French nu-
clear arms reductions as long as the quantities of nuclear 
weapons deployed by the United States and Russia surpass 
by magnitudes the number of French weapons. The Treaty 
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, too, does not reso-
nate with the French expert community. As one of the five 
official nuclear weapon states, France has consistently reject-
ed the Treaty, as well as the notion that the Treaty sets inter-
national customary law.4 In the same vein, most scholars do 
not accept the argument of a close link between the NPT ob-
ligation of nuclear weapon states to disarm and the prohibi-
tion of non-nuclear weapon states acquiring these weapons 
(Maitre 2019: 27). The French concept of vital interests to be 
protected by nuclear deterrence also runs counter to the 
idea of no-first-use. Instead, most scholars refer to the uni-
lateral reductions France made after the end of the Cold War 
and propose concrete arms control measures such as the 
Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty and the Fissile Material Cut-
Off Treaty as a way forward (Brustlein 2021).

3	 The French sense of the urgency of arms control has also been ex-
pressed by President Macron himself: against the backdrop of mount-
ing tensions, he demanded in 2020 that »Europeans must also pro-
pose together an international arms control agenda. The end of the 
Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, the uncertainties about 
the future of the New START Treaty and the crisis of the conventional 
arms control regime in Europe has led to the possibility of a return of 
pure, unhindered military and nuclear competition by 2021, which 
has not been seen since the end of the 1960s« (Macron 2020).

4	 See: https://www.icanw.org/france. However, French public opin-
ion seems to be more receptive (https://www.mvtpaix.org/word-
press/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/CP-05.07.2018-Sondage-TIAN_
EN.pdf) and the Foreign Affairs Committee of the French National 
Assembly »recommended that the government ›mitigate its criticism‹ 
of the treaty ›to show that we understand and take into account the 
concerns of states and their desire for more balanced global govern-
ance‹« (see: https://www.icanw.org/france).

https://www.icanw.org/france
https://www.mvtpaix.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/CP-05.07.2018-Sondage-TIAN_EN.pdf
https://www.mvtpaix.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/CP-05.07.2018-Sondage-TIAN_EN.pdf
https://www.mvtpaix.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/CP-05.07.2018-Sondage-TIAN_EN.pdf
https://www.icanw.org/france
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NATO: A SECURITY ORGANIZATION

France has always seen NATO primarily as a military organ-
ization and not as a community of values (Tertrais 2020). 
French commentators definitely do not share the 2020 Re-
flection Group’s view that NATO has always been based on 
shared values. As Pascal Boniface (2020) highlights, Portu-
gal’s Salazar regime was a founding member of NATO and 
military coups in Turkey and Greece have never put these 
countries’ membership in NATO into doubt. Thus, from a 
French point of view, NATO has always been a »military ma-
chine« and is therefore not »the ideal forum or vehicle for 
foreign policy convergence« (de France 2019). On this mat-
ter, Michel Duclos, Special Advisor at Institut Montaigne, 
proposes to expand the transatlantic agenda for addressing 
current challenges by making the EU the key geopolitical 
partner of the United States (Duclos 2020). French wishes for 
NATO reform are therefore linked to enhancing deci-
sion-making and better consultation on security issues, but 
no more. As part of the »Southern Quartet«, an informal 
grouping including France, Spain, Italy and Portugal, France 
calls for a more balanced approach on the part of NATO to 
dealing with Russia and threats in the South, as well as bet-
ter coordination with the European Union in the Mediterra-
nean region (Calmels 2020b). Still, the French call for a 360° 
approach should be considered »a discursive way to allevi-
ate the Alliance’s focus on Russia while not involving an in-
creased NATO presence in the South« (Calmels 2020b: 422). 

When it comes to future operations, French pundits 
deem it unlikely that there will be more than training mis-
sions in the Southern Region (Pannier/Schmitt 2020: 141; 
Calmels 2020b). First of all, future operations in the region 
would need a robust legal basis (unlikely with the current 
blockades in the UN Security Council) and strong support 
from the United States (unlikely due to »post-Afghanistan 
operational fatigue«). Additionally, given its bureaucratic 
nature, internal divisions and slow decision-making proce-
dures, NATO is not in a position to tackle the »diffuse and 
multifaceted nature of southern threats« (Calmels 2020b: 
429) and it is questionable whether NATO should even be 
involved in tasks such as migration management or coun-
tering terrorist actions. Even though both the United States 
and European countries share the terrorist threat as a secu-
rity problem, French pundits deem it fairly unlikely that 
NATO will get involved »even though several relevant pro-
grammes have been launched to adapt defence instru-
ments to new threats and hybrid forms of armed violence« 
(Hautecouverture 2021). In the view of French scholars, co-
alitions-of-the-willing are more flexible and better placed to 
react to such contingencies. Regarding responses to insta-
bility in the South, NATO should either work closely with 
the better resources of the EU or leave the responsibility en-
tirely to the EU. This would allow NATO to focus on its main 
purpose, namely territorial defence. 

Regarding decision-making procedures, French experts take 
the view that changes in this area seem unlikely, if not impos-
sible. Thus, increased consultation and dialogue on threat 
perceptions among the partners could once again lead to a 

cohesive common policy, something that is currently lacking, 
but that has always been achieved in the past. For this, Joe 
Biden’s presidency could be a good opportunity to revive the 
debates on collective security in Europe and the future of the 
transatlantic alliance. Biden’s foreign policy priority to »re-
store and reimagine« alliances has opened up some leeway 
for a new strategic dialogue between the transatlantic part-
ners, of which the Europeans should now take advantage 
(Hautecouverture 2021). 
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Historically, Germany has been a reliable partner within the 
alliance and able to reconcile its obligations towards NATO 
with its post-war security culture, based on multilateralism 
and military restraint. In fact, most German pundits share 
the assessment that NATO will remain a building block of 
German and European security. Yet, there is also a wide-
spread sense that NATO is in crisis concerning its cohesion 
and purpose. This sense is fuelled by uncertainties about the 
future course of the United States but also Turkey’s nation-
alist foreign policy, the deviations from the rule of law in 
some member states, and increasing internal heterogeneity 
and immobility. Despite the talk of crisis, however, many 
scholars are convinced that NATO, because of its character 
as a collective defence organization and a community of val-
ues, will be able to adapt (Deitelhoff/Daase 2020).

Beyond this general consensus, the German debate on 
NATO’s future is characterized by at least three fault-lines. 
The first runs between proponents of détente and those 
who acknowledge the enduring relevance of deterrence. 
The second runs between supporters of a transatlantic ori-
entation and those who favour a European one. The third, 
recently emerged fault-line runs between proponents of a 
value-based policy and advocates of pragmatism.

CHINA/GLOBAL NATO

The rise of China figures in discourses on the future of 
NATO, for two reasons. First, perceptions of China are 
changing rapidly. Second, scholars acknowledge that Chi-
na’s evolving power and assertiveness will accelerate the 
US pivot to Asia and impact NATO’s internal architecture. 

Only a few years ago, China was perceived as an economic 
opportunity that Germany could not afford to miss. This im-
age has changed profoundly (Tatlow 2020).1 Expectations 
that increased trade and communication would foster Chi-
na’s transformation have been disappointed. Today, experts 
emphasize China’s role as a technological, regulatory and 
normative competitor that adversely affects the resilience 
of Western societies and deliberately challenges liberal val-

1	 A widely read paper by the Association of German Industries cap-
tures this changed mood: BDI 2019.

ues in Europe and globally. Others focus on security. While 
scholars do not perceive China as a military threat, they ac-
knowledge the nexus between technology and security, as 
well as China’s growing military footprint in Europe and ad-
jacent regions, including its naval exercises in the Mediter-
ranean and, together with Russia, in the Baltic Sea. 

Despite this changing perception of China, the debate on 
how Germany should react to these challenges and on 
NATO’s role in this regard is just beginning. On China, the 
abovementioned fault-lines overlap and two broad camps 
are emerging. 

The first camp consists of proponents of a value-based poli-
cy who advocate a tougher line on human rights and of 
those who emphasize the security and military aspects of the 
relationship and advocate, among other things, stricter mon-
itoring and control of Chinese (economic) activities in Europe. 
The second camp consists of pragmatists and proponents of 
détente. Pragmatists underline the importance and benefits 
of a working relationship with China and caution that Ger-
many and Europe will have to deal with China as it is. They 
continue to support a policy of engagement. However, they, 
too, call for a more level playing-field – for example, on in-
vestment – and precautions to make sure that growing inter-
dependence does not allow China to change German and 
European norms and values (Godehardt 2020; Riecke 2021). 
Proponents of détente are concerned about the repercus-
sions of a securitization of relations and expect that interde-
pendence will have civilizing effects on the conflict. 

One emblematic issue in this debate is the participation of 
Chinese companies in the construction of Germany’s 5G 
network. The inter-agency compromise of autumn last 
year will not exclude companies formally, but will restrict 
the use of Huawei components (Bartsch/Laudien 2021: 
25). According to members of the first camp, this compro-
mise falls short of what is needed. Germany should ban 
Huawei outright from building the 5G network (Schwarzer/
Burns 2020). Members of the second camp take a more 
balanced view of security risks and economic benefits and 
point to the direct and indirect costs that the exclusion of 
Huawei would entail.

This fault-line overlaps with the transatlantic/European di-
vide. Members of the first camp react favourably to the 
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American invitation to closely coordinate policy on China 
within NATO. In their view, the transatlantic allies, togeth-
er with East Asian democracies, should form a united front 
in talks with China on trade, investments and the securi-
ty-related aspects of technologies and export controls in 
particular (Schwarzer/Burns 2020). According to DGAP 
scholars Brauss and Mölling (2021), ›allies should develop 
a common approach on how to tackle China’s geo-eco-
nomic initiatives‹. Liana Fix of the Körber Foundation and 
Steven Keil of the German Marshall Fund state that »great-
er cooperation on China is needed if Germany is to be a 
partner to the United States in leadership in a new geopo-
litical era« (Fix/Keil 2021). Proponents of a value-based 
policy, too, are all the more inclined to accept NATO as a 
venue for coordinating policy on China, the more NATO 
presents itself as an alliance of democracies that stand up 
for democratic values globally. A recent policy paper by El-
len Ueberschär, co-chair of the Heinrich Böll Foundation, 
and Patrick Keller, Deputy Director of the Federal Academy 
for Security Policy, co-signed by 17 pundits, exemplifies 
this overlap. The paper notes a convergence of American 
and European views on China and calls for a close coordi-
nation of policy between the United States and the EU on 
issues ranging from human rights to export controls. (Ger-
man Transatlanticists Group 2021).

Members of the second camp are sceptical about turning 
NATO into the main forum for consultation and coordina-
tion on China. They emphasize differences in interests and 
approach between the United States and European states 
and are more inclined to strengthen the EU as a common 
voice in relations with China. In their view, European states 
should formulate an EU policy first and coordinate with the 
United States in areas such as digital infrastructure and 
technology in an EU-US format (Rizzo 2020; Rudolf 2020a). 
The Indo-Pacific strategies launched by Germany and the 
Netherlands at approximately the same time are also seen 
as stepping stones towards a genuine European response 
to the rise of China (Godement/Wacker 2020).2 The debate 
on the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) be-
tween China and the EU exemplifies this difference. Mem-
bers of the first camp criticize the adoption of the CAI and 
argue that the EU should have consulted with the incoming 
Biden administration on developing a common approach. 
Members of the second camp support the Agreement on 
the grounds that it establishes a genuine European ap-
proach towards China (Abb 2021).

Regarding the repercussions of China’s rise for NATO’s in-
ternal architecture, the differences are less pronounced. 
Members of the first camp call for more German and Euro-

2	 The German Indo-Pacific Guidelines express the expectation that 
this initiative will lead to a European policy approach towards the 
Indo-Pacific region. See: Die Bundesregierung 2020:11. 

pean burden-sharing.3 Members of the second camp con-
clude that Germany and Europe must, at the same time, 
safeguard their economic interests and compensate militar-
ily for the looming relocation of American forces and crucial 
assets (Masala/Tsetsos 2021).

RUSSIA

NATO’s relationship with Russia is one of the thorniest is-
sues in the current German security debate. Scholars agree 
that the annexation of Crimea and Russia’s intervention in 
Eastern Ukraine violate key norms and should not be ac-
cepted. They disagree in their analyses of the causes of the 
conflict and appropriate responses, however. 

Proponents of détente4 tend to blame both sides for the de-
terioration of relations that began prior to 2014,5 and argue 
that Russia is acting, on one hand, out of a combination of 
resentment, bitterness over what it perceives as a denial of 
respect and the fear of being cut out of Europe, and on the 
other hand, based on a misguided perception of its relative 
strength that bolsters its geopolitical aspirations and its pro-
vocative behaviour. In this view, the high levels of military 
tension are driven at least partly by action-reaction process-
es. Proponents of détente and pragmatists agree that de-
spite Russia’s structural weakness, attempts to enforce a 
change of policy or even of the regime are futile. Instead, 
NATO will have to deal with Russia as it is. More promising 
than a strategy of regime-changing coercion is a strategy 
aimed at co-existence and hopes of the »civilizing« effects 
of societal and economic exchange (Dembinski/Spanger 
2017). In this view, NATO’s military measures to bolster de-
terrence are sufficient. The alliance should preserve the 
NATO-Russia Founding Act and advance the dialogue part 
of its dual-track strategy (Finckh-Krämer 2021). To facilitate 
dialogue, NATO should either suspend future enlargements 
(Ganser/Lapins/Puhl 2018) or develop alternative institution-
al arrangements to guarantee Ukraine’s and Georgia’s secu-
rity (Dembinski/Spanger 2017).

Advocates of deterrence perceive Russia as inherently ag-
gressive. Russia never identified with the post-Cold war or-
der of the Paris Charter. Instead, it is bound to reclaim, by 
coercive means if necessary, a sphere of influence. In their 
view, the combination of Putin’s authoritarianism and the 

3	 More Ambition, Please! Toward a New Agreement between Ger-
many and the United States. Available at: https://anewagreement.
org/en/ (accessed 19 May 2021).

4	 This rather heterogeneous group includes observers such as Alex-
ander Rahr, who shows some appreciation of Putin’s policies, but 
also scholars such as Wolfgang Zellner who, despite noting funda-
mental differences between Russia and the West, make the case for 
détente. 

5	 See, for example, the Report by the Panel of Eminent Persons 2015. 
Wolfgang Ischinger was the German member of this panel.

»The Archimedean point of future transatlantic relations will be China policy.«
German Transatlanticists Group 2021: More Ambition, Please! Toward a New Agreement between Germany and the United States.

https://anewagreement.org/en/
https://anewagreement.org/en/
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need to divert attention away from internal contradictions 
motivates Russian conflictual behaviour (Meister 2015; 
2020). Emboldened by the alliance with China and the per-
ception of Western weaknesses, Russia sees no need for 
compromise and instead uses a combination of asymmetric 
instruments and military threats to weaken the West. Nord 
Stream II, which Russia advances for geopolitical reasons, is 
a case in point (Umbach 2018). Proponents of a value-based 
policy take a similar view. Ralf Fücks, formerly of the Böll 
Foundation and now chairman of the Zentrum Liberale 
Moderne, argues that the policy of »Wandel durch An-
näherung« (change through rapprochement) has failed. The 
Putin regime is inherently corrupt, repressive and bound to 
undermine the West and its values.6 

Proponents of deterrence see the greatest danger in NATO’s 
weakness in the face of Russia acquiring coercive options 
across the board, from grey-zone instruments to nuclear 
weapons (Brauß/Krause 2019). With regard to the latter, 
Brauß and Krause (2019) and Brauß and Mölling (2019) sug-
gest that Russia aims at regional escalation dominance that 
potentially would allow it to occupy the Baltics and deter 
Western counter-measures with a nuclear escalate to de-
escalate strategy. To check these aspirations, NATO should 
»go back to basics« and focus on collective defence. Ger-
many should concentrate on its role as a logistics hub and 
on heavy armaments and rapid reinforcements. Instead of 
rotating troops in and out of Poland and the Baltic states, 
NATO should deploy additional combat units permanently 
(Schwarzer/Burns 2020). A violation of the NATO-Russia 
Founding Act would be acceptable as the circumstances 
under which this agreement was sealed in 1995 changed 
with the annexation of Crimea. Conventional defence 
needs to be augmented with credible nuclear deterrence. 
Members of this school see the envisaged deployment of 
US nuclear sea-launched cruise missiles as a step in the right 
direction. However, NATO should also plan for the deploy-
ment of conventional and possibly nuclear-armed land-
based intermediate-range missiles on European soil (Brauß/
Mölling 2019). In addition to military strength, adherents of 
the deterrence and values camps advocate economic sanc-
tions, including halting the Nord Stream II pipeline project 
(Meister 2020; Friedrich 2020). Concerning future enlarge-
ment, both camps argue that NATO should keep its doors 
open and intensify military cooperation programmes with 
Ukraine and Georgia to prepare them for eventual acces-
sion. 

ARMS CONTROL

German scholars are generally supportive of arms control 
and non-proliferation. However, most scholars endorse 
negotiated arms control (Kühn 2020). While adherents of 
the deterrence school are more sceptical of controlling 

6	 Available at: https://www.zdf.de/nachrichten/politik/beziehung-
russland-deutschland-100.html. See also his op-ed in Frankfurter  
Allgemeine Zeitung, 17 February 2021: https://libmod.de/fuecks_
faz_russland_mischung/ (accessed 19. May 2021).

Russia’s armaments, the German peace research insti-
tutes, scholars at the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik 
(SWP) and researchers at centres such as Metis at the Uni-
versity of the Armed Forces in Munich take a strong inter-
est in arms control. Wolfgang Zellner and his co-authors of 
the OSCE Network of Think Tanks have presented detailed 
proposals to reduce the risks of conventional deterrence in 
Europe (OSCE Network 2018). A group of international 
scholars, including German participants from the SWP, the 
IFSH and PRIF, produced a report on risk reduction and 
arms control in Europe that, among other things, calls for 
a continuation of the Open Skies Treaty and a specification 
of the deployment limitations in the NATO-Russia Found-
ing Act as a stepping stone for confidence-building and 
conventional arms control (Expert Group 2020). SWP’s 
Wolfgang Richter emphasizes the danger of inadvertent 
military conflicts and presents a catalogue of convention-
al arms control and confidence-building measures (Richter 
2020; see also Pieper 2020). The IFSH and PRIF have devel-
oped detailed proposals for dialogue on emerging tech-
nologies.

Controversies have emerged with regard to proposals that 
go beyond negotiated arms control. The treaty on the pro-
hibition of nuclear weapons is supported by scholars from 
the German peace research institutes (see, for example, 
Meier 2021; Baldus 2021) and the Böll Foundation,7 but 
viewed rather critically by others. SWP scholar Jonas Schnei-
der, for example, argues that the prohibition treaty is defi-
cient and does not serve Germany’s security interests as 
long as nuclear weapons are an important element of Rus-
sia’s military posture (Schneider 2021). The expert commu-
nity is also divided on the issue of Germany’s withdrawal 
from NATO’s nuclear sharing commitment. PRIF scholar 
Sascha Hach (2020) makes the case for the unilateral with-
drawal of the remaining US nuclear weapons in Germany. 
Others take a more cautious view. Peter Rudolf doubts that 
these bombs have any military rationale (Rudolf 2020b: 17). 
IFSH scholars Pia Fuhrhop, Ulrich Kühn and Oliver Meier 
(2020) argue that instead of taking unilateral decisions 
now, Germany should propose a multilateral five-year mor-
atorium on the introduction of destabilizing weapons into 
Europe and use the time for new arms control negotiations. 
Proponents of the deterrence school oppose a unilateral 
withdrawal from NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangement. A 
Federal Academy for Security Policy (BAKS) paper argues 
that such a step could result in the re-deployment of nucle-
ar weapons to Poland (Brose 2020). A DGAP study reveals 
widespread support for NATO’s nuclear sharing arrange-
ment among European governments and concludes that 
»nuclear sharing is caring« and essential for the cohesion of 
NATO (Becker/Mölling 2020; for a similar view see Volz 
2020). Some proponents of the value-oriented camp share 
this view. For example, the abovementioned »More Ambi-
tion, Please!« paper argues that Germany should continue 
to take part in NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements.

7	 The Böll Foundation published a sweeping endorsement of the pro-
hibition treaty by two ICAN members: Balzer/Messmer (2020).

https://www.zdf.de/nachrichten/politik/beziehung-russland-deutschland-100.html
https://www.zdf.de/nachrichten/politik/beziehung-russland-deutschland-100.html
https://libmod.de/fuecks_faz_russland_mischung/
https://libmod.de/fuecks_faz_russland_mischung/
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HYBRID THREATS

Scholars differ in their assessments of Russian disinforma-
tion campaigns and hybrid threats and disagree on 
NATO’s role in countering them. Pragmatists and propo-
nents of détente tend to perceive cyber-attacks attributed 
to Russia, disinformation campaigns and Russian med-
dling in democratic processes as disturbances rather than 
existential threats. In their view, NATO does not add much 
value by countering these kinds of Russian interference, 
and should focus instead on deterring hybrid military 
threats and highly disruptive and damaging cyber-at-
tacks. Adherents of the deterrence camp are more in-
clined to see such interference as part of an escalation 
spectrum. In their view, resilience against malicious activ-
ities and the protection of key civilian infrastructure »con-
stitutes NATO’s first line of deterrence and defence«. 
NATO should play a leading role and »set national resil-
ience targets to ensure a common standard« (Brauss/
Mölling 2021).

NATO AND OUT-OF-AREA 
INTERVENTIONS

The perceived failures of NATO’s ISAF mission and the mis-
sions in Libya and Iraq impact on the German debate about 
NATO’s future role. The expectations of the late 2000s that 
NATO would transform itself into an expeditionary alliance 
and that the German armed forces would follow this trend 
are gone. The German armed forces retain some of their ex-
peditionary capabilities and contribute to capacity-building 
and UN peace operations. However, there is an awareness 
that NATO is unlikely to engage in major out-of-area combat 
operations. Regarding the more likely capacity-building, 
training and peace support operations, scholars generally 
argue that a UN mandate or similar legitimization should be 
a prerequisite. 

NATO-EU RELATIONS

After the four chaotic years of the Trump administration, 
and with the Biden administration endorsing European de-
fence initiatives, the erstwhile divisions between European-
ists and proponents of a transatlantic orientation have sof-
tened. Scholars across the above mentioned fault-lines 
share the conviction that the EU member states will have to 
share more of the burden and that the EU will play a role in 
coordinating national efforts. In fact, most scholars agree 
that strengthening the EU’s Common Security and De-
fence Policy (CSDP) need not come at the expense of NATO 
(Major 2019: 39; Puglierin 2020). Conversely, traditional 
proponents of a European orientation accede that NATO 
will remain responsible for collective defence (Lippert/von 
Ondarza/Perthes 2019: 19).

But differences remain. Representatives of the transatlan-
tic camp reject concepts such as European sovereignty 
and autonomy in security. For the foreseeable future, the 

EU lacks the means, political will and strategic culture to 
guarantee security in Europe. Moreover, an inflated rhet-
oric of European autonomy might – perhaps inadver
tently – serve as an excuse for an American withdrawal. 
Transatlanticists insist that the project of European de-
fence autonomy should take a back seat whenever it con-
flicts with declared US interests. They particularly object 
to the idea of a closed European defence market, the cre-
ation of integrated European units that do not also bene-
fit NATO, and any attempt to coordinate European posi-
tions and speak with one voice in the North Atlantic 
Council. In contrast, proponents of the European camp 
argue that in the future, Europe cannot rely on American 
protection as it has done in the past. Building European 
defence necessitates a certain level of discrimination, 
such as an exclusive PESCO (Lübkemeier 2020). Scholars 
also disagree with regard to the possibility of future Euro-
pean nuclear deterrence based on a restructured Force de 
Frappe. While Europeanists such as Eckhard Lübkemeier 
(2020) find it worth considering this perspective, others, 
such as IFSH’s Barbara Kunz (2020), express strong reser-
vations.

BURDEN-SHARING

Scholars acknowledge that burden-sharing will remain 
contentious. They disagree on the adequacy of NATO’s 
2 per cent Defence Investment Pledge (DIP) and on possi-
ble alternatives. The deterrence school tends to defend 
the 2 per cent goal (Kamp 2019; Schwarzer/Burns 2020). 
Others are less categorical. Henning Riecke (2019) argues 
that Germany should realize Chancellor Merkel’s an-
nouncement to increase spending to 1.5 per cent of GDP 
by 2025 and specify how and when Germany will reach 
the 2 per cent goal in the future. However, he also propos-
es that NATO should go beyond the artificial metric of 
2 per cent. This critique is widely shared. The 2 per cent 
metric has obfuscated the massive increase in defence 
spending since 2014. German defence expenditures, for 
example, rose from € 34 billion in 2014 to € 51.4 billion in 
2020. According to many scholars, the 2 per cent goal 
does not adequately reflect either military efficiency or re-
al contributions to NATO. For example, while most of Ger-
many’s defence spending strengthens NATO, other alli-
ance members spend a substantial part of their defence 
expenditures on projects that do not benefit NATO direct-
ly. Claudia Major (2019: 31), senior researcher at the SWP, 
notes that NATO itself is aware of the shortcomings of the 
2 per cent metric and uses three parameters in its internal 
assessments: Cash, capabilities and contributions to NATO 
operations. Echoing this critique, some argue that NATO 
should use a more differentiated set of input criteria that 
also take into account expenditures on crisis prevention or 
the modernization of logistical infrastructure (Richter 
2020b). Others propose the use of output criteria (Ganser/
Lapins/Puhl 2018) such as the financing and provision of 
the capability packages that states promised to provide in 
the context of NATO’s Defence Planning Process (NDPP) 
(Meyer zum Felde 2018). 
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COHESION AND CONSULTATION

Scholars acknowledge NATO’s lack of cohesion, intra-alli-
ance conflicts, the occasional blocking of decisions and 
sometimes the lack of willingness to inform and consult on 
decisions that affect the security of other members. They 
question NATO’s ability to change member states’ behav-
iour, however. Because deviations from the consensus 
principle and/or more delegation of competences to the 
Secretary General or other NATO organs are not deemed 
realistic, some scholars are favourably discussing proposals 
for an institutionalization of coalitions within NATO.8

VALUES AND SCOPE OF NATO

German scholars and proponents of the value-oriented 
camp in particular emphasize the value-based character of 
NATO (Major 2019: 15). In this view, common democratic 
values are an antidote against destabilization from within. 
However, they rarely discuss in detail what this implies for 
dealing with partners such as Turkey. Regarding the Re-
flection Group’s proposal to broaden NATO’s portfolio 
and include various aspects of security, ranging from cli-
mate to natural disasters, the debate has just begun. Clau-
dia Major (2019: 40) sees merit in this idea and BAKS Vice 
President Patrick Keller (2020) argues that NATO should 
formally introduce a fourth core task under the heading of 
resilience. Others like the head of German Society for Se-
curity Policy (GSP) Johannes Varwick seem to be more 
skeptical and ask whether the Alliance might lose its fo-
cus.9 

8	 See 16. Petersberger Gespräche zur Sicherheit: Die Weiterent
wicklung der NATO, 16 March 2021; https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Z28V25HqYoM&t=1s (accessed 21 May 2021)

9	 Ibidem. 
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Italy Debates the Future of NATO

Italy is a staunch NATO ally and a close security partner of 
the United States (Ratti 2021). Italy is a participant in NATO’s 
nuclear sharing arrangement, hosts the Allied Joint Force 
Command in Naples and several US bases and is currently 
the second largest contributor to NATO operations after the 
United States. The Italian debate combines a strong transat-
lantic orientation with support for the construction of the 
EU as a more capable provider of security and defence. This 
consensus is shared by the centre-right and centre-left in 
the Second Republic.1 It emerged after the end of the Cold 
War when the centre-left parties, whose security approach 
had hitherto been based on support for European frame-
works in the form of the OSCE or a strengthened EU, began 
to embrace transatlantic perspectives and NATO.2 

THREAT PERCEPTION: AMERICAN 
RETRENCHMENT AND MOUNTING 
CHALLENGES

The Italian think tanks and research centres that dominate 
the discourse on the future of NATO – most notably the Isti-
tuto Affari Internazionali (IAI), the Italian Institute for Inter-
national Political Studies (ISPI), the Centro Studi Internazion-
ali (CeSI) and the Aspen Institute Italia – lean more or less to-
wards transversal positions (although IAI is rather cen-
tre-left) and are part of this consensus. The debate among 
think tank scholars starts from a generally shared assess-
ment that Italian security is threatened by the combination 
of two worrying strategic trends: US retrenchment from the 
crucial MENA region (Marrone/Muti 2020: 14) and an 
accumulation of threats stemming from this region. Even if 
Joe Biden’s election offers an opportunity to renew the 
transatlantic partnership, the structural forces pulling Amer-
ican attention and resources away from Europe will remain. 

1	 The Five Star Movement (M5S) and the PD reframed their positions 
towards NATO recently, and the Conte II and the current Draghi 
governments are even more NATO-friendly than the Conte I govern-
ment.

2	 Italian scholars debate whether foreign policy in the Second Repub-
lic is characterized by continuity (Croci 2008) or swings like a pen-
dulum with the changes in government between centre-right and 
centre-left coalitions. Adherents of the »pendulum school« argue 
that the foreign policy of the centre-right coalitions usually follows 
a »conservative/nationalist paradigm« and are more pro-Atlantic, 
while the foreign policy of the centre-left follows an »international/
progressivist« paradigm and is more pro-European (Brighi 2007).

The most important factor in this respect is the rise of an 
increasingly assertive China and the corresponding Ameri-
can pivot to East Asia.

According to many scholars, the combination of the two 
trends creates a security environment marked by »aggres-
sive multipolarity«. The security void created by the partial 
American withdrawal from the MENA region has been filled 
by the incursions of regional actors such as Iran, Turkey, 
Egypt and the Gulf States, as well as Russia and to some ex-
tent China, who have been able to exploit the prevalent fra-
gility of states resulting from local conflicts and underdevel-
opment. Although these actors refrain from challenging the 
still existing American military hegemony directly through 
open warfare, they have engaged in a variety of proxy wars, 
hybrid threats and cyber-attacks, resulting in what Stefano 
Silvestri recently termed »guerra in tempo di pace« [war 
during peace-time] (Silvestri 2020: 3). Even if Italy’s territori-
al security is not threatened directly, Italian scholars worry 
about the spillover effects from instability in adjacent re-
gions, and from Libya in particular. Looking further into the 
future, some Italian think tankers, most of them affiliated 
with the IAI, hope that this situation is transitional and will 
be replaced by a bipolar confrontation between the United 
States and China: »In short, we are facing a multipolar sce-
nario while seeing on the horizon the contours of a mostly 
bilateral setting« (Credi/Marrone/Menotti 2020: 3). 

Against this backdrop, most Italian think tankers are con
vinced that the Alliance »remains a crucial multilateral tool 
for the management of Euro-Atlantic security« (Carati 2019: 
51f), but that on the road to 2030 NATO must adapt.

RESPONDING TO THE RISE  
OF CHINA AND THE EMERGING 
AMERICAN-CHINESE CONFLICT

One area in which adaptation seems both inevitable and dif-
ficult is China. Many Italian scholars acknowledge that 
NATO will have to play a more active role not only to coun-
ter a perceived Chinese assertiveness in the European 
region, but also because the United States will remain com-
mitted to Europe »while pushing Europeans to both take 
greater responsibility for their Continent’s security and to 
stand together with the US against China« (Marrone/Muti 
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2020: 3). Implementing such a quid pro quo, however, 
might be difficult for Italy. Following a surge of Chinese in-
vestment in Italy since 2014, China and its Belt and Road In-
itiative (BRI) have increasingly come to be perceived by the 
public and by some scholars primarily as an opportunity. At 
the behest of the Five Star Movement (M5S), Italy signed a 
memorandum to join the Belt and Road Initiative on 23 
March 2019. This positive view of China was shared by some 
think tankers. For example, Paolo Magri, ISPI’s executive vice 
president, wrote in 2017 that in contrast to Trump’s unilater-
alism and transactional approach, »China has taken a clear 
position to defend globalization and boost new multilateral-
ism (…). The BRI is an open proposal from China to Europe 
(…) to forge a platform for diversified cooperation (…) and 
ultimately to reduce the risk of the ›Thucydides Trap‹« (Magri 
2017: 8).3 

In recent years, however, the mood has changed.4 While ISPI 
researcher Flavia Lucenti still argues that »the U.S.-led West 
misconceives China’s behaviour and intentions« (Lucenti 
2020), others propose a more robust response. Recent IAI 
policy papers criticize the unilateral policies towards China of 
Italy’s populist government, headed until August 2019 by 
M5S and Lega, as undermining Euro-Atlantic solidarity (Casa-
rini 2019a) and call for an approach that combines elements 
of engagement and containment that protects European val-
ues and interests (Casarini 2019b). However, the debate is 
just beginning on whether Italy should use NATO as a vehicle 
for coordinating policy on China or should develop a Europe-
an response and coordinate policy with Washington on a bi-
lateral EU-US level. A recent IAI/Aspen Institute Italia paper 
describes China as the West’s main global competitor in 
technological terms and in the future possibly as NATO’s 
main military concern. The Alliance should take a balanced 
approach towards China that includes strengthening the se-
curity of supply chains and NATO’s technological edge with 
a policy of engaging China in areas of common interest (Cre-
di/Marrone/Menotti 2020: 5). IAI’s Nathalie Tocci takes a 
slightly different stance.5 According to her, the United States 
regards China as a geopolitical rival and prefers a strategy of 
containment and (partial) decoupling, whereas Europeans 
perceive authoritarian China as a threat to their values and 

3	 This is a reference to Graham Allison’s widely circulated 2017 book 
Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’ Trap.

4	 The partners of the populist government – the Five Star Movement 
and Matteo Salvini’s Lega – have always been at odds with each 
other over Italy’s participation in the BRI. American criticism of Ita-
ly’s signing of the memorandum led to a split in the coalition, cul-
minating in Salvini’s characterization of the Chinese engagement as 
»colonialism«. Available at: https://www.recnews.it/2019/03/11/sal-
vini-no-alla-colonizzazione-cinese/ (last accessed 11 May 2021). The 
Defence Minister of the current government has characterized Chi-
na’s rise as a »challenge« (Marrone/Muti 2020: 13).

5	 Interview with World Policy Review, 12.01.21. Available at: https://
www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/29346/how-china-eu-
relations-will-affect-eu-us-relations (last accessed 11 May 2021).

open regulatory standards and prefer a strategy of guarded 
engagement that protects the resilience and attractiveness 
of the liberal model. Thus, EU member states should seek 
transatlantic coordination on China in a bilateral EU-US for-
mat rather than within NATO. 

RELATIONS WITH RUSSIA

A second area in which Italian scholars have called for ad-
justment concerns NATO’s policy towards Russia. Although 
Russia is perceived as a threat to NATO’s Eastern flank and 
is also extending its aggressive policies in the MENA region, 
scholars have advised NATO to recalibrate its policy and 
pursue the dual-track approach of deterrence and dialogue 
»with a premium of dialogue over deterrence« (Marrone/
Muti 2020: 14). Allies should engage Russia in a dialogue 
on crisis prevention, arms control and issues of common in-
terest (Credi/Marrone/Menotti 2020: 4). Such a dialogue 
would also be important as it might lessen Russia’s interest 
in forging closer ties with China. A recent MONDODEM pa-
per strikes a slightly more critical tone by advocating a dou-
ble track of targeted pressure and resilience-building (de 
Stefano and Freyrie 2020:4). This position reflects Italy’s tra-
ditionally close relations with Russia (Ratti 2021) and the 
traditional conviction of centre-left actors in Italian politics 
that European security eventually will have to include Russia 
in common institutional structures. 

In line with this dual track approach towards Russia, most 
Italian scholars support NATO’s open door policy with 
regard to South-East Europe (to project stability and coun-
ter the influence of extra-regional powers), but view the 
possibility of offering NATO membership to Ukraine and 
Georgia very critically (Marrone/Muti 2020: 7). 

THE FUTURE OF ARMS CONTROL

So far, the Italian case for dialogue with Russia in the realm 
of arms control has not been translated into concrete pro-
posals (Trezza 2019). On the coming into effect of the Trea-
ty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), the For-
eign Ministry signalled Italy’s support for a nuclear-weap-
ons free world, but maintains that this goal »can only be 
achieved realistically by a difficult procedure that takes not 
only humanitarian considerations into account, but also na-
tional security and international stability needs«.6 In fact, It-
aly remains firmly committed to NATO’s nuclear sharing ar-
rangements and is procuring F-35 jets as the next genera-
tion of dual-capable aircraft (DCA). This ambivalence is also 

6	 Available at: https://www.esteri.it/mae/en/sala_stampa/archivion-
otizie/comunicati/entrata-in-vigore-del-trattato-per-la-proibizione-
delle-armi-nucleari-tpnw.html (last accessed 11 May 2021).

»Independently of who is in government, Washington has always  
been the main point of reference for Italian foreign policy.«

Foradori 2014: 37

https://www.recnews.it/2019/03/11/salvini-no-alla-colonizzazione-cinese/
https://www.recnews.it/2019/03/11/salvini-no-alla-colonizzazione-cinese/
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/29346/how-china-eu-relations-will-affect-eu-us-relations
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/29346/how-china-eu-relations-will-affect-eu-us-relations
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/29346/how-china-eu-relations-will-affect-eu-us-relations
https://www.esteri.it/mae/en/sala_stampa/archivionotizie/comunicati/entrata-in-vigore-del-trattato-per-la-proibizione-delle-armi-nucleari-tpnw.html
https://www.esteri.it/mae/en/sala_stampa/archivionotizie/comunicati/entrata-in-vigore-del-trattato-per-la-proibizione-delle-armi-nucleari-tpnw.html
https://www.esteri.it/mae/en/sala_stampa/archivionotizie/comunicati/entrata-in-vigore-del-trattato-per-la-proibizione-delle-armi-nucleari-tpnw.html
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reflected in debates among think tanks. Scholars are gener-
ally in favour of non-proliferation and negotiated arms con-
trol and they deplored the breakdown of the INF (Alcaro 
2019a) and the Open Skies treaties (Castelli 2020). How
ever, the TPNW and NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements 
are not debated much and pundits do not propose unilater-
al steps. Italy’s participation in NATO’s nuclear sharing ar-
rangements has been criticized by NGOs such as ICAN Italia 
and grassroots movements such as Rete Italiana Pace et 
Disarmo.7 However, their ideas have not gained traction in 
political debates and debates among think tanks. 

ASYMMETRIC THREATS AND  
EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES

Italian scholars emphasize the importance of asymmetric 
and hybrid threats. Given Lega’s sympathies with authoritar-
ianism in Russia, the alleged covert Russian financial support 
of Lega and the influence of Russian media outlets such as 
Sputnik, think tankers worry about disinformation campaigns 
and foreign meddling in Italy’s political system. Strengthen-
ing the resilience of political and societal structures is a ma-
jor issue in the think tank debate. In addition to cyber and 
hybrid threats many scholars emphasize the military threats 
that might result from new technologies. In their view NATO 
should be aware of emerging disruptive technologies and in-
vest in maintaining its technological edge. In line with their 
scenario assessment (see below), Italian scholars have identi-
fied shortcomings of Italian and other European armed forc-
es in the area of strategic enablers such as Surveillance and 
Reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities, strategic air lift, logistical 
support, missile defence and force protection broadly (Mar-
rone 2020a). 

CRISIS PREVENTION AND INTERVENTION

Italian scholars support NATO’s 360-degree approach and 
Italy’s participation in strengthening NATO’s military pres-
ence on the Eastern flank and in the Baltic region.8 Some 
studies argue that the stereotype according to which 
Southern members focus only on non-conventional threats 
emanating from the South, while Eastern members focus 
on military threats emanating from Russia is misleading 
(Celac/Dibenedetto/Purcăruș 2019). Yet, most think tank-
ers maintain that the Southern neighbourhood remains 
crucial. Echoing Italy’s 2015 White Paper, IAI scholar Ales-
sandro Marrone has advanced the concept of an »Enlarged 
Mediterranean«, a regional security complex encompassing 
not only the countries located at the Southern rim of the 
Mediterranean, but also the Maghreb and Sahel regions, as 
well as the Middle East (Marrone 2020a). Projecting stabili-
ty into this region should remain one of NATO’s pivotal 
tasks. In accordance with their threat assessment, accord-

7	 See: https://retepacedisarmo.org/ (last accessed 11 May 2021).

8	 Italy contributes troops not only to Mission Resolute Support in Af-
ghanistan but also the NATO missions eFP Latvia and Baltic Air Polic-
ing.

ing to which the aggressive incursion of regional actors has 
been furthered by situations of state failure and local con-
flicts, Italian scholars argue that NATO should go beyond a 
strict state-centric approach. As a state-based organiza-
tion, NATO has partnered with MENA states and their secu-
rity forces, focusing on programmes such as capacity-build-
ing. However, those »security services are often culpable in 
the deterioration of the country’s political situation« (Mar-
rone/Muti 2019: 71). NATO should supplement its military 
might with civilian instruments, build relations with non-
state partners in crucial regions and contribute to stability 
by »supporting more than intervening directly« (Marrone/
Muti 2020: 18). In this context, Italian scholars endorse the 
establishment of NATO’s Strategic Direction South Hub in 
Naples as a crucial initiative that underlines NATO’s com-
mitment to projecting stability. This hub is an analytical 
body composed of civilian and seconded military experts. 
Using the hub, NATO should focus on »constant dialogue, 
capacity building and support to the local communities« 
(Dibenedetto 2019a: 11). However, some scholars question 
NATO’s utility as a military organization. To compensate for 
this structural weakness, NATO should cooperate closely 
with the EU and try to benefit from the EU’s experience in 
stabilization and crisis prevention (Marrone/Muti 2020: 18). 

Despite the importance of civilian crisis prevention, Italian 
scholars anticipate that the advent of »aggressive multipo-
larity« will most likely necessitate future military stabilization 
missions as well. Despite changing governments the Italian 
policy of sending troops abroad either on a bilateral basis 
(for example, in Libya) or in a multilateral context has been 
fairly stable, and public opinion has got used to them (Muti/
Marrone 2019). Most scholars take the principled stance 
that interventions require legitimization from the UN or the 
host country. 

NATO AS A COMMUNITY OF VALUES

Not surprisingly, the Italian debate on the future of NATO 
addresses not only external challenges, but also internal dis-
agreements and deficiencies. Most scholars perceive NATO 
as a community of values and argue that NATO’s continued 
existence and ability to adapt to changing circumstances re-
sults from its value-oriented character as an organization of 
democratic states. Yet, scholars also maintain that pragma-
tism and respect for member states’ interests should remain 
hallmarks of NATO. This approach is reflected in, for exam-
ple, Natalie Tocci’s (2020) recommendation that NATO, de-
spite Erdoğan’s autocratic turn, should seek opportunities 
to work with Turkey.

EUROPEANIZATION AND  
INTERNAL ADAPTATION

According to Italian think tankers, a reformed NATO will re-
main a fundamental reference point for Italian security (Mar-
rone/Muti 2020: 14). One element of reform consists of the 
growing Italian interest in developing European security and 

https://retepacedisarmo.org/
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defence structures. In future crises, Italy and other European 
countries should look for American support in terms of force 
enablers such as space and air assets but not for boots on 
the ground (Marrone 2020b). Italian scholars even envision 
scenarios in which Europeans would be asked to defend 
NATO’s eastern flank with limited support from America, 
while the United States would focus on a simultaneous cri-
sis in the Pacific (Credi/Marrone/Menotti 2020: 6).9 To shoul-
der this burden, the European NATO allies would have to co-
operate more closely. Italian scholars note that »European 
countries have so far struggled to engage collectively when 
it comes to the security and stability of their neighbour-
hood« (Tocci 2020). Nevertheless, given the uncertainties of 
the American leadership, Europe’s recently stated ambition 
to pursue strategic autonomy is becoming a matter of ne-
cessity (Alcaro 2019b). Scholars see Europe’s potential pri-
marily in the field of armament cooperation. This should not 
come at the expense of NATO, however. European defence 
initiatives such as PESCO or the EDF should remain synergic 
with NATO and be developed in consultations with Wash-
ington. EU defence cooperation should not lead to a dupli-
cation of capabilities or the exclusion of NATO partners such 
as the United Kingdom and the United States. Italian de-
fence companies are present on the American market and 
the government in Rome should insist that the European ar-
maments market remains open. Likewise, European institu-
tion-building should not occur at the expense of NATO’s 
unity and cohesion. 

Although Italy fails NATO’s 2 per cent target, burden-shar-
ing is not debated much in public and is not even an issue 
among think tanks. The low salience of this issue may be be-
cause American scorn has not been directed against Italy 
and because Italy sees itself as an exemplary performer with 
regard to output criteria. 

Italian scholars tend to support the reflection group’s pro-
posal to broaden NATO’s agenda. Scholars support, for 
example, NATO’s initiatives regarding the gender balance 
and argue that women and gender perspectives will enrich 
NATO with new perspectives both at the conceptual and 
mission level (Marrone/Muti 2020: 5). More generally, schol-
ars entertain the idea of a fourth core task that includes is-
sues of societal resilience.

9	 For a similar assessment see: Aspen Institute Italia webinar: The fu-
ture of NATO, 8 October 2020, https://www.aspeninstitute.it/en/
programs/future-nato (last accessed 11 May 2021).

https://www.aspeninstitute.it/en/programs/future-nato
https://www.aspeninstitute.it/en/programs/future-nato
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As a founding member of the alliance, the Netherlands has 
been a staunch ally of the United States and a reliable NATO 
partner. The Netherlands hosts US tactical nuclear weapons 
and has been contributing troops to operations such as ISAF, 
NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) Lithuania, NATO’s 
Mission in Iraq and the war against ISIL. At the same time, 
the Netherlands has supported the project of European se-
curity and defence. Portraying itself as a bridge-builder, it 
has traditionally tried to reconcile opposing views within 
NATO between proponents of American leadership and pro-
ponents of European self-reliance in security. In recent years, 
however, this balancing has been giving way to a more 
pro-European view among think tankers and decision-mak-
ers (Thompson 2021). Removed from NATO’s frontlines, the 
Dutch security community tends to take a less alarmistic view 
of external threats and a more analytical look at NATO’s in-
ternal frictions. This transatlantic consensus with a Dutch fla-
vour is reflected in discourses among Dutch think tanks and 
research institutions such as Clingendael and the Hague 
Centre for Strategic Studies (HCSS). Most think tankers share 
the somehow contradictory diagnosis that NATO will remain 
a cornerstone of Dutch and European security and that 
NATO is in crisis (Klijn 2020a; Zandee 2018/2019: 5). It is 
therefore not surprising that Dutch institutions are debating 
the state and possible futures of NATO fairly intensely. 

According to Clingendael scholar Dick Zandee (2019a; Zandee 
2019b), three major internal issues are eroding the cohesion 
of the alliance: US–European divergences that were exacer-
bated by Donald Trump, the East–South divide and Turkey. 
Although President Biden has renewed the American com-
mitment to multilateralism and NATO, Dutch scholars expect 
that structural shifts – such as the erosion of the multilateral-
ly-oriented centre in the United States (Thompson 2021: 28) 
and the continued American pivot to Asia in response to an 
increasingly assertive China – will persist (van Hooft 2020a). 
A report by the Dutch Advisory Council on International Af-
fairs summarized the consequences most succinctly: 

	� The era of US hegemony, in which the United States 
served as the guardian of the post-war global order, is 
over. (AIV 2020: 4)1

1	 The independent Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV), 
consisting of members with an academic background, advises the 
Dutch government and parliament on foreign policy.

The East versus South divide will continue to draw mem-
bers apart. Eastern European allies regard Russia as the 
main threat and have asked NATO to invest in heavy forc-
es. »Southern NATO members are mainly worried about 
the spill-over effects from instability and conflict in the 
Middle East and Africa« (Zandee 2019a: 176) and would 
like NATO to invest in naval, coastguard and border pro-
tection capabilities. Turkey is regarded as a major chal-
lenge. According to the Dutch analysis, »Turkey is not on-
ly drifting away from the value-based transatlantic order 
but is also pursuing an assertive, risky and strictly inde-
pendent foreign policy that creates conflicts with its 
NATO-partner along several fronts« (Zandee 2019a: 177; 
Kruijver 2019).

RELATIONS WITH CHINA

One issue area in which Dutch scholars see a need for re-
flection is NATO’s positioning towards China and the un-
folding American–Chinese conflict. As already mentioned, 
Dutch scholars assume that the United States’ traditional 
role as NATO’s benign hegemon will shift as it braces for 
competition with China. The HCSS/Clingendael strategic 
forecast review concludes that »the US pivot to Asia means 
that Europe is no longer the top priority for US grand strat-
egy, and European policymakers have begun to take steps 
to reduce their security dependence on Washington. Both 
of these trends will accelerate between now and 2030« 
(Thompson et al. 2021: 134f). Clingendael’s Hugo Klijn ex-
pects that »in this process, it [the United States] will in-
creasingly try to shed distracting obligations and partner-
ships that serve no direct purpose to this end« (Klijn 
2020a). Sooner or later, the European NATO allies will be 
confronted with a choice to either demonstrate NATO’s 
usefulness in this context or otherwise risk the American 
leadership in preserving European security. The initiators 
of a newly established HCSS research programme on 
Transatlantic Relations in an Age of Sino-American Com-
petition expect »deterrence gaps and shortfalls that will 
emerge in NATO Europe during periods when the United 
States is preoccupied with China«.2 

2	 Available at: https://hcss.nl/news/initiative-on-the-future-of-
transatlantic-relations-program-2021-2030-transatlantic-relations-in-
an-age-of-sino-american-competition/
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The majority of think tankers agree that for the Netherlands, 
such a choice would be difficult. A Clingendael report on 
Dutch public opinion shows that if a »new Cold War« with 
China were to develop, »the largest group [of respondents] 
would prefer to stay neutral« (Korteweg et al. 2020: 6). In-
terest groups and government agencies, too, are split be-
tween those expressing concerns about China’s increasing 
assertiveness and military capabilities, and those emphasiz-
ing economic interests. The Dutch China strategy, adopted 
in May 2019, tries to balance concerns and interests, de-
scribing the Dutch government’s position as »constructively 
critical of China. The government seeks to work with China 
on the basis of shared interests. At the same time, it wants 
to make the Netherlands more resilient to the risks to which 
China is exposing us« (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2019: 92). 
The Indo-Pacific strategy that the government unveiled in 
November 2020 – the Netherlands is the third European 
country to adopt such a strategy – also oscillates between 
highlighting security threats and calling for diplomatic initia-
tives. Regarding the critical issue of Huawei’s participation in 
the Dutch 5G network, the government has taken the mid-
dle ground. Despite warnings from the United States and 
from the Dutch intelligence agency AIVD, a regulation 
passed in summer 2019 forces telecom companies to vet 
their equipment suppliers more thoroughly, but made no 
mention of banning Huawei. Since then, however, the ma-
jor operators have started to replace Huawei equipment in 
their core networks.

So far, Dutch scholars see a Chinese challenge not primarily 
in military terms but rather pertaining to functional issues, 
such as the resilience of critical infrastructure, digital security, 
economic standards and the security of supply chains.3 On 
the crucial question of whether or not a grand transatlantic 
bargain on China is advisable, the debate among Dutch think 
tankers has just begun and clear camps have not yet emerged 
(Dekker/Okano-Heijmans 2020). There is general agreement 
that the Netherlands should remain closely aligned with the 
United States and its European allies on these issues. Beyond 
this consensus, members of the Atlantic camp tend to argue 
that the Netherlands should coordinate closely with the Unit-
ed States on China within NATO. Members of the European 
camp emphasize the differences in the American and Euro-
pean approaches towards China and favour coordination 
within the EU as a first step and consultation with the Unit-
ed States at the level of EU-US dialogue as a second step. 
The 2020 Indo-Pacific strategy is in line with this latter ap-
proach as it is presented as a stepping stone in the develop-
ment of a European approach towards the Indo-Pacific.

RELATIONS WITH RUSSIA

Opinion polls conducted before Alexei Navalny’s latest arrest 
show that »of all European countries, people in the Nether-

3	 While some voices in this debate argue that global interdepend-
ence renders analytical concepts such as geopolitics in relations with 
China less useful (Langendonk 2021), others are concerned about 
open and covert Chinese interference in public debates.

lands [and Sweden] have the most negative views of Russia« 
(Deen et al. 2020: 2). The downing of the MH-17 aircraft 
over the Donbas area and the clumsy Russian denial strate-
gy have most likely contributed to these negative attitudes. 
Yet, this negative image does not translate into alarmistic 
military threat perceptions. The scholarly debate on Russia 
reflects these nuances. One outspoken Dutch voice in this 
debate is Clingendael’s Hugo Klijn. The starting point of his 
argument is the assessment that the West will »have to deal 
with Russia as it is« (Klijn/Deen 2020: 1). He argues that the 
breakdown of the European security order began before the 
Russian intervention in the war in Georgia in 2008 and was 
also caused by Western policies. At the core of Russia’s ani-
mosity is its »deeply felt frustration with the way the Euro-
pean security order evolved after the Cold War« (Klijn 
2020b: 3). In his view, only bold diplomacy could create a 
way out of the downward spiral of reciprocal threats, sanc-
tions and escalating tensions. The success of such a change 
of course »hinges on the readiness to discuss in earnest Eu-
rope’s Eastern neighbourhood (…) as the most sensitive 
bone of contention« (Klijn 2020b: 5). The West should 
»somehow convey the message to Russia that for the fore-
seeable future they [Georgia and Ukraine] will not join 
[NATO] (if at all)« (Klijn 2020b: 5). Klijn does not expect 
»hamstrung Germany« to lead this strategic overhaul. In-
stead, he counts on French President Macron and argues 
that his overtures towards Russia deserve support, not scorn 
(Klijn/Deen 2020). In the end, however, it will be up to the 
new US administration to »muster the adultness required for 
engaging Russia in a serious dialogue and for partnering 
with Europe in this endeavour« (Klijn 2020b: 4). As already 
mentioned, Klijn is only one voice in this debate, and others 
view Russia more critically. For example HCSS scholar Paul 
van Hooft (2020a) maintains that Russia’s departure from 
the post-Cold War security order was overdetermined and 
probably also related to Putin’s authoritarian turn and in-
creasing state capacities fuelled by rising energy prices. In his 
view, NATO’s past decisions to enlarge NATO, reap peace 
dividends and redirect scarce funds towards the creation of 
expeditionary armies resulted in a dangerous deterrence 
gap when the underlying assumption of perpetual Russian 
weakness and friendliness was proven wrong (van Hooft 
2020b). Following from this analysis, many Dutch think tank-
ers argue that territorial defence should be NATO’s opera-
tional priority. 

THREAT ASSESSMENT 

Dutch think tanks and the HCSS in particular excel in strate-
gic and technical assessments of asymmetric, hybrid and 
emerging kinetic and non-kinetic threats (Sweijs et al. 2021; 
HCSS 2020). Concerning a Russian threat of hybrid warfare, 
Dutch scholars differ in their assessments. While some de-
scribe it in stark terms, others argue that the West is bark-
ing up the wrong tree (Klijn 2019). Scholars agree in the as-
sessment of the severity of (Russian) disinformation cam-
paigns, cyber-attacks and other forms of intervention in the 
»grey zone«. Against the background of meddling in the 
Dutch referendum on the association agreement with 
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Ukraine4 and attempts to hack the computers of the OPCW 
during the Organization’s investigation of chemical weap-
ons attacks in Syria5 – both incidences have been attributed 
to Russia – the Dutch academic community expects that in 
the future »gray zone operations will be a central part of 
Moscow’s strategy« (Thompson et al. 2021: 134). 

ARMS CONTROL

Dutch scholars generally support a restart of arms control. 
Clingendael’s Sico van der Meer (2019) has explored ways 
of rescuing the INF Treaty. Dick Zandee cautions that arms 
control will have to take the changed geopolitical and tech-
nological circumstances into account. This implies that first 
steps should focus on an extension of New START, a revival 
of the Open Skies regime and new regional initiatives aimed 
at confidence-building measures and risk-reduction. Addi-
tional arms control endeavours should go beyond the bilat-
eral framework, take the rising arsenals of states such as 
China into account, and move beyond traditional quantita-
tive approaches (Zandee 2019b). Sico van der Meer (2018) 
proposes eleven options to reduce the risk of nuclear weap-
ons use but stops short of recommending a separation of 
launchers and warheads. Peter van Ham (2018) explores 
ways of resuming conventional arms control with a focus 
on qualitative constraints of technological developments. 

Beyond this general support for negotiated arms control, 
the public and decision-makers are conflicted with regard 
to additional steps, such as supporting the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) or a renunciation 
of the Dutch participation in NATO’s nuclear sharing agree-
ments. Advocacy groups support the TPNW,6 and the Neth-
erlands was the only NATO country to participate in the ne-
gotiations on the prohibition treaty, only to come out 
against it in the final vote. While advocacy groups refer to 
polls showing strong support for nuclear disarmament, a 
study by the European Council on Foreign Relations finds 
that »the Dutch government and the public are in favour of 
nuclear disarmament, but not at the expense of NATO’s se-
curity. They do not support the unilateral disarmament of 
tactical nuclear weapons, and believe that disarmament 
should also form part of negotiations involving Russia«.7

Dutch think tankers share this stance. They support negoti-
ated arms control and are more reluctant with regard to 
unilateral steps. The Dutch debate on the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons and the role of American 
nuclear weapons deployed in Europe is a case in point. An 

4	 Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/16/world/europe/
russia-ukraine-fake-news-dutch-vote.html

5	 Available at: https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2018-11/news/russia-
charged-opcw-hacking-attempt

6	 Available at: https://www.icanw.org/netherlands; https://www.pax-
forpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/majority-of-the-dutch-say-that-the-
netherlands-must-join-the-ban-treaty

7	 Available at: https://ecfr.eu/special/eyes_tight_shut_european_
attitudes_towards_nuclear_deterrence/#

outstanding report by the Dutch Advisory Council on Inter-
national Affairs (AIV) defends Dutch participation in NATO’s 
nuclear sharing arrangements. As long as nuclear weapons 
exist, deterrence against nuclear attack should be their sole 
purpose. Arms control efforts should be intensified to miti-
gate the dangers of misperceptions and inadvertent use 
(AIV 2019). The Dutch government concurred with these 
findings. The government continues to support the goal of 
complete nuclear disarmament and hopes that »the inter-
national security situation and agreements within NATO« 
will allow the Netherlands and other European countries to 
abandon NATO’s sharing arrangements. However, the gov-
ernment thinks that »a unilateral withdrawal of US sub-stra-
tegic nuclear weapons from Europe would be undesirable 
for both military and political reasons«.8 Instead, the gov-
ernment will try to achieve the withdrawal of all Russian 
and American sub-strategic nuclear weapons from Europe 
(from the Atlantic to the Urals).

MILITARY MISSIONS

As already mentioned, the Netherlands have contributed to 
most of NATO’s out-of-area missions. Starting in 2006, 
Dutch forces extended their presence in Afghanistan and 
deployed to the rather unstable southern province of Uruz-
gan. After winding down the unsuccessful ISAF mission and 
the failures in Libya, Dutch think tankers do not expect that 
large-scale military interventions will be high on NATO’s 
agenda any time soon. Instead, multinational high-end in-
terventions out of area will, if at all, most likely be conduct-
ed by »coalitions of the willing« (Zandee 2018/2019: 5).

NATO AND EUROPEAN SECURITY

The Netherlands has traditionally supported European de-
fence initiatives. Dutch scholars have emphasized the effec-
tive generation of European military capabilities but have 
been reluctant to embrace far-reaching political concepts 
such as strategic autonomy. Being aware that such buz-
zwords will be met with criticism in Eastern European NATO 
states and cognizant that even France looks to NATO and 
the United States for territorial defence, Dutch scholars con-
tinue to emphasize the complementarity of European Secu-
rity and Defence Policy (CSDP) and NATO. For example, 
Clingendael’s Dick Zandee argues that »closer defence co-
operation among EU nations can certainly help to strength-
en the alliance, provided it is carried out not in competition, 
but in cooperation with NATO« (Zandee 2019a: 179).

However, given Europe’s vulnerabilities, the United King-
dom’s departure from the EU and shifting American priori-
ties, the Dutch views on European defence cooperation are 

8	 Letter of 18 April 2019 from Minister of Foreign Affairs Stef Blok  
and Minister of Defence Ank Bijleveld-Schouten, available at  
https://www.advisorycouncilinternationalaffairs.nl/documents/gov-
ernment-responses/2019/04/18/government-response-to-nucle-
ar-weapons-in-a-new-geopolitical-reality.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/16/world/europe/russia-ukraine-fake-news-dutch-vote.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/16/world/europe/russia-ukraine-fake-news-dutch-vote.html
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2018-11/news/russia-charged-opcw-hacking-attempt
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2018-11/news/russia-charged-opcw-hacking-attempt
https://www.icanw.org/netherlands
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/majority-of-the-dutch-say-that-the-netherlands-must-join-the-ban-treaty
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/majority-of-the-dutch-say-that-the-netherlands-must-join-the-ban-treaty
https://www.paxforpeace.nl/stay-informed/news/majority-of-the-dutch-say-that-the-netherlands-must-join-the-ban-treaty
https://ecfr.eu/special/eyes_tight_shut_european_attitudes_towards_nuclear_deterrence/#
https://ecfr.eu/special/eyes_tight_shut_european_attitudes_towards_nuclear_deterrence/#
https://www.advisorycouncilinternationalaffairs.nl/documents/government-responses/2019/04/18/government-response-to-nuclear-weapons-in-a-new-geopolitical-reality
https://www.advisorycouncilinternationalaffairs.nl/documents/government-responses/2019/04/18/government-response-to-nuclear-weapons-in-a-new-geopolitical-reality
https://www.advisorycouncilinternationalaffairs.nl/documents/government-responses/2019/04/18/government-response-to-nuclear-weapons-in-a-new-geopolitical-reality
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changing. A recent AIV report advises the Netherlands to 
align itself »as closely as possible with the Franco-German in-
itiatives for European security« (AIV 2020: 6). The report not 
only proposes hitherto contentious proposals such as the 
transformation of the existing Military Planning and Conduct 
Capability (MPCC) into a headquarters for strategic and con-
tingency planning and the preparation of military missions. It 
also embraces French-German ideas of new institutional 
structures, such as a European Security Council in order to 
enhance Europe’s capacity for decisive action. A Clingendael 
report argues along the same lines that »more European re-
sponsibility can no longer be interpreted solely as realizing 
better burden-sharing in NATO; it is also about Europe be-
coming a geopolitical actor in the context of the changing in-
ternational order with China, Russia, and the United States as 
the main competing world powers« (Zandee et al. 2020). 
The report, although supporting the idea of a European Se-
curity Council, emphasizes the generation of European de-
fence capabilities that will benefit both NATO and the EU. In 
this regard, Dick Zandee proposes that European mecha-
nisms such as the Capability Development Plan and Perma-
nent Structured Cooperation should be further developed in 
coordination with respective Alliance mechanisms such as 
the NATO Defence Planning Process (NDPP) (Zandee 2019c). 
Even the traditionally more transatlantic-oriented HCSS em-
braces European defence and concepts such as strategic au-
tonomy.

NATO’s 2 per cent target is a rather sensitive issue as current-
ly the Netherlands falls short. Despite substantial increases in 
defence spending in absolute terms in recent years, spending 
as a percentage of GDP will remain at around 1.3 per cent. 
The most likely explanation is not a lack of funds but a lack 
of political will to invest more in defence. Dutch think tank-
ers argue that a new transatlantic security bargain should fo-
cus less on input measures and more on output. The gener-
ation of defence capabilities should be the future standard of 
burden-sharing, and »the European allies should set them-
selves the goal of delivering half of NATO’s conventional 
forces« (Zandee 2019d). Turning half of NATO’s level-of-am-
bition into a European one would entail that EU forces be 
able to conduct one major joint operation (for example, ter-
ritorial defence of Europe) if the United States is engaged in 
a major parallel conflict in the Pacific area (Zandee et al. 
2020: 27). 
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Poland, a NATO member since 1999, is by far the most im-
portant country on the Alliance’s eastern flank and one of 
its most important member countries in general. With cur-
rently 118,500 soldiers (including the Territorial Defence 
Forces), it has the eighth largest armed forces, encompass-
ing all branches. Moreover, together with Norway in the far 
north and Estonia and Latvia on its eastern flank, it is the 
only country that shares a land border with Russia along the 
Kaliningrad Oblast, which is about 230 km long, and a com-
mon border with Russia’s closest ally Belarus, which is over 
400 km long. Of particular strategic importance is the so-
called »Suwalki Gap«, the border strip between Poland and 
Lithuania, which separates Kaliningrad from Belarus with a 
width of about 100 km and indispensable for access to the 
Baltic member states. This also enjoys particular attention as 
the successor to the »Fulda Gap« of the Cold War period. 

Poland is also one of nearly ten member countries that have 
met NATO’s 2 per cent target for military spending as a 
share of GDP since 2018 (in previous years, the figure fluctu-
ated between 1.73 per cent in 2013 and 2.22 per cent im-
mediately after the Crimean invasion in 2015). The Alliance 
set this goal in Prague in 2002 after the second round of en-
largement and reaffirmed it at the 2014 summit in Wales af-
ter the Russian annexation of Crimea, with a time horizon of 
ten years. At the same time, it was determined in 2014 that 
20 per cent of military expenditure should be invested in 
new equipment. Poland registered a marked increase here 
in 2015 and since then the figure has been well above 20 
per cent (24 per cent in 2019). The Polish government’s goal 
is to increase the share of military expenditure in GDP to 2.5 
per cent by 2024. However, in terms of military expenditure 
per capita, Poland only ranked in the bottom third in 2019, 
at an annual USD 295 (in constant 2015 prices) (NATO 2019). 

THREAT PERCEPTION: RUSSIA ABOVE ALL!

Poland’s geostrategic location, combined with long histori-
cal experience, indicate where the country sees its primary 
security threat. In the words of the National Security Strat-
egy adopted in 2020: »The most serious threat is the 
neo-imperial policy of the authorities of the Russian Feder-
ation, pursued also by means of military force« (National 
Security Strategy 2020: 6). There is no serious doubt about 
this in Poland, neither within the strategic community nor 

across political camps and over time. As deeply divided as 
Polish society and the country’s political class are domesti-
cally, they are united in this assessment of the overriding 
Russian threat. And this consensus has changed little over 
time. The annexation of Crimea in 2014 is therefore not a 
watershed in the Polish understanding, but, as the repre-
sentative of a centrist think tank, the Kazimir Pułaski Foun-
dation, put it, »a gripping lesson on the perils of ignoring 
history« (Yeager 2014). Among these lessons, according to 
scholars from the official Polish Institute of International Af-
fairs (PISM), is that the »return to ‘business as usual’ in 2009 
when Russia did not meet its obligations for a troop with-
drawal from Georgia could have been interpreted as a sign 
of weakness, which might have emboldened Putin to move 
into Ukraine in 2014« (Lorenz and Godzimirski 2017: 8).

The focus on Russia corresponds to the fact that a large part 
of the threats registered alongside the military build-up and 
the increased number and size of Russian exercises on the 
eastern flank – from cyber warfare to disinformation to the 
»progressive decomposition of the international order« – are 
also attributed primarily to Russia. These have been sub-
sumed under the rubric of hybrid warfare with the aim of 
»destabilising the structures of Western states and societies 
and creating divisions among the Allies« (National Security 
Strategy 2020: 6). To a certain extent, this even applies to the 
southern flank, because Russia’s intervention in Syria »put 
pressure on the Western countries in an additional theatre. 
For NATO, it meant that Russia was directly undermining Al-
liance security, not only in the east but also in the south«. 
Hence »it was Russia that made NATO approach both flanks 
as one« (Terlikowski 2019: 8). In accordance with this logic, 
the southern flank is therefore also defended in the east 
(apart from the challenges of terrorism and migration, which 
are clearly subordinate threats in Polish discourse).

This threat from the east will not change in the foreseeable 
future, at least not for the better, »as long as Putin remains 
in office«, according to Stanisław Koziej, former head of the 
National Security Bureau of Polish president Komorowski 
(Koziej 2019b). Therefore, concentrated and concerted ef-
forts are required.1

1	 This is a widely shared view in Poland, time and again put forward 
among allies wherever a perceived need arises, see, e.g., Dębski et 
al, 2020.
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NATO AND THE EUROPEAN UNION: 
THE UNITED STATES ABOVE ALL!

Concerted efforts manifest themselves in Poland’s alliance 
policy, which establishes the »external pillars of its securi-
ty … through its membership of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization and the European Union, the strategic part-
nership with the United States of America, as well as re-
gional cooperation for security« (National Security Strate-
gy 2020: 10). In this context, the prime focus is on the 
United States and with that on NATO, because it is the 
United States alone whose military presence in Europe 
makes the difference, and it is the US whose »lead role« 
has since 2014 made NATO adjustments to the Russian 
threat possible in the first place (Kacprzyk 2018).

In this respect too, there is agreement in principle in Po-
land. However, this does not apply unreservedly, as the 
ambivalent relationship to Trump and his administration il-
lustrates, as do relations with France and Germany and 
thus also the security policy role of the European Union. 
The latter has become the main subject of dissent, which 
reached its peak during the Trump era. Incidentally, Trump 
not only divided NATO but also the Polish strategic com-
munity. 

As far as Trump is concerned, he was, on one hand, re-
ceived with some scepticism in the Polish strategic com-
munity, which is hardly surprising given his advances to-
wards Russia, for example at his very critically regarded 
meeting with Putin in Helsinki in 2018 (Lorenz 2018). 
Moreover, his demonstrative lack of interest in NATO and 
the pressure on allies to increase defence expenditures 
were similarly criticized. It is therefore the State and De-
fence Departments, as well as Congress, that Polish think 
tanks were counting on, while Trump was said to have 
limited the administration’s room for action (Kacprzyk 
2018). 

On the other hand, it was precisely this dubious role of the 
US president that the PiS government sought to exploit to 
establish a special relationship based on its »ideological 
and political closeness to the Republican community in the 
USA«, to which a representative of a think tank close to 
the PiS, the Sobieski Institute, referred (Pawłuszko 2020b). 
The »Fort Trump« offered by Polish President Duda during 
his visit to Washington in 2019, with a view to encourag-
ing a permanent US troop deployment, is the most vivid 
example. It resulted in a bilateral Enhanced Defence Coop-
eration Agreement in 2020, which, in addition to the 
5,500 US troops already stationed in Poland, provides for 
the creation of infrastructure for the stationing of a fur-
ther 15,000 US troops as part of allied reinforcements (al-
though there has apparently been a lengthy dispute over 
cost sharing). This special relationship with Trump is not 
without risk after Biden’s election victory, as commenta-
tors close to the PiS worryingly note: »the high intensity of 
political meetings and the image of ‘Trump’s ally’ deliber-
ately developed by the Polish government may become a 
burden in relations with the Biden administration. The 

normalisation of US relations with Germany, the EU and 
NATO may require Poland to partially change its political 
agenda in order to maintain its cooperation priorities« 
(Pawłuszko 2020a).

It is therefore conceivable that the »two schools of Polish 
security policy« of recent years, the »pro-American« gov-
ernment and the »pro-European« opposition (Pawłuszko 
2020b), will have to realign. These two schools came 
about in accordance with the principle of communicating 
tubes. The greater the distance between Washington and 
Berlin under Trump, the closer the relationship between 
Washington and Warsaw – with the consequence that re-
lations between Warsaw and Berlin were damaged in par-
allel – to the dismay of many in Poland’s strategic commu-
nity.

While the PiS government – under the aforementioned 
auspices – has so far relied exclusively on Washington and 
the purely interest-based approach of the Trump admin-
istration, the conservative and liberal opposition, in line 
with the majority of think tanks, favours more of a bal-
ance, involving above all Germany and the EU, not least 
because it is the EU with which the opposition associates 
its fight against the alleged dismantling of democracy 
and the rule of law by the current PiS government (al-
though with respect to NATO the perceived community 
of values does not play a visible role in the Polish security 
debate). France, and specifically President Macron, on the 
other hand, is invariably perceived with great caution, 
whereby the memory of the »drole de guerre« in 1939, 
when France declared war on Germany without opera-
tional consequences allowing Germany to focus entirely 
on Poland, may play just as much a role as Macron’s re-
peated overtures to Moscow, which are said to under-
mine the unity of NATO (Lipka 2019). The irritation is sim-
ilar with regard to the demands launched by Macron in 
particular for »strategic autonomy« of the EU or even a 
European army: they have been unanimously rejected, 
along with any weakening of NATO that may appear on 
the horizon. 

However, NATO’s »unity« and »cohesion« are central 
goals of Poland’s alliance policy, which – and there is wide-
spread agreement on this – is not questioned by those 
who, like Poland, call for a policy of strength, but rather by 
those who give Russia the impression of weakness. »Uni-
ty«, however, demands compromises, especially with Ger-
many, the big neighbour in the West that is an object of 
criticism, but indispensable. The ambivalence towards 
Germany became visible, for example, when Trump sur-
prisingly announced a troop withdrawal from Germany in 
2020, although subsequently this was rejected by the US 
Congress. The fact that Poland was to benefit from this 
(through the relocation of 1,000 soldiers and the Forward 
Command of the US 5th Corps) was much welcomed by 
the Polish government, but there was also criticism, even 
from think tanks close to the PiS, such as the Klub Jagiel-
lonski. They argued that through Germany is »the only 
route the US army can take to reach Poland quickly and in 



61

Poland: Strengthening the Eastern Flank

large numbers during a crisis« and so »antagonising Ger-
many by Donald Trump’s unilateral and unexpected deci-
sions could set a dangerous precedent«.2 

REGIONAL COOPERATION AND NATO 
ENLARGEMENT: ON THE BACKBURNER

The various regional cooperation formats that Poland initi-
ated and keeps alive are in fact more of programmatic than 
practical relevance: the Bucharest Nine, the Visegrad Group 
and the Three Seas Initiative, as well as the Weimar Trian-
gle with Germany and France. On one hand, the Bucharest 
Nine serves as the common »voice of the eastern flank« in 
the Alliance, which is not easy in view of the repeatedly 
lamented divergent threat perceptions (Terlikowski et al. 
2018). On the other hand, however, they are intended to 
underline Poland’s claim to leadership, true to the famous 
formula depicting Poland as »too big to be small«, while al-
so being »too small to be big« (Janulewicz 2020). While 
the Three Seas Initiative as a project to expand transport in-
frastructure and energy diversification away from Russia – 
paradoxically with strong support from both the United 
States and with a view to China’s Belt and Road Initiative – 
is a pet project of the PiS government and particularly of 
the Polish president, the Weimar Triangle has largely be-
come dormant under the PiS government.

The situation is similar with regard to enlargement of NATO 
(and the EU). Although Poland remains committed to the 
»open door policy« of both organizations, enlargement 
policy is not nearly as active under the current government 
as, for instance, around 2008, when Poland pushed for the 
EU’s Eastern Partnership. It is also noticeable that enlarge-
ment is currently receiving relatively little attention among 
think tanks, which is all the more surprising as removing Po-
land from the frontline would certainly defuse the country’s 
precarious security situation.3

DETERRENCE AND DIALOGUE: LOPSIDED

Under the current circumstances, Poland sees its security 
as guaranteed primarily by »enhanced deterrence and de-
fence« within the framework of NATO, »combined with 
readiness to engage in a conditions-based dialogue«, as 
stated in the National Security Strategy (2020: 23). There is 
no significant divergence on this issue either. On the con-
trary, it is repeatedly emphasized that the inclusion of dia-
logue in the dual strategy is, despite considerable risks, 
only for the sake of NATO cohesion because Germany, 
France and the southern members insisted on it as a means 

2	 Sobiraj (2020). Occasionally one can even read rather outlandish pro-
posals (Konda and Smura 2018: 50) that Germany ought to be the 
preferred bilateral – not multilateral – ally that should be nurtured, 
for instance, as giving Poland some leverage over the US, as Andrzej 
Dybczyński, a scholar from the University of Wrocław, put it.

3	 The remainder, Russia’s Kaliningrad oblast, would be even more ex-
posed and vulnerable in such a situation.

to reduce tensions (Lorenz and Godzimirski 2017: 5). PISM 
scholars refer here to Poland’s exclusive experience of the 
Warsaw Pact, where it »could closely watch the Kremlin’s 
tactics of exploiting divisions among the Western powers 
to strengthen its political and military potential. Today, 
Warsaw is weary of Moscow using the same tactics and 
using the dialogue with NATO to insert a wedge between 
the Allies« (Lorenz and Godzimirski 2017: 6).

In order to keep some allies’ quest for dialogue under con-
trol, there is a certain preference for pursuing such dia-
logue through the NATO–Russia Council. Although it al-
legedly serves the Kremlin as a »useful tool for exploiting 
the differences between the Allies«, as a multilateral in-
strument including Poland it is considered suitable for pre-
venting undue bilateral contacts with Russia. The »Struc-
tured Dialogue« initiated by Foreign Minister Steinmeier in 
2016 and the founding of the »like-minded countries« 
group, with 22 members, serve as cautionary examples 
here (Dyner et al. 2018). 

THE NATO-RUSSIA FOUNDING ACT: 
OBSOLETE

Assessment of the NATO-Russia Founding Act of 1997, 
namely of the self-imposed deployment restrictions, is dif-
ferent from that of the NATO-Russia Council. While all 
commentators welcome NATO’s adjustments, including 
the Enhanced Forward Presence (eFP) in the Baltic States 
and Poland, as well as the Very High Readiness Joint Task 
Force (VJTF) and the NATO Response Forces,4 this is not 
deemed sufficient to counter the prevalent scenario of a 
limited war and a Russian fait accompli at Poland’s ex-
pense. In the discourse, not only does Russia’s regional mil-
itary superiority play a role, but above all its anti-access/ar-
ea denial (A2/AD) capacity in its Western Military District, 
including the Kaliningrad Oblast (Terlikowski 2019: 7), as 
well as its alleged nuclear de-escalation strategy which is 
said to envisage terminating a conventional conflict by in-
troducing tactical nuclear weapons at a fairly early stage 
(Koziej 2019b).

Numerous commentators therefore argue for a permanent 
stationing of allied troops in Poland (see, for example, Koziej 
2019a) and similarly for a »less dogmatic approach« to the 
Founding Act, »which would offer additional flexibility in 
strengthening NATO’s cohesion and influencing Russian cal-
culations« (Dyner et al. 2018). Despite the nuclear risks em-
anating from Russia, this does not necessarily entail the de-
ployment of nuclear weapons in Poland, in contrast to the 
forced expansion of missile defence as a »potentially essen-
tial element of consolidating the US presence on NATO’s 
eastern flank« (Menkiszak and Żochowski 2016). What is 

4	 Equally welcome has been the establishment of a NATO Cyber Plan-
ning Group because Poland is considered a prime target of Russia’s 
»disinformation attacks for its strong stance at the NATO Eastern 
Flank« (Raś 2019: 2). Others therefore call for »offensive« strate-
gies and capabilities (Swiatkowska 2016; Szpyra 2016).
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more, the debate on German nuclear sharing in NATO initi-
ated by the SPD5 in 2020 has so far not been used as an op-
portunity to bring Poland into play here. Rather, according 
to a prominent scholar from PISM, the status quo should be 
maintained as an affirmation of the link between the secu-
rity of various regions within the Alliance.6 And although in 
the wake of the demise of the INF treaty there have been 
calls for a »comprehensive post-INF strategy« this not only 
entails a strengthening of deterrence but also getting ready 
for new arms control proposals, not least in order to avoid a 
new arms race and maintain NATO unity (Kacprzyk et al. 
2020; Kacprzyk and Piotrowski 2020).7

Some commentators, such as Marek Menkiszak, who is in 
charge of Russia at the Institute for Eastern Studies and 
who is notorious for his hardline stance, also favour turn-
ing away from the Founding Act because this would 
thwart central and unaltered goals of Russian security pol-
icy: »strategic control of the post-Soviet area, the exist-
ence of a security buffer zone in Central Europe […] Initial-
ly, the security buffer zone in Central Europe was intend-
ed to separate the areas of NATO and Russia (and other 
CIS countries). However, when this proved impossible, it 
was to be established inside NATO on its eastern flank« 
(Menkiszak 2019a: 6). No wonder Menkiszak is equally 
sceptical about arms control, not only because he consid-
ers Russia guilty of eroding the arms control system but al-
so because any fear of an arms race and a new Cold War 
only serve Russia’s aim of obtaining concessions in new 
negotiations, its lack of the means to sustain a costly arms 
race notwithstanding (Menkiszak 2019b; 2020).

OUT OF AREA: QUID PRO QUO

The dominant fixation on the Russian threat means that 
collective defence clearly takes precedence over global cri-
sis management in Polish discourse. However, Poland, as 
the »most active participant« of all new NATO members, 
has also been involved in Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan in 
the past. And even though under the »Komorowski doc-
trine«, named after the former president, this engagement 

5	 The SPD is perceived with some scepticism in Poland because of 
its alleged pro-Russian leanings. Indicative is the following exam-
ple from the Institute of Western Studies: »social democratic con-
cepts of eastern policy, being a mixture of naivety and cynicism, all 
too often developed into a tendency to accept the Russian point 
of view« (Żerko 2017). This point of view on Germany has gained 
even more traction under the current government.

6	 Kulesa (2020). Similarly OSW scholar Gotkowska, who also pointed 
to the risk that such a German move could trigger similar reactions 
in other countries and hence »end the risk and responsibility shar-
ing between the US and its European allies in nuclear deterrence,  
a deepening US-European and intra-European rifts over security 
policy, and a decreased level of nuclear deterrence in Europe«  
(Gotkowska 2020).

7	 The nuclear issue is by no means viewed uncritically in Poland, as il-
lustrated, for example, by the signature of a number of prominent 
Polish politicians from the political left and liberal center – Alek-
sander Kwaśniewski, Andrzej Olechowski, Dariusz Rosati, Hanna 
Suchocka – to the »Open Letter in Support of the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons« of September 2020.

was reduced after 2014, the PiS government decided in 
July 2016 to provide the ISIS coalition not only with special 
forces but also with four F-16 fighter jets (Bil 2018). How-
ever, it was clear from the beginning that the goal was 
predominantly instrumental: »to gain as many political 
and military benefits as possible from close cooperation in 
Afghanistan and Iraq« (Pawłuszko 2020a). 

CHINA: MIXED FEELINGS

Addressing the most recent challenge – the People’s Re-
public of China – has proved more complicated. The Na-
tional Security Strategy notes that »the growing strategic 
rivalry between the United States of America, the People’s 
Republic of China and the Russian Federation … affects 
the entire international system« (7), but does not go be-
yond this observation. The rise of China and Russian band-
wagoning are not connected at any point. The discourse 
on the potential security implications of China’s rise has it-
self been restrained so far. After all, Poland is a member of 
the Chinese 17+1 cooperation format in Europe and hence 
continues to focus on imminent economic opportunities 
rather than on a distant threat, because, as an institute 
close to the PiS puts it, »the further away from the borders 
of China, the smaller are the Chinese ambitions and possi-
bilities for systemic world governance today« (Jakóbowski 
2019). This view is also shared by the China expert at PISM 
(see Szczudlik 2015, 2020). The Polish Prime Minister 
Morawiecki is not quite so relaxed and certainly acknowl-
edges the uncomfortable decision-making situation in 
which Poland could find itself in view of the »strategic ri-
valry« between the USA and China. In such a situation 
there is no question that Poland will follow the »trusted 
and mutual partnership with our transatlantic allies«, even 
if Morawiecki believes he can position Poland as a »bridge 
[…] translating European fears and expectations and ob-
servations into American language and vice versa« (We
mer 2020). 
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Romanian discourse on foreign affairs and security is char-
acterized by a general consensus that (i) the country’s place 
is with the United States and within the transatlantic and Eu-
ropean security institutions, and (ii) Russia’s »aggressive be-
haviour« and »actions to militarize the Black Sea region« 
constitute the main threats to Romanian security.1 The gen-
eral agreement that the future of Romania lies in integration 
in European and transatlantic structures emerged during the 
transformation period in the 1990s and expressed itself for 
the first time in the so-called Snagov consensus of 1995.2 
When Romania was left out of the first round of NATO en-
largement, the United States offered to establish a Strategic 
Partnership in 1997. This partnership was substantially en-
hanced in 2011 with the adoption of the Joint Declaration 
on Strategic Partnership for the Twenty-First Century. Since 
then, both countries consult each other and work together 
in a close-knit network of working groups (Stanciu et al. 
2019). The partnership has gathered even more steam in re-
cent years (see below), culminating in the adoption of a 
»Roadmap for Defense Cooperation« in October 2020.3 
Since the establishment of the Strategic Partnership in 1997, 
the United States has been the most important reference 
point of Romania’s foreign and security policy. Romania has 
looked to the United States for protection and has done its 
part to cement the relationship by supporting the US diplo-
matically and militarily. Bucharest sided with the Bush ad-
ministration in the conflict over the Iraq war in 2003 and 
contributed troops to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.4

1	 Jean Patrick Clancy, European Security Journal, citing the Romanian 
National Defence Strategy 2020–2024 (https://www.esjnews.com/
romania-s-new-national-defence-strategy-a-call-for-greater-black-
sea-nato-presence).

2	 At a meeting at the Snagov resort outside Bucharest in that year, repre-
sentatives of the state, the government and all political parties agreed 
to strive for a Euro-Atlantic orientation. An English version of the Sna-
gov declaration of 21 June 1995 is reprinted in Dimitris Papadimitriou 
and David Phinnemore: Romania and The European Union: From Mar-
ginalisation to Membership? London, Routledge, 2008, p. 74.

3	 https://ro.usembassy.gov/roadmap-for-defense-cooperation/. Under 
the agreement, the United States will »continue to support the mod-
ernization and interoperability of Romania’s armed forces and con-
tinue to assist Romania to defend itself and the Black Sea region, in-
cluding continued rotation of U.S. forces into the region«.

4	 Romania signed the letter of the Vilnius-10. It also supported the war 
on terror by allowing the CIA to set up secret camps for the inter-
rogation of prisoners, using well-documented harsh methods. The 
programme is another example of the »Snagov consensus«. It be-
gan during the reign of President Ion Iliescu of the Social Democratic 

With very few exceptions, Romanian think tanks and re-
search centres still share the »spirit of Snagov« (Naumescu 
2017: 196). Romanian scholars support their country’s West-
ern orientation and call for a robust NATO and US presence 
in the Black Sea region. Slight differences arise over the re-
percussions of the close partnership with the United States 
with regard to relations with China and Russia. These differ-
ences remain subdued, however – also among political par-
ties – mirroring opinions within the strategic community, 
generally speaking. 5

THREAT PERCEPTION

Romanian scholars perceive Russia as the main security 
threat. Romania’s foreign policy community became suspi-
cious of Russia’s intentions after Moscow’s intervention in 
the civil war in Moldova and started to perceive Russia as an 
outright threat after the interventions in Georgia 2008 and 
Ukraine 2014. The annexation of Crimea in particular is 
widely regarded as a game changer. George Visan, fellow 
at the Romanian Energy Centre, summarizes this widely 
shared threat perception: »The greatest conventional threat 
for Romania in the short and medium term comes from a 
resurgent and aggressive Russia« (Visan 2016: 6). 

Russia is no longer perceived merely as a spoiler but as a re-
visionist power, albeit at a regional level. According to Ro-
manian experts, the fortification and militarization of Cri
mea since 2014 is changing the military balance in the Black 
Sea region (Dinu 2020). The military threat has superseded 
security risks that were given more prominence in discus-
sions among Romanian scholars prior to 2008, such as a 
possible backsliding of democratic reforms, a lack of trust in 
democratic institutions, corruption and possible threats re-
sulting from regional instability or a possible resurgence of 
minority conflicts. Domestic challenges are still being dis-

Party and was continued under his successor Traian Băsescu who 
had been elected on the ticket of the National Liberal Party (Parti-
dul Național Liberal, PNL) and the Democratic Party (Partidul Dem-
ocrat, PD).

5	 For instance, representatives of the Romanian Social Democratic 
Party (Partidul Social Democrat (PSD) usually advocate friendlier rela-
tions with Russia and China and have always emphasized the impor-
tance of a functioning dialogue with these countries, whereas the 
other parties take a more critical stance towards Russia.
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cussed, and the National Defence Strategy addresses them 
as security risks. However, they pale in comparison with the 
conventional threat emanating from Russia.

Romanian scholars concur in their positive assessments of 
NATO’s contribution in quelling past and present risks. 
During the 1990s and the early 2000s, the prospect of 
membership stabilized the Romanian transformation pro-
cess (Olteanu 2020), guided military reforms and provided 
a framework for regional cooperation. Scholars also agree 
that NATO and the partnership with the United States have 
been instrumental in checking the new threat stemming 
from Russia. Romania’s threat assessment and self-pro-
claimed role as NATO’s bulwark on the South-Eastern flank 
has a strong bearing on Romania’s relations with other 
countries, such as China.

NATO AND CHINA

Romania’s bilateral relations with China have developed 
within the EU framework and the 16+1 structure of Central 
and Eastern European (CEE) countries and China. Romania 
hopes to diversify export markets and to gain access to fi-
nancing for infrastructure projects and has welcomed Chi-
na’s Belt and Road Initiative. However, Romania kept a rela-
tively low profile (except during Victor Ponta’s tenure).6 
Since then, however, the high-flying expectations have been 
disappointed as many investment projects have not materi-
alized or have been delayed (Popescu and Brinza 2018: 30). 

In the pull test created by the increasing tensions between 
China’s advances and the American call for solidarity, China 
stands to lose. In line with Romania’s »America first« policy, 
the government has positioned itself against Huawei. In 
fact, Romania was the first central and eastern European 
country to sign a memorandum of understanding with the 
United States on this issue on the occasion of a state visit to 
Washington in August 2019 (Leonte 2021).7 Following the 
adoption of the memorandum, prime minister Ludovic Or-
ban, leader of the centre-right National Liberal Party (PNL), 
introduced legislation banning companies from taking part 
in the construction of the 5G network that do not respect 
transatlantic values.8 Even more important has been the 

6	 Romania signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) regarding the 
BRI in 2015, but did so only at the level of secretary of state. Another 
example is Romania’s delayed accession to the Asian Infrastructure In-
vestment Bank. Romania joined the AIIB not with the first wave of EU 
states in March 2015 but started the procedure to join only in 2016.

7	 Romania, US sign memorandum on 5G technologies »in line with 
rule of law principles«, Romania Insider, 22 August 2019; https://
www.romania-insider.com/romania-us-5g-memorandum

8	 Romania Rejects Partnering With China’s Huawei On 5G, Prime Min-
ister Says, November 01, 2020, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty’s Ro-
manian Service; https://www.rferl.org/a/romania-rejects-partnering-
with-china-s-huawei-on-5g-prime-minister-says/30924414.html

construction of units 3 and 4 of the Cernavoda Nuclear 
Power Plant. Negotiations with China on the financing and 
construction of the units came to naught when the United 
States agreed to provide financing to modernize Romania’s 
nuclear infrastructure with Western technology. Both sides 
also agreed to work together on other infrastructure pro-
jects, such as a highway and rail-link that, if realized, will 
connect ports on the Black Sea and on the Baltic Sea (Popo-
vici 2020). In addition, the United States is contributing USD 
1 billion to the Three Seas Initiative, an institution of Eastern 
European states initiated by Poland and Romania that will 
create a network for the distribution of LNG. In January 
2021, the government adopted a memorandum that, if en-
acted, would ban Chinese companies from bidding for 
public infrastructure projects.9 Most Romanian think tank-
ers welcome this development. They agree that NATO 
should develop a response to China’s increasing presence in 
Europe, for example, by monitoring Chinese investments in 
critical infrastructure. Moreover, they support the develop-
ment of an EU and/or NATO Indo-Pacific strategy. The lone 
critics of the de facto exclusion of Huawei were Florin Pasa-
toiu, Director of the Centre for Foreign Policy and Security 
Studies, and Cristian Nitoiu, who argued that a confronta-
tional approach towards China will come at the expense of 
economic opportunities (Pasatoiu and Nitoiu 2020). 

COUNTERING THE RUSSIAN THREAT

Debates among Romanian think tanks focus on one issue: 
maximizing deterrence against Russia. This involves first 
and foremost attempts to anchor the United States firmly 
within the Southeast European region. The big price, as 
Manea and Gosu (2016: 6) put it, has been »U.S. boots on 
the ground, as the working assumption was that countries 
that have U.S. soldiers on their territory do not get invad-
ed«. A major opportunity arose when the Obama adminis-
tration reconfigured Bush’s plans for a European-based bal-
listic missile defence architecture and decided in 2011 to 
build a BMD facility in Deveselu, Romania. Romanian schol-
ars such as Valentin Naumescu, associate professor at 
Babes-Bolyai University and founder of the think tank Cita-
del, have been rather candid in their assessment that Roma-
nian support for the missile defence programme is not re-
lated to an Iranian missile threat – the official NATO justifi-
cation – but has everything to do with Russia.10 In addition 
to the base in Deveselu, approximately 1,500 US troops are 
stationed at the Mihail Kogalniceanu air force base and at 

9	 Available at: https://www.euractiv.com/section/economy-jobs/news/
romania-issues-memorandum-blocking-chinese-firms-from-pub-
lic-infrastructure-projects/?mc_cid=7c9613bbe6&mc_eid=2d-
b9ef5256

10	 Valentin Naumescu, Scutul antirachetă, Rusia şi ordinea euro-
peană. O tensiune insolubilă?; https://www.contributors.ro/scutul-
antiracheta-rusia-si-ordinea-europeana-o-tensiune-insolubila/. 

»Romania is the most pro-American country in Europe, if not in the world«
Iulian Chifu: Romania – Outlook on Security Policy Development and National Expectations Until 2025, Working paper (Chifu 2020: 4)
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Campia Turzii on a rotational basis. Since 2017, a US ar-
moured battalion has been stationed on a rotational basis 
in Romania. 

Pundits also support the enhancement of NATO’s presence 
in the region. Scholars such as Iulian Fota and Mihail Iones-
cu, former Director of the Institute for Political Studies of 
Defense and Military History, welcomed NATO’s Warsaw 
summit decision to increase NATO’s forward presence (for 
example, by creating a Multinational Headquarters in Ro-
mania), but criticized the distinction drawn between the 
»Enhanced Forward Presence« on the northern flank and 
NATO’ »Tailored Presence« on the south-eastern flank (Puri 
forthcoming: 6f.) Moreover, instead of rotating deploy-
ments from NATO states, Romanian scholars support the 
government’s insistence that NATO troops should be per-
manently deployed along the Eastern flank (Manea and 
Gosu 2016: 6).11 Ahead of the Warsaw summit, Romania 
had pushed the project of a permanent NATO naval pres-
ence in the Black Sea. This project was supported by the 
United States but fell on deaf ears in Bulgaria and did not 
materialize (Visan 2016). The corollary of abandoning the 
NATO-Russia Founding Act should be accepted as this 
act has lost its relevance anyway. Instead, Romanian ex-
perts argue that the artificial division inside NATO between 
areas of higher and lower security should come to an end 
and that NATO’s integrated military structure should be ex-
tended to cover the new members. At the Bucharest sum-
mit in 2008, Romania supported the admission of Ukraine 
and Georgia into NATO. However, think tankers acknowl-
edge that the two countries did not and still do not fulfil 
NATO’s accession criteria. Given their entanglement in fro-
zen conflicts, there is no easy way for these countries to 
join NATO in the foreseeable future. NATO should never-
theless expand its military assistance to Ukraine. Romania 
is a staunch advocate of Moldova’s and Ukraine’s accession 
to the EU.

To advance its views within NATO, Romania is forging clos-
er ties with like-minded member-states. In December 2015, 
a first Eastern flank summit in Bucharest under joint Roma-
nian and Polish chairmanship brought together nine NATO 
states in the so-called Bucharest 9 (B9) format (Gerasym-
chuk 2019). Another step in this regard is the Three Seas 
Initiative. Romanian think tanks have accompanied diplo-
matic outreach activities by forging networks with insti-
tutes particularly in Moldova and Ukraine, but also in Po-
land, Italy and other NATO states.12

Except for some lonely voices such as Florin Pasatoiu, Ro-
manian think tankers do not see much room for dialogue 

11	 Romania is upgrading the Mihail Kogalniceanu base to NATO stand-
ards capable of hosting up to 10,000 troops.

12	 See, for example, the cooperative project FLANKS involving the New 
Strategy Centre and the Norwegian NUPI. See also the cooperation 
between the Romanian NGO Experts for Security and Global Af-
fairs Association (ESGA) and the Ukrainian Prism (Degeratu and Leca 
2019). 

with Russia at the present time.13 Arms control, too, is 
not on the agenda of most think tanks. 

Instead, think tanks are debating the nature of threats and 
focusing on ways to strengthen defence and modernize 
the armed forces (Visan 2019). According to Iulian Chifu, 
President of the Conflict Prevention and Early Warning 
Centre, Romania faces primarily conventional military 
threats. Unconventional threats, such as cyber attacks, 
have recently gained more prominence (Chifu 2020: 18f), 
and the United States has agreed to extend cooperation in 
the field. Since 2014, Romania has contributed to the 
NATO Ukraine Cyber Defense Trust Fund and has taken the 
lead in supporting Ukraine on cybersecurity. Given the nu-
merous weaknesses of the Romanian media, the issue of 
(Russian) disinformation campaigns has gained promi-
nence, and institutions such as the Bucharest-based Glob-
al Focus Centre and the Laboratory for the Analysis of In-
formation War and Strategic Communications track and 
analyse such disinformation.

Another field in which Romania, in cooperation with the 
United States, is trying to counter Russian influence in the 
region is energy cooperation. Both sides are committed to 
»creating a single European energy market, diversifying 
energy routes and supplies, bolstering competitiveness and 
transparency, and advancing interconnectivity in the ener-
gy infrastructure«.14

Romanian scholars emphasize the character of NATO as a 
values-based alliance which has helped Romania in the 
reform process. In the same vein, pundits support the pro-
posal for a code of conduct. However, this affirmation of 
NATO’s democratic values is mixed with a dose of pragma-
tism, as expressed for example in Romania’s efforts to forge 
a closer relationship with Turkey. Scholars perceive mem-
bership of the European Union as an additional anchor of 
Romanian security but are wary of French and German at-
tempts to upgrade the EU’s defence policy. Concepts 
such as European autonomy or a European army not only 
overextend European capabilities but would also split Eu-
rope. Moreover, Romanian scholars such as Iulian Chifu sus-
pect that France is advancing these projects with a view to 
preserving its military-industrial base and solving »its 
post-colonial issues in Africa« (Chifu 2020: 11). In fact, Ro-
mania is pursuing a strict NATO-first policy. The programme 
to modernize the armed forces rests almost completely on 

13	 This unity among think tanks contrasts with the differences among 
Romania’s political parties. For example, while former President Ili-
escu signed a political treaty with Russia in 2003 aimed at improving 
relations, his successor Traian Basescu resorted to more aggressive 
rhetoric (Manea and Gosu 2016: 10f). Victor Ponta’s attempt to im-
prove relations with Russia during his brief tenure as prime minister 
of a Social Democratic Party government (May 2012 till November 
2015) did not gain traction and was not well received by the Roma-
nian strategic community. 

14	 U.S. Embassy in Romania: Joint Statement on the Implementation of 
the Joint Declaration on the Strategic Partnership for the 21st Cen-
tury between Romania and the United States, 19 June 2018 (https://
ro.usembassy.gov/joint-declaration-on-the-strategic-partnership-for-
the-21st-century-between-romania-and-the-united-states/).
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cooperation with US defence companies. Romania is pursu-
ing the multilateralization of its military forces but only un-
der the NATO umbrella. Romania sees itself as a reliable al-
ly that bears its share of the burden. When Klaus Iohan-
nis took office as President in 2015, he forged a consen- 
sus among the political parties on the implementation of 
NATO’s 2 per cent goal (Visan 2016: 10). In 2019, Romania 
surpassed this threshold. 
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Historically, Spain’s relations with NATO have been charac-
terized by a certain ambivalence. The careful steps to-
wards membership after Franco’s death in 1975 were not 
motivated by security concerns but rather by an attempt 
to anchor Spain within a democratic security institution, to 
facilitate the transformation and modernization of the 
armed forces and generally to overcome the country’s iso-
lation and backwardness. The path towards NATO proved 
to be contentious, however, with opposition coming large-
ly from left-wing parties. After the Socialist Party (PSOE) 
came to power in 1982, Prime Minister Felipe González 
made a pragmatic U-turn that eventually resulted in a con-
ditional accession. Spain joined NATO on 30 May 1982, 
but stayed out of the integrated military structure and did 
not allow nuclear weapons on its soil. Again, accession 
was not motivated by external security concerns, but rath-
er by worries about the stability of the democratization 
process that gained new urgency after the attempted 
coup d’état of 1981 and concerns that not joining would 
impact negatively on the EU accession process (Bueno/
Testoni 2021). 

Since then, the attitude of ambivalence has not changed 
much. On one hand, Spain has been a reliable NATO mem-
ber. Spain joined NATO’s integrated structure in 1996, the 
former PSOE foreign minister Javier Solana excelled as 
NATO’s Secretary General from 1995 to 1999, and Spain 
has contributed troops to NATO missions. In fact, Spain un-
derstands itself as a staunch promoter of multilateralism, 
and membership of NATO and the EU is part of this multi-
lateral self-image.1 The political parties (with the exception 
of the populist VOX party) share this consensus. While the 
Populist Party (PP) has been more transatlantic, PSOE is a 
strong advocate of European integration and autonomy. 
On the other hand, membership of NATO, as one of our in-
terviewees remarked, is largely a goal in itself. The public’s 

1	 The recently adopted National Defense Directive and the Guidelines 
for International Relations reflect this affirmation of multilateralism. 
The latter document announces that Spain will encourage »a more 
federal European Union« with greater strategic autonomy and will 
improve relations with the United States. It portrays Spain as a pro-
gressive global actor that will promote multilateralism, »a feminist 
foreign policy« and »humanitarian diplomacy«. See: https://english.
elpais.com/politics/2021-01-26/spain-drafts-new-foreign-policy-that-
incorporates-gender-perspective.html (last accessed 12 May 2021).

interest in NATO remains low.2 Currently, the NATO issue 
that is attracting some public interest concerns the pend-
ing decisions to extend the leasing contracts for the US Ro-
ta Navy base and the Morón Air Force base.3 Governments 
have never provided a convincing rationale for Spain’s 
membership (Bueno/Testoni 2021: 172). With regard to 
collective defence, Russia is far away and the two flash-
points of Spanish security – the enclaves of Ceuta and Me-
lilla – are outside of NATO’s Article 5 perimeter.4 Govern-
ment attempts to refocus NATO’s attention on security 
risks emanating from the South have been only partially 
successful (see below). At the initiative of Italy and Spain, 
NATO launched its Mediterranean Dialogue already in 
1994. Reacting to NATO’s return to collective defence in 
the aftermath of the Ukraine crisis, Spain and its partners 
in the »Southern quartet« (Portugal, France and Italy) have 
lobbied NATO to retain focus on the task of projecting sta-
bility into the Southern neighbourhood. Yet the initiatives 
agreed at the Wales summit in the context of NATO’s 360 
degree approach, such as the »framework for the South« 
(Becker 2018; Calmels 2020) pale in comparison with the 
reinforcement of NATO’s eastern flank. 

The leading think tanks and research institutes, such as the 
Elcano Royal Institute and the Barcelona Centre for Interna-
tional Affairs (CIDOB), support this multilateral orientation 
and Spain’s integration into transatlantic and European 
frameworks. Both focus more on regional security and Euro-
pean integration than on NATO. While the FAES Fundación, 
a think tank affiliated with the PP, has a stronger transatlan-
tic leaning, the Fundación Alternativas, a progressive think 
tank with close relations to parties on the left, shows more 
interest in European security and defence. The Instituto 

2	 NATO’s approval ratings in Spain are relatively low (only in Greece and 
Turkey are its approval ratings lower). Cf. Pew Global Attitudes Survey. 

3	 This decision is politically sensitive because Podemos, one of the co-
alition partners of the current left-wing government, was founded in 
2014 on a platform that promised exit from NATO. Since joining the 
government, however, Podemos has been back-paddling and has 
signaled its support for the extension of the lease.

4	 Article 5 of the NATO 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 (…)« Article 6 
extends this area of protection by including, for example, Turkey and 
specific islands under the jurisdiction of the parties. However, when 
Spain joined, NATO did not extend Article 6 to include Spain’s en-
claves in Africa.
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Español de Estudios Estratégicos (ieee.es) at the Spanish de-
fence ministry contributes detailed analyses to the debate 
on the future of NATO. The Madrid branch of the European 
Council on Foreign Relations connects debates in Spain with 
those in the rest of Europe and focusses its security-related 
research on European Security and Defence Policy.

THREAT PERCEPTION

Pundits agree that NATO is facing new challenges, including 
a more assertive Russia, the emergence of China as a global 
actor and security risks from the South. Yet, scholars as-
sume that »the most important challenges NATO is facing 
today are internal and political rather than strategic« (Rodri-
guez 2020: 1). Cognizant of the importance of US leader-
ship, FAES scholars in particular already saw the first signs of 
a partial US disengagement during the Obama presidency 
and thereafter the lack of authority under the Trump admin-
istration was one cause of NATO’s current woes (FAES 2019). 
Others identify disagreements between those NATO mem-
bers who look to the East and those who are affected by 
events in their Southern neighbourhood as a risk to the co-
hesion of the alliance (Bacaria/Donnelly 2017; FAES 2019: 
18). However, they are confident that NATO will be able to 
adapt and will continue to represent transatlantic unity.5

CHINA 

Spanish scholars, on one hand, acknowledge the huge eco-
nomic opportunities that China offers and on the other, 
recognize the rise of authoritarian China both as a regulato-
ry and a normative competitor and as a potentially hostile 
military power. The debate on the consequences of the 
looming US-Chinese conflict for NATO, however, is just be-
ginning. Most Spanish pundits emphasize what they see as 
differences between the American approach of decoupling 
from China and a European approach of critical engage-
ment. NATO, too, should define its relationship with China 
»in a way that would be mutually beneficial to both actors« 
(Calderon 2020: 9). 

RUSSIA

Spanish scholars share the assessment of a resurgent Rus-
sian threat and support NATO’s dual track approach of de-
terrence and dialogue (FAES 2019: 129). In their view, com-
mon interests in areas such as climate change, the fight 
against jihadist terrorism or stability in the Mediterranean 
suggest a more substantial dialogue (Calderón 2020: 8). In 
the view of some scholars, Russia’s behaviour is a product 
of its weakness and not its strength and its alienation from 
the West has been caused in part by Western policies. Thus 
scholars ask whether it is »time to change strategy and re-

5	 FAES 2020: »OTAN 2030«: adaptarse para sobrevivir, 9.12.2020. 
Available at: https://fundacionfaes.org/en/news/47341/
otan-2030-adaptarse-para-sobrevivir (last accessed 12 May 2021).

place one model of confrontation with another of coexist-
ence« (de Santayana 2020). As a faithful ally, as one inter-
viewee has put it, Spain will follow NATO’s policy on Russia. 
On a bilateral level, however, and given its economic inter-
ests in Russia, Spain seeks a rapprochement. Institutional-
ized meetings of business representatives, which had been 
put on hold since 2014, are about to be resumed. 

In accordance with this focus on dialogue, Spanish think 
tanks are critical of further NATO enlargement. An ieee.es 
paper argues that further enlargements might strain the 
cohesion and decision-making capacity of the Alliance and 
will lead to further conflicts with Russia. An FAES paper ad-
vises NATO »to remain faithful to its open door policy«, but 
argues that, for the time being, consolidation should take 
precedence over further inclusion of new members (FAES 
2019: 13). Moreover, many of the current candidates are 
not in a position to contribute to the security of the North 
Atlantic area. Thus, »the enlargement policy should be 
re-evaluated« (Rodriguez 2020: 28). 

DISINFORMATION AND  
ASYMMETRIC WARFARE

The issue of asymmetrical threats and Russian disinforma-
tion campaigns figures prominently in Spanish debates. For 
example, Russia Today and Sputnik are also present on the 
Spanish market and deliver their messages to Spanish-speak-
ing countries in Latin America (de Pedro/Iriarte 2017). More 
importantly, the massive disinformation campaign during 
the Catalonian independence referendum that authorities 
and the public attributed to Russia has made huge waves in 
Spain, is still being reviewed in courts and has deeply dam-
aged Russia’s reputation (Milosevich-Juaristi 2017). Howev-
er, Spanish scholars do not see NATO as a prime responder 
in such contingencies.

ARMS CONTROL

The Spanish expert community takes some interest in 
arms control. Researchers at the ieee.es deplore the dete-
rioration of the arms control and non-proliferation archi-
tecture in recent years, support the decision to prolong 
the New START treaty and remain sceptical about propos-
als to trilateralize nuclear arms control. In the opinion of 
Spanish pundits, attempts to include China at this point 
will delay possible progress in the Euro-Atlantic theatre. In 
their view, the nuclear prohibition treaty may be well in-
tentioned, but it is an inadequate instrument for achieving 
disarmament (Almela 2018). Although some scholars ex-
press sympathy for the treaty, the general sense is that 
Spain, as a faithful ally, should not join.6 Moreover, if 
NATO’s non-nuclear members were to join, they would 
lose information and »references that are important to 
their security« (Torres 2021:18).

6	 Interview with Spanish expert, 4.3.2021.

https://fundacionfaes.org/en/news/47341/otan-2030-adaptarse-para-sobrevivir
https://fundacionfaes.org/en/news/47341/otan-2030-adaptarse-para-sobrevivir
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SOUTHERN DIMENSION

Not surprisingly, Spanish think tanks focus on the growing 
instability in the Maghreb and, even more so, in the Sahel, 
as well as on illegal migration, terrorism and hybrid threats 
(Samaan 2017). In their view, instability in North Africa and 
the Sahel region is largely a consequence of insufficient 
economic and social development, bad governance, local 
conflicts and rising Islamic fundamentalism (FAES 2019: 
14). Against this backdrop, think tanks support the Spanish 
government’s view that NATO, while bolstering its position 
on the Eastern front, should not neglect southern chal-
lenges. Together with Italy, France and Portugal, Spain 
launched an initiative within NATO that resulted, for exam-
ple, in the »package for the South« and the »Regional Hub 
for the South« at Allied Joint Force Command in Naples in 
2018 (Missiroli 2019). While Spanish think tanks welcome 
NATO’s resulting efforts to cooperate more closely with 
the EU in the region, and to better understand and re-
spond to conflict dynamics through dialogue, capacity-
building and crisis management (Martin 2020), scholars 
deem these initiatives too limited (Arteaga 2019b). NATO’s 
Mediterranean Dialogue is perceived by Spanish scholars as 
insufficient (FAES 2019: 18) or even an outright failure 
(Marquina 2019). A recent CIDOB study on Spain’s South-
ern neighbourhood for the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung head-
lines NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue but does not discuss 
it at all (Soler i Lecha/Morillas 2020). More generally, Span-
ish scholars agree that some NATO activities, such as ca-
pacity-building and training of local forces, might reduce 
the fragility of states in the Southern region but that NATO 
as a military organization is presently not well equipped to 
deal with the root causes of instability. This mismatch to a 
certain extent explains Spain’s support for a broadening of 
NATO’s agenda (see below).

NATO AND CSDP

As already mentioned, the Spanish expert community ad-
vocates both strong transatlantic links and European de-
fence initiatives that would result in a more capable and au-
tonomous EU. Scholars leaning more towards the PSOE 
have traditionally been more in favour of European defence 
than those who lean towards the PP. The former group sup-
ports European projects such as PESCO or the creation of a 
European headquarters. The latter group perceives Europe-
an defence initiatives as a means to strengthen NATO and 
to make the alliance more attractive for the United States 
(FAES Fundación 2020). They are sceptical of Macron’s initi-
atives (Arteaga 2019a), fear that efforts towards European 
autonomy could weaken NATO (Yeste 2018) and argue that 
European cohesion should be achieved by concerted coop-
eration involving not only France and Germany but also Ita-
ly, Spain and others (Rodriguez 2020: 29). NATO and the EU 
should stick to a division of labour under which NATO is re-
sponsible for collective defence and crisis intervention, 
whereas the EU focuses on crisis prevention and the more 
efficient organization of European armament production 
and procurement processes (Cobo/Tosato 2018; Rodriguez 

2020). These scholars see the added value of recent Euro-
pean initiatives in the field of defence in a more efficient or-
ganization of the arms development and procurement pro-
cesses. However, they insist that instruments such as Per-
manent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and NATO should 
be complementary (FAES 2019: 29). But the uncertainty 
about the future orientation of the United States has result-
ed in a certain shift across the board towards more support 
for European defence integration.

BURDEN-SHARING

Spanish scholars acknowledge that their country will not 
achieve the 2 per cent goal (with defence spending below 
1 per cent of GDP, Spain ranks near the bottom among 
NATO countries). In fact, given the costs of the Covid-19 
pandemic, defence spending in real terms will not increase 
in the next few years. To avoid further transatlantic contro-
versies, pundits propose replacing the 2 per cent metric by 
output-oriented criteria (Rodriguez 2020: 129) and, for ex-
ample, the inclusion of money spent on the Spanish Civil 
Guard, which participates in NATO operations, as defence 
expenditure (Ortega 2019).

CONSULTATION, COMMUNITY  
OF VALUES AND BROADENING  
NATO’S AGENDA

As pointed out above, Spanish pundits have traditionally 
emphasized NATO’s character as an alliance of democra-
cies. Yet, there is little debate on how NATO should react 
to deviations from liberal values in some member states. 
Spanish scholars have looked on with concern as Turkey 
has drifted apart and flirted with Russia. In line with the 
traditionally close Spanish-Turkish relations, most empha-
size the importance of keeping Turkey within NATO (Soler i 
Lecha/Morillas 2020: 12) and call for »a new positive im-
pulse« in relation to Turkey (Gürsoy/Toygür 2018). 

Although this debate is just beginning, it seems that Span-
ish scholars will support the Reflection Group’s proposal to 
broaden NATO’s agenda. Scholars take a strong interest in 
NATO’s potential contributions to societal resilience and 
discuss what NATO could do, for example, to contain the 
next pandemic or fight domestic terrorism. 
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Traditionally, Turkey has been NATO’s bulwark on its 
South-Eastern flank. Turkey has always been an outlier, 
however. Unlike in Western Europe, relations with NATO 
have not been based on a strong institutional foundation – 
the integrated military structure in Southeast-Europe col-
lapsed already in the 1960s under pressure from the 
emerging Greek–Turkish conflict – but rather on strong ties 
between the American and the Kemalist-oriented Turkish 
militaries. But even this bilateral relationship has not been 
without strains, which intensified when the US Congress 
imposed an arms embargo in response to the Turkish inva-
sion of Cyprus. Moreover, the recurrent military coups have 
hardly been in keeping with NATO’s image of a communi-
ty of democratic states.

Recently, three structural shifts have complicated Turkey’s 
relations with NATO even further: (i) the upheavals that 
destabilized large parts of Turkey’s immediate neighbour-
hood; (ii) the stalling of Turkey’s long march towards the 
West; and (iii) the rapid progress of Turkey’s military and 
technological capabilities, which has bolstered Turkey’s 
self-perception as a self-reliant and leading power in the re-
gion. In hindsight, the failed coup and the subsequent purg-
es, particularly in the military, appear to have been a water-
shed.

Today, relations with NATO and its member states are 
strained in several regards. Most importantly, Turkey per-
ceives a huge gap between what it believes it deserves and 
what it gets from its NATO allies. Partly reacting to a sup-
posed denial of respect and attention for its interests, part-
ly as a result of its more independent and assertive foreign 
policy, Turkey today sees NATO as just one reference point 
of its security among others, such as a functioning relation-
ship with its »frenemy« Russia. Turkey will not leave NATO 
but will try to change it, with a view to making the alliance 
more amenable to Turkish interests and more flexible and 
compatible with its nationalist foreign policy. For the time 
being, however, Turkey finds itself increasingly isolated.

Turkish think tanks interpret these developments and Tur-
key’s future within NATO from a variety of perspectives. 
More liberal and multilaterally oriented institutes, such as 
EDAM, see the country’s isolation as partly self-inflicted 
and worrisome, and propose strategies for rebuilding bridg-
es. More conservative and nationally oriented instituted 

institutes, such as SETA,1 tend to blame Tukey’s NATO part-
ners for the recent quarrels and support Turkey’s more na-
tionalist and assertive course within NATO. In their view, 
NATO needs to change in order to better accommodate 
Turkish interests.

TURKISH THREAT PERCEPTIONS  
AND RESPONSES

As already mentioned, Turkey’s security concerns and threat 
perceptions are a product of its exposed geographical loca-
tion and its perception of links between external threats and 
internal conflicts. In the eyes of the Turkish government, ex-
ternal threats accumulated in the aftermaths of the US inter-
vention in Iraq and of the Arab Spring. The resulting instabil-
ity, state failures and civil wars threaten Turkey’s security in-
directly through spillover effects, such as refugee flows, and 
directly as the resulting security vacuum at Turkey’s border 
has been filled by hostile terrorist organizations – such as the 
PKK, the YPG and ISIS – and potentially hostile powers, such 
as Russia and Iran. Unlike its NATO allies, Turkey designates 
the Syrian-based Kurdish self-defence forces the YPG as a 
terrorist organization with close ties to the PKK. Even more 
worrying in the view of Turkish foreign policy elites are the 
links between external threats and internal conflict dynam-
ics.2 

Traditionally, the Turkish sense of danger and encirclement 
has been further fuelled by its liminal status within Western 
security institutions (Rumelili 2003). The de facto failure of 
the EU accession process and differences between Turkey 
and its NATO allies have aggravated the Turkish sense of ne-
glect and rejection by its Western partners, accelerating the 
autocratic turn3 and the search for a »non-Western« identity, 

1	 EDAM and SETA are representative of the landscape of Turkish think 
tanks and this analysis will mainly focus on their publications. 

2	 Many observers note, however, that militarized conflict between 
state authorities and the PKK within Turkey escalated again after the 
AKP lost its parliamentary majority in the 2015 elections, in which 
the Kurdish HDP came out stronger. After the election, the gov-
ernment changed course from trying to woo the Kurdish popula-
tion away from the HDP to confronting and suppressing the Kurdish 
party, as well as escalating the conflict with the PKK.

3	 This autocratic turn was both one of the many causes and a conse-
quence of the stalling accession process.
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as well as an independent, self-reliant security policy. React-
ing to the conflict dynamics at its borders, Turkey began to 
intervene in Syria and Iraq with a view to controlling its 
neighbourhood. 

However, Turkey’s military interventions in its near abroad 
and further away in Libya, as well as in the war between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia, and the establishment of bases, for 
example, in Qatar, is not driven by defensive motives alone. 
Its military power, based on the size of its armed forces and 
its military-technological prowess, allows Turkey to flex its 
muscles as a rising power in the region and to pursue more 
actively its geopolitical and ideological aims by using military 
force, if necessary. In the course of this re-orientation Turkey 
has become embroiled in conflicts not only with its neigh-
bouring countries but also with countries further away, not 
to mention with its NATO partners. Long-standing disputes 
with Greece over sovereign rights and the delimitation of ex-
clusive economic zones in the Aegean and Eastern Mediter-
ranean have escalated again, and multifaceted disputes with 
France have resulted in militarized interstate disputes. Instead 
of having »zero problems with our neighbours«, as postulat-
ed by former foreign minister Davutoğlu’s doctrine (Tol 
2013), Turkey today seems to have »zero friends« (Askerov 
2017). The 2016 coup-attempt played an important role in 
reorienting Turkey’s threat perception. It impacted on »Tur-
key’s entire range of domestic and foreign policy dealings 
and equations« (Egeli 2019: 13–14). Turkey’s political author-
ity began to treat the in-country development and produc-
tion of long-range air and missile defense systems as a prior-
ity. Soon after, they announced their decision to favor a Chi-
nese offer that came complete with licensed production and 
the promise of technology transfer. Yet, with this decision 
came NATO’s objections and challenges around integration 
and information security. In 2015 came the rollback of the 
pro-China decision, opting instead for the indigenous devel-
opment of air and missile defense systems (in close conjunc-
tion with a foreign technological and industrial partner). The 
attempted coup heightened Turkey’s mistrust of its Western 
partners and its determination to assert itself and actively 
pursue its national interests by military means, if necessary.

Turkish think tanks from different backgrounds and perspec-
tives share the threat assessment. EDAM researchers, for in-
stance, point out that while most alliance members consider 
Russia and China to be NATO’s main foes (for example, Tuy-
gan 2019c), for Turkey the situation in Iran, Iraq and Syria, as 
well as terrorist organizations PKK, YPG and ISIS pose impor-
tant threats (for example, Kasapoğlu 2019a; Kasapoğlu/Ül-
gen 2018a)4. Pundits diverge in their views on the causes 
and consequences of the developments that led from »zero 
problems« to »zero friends«. A researcher from EDAM points 
out that Turkey’s isolation is »self-inflicted« (Tuygan 2019d):5 

4	 One SETA researcher also counts Gülen movement (FETÖ) as a global 
threat for Turkey (Köse 2019c). 

5	 This article is published on his personal webpage, not EDAM. In one 
of his texts, however, he also shared the link to his personal web-
page (Tuygan 2020b). Therefore, some articles from his webpage are 
also used for the analysis. 

»the government is far from admitting that our diplomatic 
isolation is the result of a disastrous combination of demo-
cratic decline and misguided foreign policy« (Tuygan 2020c). 
As a consequence of this policy, »we are at odds with all ma-
jor powers and all regional countries« (Tuygan 2019a). In the 
same vein, one interviewee described the isolation as »the 
biggest threat for Turkey«.6 »Due to the failures of Turkish 
foreign and security policy … we don’t have any friends left 
… and on top of that we have managed to attract the ani-
mosity of almost all regional neighbours, all global powers at 
the same time, which is a very precarious position«.7 To get 
out of this trap, members of this camp suggest that Turkey 
should »prioritize diplomacy« and »rebuild relations with 
Turkey’s traditional allies« (Tuygan 2019a). 

The causes and consequences of Turkey’s isolation are per-
ceived differently by some pro-AKP and/or nationalist think 
tanks. In their view, Turkey is one of the countries that con-
tribute most to NATO, but also a country that has been par-
ticularly affected by terrorist violence (Ataman 2021), refu-
gee flows and threats posed by Iran and Russia. While Tur-
key helps other alliance members, it has felt »left alone« 
when its security was threatened (Duran 2017; Yalçın 2017, 
2019b; Köse 2020). The lesson to be learned from this expe-
rience of lacking understanding and solidarity is that Turkey 
needs to take care of its own security and cannot depend on 
others. The withdrawal of German and US Patriot missile de-
fence systems in 2015, which had been deployed within 
NATO’s mission »Active Fence« in 2013, came to symbolize 
the alliance’s alleged lack of reliability.8 It also formed the 
background, as SETA’s Hasan Yalçın outlines, to the fateful 
decision to purchase the S-400 air-defence system from Rus-
sia: »In the most critical period, they [NATO allies] signalled 
that they would leave Turkey on its own. They withdrew Pa-
triots. Therefore, Turkey wants to provide its own security. If 
we cannot do it now by ourselves, we aim to buy the tech-
nology from other than NATO sources and develop its tech-
nology« (Yalçın 2017). In addition to this exceptional threat 
perception, the Turkish debate on the future of NATO is in-
fluenced by its bilateral relationships to the United States 
and Russia. 

TURKEY, THE UNITED STATES  
AND NATO: EXPECTATIONS OF  
THE STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIP 

As already mentioned, the United States has been Turkey’s 
most important ally within NATO. But this relationship has 
never been without frictions.9 Researchers agree that these 

6	 Interview with an expert, 25.01.2021. 

7	 Interview with an expert, 25.01.2021.

8	 Germany and the United States withdrew the Patriots after Tur-
key changed the course of the fight against ISIS and started to at-
tack PKK positions in Iraq. The complaint of a lack of NATO solidarity 
is somewhat misleading, as the German and US batteries were re-
placed by Italian and Spanish Patriot units.

9	 The relationship between Turkey and the United States was also con-
tested during the Iraq War in 2003 (Müftüler-Bac 2005).
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frictions have become more serious in recent years because 
of the conflicting strategies they are pursuing in Syria, reac-
tions to the attempted military coup and the lack of Amer-
ican responsiveness to Turkish views more generally. Today, 
the climate is poisoned by mistrust and mutual recrimina-
tions. They differ with regard to the harshness of their crit-
icisms and the way forward. Going beyond current differ-
ences, Turkish scholars expect that structural trends will im-
pact on the US role in the crucial MENA region.

Regarding the current US–Turkish differences, researchers 
from liberal think tanks, such as IPC, criticize the »Western 
wobbling in backing the Syrian opposition« (Aras/Yorulma-
zlar 2016: 2265). In their view, this indecisiveness formed 
»the necessary vacuum for Russia to figure out a way for 
getting Assad off the hook« (ibid.). The United States and 
NATO partners such as France made an even greater mis-
take by arming the YPG as an ally in the war against ISIS. 
EDAM’s Kasapoğlu remarks that »…the Obama era’s yet 
another failure was its military policy of arming groups (the 
YPG) with organic ties to an organization designated as ter-
rorist by the US – namely, the PKK – to fight another terror-
ist network, Daesh [ISIS]« (Kasapoğlu 2019a; see also Ülgen 
2019). IPC’s Keyman (2017: 459) agrees that US–Turkish re-
lations have worsened because of misplaced US support for 
the YPG. At the same time, liberal researchers underline the 
importance of the bilateral relationship. Against the back-
drop of the Turkish interventions in Syria (especially Opera-
tion Olive Branch) researchers warn against a confrontation 
with the United States and suggest that in order to avoid an 
open conflict, the United States and Turkey should »re-es-
tablish a reliable path to US–Turkey convergence« (Kasa-
poğlu and Ülgen 2018b: 14). 

SETA’s critique of the United States is even more uncompro-
mising. In their view, the US fight against ISIS has been 
guided by a wrong strategy. This »ineffective« and even 
»dangerous« (Yeşiltaş 2016) strategy has »created a space 
for undesired actors such as the PKK and Russia in Syria« 
and »is creating new causes for new conflicts in the Middle 
East for years to come« (Yeşiltaş 2016). The US »denial of 
the PKK–YPG connection« (Köse 2019a) and its support for 
the YPG is short-sighted and completely detrimental to Tur-
key’s interests and to stability in the region. By supporting 
the »PKK/YPG militants«, the United States has created a 
»monster« (Duran 2016). SETA scholars charge the United 
States with not taking Turkey’s concerns into account (Ata-
man 2018; Köse 2019a; Yeşiltaş 2018) and the fact that the 
US administration did not »recognize its most valuable ally« 
(Kanat 2019). SETA scholars assume that the incoming 
Biden administration might show even less appreciation for 
Turkey’s concerns (Ataman 2021; Duran 2021b; Yalçın 
2021). In addition to criticizing US policy in Syria, SETA re-
searchers allege that the delayed American condemnation 
of the attempted coup and the refusal to extradite Fethul-
lah Gülen, its purported instigator, points to a »covert US 
leverage« with regards to the attempted coup d’état in 
2016 (Özçelik 2017: 2; Yeşiltaş 2016). Some researchers go 
even further. They suspect that the United States, by harsh-
ly criticizing Turkey and the purchase of the S-400 air 

defence system, aim to undermine Turkey’s NATO member-
ship (İnat 2019a). According to this view, the US (and 
French) policy is characterized by an »anti-Turkey attitude« 
(Kanat 2020). These states are set to punish Turkey (İnat 
2020). Therefore Turkey should focus its diplomatic atten-
tion on those segments in Europe and the United States 
who value cooperation with Ankara and explain to them 
»the real aims of Turkey« (İnat 2020). In contrast, scholars 
perceive NATO Secretary General Stoltenberg’s role more 
positively. In their view, he »aims to establish dialogue be-
tween the members and is against the ›otherization‹ of Tur-
key« (Duran 2021a). 

Looking into the future, researchers expect that structural 
trends are pulling the United States away from the region. 
EDAM’s Ülgen observes that recent trends give reason to 
doubt the US »commitment to the security of its European 
allies, which undermines both the cohesion and the deter-
rence capability of the alliance« (Ülgen 2019). Evin and 
Gisclon (2019: 7), scholars at IPC, warn that the United 
States is retreating from Eurasia, while the EU »is preoccu-
pied with its own issues« and China is one of the »leading 
players« in the region, especially with its Belt and Road Ini-
tiative. Scholars from the liberal Global Relations Forum 
speculate that the United States, no longer dependent on 
oil from the Middle East, will reduce its presence in the re-
gion »whereas China, now the world’s largest energy con-
sumer, can be expected to increase its regional involve-
ment« (Çetin et.al. 2019: 15). This partial American retreat 
opens »a wider space for manoeuvre for Turkey«. However, 
it also enables actors like Russia to fill the »power vacuum 
left by the US« (Arısan-Eralp et al. 2020: 3). 

RELATIONS WITH RUSSIA (AND CHINA) 

While Turkish think tankers at SETA in particular accuse pri-
marily the United States for its failed strategies in Syria and 
for its disrespect of Turkey’s views and interests, NATO as 
such is also criticized for its lack of solidarity and support. 
This feeling of being left alone also impacts on Turkey’s re-
lations with Russia (and China). On one hand, Russia (and 
prospectively also China) is still regarded as a competitor in 
the MENA and Black Sea regions and a risk factor. Liberal 
scholars in particular are wary of Russia’s assertiveness and 
growing presence, and point out that Russia and Turkey 
pursue different interests in Syria, Libya and the MENA re-
gion as such (Çelikpala 2019: 3). On the other hand, Turkey 
regards the presence that Russia has established in Syria 
and the larger region in the wake of failed Western policies 
as permanent. Thus, Turkey, being increasingly left on its 
own, will have to compromise with Russia in bilateral set-
tings. Moreover, Russia is perceived as an economic partner, 
particularly with regard to energy cooperation (Çelikpala 
2019). The resulting pattern of cooperation and competi-
tion is also noted by SETA researchers. While Yeşiltaş (2016) 
warns that Russia’s and Iran’s offensive intervention in Syria 
caused a serious security threat for Turkey, Duran specu-
lates about a Turkish–Russian rapprochement: »As the new 
balance of power emerges, Turkish-Russian ties could be 
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reshaped within the context of Middle Eastern, NATO and 
European politics« (Duran 2017). Thus, the United States 
and NATO constitute just one vector of Turkey’s policy in its 
neighbourhood, while Russia (and in the future also China) 
are other important vectors. 

A CASE STUDY OF TURKEY’S MULTI-
VECTOR POLICY: THE PURCHASE OF THE 
S-400 SYSTEM

The mistrust of America and the assessment of Russia as a 
competitor and partner formed the background against 
which the Turkish government decided to purchase the 
Russian S-400 air defence system. The attempted coup in 
2016 changed the Turkish government’s security percep-
tions and paved the way for the S-400 deal, which was a 
»top-down process: decision made first, and justifications 
generated afterward« (Egeli 2019: 13–14, 17). In the face of 
missile programmes in Iran and other neighbouring states, 
Turkey had for quite a while felt the need for an advanced 
long-range air and missile defence system and had negoti-
ated with the United States, a French-Italian consortium 
and China (Egeli 2019). The rash decision to purchase the 
Russian system deepened the differences with NATO and 
plunged Turkey into a conflict with the United States. Sus-
pecting that the S-400 radar will allow Russia to spy on the 
newest American F-35 fighter jet, the US government ex-
cluded Turkey from the programme and imposed sanctions. 

Think tanks in Turkey agree that the perceived missile threat 
is real and that Turkey needs a defence system (see, for ex-
ample, Kasapoğlu 2019b; Yalçın, Alptekin, and Bayraklı 
2019; Yeşiltaş 2017). They disagree in their assessments of 
the motives and merits of the S-400 decision and the way 
forward. Scholars assume that the decision to buy the 
S-400 was motivated by a combination of mistrust in West-
ern governments, and according to one interviewee, a felt 
need to compensate for the previous Turkish downing of a 
Russian airplane.10 Tuygan from EDAM describes the situa-
tion similarly: »one cannot but conclude that S-400 con-
tract was the price Turkey had to pay to put behind the 
downing of the Su-24, the murder of the Ambassador11 and 
thus restore its cooperation with Moscow« (Tuygan 2019b). 
Concerning the military value of the system, they point to 
the contradiction that NATO will not allow integration of 
the S-400 into NATO’s radar infrastructure and that as a 
stand-alone system, the S-400 has only limited military ef-
fectiveness (Kasapoğlu 2019b; Kasapoğlu and Ülgen 
2018a).12 Moreover, scholars doubt that the deal included 

10	 Interview with an expert, 25.01.2021

11	 On 19 December 2016, the Russian ambassador to Turkey, Andrei 
Karlov, was shot at a public event by a Turkish off-duty police officer.

12	 »[I]ntegrating the S-400s into the Turkish national command and 
control, early warning and sensors networks by totally excluding 
the NATO infrastructure would be extremely demanding. For one, 
NATO contribution to Turkey’s overall radar capabilities remains 
crucial. Secondly, Turkish systems’ interfaces to external (NATO-
compatible) systems (i.e. via Link16) make the situation more com-
plicated. Thirdly, even if everything goes as planned in the S-400’s 

the technology transfer package that Turkey sought during 
its previous negotiations (ibid.). Regarding the way forward, 
liberal scholars acknowledge the difficulty of undoing the 
deal. One expert stated that the only way out of the conflict 
is either that the system will not be activated, or that NATO 
(or the United States) will be given the opportunity to ob-
serve the system in order to prevent a data leakage.13 

In contrast, researchers at SETA defend the purchase and 
deployment of the S-400 on grounds of national sovereign-
ty (Alabarda 2019; Yalçın 2017). The system will »give Tur-
key superiority in deterrence« (Yeşiltaş 2017). Another SETA 
fellow claims that NATO, too, would benefit from a strong-
er Turkish air defence capability: Any policy that successfully 
addresses Turkey’s national security concerns would only 
strengthen NATO (Duran 2021b). Still others support the 
arms deal on the ground that Turkey »does not have to 
make a choice between two blocs« (Altun 2017).

TURKEY AND THE FUTURE OF NATO

The Turkish debate on the future of NATO and Turkey’s 
place therein is determined by this mix of Turkey’s particu-
lar threat perceptions and the logic of its bilateral relations 
with the United States and Russia. 

In light of the numerous bilateral conflicts with other NATO 
states, the most important finding is the consensus among 
think tanks concerning NATO’s enduring importance for 
Turkey. In fact, only a few voices propose Turkey’s exit from 
NATO.14 While SETA scholars refer to an instrumental logic 
and the advantages of being a member of still the »strong-
est, most institutional, and most deterrent alliance institu-
tion« (Yalçın 2018: 18), scholars from liberal think tanks re-
fer to the importance of shared norms as well. One inter-
viewee pointed out that Turkey’s importance for NATO 
cannot be ignored.15 Another expert stated that it is »im-
possible that Turkey would leave NATO«16; and empha-
sized Turkey’s connection with the West: »It is difficult to 
separate Turkey from the West«, and it cannot be expect-
ed that Turkey would turn its back to NATO.17 In the same 
vein, a paper co-authored by former NATO representatives 
of Turkey and a current EDAM associate underlines the im-
portance of NATO and transatlantic relations for Turkey. 
According to them, Turkey possesses a range of instru-
ments and opportunities to pursue its foreign policy. How-
ever, »NATO comes first amongst these opportunities and 

integration into national capabilities, as mentioned earlier, an ef-
fective ballistic missile defense requisites detecting and tracking the 
missile starting from the launch with real-time, precise information 
cueing between many components of an architecture« (Kasapoğlu 
and Ülgen 2018a: 7).

13	 Interview with expert, 25.01.2021.

14	 See, for example, Dr Nejat Tarakçı from TASAM: https://tasam.org/
tr-TR/Icerik/51399/turkiye_nato_kartini_masaya_yatirmalidir.

15	 Interview with an expert, 25.01.2021.

16	 Interview with an expert, 29.01.2021. 

17	 Interview with an expert, 29.01.2021.

https://tasam.org/tr-TR/Icerik/51399/turkiye_nato_kartini_masaya_yatirmalidir
https://tasam.org/tr-TR/Icerik/51399/turkiye_nato_kartini_masaya_yatirmalidir
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instruments« (Üzümcü/İldem/Ceylan 2021: 5). NATO is not 
only seen as a military organization, »it is rather a politi-
cal-military organization« (ibid.). In that sense, becoming a 
member also necessitates accepting common values, such 
as democracy, individual freedoms and the rule of law, 
and, as the authors state, Turkey’s NATO membership re-
flects the country’s conscious choice towards Western val-
ues, which was in line with the Republic’s establishing prin-
ciples (ibid.). Overall, liberal scholars and think thanks point 
out the benefits of the alliance for Turkey and state the im-
portance of re-establishing better relations with traditional 
allies.

Despite the general commitment to NATO, the Turkish dis-
course on the future of NATO shows interesting differences 
compared with other countries. Russian threats to the 
territorial integrity of NATO’s (Eastern) members, hybrid 
threats or China play a secondary role in the Turkish dis-
course. Russia’s regional »conventional ground forces supe-
riority in the Western Military District over NATO ground 
forces deployed in the eastern flank« is mentioned in EDAM 
studies (Kasapoğlu 2019c: 13). However, most scholars 
propose a more conciliatory NATO approach towards Rus-
sia. EDAM’s Ceylan proposes pursuing dialogue with Rus-
sia: »Open channels of communication with Russia should 
be sustained with a view to maintaining and reinforcing the 
deterrence and defence posture of the Alliance« (Ceylan 
2020a). Tarık Oğuzlu from Antalya Bilim University adds 
that »… Turkey holds the view that Russia’s concerns should 
be given more priority while elaborating NATO’s policies on 
enlargement, military deployments in Eastern Europe and 
the missile defence system«.18 Turkish think tanks also dis-
cuss NATO’s role in securing the cyber space in light of Rus-
sian (and Chinese) threats (Köse 2019b; Kanat 2021). For ex-
ample, Kasapoğlu and Kırdemir (2019) support a collective 
initiative against such threats and suggest establishing an 
AI task force by the Alliance. 

China is perceived by the Turkish government as a partner 
rather than a competitor, and President Erdogan is on re-
cord of having said that instead of striving for EU member-
ship, Turkey might join the Russia and China–dominated 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).19 As already 
mentioned, Turkey mulled the acquisition of a Chinese mis-
sile defence system and is unlikely to follow a NATO line on 
restricting technological and economic interaction with 
China. This uncritical attitude, however, is not shared by 
liberal think tanks. EDAM’s Tuygan (2019c), for example, 
refers to China as »a new factor collectively to reckon 
with« by the Alliance.

As we have seen, NATO is valued for its military strength 
and its ability to »harness technology and innovation to stay 
ahead« (Coşkun 2021: 3). Arms control issues are also dis-
cussed. The future of the US nuclear weapons deployed in 

18	 See: https://www.dailysabah.com/op-ed/2019/04/27/natos-image-
in-the-eyes-of-turkey.

19	 See: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-europe-erdo-
gan-idUSKBN13F0CY.

Turkey and Turkey’s participation in NATO’s nuclear sharing 
arrangement figures in Turkish expert discourses. The Unit-
ed States still stores approximately 50 B-61 nuclear weapons 
at the NATO section of Incirlik air force base.20 After the at-
tempted coup and against the backdrop of deteriorating bi-
lateral relations, the United States had considered with-
drawing the bombs. US State and Energy Department offi-
cials actually reviewed plans for their evacuation in 2019.21 
Apparently, the US hesitated on the grounds that a unilater-
al removal would further undermine relations and spur what 
outside observers describe as Turkey’s nuclear ambitions. 
Turkish think thankers differ in their assessment of NATO’s 
arrangement. Former EDAM scholar Mustafa Kibaroğlu, 
Turkey’s foremost researcher on nuclear arms control, has 
argued for quite a while that these weapons present a haz-
ard far greater than their potential benefits and should be 
removed (Kibaroğlu 2005; Kibaroğlu/Sauer 2017). Others 
tend to perceive removal at this point in time as an expres-
sion of American mistrust. Scholars from SETA in particular 
reproach the American discourse on the security of these 
weapons as an expression of a general American mistrust 
and disrespect of Turkey.22

Turkish scholars across all camps support burden-sharing 
and NATO’s 2 per cent goal. This is not surprising given the 
fact that Turkey’s defence expenditures easily surpass this 
threshold. On NATO–EU relations, the debate is less 
clear-cut, as might be expected, given Turkey’s traditional 
reservations against formalizing relations between the alli-
ance and the EU. While most pundits are rather critical of a 
European role in security and defence, EDAM scholar Kür-
sat Kaya hopes that the EU will facilitate the participation 
of non-EU NATO partners in armament projects co-fi-
nanced by the European Defence Fund (Kürşat Kaya 2019). 
IPC scholars Aydın-Düzgit et al. (2020: 13) suggest that 
»the EU and NATO should invoke the Berlin Plus agreement 
to assist Turkey directly in responding to the Idlib crisis«.

Most researchers, even from liberal think tanks, emphasize 
NATO’s character as an interest-based organization. EDAM’s 
Kasapoğlu (2019a) and Ülgen (2019) point out Turkey’s ar-
gument: NATO should support the security interests of all 
member states. Some voices, such as IPC’s Keyman (2017) 
and Gürcan/Gisclon (2016) link respect for democratic val-
ues at home with Turkey’s credibility abroad. Scholars across 
different camps agree that collective defence remains 

20	 The current nuclear deployment pattern and Turkey’s participation 
in NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangement differs from the situation in 
other NATO countries and is another expression of Turkey’s liminal-
ity. The B-61s in Incirlik are not earmarked for use by Turkish jets. An-
other batch of 40 nuclear weapons which had been stored at two 
other airbases and had been earmarked for deployment by Turkish 
F-16s were withdrawn long ago. And as Turkey has never approved 
the permanent deployment of US fighter jets in Incirlik, the instal-
lation at Incirlik has the character of a storage site and not a fight-
er-bomber base (Kristensen 2019).

21	 See: https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/14/world/middleeast/
trump-turkey-syria.html.

22	 See: https://www.setav.org/en/turkey-safer-today-than-it-was-yester-
day/.

https://www.dailysabah.com/op-ed/2019/04/27/natos-image-in-the-eyes-of-turkey
https://www.dailysabah.com/op-ed/2019/04/27/natos-image-in-the-eyes-of-turkey
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-europe-erdogan-idUSKBN13F0CY
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-europe-erdogan-idUSKBN13F0CY
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/14/world/middleeast/trump-turkey-syria.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/14/world/middleeast/trump-turkey-syria.html
https://www.setav.org/en/turkey-safer-today-than-it-was-yesterday/
https://www.setav.org/en/turkey-safer-today-than-it-was-yesterday/
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NATO’s important task23. They emphasize that Turkey is 
committed to Article 5 which is of particular importance for 
Turkey given its unstable neighbourhood.24 

Going beyond collective defence, Turkish scholars from all 
camps state necessity for acknowledging Turkey’s interests 
and concerns regarding security issues. Especially, in the 
view of SETA scholars, the fight against terrorism should 
be one of NATO’s priorities. Turkish NATO diplomats have 
been rather successful in inserting language on terrorism 
into NATO documents25. However, given the vast differenc-
es in interests and threat perceptions among member 
states, scholars acknowledge that support from allies will 
remain limited and that in many cases Turkey, instead of 
seeking compromises with its allies, should go it alone. 
SETA scholars in particular emphasize the importance of 
national interests (Duran 2017; Köse 2020).

This perception of fundamentally different interests also 
motivates proposals for the restructuring of NATO’s institu-
tional form and cohesion. With varying degrees, scholars 
propose a future for NATO in which the alliance becomes 
more flexible and less restrictive. According to SETA’s Inat 
(2019b) Turkey’s role has changed from being a consumer 
of security during the Cold War to being a provider of secu-
rity for its friends and allies in other countries. In the past, 
according to SETA’s Yalçın, Turkey, by being a member of 
NATO, traded protection for autonomy (Yalçın 2019a). To-
day, Turkey aims to restore this autonomy by reducing its 
dependency on NATO and by making NATO more flexible 
(Yalçın 2019a). NATO needs to reform in ways that allow 
Turkey more freedom of manoeuvre and even the possibili-
ty to cooperate within the frameworks of several multilater-
al alliances (Yalçın 2018: 18). 

Scholars from liberal think tanks are less uncompromising. 
Some even see a need for NATO’s »internal cohesion and 
unity« and its »ability to take time sensitive, consensus-based 
decisions« (Coşkun 2021: 3). EDAM’s Kasapoğlu notes that 
»if the member states were to project their national agendas 
onto broader NATO affairs, then an alliance of nation-states 
could easily find itself helplessly struggling with an avalanche 
of paralyzing troubles« (Kasapoğlu 2019a). However, he too 
recommends that if NATO wants to remain effective in the 
future, it should »grasp the uniqueness of each member’s 
geopolitical imperatives, while bearing in mind that no ally’s 
national security concerns are less crucial than those of the 
others« (Kasapoğlu 2019a). 

23	 For example, EDAM’s Ceylan defines collective defence as »the back-
bone of the Alliance« (Ceylan 2020a). He also points out Turkey’s 
contribution to collective defence (Ceylan 2020b). Moreover, Kasa-
poğlu and Kırdemir (2019) suggest a collective initiative regarding 
cyber security. SETA’s Duran (2019) criticizes Macron, because »he 
raised questions about the collective defense clause«. 

24	 Çelikpala (2019: 18), for example, notes that when Turkish relations 
with Russia were strained in 2015, Ankara called for a NATO meeting 
to discuss Russian air strikes in Syria. In his view this suggests »that, 
when vital interests are concerned, Turkey prioritized its traditional 
alliance relations«.

25	 Interview with a member of NATO’s International Secretariat.

Overall, although Turkey’s liminal position within NATO has 
been reinforced by developments in Syria, President Erdo-
gan’s authoritarian turn and Turkey’s nationalistic foreign 
policy, the importance of NATO for Turkey and, vice versa, 
Turkey’s importance for NATO are still generally accepted in 
Turkey and among the other NATO states. The challenge will 
therefore be to find a place for Turkey within NATO without 
undermining NATO’s cohesion and normative profile. 



78

FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG – THREE VISIONS FOR NATO

REFERENCES 

Alabarda, Yusuf (2019): Türkiye’nin Hava Savunmasında S-400 Sistem-
lerinin Yeri ve Önemi, Kriter Dergi, 1 July; https://kriterdergi.com/dis-
politika/turkiyenin-hava-savunmasinda-s-400-sistemlerinin-yeri-ve-onemi 
(accessed 17 March 2021). 

Altun, Fahrettin (2017): Turkey’s S-400 Strategy, SETA, 15 September; 
https://www.setav.org/en/turkeys-s-400-strategy/ (accessed 22 January 
2021).

Aras, Bülent/Yorulmazlar, Emirhan (2016): State, region and order: geo
politics of the Arab Spring. In: Third World Quarterly 37 (12): 2259–2273.

Arısan-Eralp, Nilgün/Aydın-Düzgit, Senem/Eralp, Atila/Keyman, 
Fuat/Nas, Çiğdem (2020): EU-Turkey Relations After the Council Sum-
mit: A Chance for Reengagement or Facing a Complete Breakdown? Is-
tanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, IPC Policy Brief.

Askerov, Ali (2017): Turkey’s »Zero Problems with the Neighbors« Pol-
icy: Was It Realistic?, in: Contemporary Review of the Middle East 4(2): 
149–67.

Ataman, Muhittin (2018): How to Understand US Stance on Opera-
tion Olive Branch, SETA, 24 January; https://www.setav.org/en/how-to-
understand-us-stance-on-operation-olive-branch/ (accessed 17 March 
2021).

Ataman, Muhittin (2021): Biden Türkiye’nin Rolünü Takdir Etmek Duru
munda, SETA, 22 March; https://www.setav.org/biden-turkiyenin-rolunu-
takdir-etmek-durumunda/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Aydın-Düzgit, Senem/Balta, Evren/O’Donohue, Andrew (2020): Tur-
key, Russia, and the West: Reassessing Persistent Volatility, Asymmetric In-
terdependence, and the Syria Conflict. Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center.

Coşkun, Alper (2021): A Turkish Perspective on NATO 2030 and the 
Transformation of the Alliance. February. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for Eco-
nomics and Foreign Policy Studies. 

Çelikpala, Mitat (2019): Viewing Present as History: The State and Fu-
ture of Turkey-Russia Relations. April. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for Econom-
ics and Foreign Policy Studies.

Çetin, Hikmet/Yakış, Yaşar/Biber, Ezgisu/Uğurtaş, Selin/Aran, Boz
kurt/Aydın, Mustafa/Karakullukçu, Memduh/Karaosmanoğlu, Ali/
Köksal, Sönmez/Yüksel Mahfoud, Ayşe/Sanberk, Özdem/Türk-
men, Füsun/Ağaoğulları Yalınkılıç, Nigar (2019): The Underlying Dy-
namics of the Region’s Challenges and the Path Forward: The Middle East 
and North Africa Region. Task Force Report. Istanbul: Global Relations 
Forum.

Ceylan, Fatih (2020a): A Proposed Frame for a New Strategic Concept 
for NATO. May. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for Economics and Foreign Pol-
icy Studies. 

Ceylan, Fatih (2020b): Türkiye-NATO İlişkisi S 400/F 35 Sorunsalı, 
EDAM, 21 December; https://edam.org.tr/turkiye-nato-iliskisi-s-400-f-35-
sorunsali/ (accessed 13 May 2021).

Duran, Burhanettin (2016): YPG: America’s Monster, SETA, 20 Febru-
ary; https://www.setav.org/en/ypg-americas-monster/ (accessed 22 Janu-
ary 2021).

Duran, Burhanettin (2017): Erdoğan ve Trump Bu Krizi Aşabilir, SETA, 
18 September; https://www.setav.org/erdogan-ve-trump-bu-krizi-asabilir/ 
(accessed 17 March 2021).

Duran, Burhanettin (2019): »Brain Dead« or Not: All Eyes on NATO’s 
London Summit. Daily Sabah, 30 November; https://www.dailysabah.
com/columns/duran-burhanettin/2019/11/30/brain-dead-or-not-all-eyes-
on-natos-london-summit (accessed 17 March 2021).

Duran, Burhanettin (2021a): Terörle Mücadele, NATO ve Türkiye’nin 
Batı İttifakındaki Yeri, SETA, 20 February; https://www.setav.org/terorle-
mucadele-nato-ve-turkiyenin-bati-ittifakindaki-yeri/ (accessed 19 March 
2021).

Duran, Burhanettin (2021b): Turkey’s Position in NATO and Terror Con-
cerns, SETA, 22 February; https://www.setav.org/en/turkeys-position-in-
nato-and-terror-concerns/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Egeli, Sıtkı (2019): Making Sense of Turkey’s Air and Missile Defense 
Merry-Go-Round. All Azimuth: A Journal of Foreign Policy and Peace 8(1): 
69–92.

Evin, Ahmet/Gisclon, Megan (2019): The Role of Eurasia in a Multi-
Polar World. Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center.

Gurcan, Metin/Gisclon, Megan (2016): From Autonomy to Full-Fledged 
Civilian Control: The Changing Nature of Turkish Civil-Military Relations Af-
ter July 15. Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, IPC-Mercator Policy Brief.

İnat, Kemal (2019a): 70. Yılında NATO’nun Krizi: Türkiye ve Almanya Ne-
reye?, SETA, 6 April; https://www.setav.org/70-yilinda-natonun-krizi-
turkiye-ve-almanya-nereye/ (accessed 19 March 2021).

İnat, Kemal (2019b): Türkiye-NATO İlişkisini Anlamak, SETA, 8 May; 
https://www.setav.org/turkiye-nato-iliskisini-anlamak/ (accessed 21 March 
2021).

İnat, Kemal (2020): NATO ve AB Gündeminde Türkiye: Bir İyi Bir de 
Kötü Haber!, SETA, 5 December; https://www.setav.org/nato-ve-ab-
gundeminde-turkiye-bir-iyi-bir-de-kotu-haber/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Kanat, Kılıç Buğra (2019): How to Build Trust in Turkey-US Ties, SETA, 
10 November; https://www.setav.org/en/how-to-build-trust-in-turkey-us-
ties/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Kanat, Kılıç Buğra (2020): Grave Mistake in US Foreign Policy: Ac-
tive Anti-Turkey Attitude, SETA, 22 August; https://www.setav.org/en/
grave-mistake-in-us-foreign-policy-active-anti-turkey-attitude/ (accessed 
17 March 2021).

Kanat, Kılıç Buğra (2021): NATO’s Brussels Meeting: Is the World More 
Polarized?, SETA, 27 March; https://www.setav.org/en/natos-brussels-
meeting-is-the-world-more-polarized/ (accessed 19 May 2021)

Kasapoğlu, Can (2019a): Analysis – A Practical Guide for NATO Mem-
bers to Understand Turkey, EDAM, 2 December; https://edam.org.tr/
en/analysis-a-practical-guide-for-nato-members-to-understand-turkey/ 
(accessed 1 March 2021).

Kasapoğlu, Can (2019b): Dr. Can Kasapoğlu Discusses the Reasons 
Why the U.S. Opposes the Purchase of the S-400 System on TRT World 
– Strait Talk, EDAM, 16 March; https://edam.org.tr/en/dr-can-kasapoglu-
discusses-the-reasons-why-the-u-s-opposes-the-purchase-of-the-s-400-
system-on-trt-world-strait-talk/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Kasapoğlu, Can (2019c): Turkish-Russian Defense Cooperation: Politi-
cal-Military Scope, Prospects and Limits. April. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for 
Economics and Foreign Policy Studies. .

Kasapoğlu, Can/Kırdemir, Barış (2019): Artifical Intelligence and the 
Future of Conflict, EDAM, 16 December; https://edam.org.tr/en/artificial-
intelligence-and-the-future-of-conflict/ (accessed 16 May 2021). 

Kasapoğlu, Can/Ülgen, Sinan (2018a): Is Turkey Sleepwalking out of 
the Alliance? An Assessment of the F-35 Deliveries and the S-400 Acqui-
sition. August. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for Economics and Foreign Policy 
Studies. 

Kasapoğlu, Can/Ülgen, Sinan (2018b): Operation Olive Branch: A Polit-
ical – Military Assessment. January. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for Economics 
and Foreign Policy Studies..

Kasapoğlu, Can/Ülgen, Sinan (2019): Strategic Weapon Systems in The 
Turkey-Russia-US Triangle. January. Istanbul, EDAM Centre for Economics 
and Foreign Policy Studies.

Keyman, Fuat (2017): Turkey’s choice: responding to security challenges 
through humanitarian norms with a revitalized EU anchor. In: International 
Politics 54:453–467.

https://kriterdergi.com/dis-politika/turkiyenin-hava-savunmasinda-s-400-sistemlerinin-yeri-ve-onemi
https://kriterdergi.com/dis-politika/turkiyenin-hava-savunmasinda-s-400-sistemlerinin-yeri-ve-onemi
https://www.setav.org/en/turkeys-s-400-strategy/
https://www.setav.org/en/how-to-understand-us-stance-on-operation-olive-branch/
https://www.setav.org/en/how-to-understand-us-stance-on-operation-olive-branch/
https://www.setav.org/biden-turkiyenin-rolunu-takdir-etmek-durumunda/
https://www.setav.org/biden-turkiyenin-rolunu-takdir-etmek-durumunda/
https://edam.org.tr/turkiye-nato-iliskisi-s-400-f-35-sorunsali/
https://edam.org.tr/turkiye-nato-iliskisi-s-400-f-35-sorunsali/
https://www.setav.org/en/ypg-americas-monster/
https://www.setav.org/erdogan-ve-trump-bu-krizi-asabilir/
https://www.dailysabah.com/columns/duran-burhanettin/2019/11/30/brain-dead-or-not-all-eyes-on-natos-london-summit
https://www.dailysabah.com/columns/duran-burhanettin/2019/11/30/brain-dead-or-not-all-eyes-on-natos-london-summit
https://www.dailysabah.com/columns/duran-burhanettin/2019/11/30/brain-dead-or-not-all-eyes-on-natos-london-summit
https://www.setav.org/terorle-mucadele-nato-ve-turkiyenin-bati-ittifakindaki-yeri/
https://www.setav.org/terorle-mucadele-nato-ve-turkiyenin-bati-ittifakindaki-yeri/
https://www.setav.org/en/turkeys-position-in-nato-and-terror-concerns/
https://www.setav.org/en/turkeys-position-in-nato-and-terror-concerns/
https://www.setav.org/70-yilinda-natonun-krizi-turkiye-ve-almanya-nereye/
https://www.setav.org/70-yilinda-natonun-krizi-turkiye-ve-almanya-nereye/
https://www.setav.org/turkiye-nato-iliskisini-anlamak/
https://www.setav.org/nato-ve-ab-gundeminde-turkiye-bir-iyi-bir-de-kotu-haber/
https://www.setav.org/nato-ve-ab-gundeminde-turkiye-bir-iyi-bir-de-kotu-haber/
https://www.setav.org/en/how-to-build-trust-in-turkey-us-ties/
https://www.setav.org/en/how-to-build-trust-in-turkey-us-ties/
https://www.setav.org/en/grave-mistake-in-us-foreign-policy-active-anti-turkey-attitude/
https://www.setav.org/en/grave-mistake-in-us-foreign-policy-active-anti-turkey-attitude/
https://www.setav.org/en/natos-brussels-meeting-is-the-world-more-polarized/
https://www.setav.org/en/natos-brussels-meeting-is-the-world-more-polarized/
https://edam.org.tr/en/analysis-a-practical-guide-for-nato-members-to-understand-turkey/
https://edam.org.tr/en/analysis-a-practical-guide-for-nato-members-to-understand-turkey/
https://edam.org.tr/en/dr-can-kasapoglu-discusses-the-reasons-why-the-u-s-opposes-the-purchase-of-the-s-400-system-on-trt-world-strait-talk/
https://edam.org.tr/en/dr-can-kasapoglu-discusses-the-reasons-why-the-u-s-opposes-the-purchase-of-the-s-400-system-on-trt-world-strait-talk/
https://edam.org.tr/en/dr-can-kasapoglu-discusses-the-reasons-why-the-u-s-opposes-the-purchase-of-the-s-400-system-on-trt-world-strait-talk/
https://edam.org.tr/en/artificial-intelligence-and-the-future-of-conflict/
https://edam.org.tr/en/artificial-intelligence-and-the-future-of-conflict/


79

Turkey Discusses Its Complex Relationship with NATO

Kibaroğlu, Mustafa/Sauer, Tom (2017): Mr. Trump, Post Nuclear Ban 
Treaty, NATO’s Nuclear Weapons in Europe are Obsolete, Insight Turkey 
19(3): 23–34.

Kibaroğlu, Mustafa (2005): Isn’t it Time to Say farewell to Nukes in Tur-
key? European Security 14(4): 450–53

Köse, Talha (2019a): US Support for YPG Based on Incorrect Assump-
tions, SETA, 11 November; https://www.setav.org/en/us-support-for-ypg-
based-on-incorrect-assumptions/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Köse, Talha (2019b): NATO’s defense agenda: Baltic plan, Chinese cy-
ber threat, SETA, 7 December; https://www.setav.org/en/natos-defense-
agenda-baltic-plan-chinese-cyber-threat/ (accessed 19 May 2021). 

Köse, Talha (2019c): Struggling against the Global FETÖ Threat, SETA, 18 
July; https://www.setav.org/en/struggling-against-the-global-feto-threat/ 
(accessed 19 May 2021).

Köse, Talha (2020): 15 Temmuz Darbe Girişiminin Türk Dış Politikası ve 
Güvenlik Yaklaşımlarına Etkileri, SETA, 18 July; https://www.setav.org/15-
temmuz-darbe-girisiminin-turk-dis-politikasi-ve-guvenlik-yaklasimlarina-
etkileri/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Kristensen, Hans (2019): Urgent: Move US Nuclear Weapons Out Of Tur-
key, Federation of American Scientists, 16 October; https://fas.org/blogs/
security/2019/10/nukes-out-of-turkey/ (accessed 27 May 2021). 

Kürşat Kaya, Emre (2019): European Defence Ecosystem, Third Coun-
tries’ Participation and The Special Case of Turkey, EDAM, 10 July;  
https://edam.org.tr/en/european-defence-ecosystem-third-countries-
participation-and-the-special-case-of-turkey/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Müftüler-Bac, Meltem (2005): Turkey and the United States: The Impact 
of the War in Iraq. International Journal 61(1): 61.

Özçelik, Necdet (2017): Fighting Terrorism and a Clashing Alliance: The 
Case of Turkey-U.S. Security Relations. Ankara: SETA, SETA Perspective, 
May 2017, No. 29.

Rumelili, Bahar (2003): Liminality and Perpetuation of Conflicts: Turk-
ish-Greek Relations in the Context of Community-Building by the EU, in: 
European Journal of International Relations, 9(2): 213–248. 

Tol, Gönül (2013): Turkey’s Search for a »Zero Problem« Policy, Middle 
East Institute, 25 November; https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkeys-
search-zero-problem-policy (accessed 17 March 2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2019a): Dangers of Overreach, EDAM, 10 July;  
https://edam.org.tr/en/dangers-of-overreach/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2019b): From Downing of Russian Military Aircraft to the 
Purchase of Russian S-400s, EDAM, 15 March; https://edam.org.tr/en/
from-downing-of-russian-military-aircraft-to-the-purchase-of-russian-s-
400s/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2019c): NATO at Seventy, EDAM, 6 December; https://edam.
org.tr/en/nato-at-seventy/ (accessed 1 March 2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2019d): Turkey’s Incursion in Syria, EDAM, 15 October; 
https://edam.org.tr/en/turkeys-incursion-in-syria/ (accessed 9 March 2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2020a): The Biden Victory and Turkey, EDAM, 9 November; 
https://edam.org.tr/en/the-biden-victory-and-turkey/ (accessed 1 March 
2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2020b): The Uncertain Future of Turkish-American Relations, 
EDAM, 9 October; https://edam.org.tr/en/the-uncertain-future-of-turkish-
american-relations/ (accessed 1 March 2021).

Tuygan, Ali (2020c): Turkish Foreign Policy, Diplomatic Opinion – Ali Tuy-
gan, 28 September; https://diplomaticopinion.com/2020/09/28/turkish-
foreign-policy/ (accessed 6 March 2021).

Ülgen, Sinan (2019): Don’t Blame Turkey for NATO’s Woes, EDAM, 4 
December; https://edam.org.tr/en/dont-blame-turkey-for-natos-woes/ 
(accessed 1 March 2021).

Üzümcü, Ahmet/ İldem, Tacan/Ceylan, Fatih (2021): NATO’suz Tür-
kiye, EDAM, 18 February; https://edam.org.tr/natosuzturkiye/ (accessed 17 
March 2021).

Yalçın, Hasan B (2017): S 400, SETA, 10 August; https://www.setav.
org/s-400/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Yalçın, Hasan B (2018): The Crisis and the Future of NATO. The Increas-
ing Autonomy of Turkey. Analysis No. 43. September. Ankara, SETA 
Foundation for Political, Economic and Social Research. 

Yalçın, Hasan B (2019a): S-400’ler Ve NATO, SETA, 10 March;  
https://www.setav.org/s-400ler-ve-nato/ (accessed 19 March 2021).

Yalçın, Hasan B (2019b): S-400’lerin Siyasi Zemini, SETA, 9 April;  
https://www.setav.org/s-400lerin-siyasi-zemini/ (accessed 17 March 
2021).

Yalçın, Hasan B (2021): Biden Dönemi Başlıyor, SETA, 23 January; 
https://www.setav.org/biden-donemi-basliyor/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Yalçın, Hasan B./Alptekin, Hüseyin/Bayraklı, Enes (2019): S-400 
Alımı Türkiye İçin Güvenlik Meselesi, SETA, 4 April; https://www.setav.
org/s-400-alimi-turkiye-icin-guvenlik-meselesi/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Yeşiltaş, Murat (2016): Turkey, US and PYD: Strategic Ally or Local Part-
ner?, SETA, 17 February; https://www.setav.org/en/turkey-us-and-pyd-
strategic-ally-or-local-partner/ (accessed 22 January 2021).

Yeşiltaş, Murat (2017): Türkiye, Batı ve S-400, SETA, 16 December; 
https://www.setav.org/turkiye-bati-ve-s-400/ (accessed 17 March 2021).

Yeşiltaş, Murat (2018): Turkey’s Strategic Reasoning behind Operation 
Olive Branch. No. 34. January. Ankara, SETA Foundation for Political, Eco-
nomic and Social Research. 

https://www.setav.org/en/us-support-for-ypg-based-on-incorrect-assumptions/
https://www.setav.org/en/us-support-for-ypg-based-on-incorrect-assumptions/
https://www.setav.org/en/natos-defense-agenda-baltic-plan-chinese-cyber-threat/
https://www.setav.org/en/natos-defense-agenda-baltic-plan-chinese-cyber-threat/
https://www.setav.org/en/struggling-against-the-global-feto-threat/
https://www.setav.org/15-temmuz-darbe-girisiminin-turk-dis-politikasi-ve-guvenlik-yaklasimlarina-etkileri/
https://www.setav.org/15-temmuz-darbe-girisiminin-turk-dis-politikasi-ve-guvenlik-yaklasimlarina-etkileri/
https://www.setav.org/15-temmuz-darbe-girisiminin-turk-dis-politikasi-ve-guvenlik-yaklasimlarina-etkileri/
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2019/10/nukes-out-of-turkey/
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2019/10/nukes-out-of-turkey/
https://edam.org.tr/en/european-defence-ecosystem-third-countries-participation-and-the-special-case-of-turkey/
https://edam.org.tr/en/european-defence-ecosystem-third-countries-participation-and-the-special-case-of-turkey/
https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkeys-search-zero-problem-policy
https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkeys-search-zero-problem-policy
https://edam.org.tr/en/dangers-of-overreach/
https://edam.org.tr/en/from-downing-of-russian-military-aircraft-to-the-purchase-of-russian-s-400s/
https://edam.org.tr/en/from-downing-of-russian-military-aircraft-to-the-purchase-of-russian-s-400s/
https://edam.org.tr/en/from-downing-of-russian-military-aircraft-to-the-purchase-of-russian-s-400s/
https://edam.org.tr/en/nato-at-seventy/
https://edam.org.tr/en/nato-at-seventy/
https://edam.org.tr/en/turkeys-incursion-in-syria/
https://edam.org.tr/en/the-biden-victory-and-turkey/
https://edam.org.tr/en/the-uncertain-future-of-turkish-american-relations/
https://edam.org.tr/en/the-uncertain-future-of-turkish-american-relations/
https://diplomaticopinion.com/2020/09/28/turkish-foreign-policy/
https://diplomaticopinion.com/2020/09/28/turkish-foreign-policy/
https://edam.org.tr/en/dont-blame-turkey-for-natos-woes/
https://edam.org.tr/natosuzturkiye/
https://www.setav.org/s-400/
https://www.setav.org/s-400/
https://www.setav.org/s-400ler-ve-nato/
https://www.setav.org/s-400lerin-siyasi-zemini/
https://www.setav.org/biden-donemi-basliyor/
https://www.setav.org/s-400-alimi-turkiye-icin-guvenlik-meselesi/
https://www.setav.org/s-400-alimi-turkiye-icin-guvenlik-meselesi/
https://www.setav.org/en/turkey-us-and-pyd-strategic-ally-or-local-partner/
https://www.setav.org/en/turkey-us-and-pyd-strategic-ally-or-local-partner/
https://www.setav.org/turkiye-bati-ve-s-400/


80

FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG – THREE VISIONS FOR NATO

THE UNITED KINGDOM IN NATO

NATO is the key international institution in British security 
policy. And Britain, in turn, is a key European member of 
NATO. It is a nuclear power, a permanent member of the UN 
Security Council, it has the ambition to have globally deploy-
able armed forces and it usually spends more than 2 per 
cent of its GDP on defence. The country was instrumental in 
creating NATO after the Second World War and has re-
mained a staunch supporter of the transatlantic alliance dur-
ing and since the Cold War. At times, maintaining close ties 
to the United States – under the aegis of the so-called »spe-
cial relationship« – appears to be a goal in itself for British 
security policy. In keeping with this basic policy orientation, 
British governments have usually been critical of attempts to 
give the EU greater weight in defence policy. While Tony 
Blair’s Labour government helped to create what was to be-
come the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy in the 
aftermath of the Kosovo conflict, successive governments 
have been highly reluctant to support its further develop-
ment. Brexit has complicated the situation for Britain some-
what. It has made the transatlantic link even more signifi-
cant for Britain, but at the same time has potentially re-
duced the value of this link for the United States as the Unit-
ed Kingdom will no longer be able to influence EU deci-
sion-making in the defence realm directly.

In this context, the United Kingdom is currently seeking to 
redefine its foreign, security and defence policy. In March 
2021, it published its Integrated Review of Security, De-
fence, Development and Foreign Policy (HM Government 
2021), which identifies two crucial challenges for UK de-
fence policy:

(i)	� the need to enhance capabilities, especially to guard 
against Russia, »the most acute threat« in the Euro-At-
lantic area (p. 71); and

(ii)	� the need for an »Indo-Pacific tilt« (pp. 66–67) and to 
respond to »China’s increasing power and assertive-
ness« (p. 24 et passim). 

This reflects concerns that also dominate the discourse on 
the future of NATO among Britain’s leading security think 
tanks. There is widespread agreement within this discourse 
that NATO faces two significant, yet different challenges in 

relation to Russia and China. Whereas Russia is viewed as a 
direct threat to the security of NATO members, China is re-
garded as a challenger that might, over time, evolve into a 
more directly threatening actor. There is also a third chal-
lenge to NATO that is highlighted throughout the discourse: 
maintaining (or restoring) internal cohesion. The list of inter-
nal disagreements that need to be tackled is long but trans-
atlantic burden-sharing and French-led efforts to achieve 
European autonomy are most often identified as key prob-
lems.

Think tanks widely agree on the best way to tackle most of 
these problems: enhancing European capabilities. This will 
help to counter the Russian threat, to safeguard against Chi-
na at least in the long term, to ease disagreements over bur-
den-sharing and it could even satisfy those striving for more 
European autonomy. There are differences in emphasis and, 
especially with respect to China, other measures are dis-
cussed. But European capabilities remain a recurrent theme 
in the British discourse. And this is yet another point of 
agreement between the British think tank discourse about 
the future of NATO and the UK government’s recent Inte-
grated Review. In its ambitious plan to strengthen British ca-
pabilities, the UK government not only seeks to maintain its 
own position in the Alliance but also to lead by example and 
prod other European allies to invest in their capabilities as 
well.

TWO MAIN CHALLENGERS:  
RUSSIA AND CHINA

RUSSIA

British think tanks regard Russia as a real military threat to 
the alliance, especially given its willingness to change bor-
ders in Europe, as illustrated by the 2014 annexation of 
Crimea. The core challenge lies in Russia’s hybrid approach 
to NATO. Notwithstanding a number of publications on cy-
ber security and societal resilience (such as Kendall-Taylor/
Edmonds 2019; Afina et al. 2020), however, the main focus 
of British discourse is on the military side of this threat. 
There is extensive discussion of Russia’s military capabilities 
and how they affect NATO members’ security. The IISS, in 
particular, discusses scenarios involving Russian attacks on 
Lithuania and Poland or multiple flashpoints on the eastern 
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flank, arriving at recommendations on how to prepare for or 
guard against such contingencies (Barrie et al. 2019, 2020). 
Vulnerabilities are mainly seen on NATO’s eastern flank but 
some also point to the Arctic or the »Wider North« (Arctic 
plus Baltic) (Boulègue 2018, 2019b; Kennedy-Pipe/Depledge 
2019). RUSI’s Peter Roberts (2019) even posits that Russia 
has expanded its influence so much »that it is the turn of 
NATO’s European continental members to feel encircled«.

The advice concerning Russia is twofold. On one hand, there 
is a strong emphasis on enhancing capabilities and deterring 
Russia from military action. Europeans, in particular, are ad-
vised to take Russia’s posture into account when deciding 
about capability development (Barrie et al. 2019, 2020). Rec-
ommendations for NATO as a whole include the reinforce-
ment of its forward presence, strengthening NATO’s »ca-
pacity to degrade Russian anti-access weapons« (Efjestad/
Tamnes 2019: 17) and clarifying how the alliance would re-
spond to the use of non-strategic nuclear weapons (Ken-
dall-Taylor/Edmonds 2019: 6465). On the other hand, there 
are individual voices advocating that NATO should »contin-
ue its dual strategy of combining deterrence and meaning-
ful dialogue« and engage in dialogue and confidence-build-
ing, especially with regard to arms control (Olsen 2020; see 
also Efjestad/Tamnes 2019: 21). Chatham House fellow 
Mathieu Boulègue (2019a, b), in particular, advocates a »di-
alogue of differences«, an institutionalized dialogue that 
would not aim at actually resolving differences but at clari-
fying them and explicating the »red lines« of both sides. 
This would help to avoid miscalculation and unintentionally 
drifting into an armed conflict. He also suggests that such a 
form of dialogue among NATO allies could help them to find 
a common stance and decrease Russian opportunities for 
undermining NATO cohesion.

CHINA

There is a broad consensus in the British discourse that Chi-
na represents a second important challenge for NATO al-
lies. But it is a challenge that is significantly different from 
the one that Russia poses, especially because it does not 
(yet) concern NATO’s core business of collective defence. 
Analyses point to China’s global ambition and the ambi-
tious modernization of its armed forces, as well as the fact 
that it has established cooperation with Russia, seeks to un-
dermine NATO cohesion (for instance through disinforma-
tion campaigns) and is already expanding the reach of its 
forces closer to NATO territory (Barrie et al. 2020: 1012; Le-
garda/Nouwens 2019; Nouwens/Legarda 2020). Moreover, 
the expansion of economic cooperation between European 
allies and China is viewed as a potential source of depend-
ency that could be turned against Europeans (Efjestad/
Tamnes 2019: 19).

NATO’s inability to formulate a joint approach towards Chi-
na is seen as a crucial weakness of the alliance (Roberts 
2019). The US openly treats China as a rival, whereas the Eu-
ropean Union only recently moved to an assessment of 
China as »partner«, »competitor« and »rival«. Such differ-

ences in threat assessment potentially provide China with 
leverage for sowing disunity in the alliance (Nouwens/Legar-
da 2020: 7).

No one sees a direct military confrontation between China 
and NATO as a likely scenario. The advice for handling the 
China challenge, therefore, focuses on bolstering cohesion 
within NATO, finding regional partners to contain China and 
cooperating to reduce the danger of economic dependency. 
Internal cohesion can be improved by better exchanges of 
information and more intensive internal debate about the 
different approaches towards China to identify common 
concerns (Bond 2019; Efjestad/Tamnes 2019: 19; Legarda/
Nouwens 2019). Intensified partnerships with countries in 
the Asia-Pacific region, including linking NATO to existing 
regional security arrangements there, are viewed as a prom-
ising way to respond to China’s ambitions without seeking 
to expand NATO’s area of operations (Pothier 2019; Nou-
wens/Legarda 2020: 15). Countering the danger of eco-
nomic dependency is not viewed as a prime task for NATO, 
but some commentators argue that NATO cooperation with 
the EU could help to alleviate the problem. It would be eas-
ier for the EU, for example, to monitor the influx of foreign 
direct investment into critical sectors and to deal with the 
technological and economic challenges China poses 
(Efjestad/Tamnes 2019: 20; Nouwens/Legarda 2020).

THE KEY INTERNAL CHALLENGE: 
COHESION

For most contributions to the British discourse, the key inter-
nal challenge that NATO faces is a lack of unity and cohe-
sion. Trump’s rhetoric, as well as Macron’s »brain dead« 
comments, are popular points of reference for this diagno-
sis. The latter in particular have been heavily criticized by 
commentators from British think tanks (for a lone exception, 
see Chevallereau 2019). Even though Macron criticized the 
lack of cohesion himself, his remarks were widely regarded 
as further aggravating the key problem for NATO’s cohe-
sion: transatlantic differences over NATO’s future and over 
burden-sharing or the contribution of Europeans to the 
overall defence effort. Other issues, especially the role of 
Turkey and regional differences in assessing external securi-
ty challenges, receive less attention.

BURDEN-SHARING AND EUROPEANISATION

The rhetoric and policies of the Trump administration put 
the differences between the United States and its European 
allies under the spotlight. But there is a common under-
standing that disputes over burden-sharing in the alliance 
will not go away now that the United States has returned to 
a more centrist foreign and security policy (for example, 
Besch/Scazzieri 2020). For the US, the key security challeng-
es lie in the Asia-Pacific, while Europeans are clearly more 
focused on Russia. The differences are so stark that the IISS 
even contributed to a policy game that centred on a scenario 
in which the United States leaves NATO (Fix et al. 2019) and 
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developed scenarios concerning how Europeans could de-
fend themselves against attack if the United States did not 
join their effort (Barrie et al. 2019).

The result of these scenarios and of almost all contributions 
to the debate is straightforward: it is in the best interest of 
Europeans to keep the United States engaged in Europe 
(Pothier 2019). This can be achieved, for example, by adjust-
ing to US strategic priorities: »A new transatlantic bargain 
might have to be built on the notion that Europeans operate 
globally to help the US with its various contingencies in ex-
change for a reconfirmed US commitment to European se-
curity through NATO« (Barrie et al. 2020: 18; see also Legar-
da/Nouwens 2019).

More importantly, Europeans should enhance their military 
capabilities in order to keep the United States engaged. 
There is no shortage of recommendations concerning which 
capabilities are most important (for example, Barrie et al. 
2019, 2020; Efstathiou 2019). Increasing defence spending 
is the obvious implication of this recommendation. How can 
this be achieved? There is a strong emphasis on pragmatism. 
NATO’s 2 per cent target, for example, is often viewed criti-
cally, if interpreted too rigidly, but at the same time regard-
ed as an important symbolic guidepost to induce Europeans 
to invest in capabilities (for example, Béraud-Sudreau/Gieg-
erich 2018; Béraud-Sudreau/Childs 2018; Efjestad/Tamnes 
2019: 22; Besch 2018a). EU efforts to achieve strategic au-
tonomy are viewed with similar pragmatism. It is not the in-
stitutional choice that matters but the creation of capabili-
ties (Barrie et al. 2020; Besch 2019).

Where institutional questions are discussed there is a clear 
preference for focusing on NATO (Roberts 2020) and creat-
ing »a kind of European core within NATO« (Kundnani 2019) 
rather than organizing the European contribution within the 
EU. This, of course, would also make it easier for the United 
Kingdom to play a leading role.

This does not imply, however, that the EU is viewed as use-
less or as NATO’s competitor. Some contributions point out 
that, as a »regulatory power«, the EU has tools to address 
certain challenges more effectively than NATO. This holds, 
for example, in the realms of cyber security, force mobility or 
defence-industrial cooperation (Besch 2019; Olsen 2020; 
Efjestad/Tamnes 2019) and in improving resilience against 
hybrid tactics (Besch/Bond 2019; Kendall-Taylor/Edmonds 
2019). However, the implication that it is in the best interest 
of Britain, too, to maintain close links to the EU is rarely 
spelled out (but see Shea 2020).

A COMMUNITY OF VALUES?

NATO cohesion is threatened not only by transatlantic diver-
gences. There are other fault-lines along which interests and 
values in the alliance diverge. These receive less attention in 
the British discourse. NATO members define their immedi-
ate security interests in different ways, with states on the 
eastern flank looking primarily towards Russia and states in 

the South concerned mainly about instability around the 
Mediterranean.1 There is also a noticeable divergence of val-
ues among NATO members because of the rise of populist 
leaders and autocratic tendencies in some states. In Turkey, 
both issues come together as the government attacks basic 
democratic institutions and defines Turkey’s security inter-
ests in ways that may be harmful to those of other members 
(Chevallereau 2020; see also Besch/Bond 2019: 2; Scazzieri 
2021).

Where these issues are discussed, the advice usually boils 
down to an appeal to common interests and common val-
ues. Leaders should return to consensus-building and to 
leading by example (Schake 2019) and to an awareness that 
»transatlantic security guarantees and collective defence in 
particular have to be rooted in a sense of solidarity, as well 
as shared values and interests between members of the 
community« (Efstathiou 2018). Focusing on shared demo-
cratic values could improve cohesion and give China and 
Russia fewer opportunities to exploit divergences among 
members (Olsen 2019, 2020).

There is little concrete advice, however, on how to actually 
achieve this. After all, as Chatham House’s Jacob Parakilas 
(2019) puts it, NATO »reflects the internal politics of its 
membership to a far greater degree than it shapes them« 
and is not equipped to enforce values in its member states. 
Svein Efjestad and Rolf Tamnes (2019: 10), contributing to a 
RUSI publication, make the rare proposal that NATO mem-
bers should »make more vigorous use of its various venues 
and instruments, including the NATO Council, to scrutinise 
infringements of fundamental rights and abuse of power«. 
But even they hasten to add that other »organisations such 
as the Council of Europe and the EU have a more explicit ob-
ligation to enforce adherence to democratic values and hu-
man rights«.

ARMS CONTROL

Arms control issues are mainly a specialist discourse in the 
United Kingdom and do not figure prominently in the 
broader debate about NATO’s future. At times, the end of 
the INF is noted with some concern but mainly because it is 
yet another issue which makes divisions among NATO mem-
bers visible (Raine 2019). The responsibility for the collapse 
of the INF is clearly assigned to Russia and Macron’s propos-
al to study Russian proposals in this context has met with ve-
hement criticism (Morrison/Heinrichs 2020).

NATO’s nuclear policies receive some modest criticism be-
cause they are perceived as putting too little emphasis on 
disarmament. There are no calls for Britain to accede to the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. However, 
there are calls for NATO not to stress its opposition to the 

1	 The British discourse is no exception in this respect as Southern con-
cerns are rarely discussed as an issue for NATO, whereas the Arc-
tic and the Wider North figure somewhat more prominently (see 
below).
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TPNW too strongly and instead to search for points of agree-
ment with TPNW supporters and to play a more proactive 
role in nuclear disarmament. Only if NATO can demonstrate 
how its nuclear posture can be reconciled with the goal of 
nuclear disarmament, as enshrined in the NPT, can it expect 
non-proliferation to survive (Caughley/Afina 2020). The 
United Kingdom’s recent Integrated Review highlights rath-
er than alleviates this tension between the abstract goal of 
nuclear disarmament and actual reliance on nuclear weap-
ons (for example, Williams 2021). 

There is also advocacy work to save the Open Skies Treaty 
(European Leadership Network 2020) and for the United 
Kingdom to engage more proactively in arms control relat-
ing to the use of drones and Lethal Autonomous Weapons 
Systems (UNA-UK 2017).

OTHER CHALLENGES FOR NATO

The defence of NATO’s eastern flank against Russia and 
countering Chinese ambitions are the most prominent ex-
ternal challenges for NATO in the British discourse. They are 
also reflected in some additional topics that are discussed 
occasionally. Some analysts argue that NATO needs to pay 
more attention to space as a domain that is significant for 
military security. Stickings (2020), for example, argues that 
NATO’s response to Russian and Chinese activities in space 
should not remain confined to designating space an »oper-
ational domain«. He calls especially for clarification of the 
distribution of responsibilities in space between NATO and 
its member states and a discussion of possible scenarios for 
incidents in space. Unal (2019) adds the cyber security of 
space-based assets as a topic to which NATO should pay at-
tention. Some commentators call on NATO to generally put 
more effort in the resilience of systems vulnerable to cyber 
attacks, including critical networks and C3 systems (Besch 
2018b; Afina et al. 2020).

Finally, British think tanks appear to look at the regional dis-
tribution of threats through a specifically Northern lens. 
While the concerns of Southern members about migration, 
terrorism and instability around the Mediterranean are occa-
sionally mentioned, there are few concrete suggestions 
about what NATO as an organization could do about them. 
At best, NATO may help other nations to defend themselves 
and train forces in the MENA region (Besch/Bond 2018; 
Efjestad/Tamnes 2019: 19; Olsen 2020) or support more ro-
bust peacekeeping in Libya once internal tensions with Tur-
key are resolved (Scazzieri 2021). In contrast, some commen-
tators regard the North as a region in which NATO should 
step up its defence efforts. Russia has been active in the Arc-
tic for a while, China has designated itself a »near-Arctic 
state« and the Arctic, or the Wider North (including the Bal-
tic states), is of strategic importance for NATO because of its 
significance for trade and communication routes. Moreover, 
NATO is militarily vulnerable in the North through the »GIUK 
gap«. Given this situation, some commentators recommend 
that NATO (and the United Kingdom) pay more attention to 
the region (Kennedy-Pipe/Depledge 2019) and develop forc-

es and capabilities accordingly (Boulègue 2018; Efjestad/
Tamnes 2019: 1617), but without militarizing the region it-
self (Boulègue 2019b).



84

FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG – THREE VISIONS FOR NATO

REFERENCES

Afina, Yasmin/Inverarity, Calum/Unal, Beyza (2020): Ensuring Cyber 
Resilience in NATO’s Command, Control and Communication Systems. 
London, Chatham House.

Barrie, Douglas et al.
– � (2019): Defending Europe: Scenario-Based Capability Requirements for 

NATO’s European Members. London, International Institute for Stra-
tegic Studies; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2019/05/
defending-europe (accessed 22 December 2020).

– � (2020): European Defence Policy in an Era of Renewed Great-Power 
Competition; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2020/02/
the-future-of-european-defence (accessed 28 January 2021).

Béraud-Sudreau, Lucie/Childs, Nick (2018): The US and Its NATO Al-
lies: Costs and Value. Military Balance Blog; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/
military-balance/2018/07/us-and-nato-allies-costs-and-value (accessed 5 
March 2021).

Béraud-Sudreau, Lucie/Giegerich, Bastian (2018): Is Nato’s 2 per 
Cent Target Fit for Purpose? in: Prospect Magazine; https://www.
prospectmagazine.co.uk/world/is-natos-2-per-cent-target-fit-for-purpose 
(accessed 5 March 2021).

Besch, Sophia
– � (2018a): Defence Spending in NATO: Stop Convincing Trump, Start 

Convincing Europeans. London, Centre for European Reform.
– � (2018b): Protecting European Networks: What Can NATO Do? London, 

Centre for European Reform; https://www.cer.eu/insights/protecting-
european-networks-what-can-nato-do (accessed 14 March 2020).

– � (2019): Appalled by Strategic Autonomy? Applaud It Instead. London, 
Centre for European Reform.

Besch, Sophia/Bond, Ian (2019): NATO at 70: Twilight Years or a 
New Dawn? London, Centre for European Reform; https://www.cer.eu/
insights/nato-70-twilight-years-or-new-dawn (accessed 14 March 2021).

Besch, Sophia/Scazzieri, Luigi (2020): European Strategic Autonomy 
and a New Transatlantic Bargain. London, Centre for European Reform; 
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2020/european-
strategic-autonomy-and-new-transatlantic-bargain (accessed 14 March 
2021).

Bond, Ian (2019): NATO: Brain Dead, or Just Resting? London, Centre for 
European Reform.

Boulègue, Mathieu
– � (2018): NATO Needs a Strategy for Countering Russia in the Arctic 

and the Black Sea. Chatham House Expert Comment; https://www.
chathamhouse.org/2018/07/nato-needs-strategy-countering-russia-
arctic-and-black-sea (accessed 14 March 2021).

– � (2019a): Russia and NATO: A Dialogue of Differences. Chatham House 
Expert Comment; https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/russia-
and-nato-dialogue-differences (accessed 14 March 2021).

– � (2019b): Russia’s Military Posture in the Arctic Managing Hard Power in 
a ‘Low Tension’ Environment. London, Chatham House; https://www.
chathamhouse.org/2019/06/russias-military-posture-arctic (accessed 
22 December 2020).

Caughley, Tim/Afina, Yasmin (2020): NATO and the Frameworks of 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament: Challenges for the 10th NPT 
Review Conference. London, Chatham House; https://www.chatham-
house.org/2020/05/nato-and-frameworks-nuclear-non-prolifera-
tion-and-disarmament (accessed 22 December 2020).

Chevallereau, Patrick
– � (2019): NATO and the ‘Disruptive’ French President. RUSI Commen-

tary; https://rusi.org/commentary/nato-and-disruptive-french-president 
(accessed 9 March 2021).

– � (2020): The Worm Is in the Fruit: A Rising Strategic Foe Inside NATO. 
RUSI Commentary; https://rusi.org/commentary/worm-fruit-rising-
strategic-foe-inside-nato (accessed 11 March 2021).

Efjestad, Svein/Tamnes, Rolf (2019): I. NATO’s Enduring Relevance. 
Whitehall Papers, 95(1): 8–25.

Efstathiou, Yvonni-Stefania
– � (2018): What Is The Atlantic Community For And Do We Still Need It? 

Atlantic Community; https://atlantic-community.org/what-is-the-atlantic-
community-for-and-do-we-still-need-it/ (accessed 8 March, 2021).

– � (2019): European Strategic Airlift: A Work in Progress. Military Balance 
Blog; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/military-balance/2019/01/european-
strategic-airlift (accessed 8 March 2021).

European Leadership Network (2020): ELN Group Statement: Sav-
ing the Open Skies Treaty; https://www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/
group-statement/eln-group-statement-saving-open-skies-treaty/ (accessed 
26 March 2021).

Fix, Liana/Giegerich, Bastian/Kirch, Theresa (2019): European Security 
in Crisis: What to Expect If the US Withdraws from NATO. Hamburg, Kör-
ber-Stiftung; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2019/09/european-
security-us-nato (accessed 5 March 2021).

HM Government (2021): Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The In-
tegrated Review of Security, Defence, Development and Foreign Pol-
icy; https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/969402/The_Integrated_Review_of_
Security__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf (accessed 29 
March 2021).

Kendall-Taylor, Andrea/Edmonds, Jeffrey (2019): IV. The Evolution of 
the Russian Threat to NATO, in: Whitehall Papers 95(1): 54–66.

Kennedy-Pipe, Caroline/Depledge, Duncan (2019): Britain, Estonia 
and the Wider North. in: RUSI Commentary; https://rusi.org/commentary/
britain-estonia-and-wider-north (accessed 11 March 2021).

Kundnani, Hans (2019): To Preserve NATO, Britain Must Help Rein-
vent It. Chatham House Expert Comment; https://www.chathamhouse.
org/2019/04/preserve-nato-britain-must-help-reinvent-it (accessed 14 
March 2021).

Legarda, Helena/Nouwens, Meia (2019): NATO Needs a China Policy, in: 
The Diplomat; https://thediplomat.com/2019/07/nato-needs-a-china-policy/ 
(accessed 8 March 2021).

Morrison, Tim/Heinrichs, Rebeccah (2020): Reaffirming NATO to Protect 
Transatlantic Security, in: RUSI Commentary; https://rusi.org/commentary/
reaffirming-nato-protect-transatlantic-security (accessed 12 March 2021).

Nouwens, Meia/Legarda, Helena (2020): China’s Rise as a Global Secu-
rity Actor: Implications for NATO. London, International Institute for Strate-
gic Studies; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2020/12/chinas-rise-
as-a-global-security-actor (accessed 22 December 2020).

Olsen, John Andreas
– � (2019): Introduction: An Alliance for the 21st Century, in: Whitehall Pa-

pers 95(1): 3–7.
– � (2020): NATO@71, in: RUSI Commentary; https://rusi.org/commentary/

nato71 (accessed 11 March 2021).

Parakilas, Jacob (2019): Don’t Count on NATO to Save Liberal Val-
ues, in: Chatham House Expert Comment; https://www.chathamhouse.
org/2019/04/dont-count-nato-save-liberal-values (accessed 15 March 2021).

Pothier, Fabrice (2019): Five Challenges That NATO Must Overcome to 
Stay Relevant, in: IISS Analysis; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/04/
five-challenges-for-nato (accessed 8 March, 2021).

Raine, Sarah (2019): Four Key Challenges for NATO in the Months Ahead, 
in: IISS Analysis; https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/01/four-key-
challenges-nato (accessed 8 March 2021).

Roberts, Peter
– � (2019): NATO vs Russia at 70, in: RUSI Commentary; https://rusi.org/

commentary/nato-vs-russia-70 (accessed 9 March 2021).
– � (2020): NATO 2030: Difficult Times Ahead, in: RUSI Commentary;  

https://rusi.org/commentary/nato-2030-difficult-times-ahead (accessed 
11 March 2021).

https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2019/05/defending-europe
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2019/05/defending-europe
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2020/02/the-future-of-european-defence
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2020/02/the-future-of-european-defence
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/military-balance/2018/07/us-and-nato-allies-costs-and-value
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/military-balance/2018/07/us-and-nato-allies-costs-and-value
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/world/is-natos-2-per-cent-target-fit-for-purpose
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/world/is-natos-2-per-cent-target-fit-for-purpose
https://www.cer.eu/insights/protecting-european-networks-what-can-nato-do
https://www.cer.eu/insights/protecting-european-networks-what-can-nato-do
https://www.cer.eu/insights/nato-70-twilight-years-or-new-dawn
https://www.cer.eu/insights/nato-70-twilight-years-or-new-dawn
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2020/european-strategic-autonomy-and-new-transatlantic-bargain
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2020/european-strategic-autonomy-and-new-transatlantic-bargain
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2018/07/nato-needs-strategy-countering-russia-arctic-and-black-sea
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2018/07/nato-needs-strategy-countering-russia-arctic-and-black-sea
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2018/07/nato-needs-strategy-countering-russia-arctic-and-black-sea
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/russia-and-nato-dialogue-differences
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/russia-and-nato-dialogue-differences
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/06/russias-military-posture-arctic
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/06/russias-military-posture-arctic
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/05/nato-and-frameworks-nuclear-non-proliferation-and-disarmament
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/05/nato-and-frameworks-nuclear-non-proliferation-and-disarmament
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/05/nato-and-frameworks-nuclear-non-proliferation-and-disarmament
https://rusi.org/commentary/nato-and-disruptive-french-president
https://rusi.org/commentary/worm-fruit-rising-strategic-foe-inside-nato
https://rusi.org/commentary/worm-fruit-rising-strategic-foe-inside-nato
https://atlantic-community.org/what-is-the-atlantic-community-for-and-do-we-still-need-it/
https://atlantic-community.org/what-is-the-atlantic-community-for-and-do-we-still-need-it/
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/military-balance/2019/01/european-strategic-airlift
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/military-balance/2019/01/european-strategic-airlift
https://www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/group-statement/eln-group-statement-saving-open-skies-treaty/
https://www.europeanleadershipnetwork.org/group-statement/eln-group-statement-saving-open-skies-treaty/
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2019/09/european-security-us-nato
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2019/09/european-security-us-nato
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/969402/The_Integrated_Review_of_Security__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/969402/The_Integrated_Review_of_Security__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/969402/The_Integrated_Review_of_Security__Defence__Development_and_Foreign_Policy.pdf
https://rusi.org/commentary/britain-estonia-and-wider-north
https://rusi.org/commentary/britain-estonia-and-wider-north
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/preserve-nato-britain-must-help-reinvent-it
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/preserve-nato-britain-must-help-reinvent-it
https://thediplomat.com/2019/07/nato-needs-a-china-policy/
https://rusi.org/commentary/reaffirming-nato-protect-transatlantic-security
https://rusi.org/commentary/reaffirming-nato-protect-transatlantic-security
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2020/12/chinas-rise-as-a-global-security-actor
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/research-paper/2020/12/chinas-rise-as-a-global-security-actor
https://rusi.org/commentary/nato71
https://rusi.org/commentary/nato71
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/dont-count-nato-save-liberal-values
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/04/dont-count-nato-save-liberal-values
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/04/five-challenges-for-nato
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/04/five-challenges-for-nato
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/01/four-key-challenges-nato
https://www.iiss.org/blogs/analysis/2019/01/four-key-challenges-nato
https://rusi.org/commentary/nato-vs-russia-70
https://rusi.org/commentary/nato-vs-russia-70
https://rusi.org/commentary/nato-2030-difficult-times-ahead


85

The UK discourse on NATO’s future

Scazzieri, Luigi (2021): Containing NATO’s Mediterranean Crisis. Lon-
don, Centre for European Reform.

Schake, Kori (2019): Why the U.S. Outplays France, in: The Atlantic. 
Ideas; https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/11/charles-de-
gaulle-lives-again/601618/ (accessed 8 March 2021).

Shea, Jamie (2020): The UK and European Defence: Will NATO Be 
Enough?, The Foreign Policy Centre; https://fpc.org.uk/the-uk-and-
european-defence-will-nato-be-enough/ (accessed 18 March 2021).

Stickings, Alexandra (2020): Space as an Operational Domain: What 
Next for NATO? In: RUSI Newsbrief; https://rusi.org/publication/rusi-
newsbrief/space-operational-domain-what-next-nato (accessed 9 March, 
2021).

UNA-UK (2017): Keeping Britain Global? Strengthening the UK’s Role 
in the World. London, UNA-UK; https://una.org.uk/sites/default/files/
Keeping%20Britain%20global/UNA_KeepBritGlobal_20170502_web.
pdf (accessed 26 March 2021).

Unal, Beyza (2019): Cybersecurity of NATO’s Space-Based Strategic As-
sets. London: Chatham House; https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/07/
cybersecurity-natos-space-based-strategic-assets (accessed 22 Decem-
ber, 2020).

Williams, Heather (2021): U.K. Nuclear Weapons: Beyond the Numbers, 
in: War on the Rocks. 6 April; http://warontherocks.com/2021/04/u-k-
nuclear-weapons-beyond-the-numbers/ (accessed 5 May 2021). 

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/11/charles-de-gaulle-lives-again/601618/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/11/charles-de-gaulle-lives-again/601618/
https://fpc.org.uk/the-uk-and-european-defence-will-nato-be-enough/
https://fpc.org.uk/the-uk-and-european-defence-will-nato-be-enough/
https://rusi.org/publication/rusi-newsbrief/space-operational-domain-what-next-nato
https://rusi.org/publication/rusi-newsbrief/space-operational-domain-what-next-nato
https://una.org.uk/sites/default/files/Keeping%20Britain%20global/UNA_KeepBritGlobal_20170502_web.pdf
https://una.org.uk/sites/default/files/Keeping%20Britain%20global/UNA_KeepBritGlobal_20170502_web.pdf
https://una.org.uk/sites/default/files/Keeping%20Britain%20global/UNA_KeepBritGlobal_20170502_web.pdf
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/07/cybersecurity-natos-space-based-strategic-assets
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2019/07/cybersecurity-natos-space-based-strategic-assets
http://warontherocks.com/2021/04/u-k-nuclear-weapons-beyond-the-numbers/
http://warontherocks.com/2021/04/u-k-nuclear-weapons-beyond-the-numbers/


86

FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG – THREE VISIONS FOR NATO

COUNTRY CASES  
NON-NATO STATES



87

Russia and the Divisive Discourse on NATO

THREAT PERCEPTION: A MIXED BAG –  
IN EVERY RESPECT

There is a seamless consensus among the Moscow political 
class, which has remained unaltered for years, namely that 
NATO poses a problem for Russia, that its expansion exac-
erbates this problem, and that Russian security interests in 
Europe are best served by a pan-European security system 
with Russia included on an equal footing. 

This attitude took root as early as 1993/1994, when NATO 
began discussing the admission of new members from Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. In the course of a few months, all 
the arguments emerged that comprise the Russian critique, 
which even today determine the debate about NATO and its 
expansion plans. The complaint is that, in contrast to the 
Warsaw Pact, the West refused to dissolve its military alli-
ance at the end of the Cold War. This reflects the fact that it 
does not appreciate Russia’s decisive contribution to ending 
that war, but instead continues to celebrate its supposed 
victory. This arrogant attitude corresponds to the West’s 
broken promises not to unilaterally expand the scope of its 
alliance, in line with the spirit of the 1990 CSCE Charter of 
Paris, to which it had committed itself in concrete terms 
within the framework of the Two Plus Four negotiations on 
German unification. Reference is also made to Russia’s na-
tional interests, because with its expansion NATO deliber-
ately marginalizes the Russian Federation politically, pushing 
it to the European periphery and building up a qualitatively 
new level of military capacity, even if the alliance does not 
yet pose an acute military threat (cf. Spanger 2012).

As in the past, Russia’s confrontation with NATO therefore 
brings together all the fundamental problems and visions 
with which the Moscow political class was confronted after 
the end of the Soviet Union: from uncertainty about the 
country’s place in the international community to the ques-
tion of how and by what means Moscow could conceivably 
influence developments beyond its own borders, and also 
how – this was added with the gradual emergence of Pu-
tin’s autocratic rule – it can shield itself from undue influ-
ence from outside, namely from the West.1 This dilemma 

1	 The latter came about in contrast to the beginning, when both sides 
»sought to develop cooperation based not only on common interests, 
but also on shared values« (Zagorsky 2017: 138). For then Russian 

has produced a vast amount of analyses and commentaries, 
so only a concise summary of the debate can be presented 
here.

For about ten years the view has prevailed in the Moscow 
political class that Russia has established itself as an »inde-
pendent centre of power« after its »geopolitical knockout« 
had been overcome (Lukyanov 2010).2 However, from this 
basic attitude it does not necessarily follow how Russia can 
assume this role in the international system and what this 
means for the relationship with NATO, except for one 
thing: any thought of Russia joining NATO – and its trans-
formation into a collective security organization, which 
would go hand in hand with it – is now obsolete. 

This, however, is where the consensus ends, because the 
exact nature of the threat posed by NATO and, even more 
so, how NATO is to be dealt with, are judged very differ-
ently in the Russian security debate. Take, for instance, the 
basic question of whether NATO has a future at all and 
what it looks like. Donald Trump’s disregard for the alliance 
in particular stimulated some optimism among some Rus-
sian think tankers. Timofei Bordachev of the Higher School 
of Economics (HSE), for example, came up with the bold 
claim that »NATO itself is already a historical relic« (Bor-
dachev 2019), with which dialogue is no longer worth-
while for Russia. Yet, publishing on the same platform, the 
Valdai Club, Igor Istomin of the Moscow State Institute of 
International Relations (MGIMO), counters: »Judging by 

Foreign Minister Kozyrev this sounded like this: »It is quite possible 
that the now much-discussed question of NATO’s eastward enlarge-
ment will become a less pressing problem through the dynamic fur-
ther development of the partnership, as well as through coopera-
tion within the CSCE and the NACC« (Kozyrev 1994: 6). For an early 
critic such as Sergei Karaganov, this was, in retrospect, an expression 
of the »desire to please the ‘rich uncles’ in the 1990s, lack of intelli-
gence, i.e. stupidity, or simply weakness« and thus Russia’s »co-re-
sponsibility for the resurgence of confrontation in Europe« (Kara-
ganov 2019b). Vladimir Putin made it clear at the Valdai meeting in 
2017 that he shares this view, because »our most serious mistake 
in relations with the West is that we trusted you too much« (Putin 
2017).

2	 Or in the words of Dmitry Trenin (2009: 4f) of the Carnegie Center: 
»Russia has defined itself as a major power in its own right with 
global reach. Its current goal is to become a full-fledged world 
power, one of a handful of more or less equal players in the global 
system of the twenty-first century. The goal is to become a world 
power in the twenty-first century. (…) The goal is to create a less US/
Western centered system«.

RUSSIA AND THE DIVISIVE 
DISCOURSE ON NATO
Hans-Joachim Spanger
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the steps it has taken rather than by rhetoric, NATO re-
mains a completely vital organization« (Istomin 2019). De-
spite all its difficulties, »NATO will remain the central insti-
tution for Transatlantic coordination that also ensures the 
projection of the power to adjacent regions« and »[r]ecent 
apocalyptic expectations concerning disintegration of nor-
mative consensus seem exaggerated« (Istomin/Bolgova 
2018: 5, 47). Andrey Kortunov of the Russian International 
Affairs Council (RIAC) goes one step further, arguing that 
»simply going back to a world without NATO is not only 
impossible but also undesirable, since the world of the past 
has never been the ideal for the future«. This is all the more 
true since the alternatives to NATO need by no means be 
better for Russia: 

	� Will it be better if Turkey or Germany start to think 
about acquiring their own nuclear weapons, while Po-
land attempts to create an anti-Russian »three seas« 
military and political alliance, uniting the states of Cen-
tral Europe? Will it be better if another president of the 
United States turns out to be entirely free of all the 
obligations and restrictions imposed on him by NATO’s 
multilateral rules and procedures? (Kortunov 2019a)

These diverging views of NATO express one thing above 
all: profound differences on the question of who owns the 
future. There are essentially two opposing standpoints. On 
one hand, an exuberant self-confidence that in the wake of 
the global power shift the world has already become 
multipolar and a few great powers – Russia included – will 
shape the future global order. Hence, Russia is back. In the 
words of Sergey Karaganov, whose mode of argument is 
often neatly timed and geared towards achieving a politi-
cal impact: »the 2010s were probably the most successful 
period in terms of foreign and defence policy, at least since 
the 1970s when the USSR’s foreign policy influence and 
military security were at their height«: 

	� In the 2010s, Russia managed to halt the expansion of 
Western alliances which threatened vital interests of its 
security. In Syria, a series of imposed »colour revolu-
tions« that destroyed entire regions was stopped. Rus-
sia has gained advantageous, including economically, 
positions in the Middle East. It has built a de facto 
allied relationship with China, which markedly streng-
thens the positions of both countries in the world sys-
tem. (…) Having begun its turn to the East, Russia has 
significantly changed the balance of power in relations 
with the West, especially Europe, in its own favour. 
While Europe’s periphery was willing to gravitate 
towards the centre and prepared to pay for this, Russia 
is now turning into the centre of a new vast Eurasian 
space and regaining Eurasian identity.

But »[u]nlike the Soviet Union, Russia this time took ›the 
right side of history‹« (Karaganov 2017) because, in even 
more emphatic historical terms, »Russia, not even fully re-
alising it yet, has finally knocked the foundation out of the 
West’s five-hundred-year dominance in world politics, 
economy, and culture« (Karaganov 2019a).

This contrasts significantly with a much more sceptical as-
sessment, which also admits Russia’s foreign policy suc-
cesses, especially in the Middle East, and concedes that 
the global balance is shifting to the detriment of the West. 
At the same time, it expresses serious reservations that, 
according to Andrey Kortunov, »the material foundation 
of Russia’s foreign policy has not gotten any stronger, to 
say the least«. He also cautions that, despite all successes 
»the strategic risks here outweigh the tactical advantag-
es« (Kortunov 2019b). Andrey Zagorsky, Institute for 
World Economy and International Relations (IMEMO), 
adds that, especially with regard to European security, 
Russian options have not become better, but worse, »to-
wards the possible isolation (or self-isolation) of Russia. 
The actual choice today is not between integrating Russia 
into a ›political West‹ or a bipolar system, but between iso-
lating Russia and agreeing to maintain a modus vivendi« 
as the best option (Zagorsky 2017: 138).

These differences reveal a peculiar paradox: Karaganov’s 
diagnoses – or rather vision – of Russia’s rise as an »Atlan-
tic-Pacific power« to become the »centre of rising Eurasia« 
clearly strike a chord with the political class in Moscow, as 
the similar-sounding official pronouncements from the 
Kremlin and the Foreign Ministry in recent years demon-
strate. The vast majority of think tanks, on the other hand, 
subscribe to the sceptical, cautious position of his critics – 
a difference that is also reflected in their recommenda-
tions on how to deal with NATO.

 
WHAT ABOUT THE MILITARY THREAT?

It is striking that in the assessment of the immediate mili-
tary threat from NATO, there is again greater agreement – 
and composure dominates.3 The explanation, however, 
again differs in that some refer to Russian military capabil-
ities, others to NATO’s »relatively limited direct military de-
ployments« (Istomin 2019) on Russia’s western border: 
»the real level of pressure will most probably be limited 
[substantially below the Cold War level to which the mod-
ern situation is often compared]. The West relies more on 
other instruments in its rising tensions with Moscow« 
(Istomin/Bolgova 2018: 47). This, as well as the continued 
communications, allegedly signals that the alliance does 
not harbour very threatening military intentions. Accord-
ing to Russian Institute for Strategic Studies (RISI) authors, 
however, this hybridisation only amounts to »an extended 
deterrence strategy that would encompass the military, 
political, information and economic spheres« (Kosarev 
2020: 17). More generally, the issue of hybrid warfare has 
become a subject of mutual finger-pointing between 
NATO and Russia, each side referring to alleged doctrinal 
changes by its opponent.

3	 With the notable exception of the worst-case analyses of NATO 
which are to be found in the works of the Russian Institute for Stra-
tegic Studies (RISI) and which are a mirror image of the alarmism at 
NATO’s eastern flank (see, for example, Kosarev 2020).
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Karaganov agrees, irrespective of his basic assumption that 
NATO is inherently aggressive4 and can be neutralised only 
through effective deterrence: »Russia’s armed forces are 
quite efficient, and I do not think that NATO should expect 
anything more than a quick defeat in the event of a conflict, 
if, of course, Russia uses all the necessary means for that. 
But there are no signs indicating that the Alliance is prepar-
ing direct aggression. Russia does have sufficient deterrent 
forces« (Karaganov 2019b). Why, however, he believes that 
there is currently an »acute pre-war situation (…) compara-
ble to the time right after the Cuban missile crisis« remains 
his secret (Karaganov 2019c). 

In line with his last argument there is again agreement – and 
it is emphasised throughout – that the current climate of 
confrontation between Russia and the West harbours inher-
ent dangers, namely of unintended military escalation and 
accidental war, which must be jointly contained (see, for ex-
ample, Institute of Europe 2020). The same applies to the 
»emerging arms race« (see, for example, Zagorsky 2017: 
139), although in Karaganov’s view this race is already over 
before it has really begun: »Russia has pre-emptively ruined 
the United States’ hopes to regain military superiority, and 
has so far won the arms race without getting involved in it« 
(Karaganov 2019a).

DIALOGUE WITH NATO?

RIAC and IMEMO in particular, but also the other academic 
institutes, have in recent years not tired of exploring options 
to forge a common understanding in all conceivable combi-
nations with Western think tanks: from joint workshops to a 
myriad of joint policy proposals. Their minimum goal is to 
contain the dangers described above and stabilize the cur-
rent standoff; their maximum goal is to establish something 
like a »modus vivendi« (Zagorsky 2017) or a »positive coex-
istence« in the sense of an »equilibrium founded on yet-to-
be-agreed rules of behaviour« (Trenin 2018, 4) between 
Russia and NATO. The minimum goal can be tackled imme-
diately and, with sufficient flexibility and foresight on both 
sides, can be achieved relatively quickly. The maximum goal, 
however, can be achieved only after the completely de-
stroyed trust has been restored and after tensions have 
been reduced and the current crisis has been overcome. The 
restoration of a partnership, on the other hand, is ruled out 
by all for the foreseeable future. 

With regard to the minimum goal, almost all think tanks ad-
vocate a resumption of the NATO-Russia Council, at least at 
ambassadorial level, better still at a higher level and in »a 
more predictable rhythm«, as stated in a joint paper by RIAC 
and the European Leadership Network (Kubiak 2019). A 
joint discussion group with Western academics initiated by 
academy institutes and the Centre for Euro-Atlantic Security 
at MGIMO in addition suggests that the 1997 NATO-Russia 

4	 »When democracies are not militarily contained, they commit acts of 
aggression under the banner of protecting human rights, ethnic mi-
norities and democracy itself« (Karaganov 2019b).

Founding Act should be better utilized in the sense of »re-
straint, transparency and confidence-building measures« 
and, if necessary, expanded (Institute of Europe 2020).

Here, too, Karaganov, together with his colleagues at the 
HSE,5 takes an at first glance radical counter-position, de-
manding that »under no circumstances should Moscow 
agree to resume the hollow political dialogue within the 
framework of the Russian-NATO Council« (Karaganov 
2019b): 

	� The desire to maintain a political dialogue with NATO 
is completely incomprehensible. Didn’t we take our 
appeasement efforts a bit too far? With our willing-
ness to maintain an empty dialogue in the past, we 
legitimised an irrelevant alliance that had outlived its 
usefulness, and helped it endure and expand. (Karaga-
nov 2019c)6 

Elsewhere, he concedes that faute de mieux the Coopera-
tion Council, like the OSCE, could be used »instrumentally 
(…) wherever they can be useful – to regulate crises or pre-
vent conflicts – but otherwise be pushed aside« (Karaganov/
Suslov 2018: 79). His preferred alternative is »a modern ac-
tive policy of peace or peace-saving (a new language is 
needed). It should combine strong deterrence with the re-
jection of direct threats and with the promotion of the slo-
gan ›Russia is the main provider of peace, a defender of sov-
ereignty and freedom of choice for all countries and civiliza-
tions, a guarantor of a new non-aligned movement and the 
prevention of hegemonism‹« (Karaganov 2019a). 

A similar formation can be observed in the assessment of 
arms control. The RIAC in particular, frequently represented 
by its president Igor Ivanov (for example, Ivanov 2019), as 
well as the IMEMO as represented by Aleksey Arbatov in 
particular (for example, Arbatov 2019) spare no effort in de-
fending the existing arms control regimes and pleading for 
negotiations on new ones. For Karaganov, on the other 
hand, this process is »practically dead now«, and that is to 
be commended, because »the arms control process was al-
so used to militarise politics and thinking. It was based most-
ly on an artificial criterion, namely, the parity or numerical 
equality of the parties’ armaments and armed forces« (Kar-
aganov 2019c). However, even this extravagant position 
cannot be that serious, because in a major report by the 
HSE, which he presented together with Dmitry Suslov in 
2019 and which has evidently been well received in the For-
eign Ministry, he advocates measures to secure strategic 
stability, which de facto represent nothing more than a par-
tially redesigned negotiated arms control (Karaganov/Suslov 
2019).

5	 And in line with RISI authors who argue that NATO is willing to have 
dialogue with Russia only »from a position of strength« (Kosarev 
2020: 16). 

6	 And he points out: »How can we now justify our hope for ›equal co-
operation‹ with an alliance that has stained itself with bloody aggres-
sion? This line is not only morally flawed, but also impractical, for it 
encourages the worst in our partners« (Karaganov 2019c).
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HOW TO COPE WITH FUTURE  
NATO EXPANSION?

Here, too, the basic disagreements outlined above prevail, 
whereby there is little doubt that NATO is not moving away 
from its axiomatic willingness to accept new members, even 
if, apart from the Balkans, no expansion is currently expect-
ed, especially not with regard to Georgia and Ukraine. While 
one side advocates taking the concerns of the NATO candi-
dates seriously and finding acceptable solutions, especially 
for the countries between Russia and NATO, the other relies 
on a policy of strength. It is again Karaganov who formu-
lates this latter position particularly succinctly, because in his 
view it was Russia’s resolute and military-backed response in 
Georgia in 2008 and in Ukraine in 2014 that unmistakably 
showed NATO its limits: »Russia’s resolutely swift takeover 
of Crimea and support of the rebellion in the Donbass have 
prevented the further expansion of the Western bloc« (Kar-
aganov/Suslov 2018). He thus supports the overwhelming 
majority of Moscow’s political class who advocate a strate-
gy of preventing further expansion of NATO through the ex-
istence – and, if necessary, intensification – of territorial con-
flicts among the accession candidates. This follows the log-
ic of a great power policy which claims »special interests« in 
neighbouring regions but does not show much considera-
tion for the concerns and needs articulated there.

Critics maintain that in order to counter NATO enlargement 
effectively, the »demand side« must be taken much more se-
riously and the motivation of the accession candidates care-
fully studied. These must be flexibly addressed and hence 
Russia’s previous policy in its neighbourhood corrected, be-
cause the policy of recent decades of filling the »geopolitical 
vacuum« has in any case not proved »particularly successful« 
(Kortunov 2019a). According to Andrey Zagorsky, such flexi-
bility presupposes resolving the »central contradiction in the 
current debate« and finding a »balance between the princi-
ple of freedom of choice of alliances and the need to take in-
to account the legitimate security interests of other states 
(the principle of equal and indivisible security)«, as well as 
providing »security guarantees for countries caught between 
Russia and NATO-EU« (Zagorsky 2017: 139) that allow them 
to maintain a non-aligned status.

This is where the EU comes in. In the course of the confron-
tation, it has become customary in Moscow to equate the 
enlargement of NATO with that of the EU, especially be-
cause, with a few exceptions (Austria, Sweden, Finland), the 
former regularly preceded the latter. There are proposals to 
decouple the two again. Dmitry Trenin, for instance, propos-
es for the sake of his »stable equilibrium« a compromise in-
volving »NATO stopping any further enlargement into the 
post-Soviet space and Russia dropping its objections to for-
mer Soviet republics’ rapprochement with the EU« (Trenin 
2018). Kortunov even sees conflict-dampening potential in 
the EU’s debates on its »strategic autonomy«, which could 
reduce the »appeal of NATO membership for post-Soviet 
states«, but in return would require that Russia not view the 
EU’s Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) programme 
in security and defence »in a solely negative light«, as it has 

done so far. In the best case, this could even lay »the founda-
tions of long-term defence cooperation between Russia and 
Europe outside the framework of the highly toxic Russia-
NATO relations« (Kortunov 2019a). And even Karaganov, 
who around 2010 called for a »Union of Europe« as a »last 
chance« (Karaganov 2010), and who today considers the EU 
caught in a dead end, sees opportunities for cooperation be-
yond NATO – but »as part of the efforts to build a greater 
Eurasian space of development, cooperation, and security« 
(Karaganov 2019b). On the horizon, even more ambitious 
goals appear in the shape of »a China-Russia-Europe triangle 
of peace and development within which Russia would act as 
a link and as a balancing power« (Karaganov/Suslov 2018: 
79).

WHAT ROLE FOR CHINA?

As far as China’s role in the Russia-NATO equation is con-
cerned, there is again greater agreement. Prosperous rela-
tions with China are indispensable not only for economic 
reasons – after all, China has been Russia’s most important 
trading partner for years – but also as geostrategic reassur-
ance, which China offers as a force multiplier. However, the 
accompanying balancing vis-à-vis the United States, which is 
desirable to both parties – albeit within variable limits – re-
quires at least hedging, if not balancing vis-à-vis China as 
well. This is all the more true as the balance in the bilateral 
relationship is continuously shifting in China’s favour; no 
one in Moscow makes any secret of this. 

Against this background, it is understandable why the idea 
of a new bipolarism, which is becoming increasingly clear in 
the confrontation between Washington and Beijing, meets 
with little enthusiasm in the Russian strategic community, 
because this would entail the danger that Russia would 
switch from being a subject to an object. Because, as An-
drey Gromyko of the Academy’s Europe Institute notes, 
such »poles can have only one indisputable leader« and 
»China–Russia relations are largely asymmetrical in favour 
of China« (Gromyko 2020), there can only be one loser in 
this constellation.

This ambivalence can be found even with Karaganov, who 
has vigorously promoted Russia’s »turn to the east« over 
many years. On one hand, he welcomes the »de facto stra-
tegic alliance with China« (Karaganov 2017), but on the oth-
er he too sees the risks resulting from the growing asymme-
try between the two countries: »China needs us now. But as 
it becomes economically, and most importantly, militarily 
stronger, it may objectively become less inclined to take our 
interests into account. Beijing may start pursuing a tougher 
policy«. His solution: »integrate it into the system of balanc-
es and institutions within the Greater Eurasia concept« (Kara
ganov 2019a). This is one of the rare points of agreement 
with Andrey Kortunov, who also calls for »multilateralism« 
with China and considers the potential of the »multipolar-
ism« jointly advocated so far to be exhausted in view of the 
bilateral power shift (Zhao/Kortunov 2020). The problem is 
that China has so far shown little inclination to allow itself to 
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be integrated multilaterally, which it perceives to be as much 
a Procrustean bed as Russia does, which is trying to shed it in 
its relationship with the West. At least there is some relief, on 
the part of some pundits: the transformation of NATO into a 
»global security organisation« is considered unlikely, hence 
the alarmism that is so popular in Moscow when it comes to 
NATO may be not well-founded (Istomin/Bolgova 2018: 4). 
But here again RISI authors disagree, positing that in its drive 
towards »destabilising hybridisation« NATO is intent on cov-
ering ever more regions of the world and more areas of ac-
tivity (Kosarev 2020: 42).
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Ukraine debates the future of NATO

In recent years, Ukraine has not formulated a clearly out-
lined and articulated global foreign policy strategy, but 
rather has focused on a set of priorities (Gaber et al. 2020: 
5). To a great extent, this has to do with the fact that 
Ukraine has been preoccupied for years with the conflict 
with Russia, for which NATO (and accession to it) is viewed 
as the ultimate solution. The think-tank and NGO landscape 
is therefore significantly shaped by this topic. The main in-
stitutes involved in framing the discourse about NATO in-
clude the National Institute for Strategic Studies (NISS), the 
Foreign Policy Council »Ukrainian Prism« (UP), the Razumk-
ov Centre (RC) and the International Centre for Policy Stud-
ies (ICPS). There are also a number of academics from vari-
ous university-affiliated research organisations. Most are 
unconditionally pro-NATO/West in their stance, with the 
exception of ICPS, which represents a more moderate posi-
tion towards both Euro-Atlantic integration and relations 
with Russia.

Discussions about NATO in Ukrainian discourse are in many 
respects synonymous with relations with the United States, 
as Kyiv set itself the ambitious goal. However, according to 
Ukrainian experts, the prerequisite for this is that Russia re-
mains a significant security challenge for the entire Eu-
ro-Atlantic area, which would make Ukraine a Western 
bulwark to contain Moscow’s belligerent and aggressive 
foreign policy (Getmanchuk/Solodkyy/Porchkhidze 2020: 
9).

After pursuing a »non-aligned« foreign policy for its nearly 
25 years of independence, Ukraine’s commitment to a trans-
atlantic orientation in its strategic culture, including the pur-
suit of NATO membership, was increased significantly as a 
result of the 2014 crisis (Glebov 2017: 49–50). Currently the 
overwhelming majority of foreign policy experts agree that 
(the road to) joining NATO would help Ukraine to achieve 
three main foreign and security policy goals: (i) provide a 
credible deterrent against its main geopolitical threat, Rus-
sia; (ii) modernize its armed forces and navy; and eventually 
(iii) restore full Ukrainian sovereignty in Donbass and Crimea 
(Kravchenko 2021). At the same time, Ukraine does not view 
its Euro-Atlantic integration aspirations only through mili-
tary and foreign policy lenses, but also considers the path to 
NATO membership as a powerful mechanism that would 
help it to finally turn the tide domestically, most prominent-
ly, in fighting corruption.

INTERNAL ADAPTATION AND A  
LONG ROAD TO MEMBERSHIP

The aspiration to become a NATO member (along with EU 
accession) has been anchored in the Ukrainian constitution 
since February 2019, and it is fully supported by a clear ma-
jority of the expert community (Kapitonenko 2018: 23). On 
the societal level, general support for NATO accession has 
been growing consistently over the years. It continues to be 
a problem, however, that half of the population is strug-
gling to grasp the rules under which the Alliance really 
functions, which some specialists relate to constant disin-
formation campaigns and pro-Russian propaganda (Na-
tional Institute for Strategic Studies (NISS) 2020: 22). With-
out the full confidence of Ukrainian society, potential NATO 
membership will remain unattainable (Symonova 2020). 
Under Ukrainian law, a countrywide referendum is required 
to start the process of NATO accession, but recent polls in-
dicate that support for NATO membership among the pop-
ulation as a whole has been hovering around 50 per cent 
(as of October 2020 it was 41 per cent1), with up to one-
fifth of all respondents still undecided or indifferent (Centre 
for Insights in Survey Research (2019): 62). A better public 
information policy about the benefits of NATO membership 
for the whole country is therefore seen by the expert com-
munity as essential to finally tip the balance towards acces-
sion (Kravchenko 2021).

Even the most ardent champions of Ukraine’s NATO acces-
sion agree that the country still has a lot of homework to 
do, in particular with regard to democratization and parlia-
mentary control of the armed forces. With the Member-
ship Action Plan (MAP) for Ukraine still at least a few years 
away, think tankers argue that the country should adopt a 
more pragmatic approach and focus on the essence of co-
operation rather than on declarations of intent or the offi-
cial status of the accession process (Kapitonenko 2018: 25). 
This has to come from an increased awareness that re-
forms are carried out first and foremost in the country’s 
own interest, meaning that joining NATO would strength-
en not only foreign policy but also domestic stability (Lyt-
vynenko 2020).

1	 Available at: https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=ukr&cat=re-
ports&id=979&page=5
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Utilizing pursuit of NATO membership for domestic purpos-
es has increasingly been endorsed by the new president of 
Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky. Even though he is sometimes 
criticized for his »inertial approach to NATO« the successful 
continuation of engagement with the Alliance through im-
plementation of the Annual National Programme (ANP) and 
the Enhanced Opportunity Partnership (EOP) has been rec-
ognized by all sides of the think-tank spectrum (Litra/Get-
manchuk 2020: 38). These programmes envisage the inten-
sification of intelligence sharing between Ukraine and NATO 
states, as well as reform of the country’s air force and navy. 
As far as the latter is concerned, some experts have pro-
posed (recently included in Ukraine’s Strategy for the Naval 
Forces 20352) of a »mosquito fleet« of small, manoeuvrable 
vessels to strengthen coastal defence, in which NATO (pri-
marily the United States and the United Kingdom) could play 
an important part by training military personnel (Bertels-
mann Stiftung 2020: 24). What is missing in this »pragmat-
ic« approach, however, is a vision of how to overcome the 
biggest stumbling block on the road to NATO, namely 
Crimea and the conflict in Donbass.

SOLVING THE CONFLICT IN  
DONBASS AND CRIMEA

Children who go to school for the first time on September 
1, 2021, will be the first generation, for whom Ukraine has 
been a »foreign country« for their entire lives. Ukrainians are 
clearly dissatisfied with the status quo, but at the same time 
fatigue with the impasse in resolving the conflicts is becom-
ing more tangible. Even though some still argue that reinte-
grating Crimea and Donbass back into Ukraine should be 
tackled together (Lytvynenko 2020), others now believe that 
they should be viewed independently. For them Donbass is 
the absolute priority for economic and military reasons, 
while Crimea should be dealt with at a later stage. For in-
stance, former diplomat and currently a think tanker Filip-
chuk (ICPS) proposes to introduce shared governance with 
Russia over Crimea and after two decades to carry out an-
other referendum (Filipchuk 2017).

With regard to the conflict in Donbass, a compromise is 
generally regarded to be a more tangible prospect than on 
Crimea, for several reasons. First, there is a functioning ne-
gotiating process in the form of the Normandy format with 
the Trilateral contact group under OSCE chairmanship, with 
working committees on technical issues. Furthermore, the 
military conflict in Donbass is more pressing as it continues 
to claim the lives of hundreds of people every year and is a 
heavy financial burden on the budget. Nevertheless, there is 
no consensus on whether the continuation of dialogue with 
Russia in its present form makes sense or whether it should 
be reformed (notably by including the United States and the 
United Kingdom in the multilateral formats) to build addi-
tional pressure on Russia. Opponents of such suggestions 

2	 Available at: https://navy.mil.gov.ua/strategiya-vijskovo-morskyh-syl-
zbrojnyh-syl-ukrayiny-2035/

argue that Russia rarely yields under pressure and might be 
more likely to compromise with Germany and France than 
with other leading Western partners. Moreover, by further 
delegating responsibilities for negotiating with Russia to 
NATO members, Kyiv risks being considered only in the con-
text of conflict with Moscow rather than as an independent 
actor (Dubovik et al. 2021).

To change the status quo Taras Kuzio, for instance, argues 
that the military option should still be considered, as post-So-
viet peace-making has proven to be anything but effective. 
In that context he talks about »learning an important les-
son« from Azerbaijan and how the latter recaptured parts of 
Nagorno-Karabakh last year (Kuzio 2020). He points out that 
after decades of Minsk Group inactivity, Azerbaijan chal-
lenged the Russian guarantees for its ally Armenia and has 
shown that they are not always reliable, because Moscow 
did not directly engage in the conflict alongside an official 
CSTO ally. Furthermore, he also underlines the importance 
of building strong regional security partnerships (especially 
with Turkey, which supplies Azerbaijan with parts for its mil-
itary drones). Last but not least, Kuzio stressed that the Azer-
baijani victory in Nagorno-Karabakh is a practical demon-
stration of the importance of military innovation against the 
background of the ongoing military reform in Ukraine. 

RELATIONS WITH RUSSIA

An absolute majority of experts consider Russia to be 
Ukraine’s main geopolitical threat. In this regard, it is argued 
that Putin can be stopped only by a policy of containment 
and that the re-establishment of good neighbourly relations 
with Russia is impossible for Ukraine until the full restoration 
of the country’s territorial integrity (Koretska 2020b: 4). 
However, a small number of other experts also argue that 
dialogue and contacts with Russia should be maintained for 
pragmatic reasons as long as full membership of NATO is 
out of reach (Filipchuk/Yaroshenko/Ivashko/Kyian 2017). 

In the conflict with Russia, time is generally against Ukraine. 
Some think tankers assume that a »Ukraine fatigue« in the 
West is setting in, slowly but surely, given that no tangible 
developments on Donbass are in sight (Galouchka 2020: 4). 
In the Ukrainian view, if Russia maintains its position as a 
»neutral mediator« in the Donbass conflict, waiting for »the 
West« to lose interest in the conflict in Ukraine and thus be 
ready to compromise in the future, the pressure on Kyiv will 
continue to rise, sometimes leading to reckless moves, such 
as the Zelensky administration’s official commitment to the 
so-called »Steinmeier formula« in 2019, which led to an out-
break of civil unrest (Pashkov 2020).

At the same time, experts believe that the pause in personal 
contacts and summits between the United States and Russia 
ushered in by the pandemic has slightly mitigated the nega-
tive effects of recent years (Shelest 2021). But even if the 
Biden administration is not expected to reset relations with 
Russia, it is also unlikely that the new US administration will 
actively pursue Ukraine’s NATO membership, as the Trump 

https://navy.mil.gov.ua/strategiya-vijskovo-morskyh-syl-zbrojnyh-syl-ukrayiny-2035/
https://navy.mil.gov.ua/strategiya-vijskovo-morskyh-syl-zbrojnyh-syl-ukrayiny-2035/
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heritage of so-called »Ukraine-gate«, among other things, is 
still quite present (Dubovik et al. 2021). Ukrainian think tank-
ers rather expect the new American administration to focus 
more on climate issues and arms control (for example, New 
START and the Iran nuclear deal), and less on Eastern Eu-
rope, even if Russia does not occupy such a prominent place 
on the foreign policy agenda anymore (Getmanchuk/Solod-
kyy/Porchkhidze 2020).

Overall, Ukraine views itself in relation to NATO not only as 
a net consumer, but also as a contributor to NATO’s securi-
ty, especially as far as the Russia–NATO stand-off is con-
cerned. Ukrainian think tankers believe that Kyiv has unique 
experience and knowledge in hybrid warfare with Moscow. 
Moreover, the Ukrainian army has actual combat experience 
against Russian armed forces that few NATO members have. 
This knowledge could be shared in joint exercises with NATO 
participating states (in 2020, officially, seven such drills took 
place) (Rohulia 2018: 11–12).

BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE: 
PURSUING COOPERATION WITH CHINA 
AND SIMULTANEOUS EURO-ATLANTIC 
INTEGRATION?

Although Russia remains one of the biggest challenges to 
NATO, some Ukrainian experts fear that Beijing might re-
place Moscow as the main threat of the United States in its 
»pivot to the East«. This could potentially diminish Kyiv’s role 
for the West, as it views itself as one of Russia’s main antag-
onists in the bigger NATO–Russia stand-off (Fakhurdinova 
2020: 33–34). In that sense Donald Trump’s presidency con-
firmed Ukrainian’s worst suspicions, as beside China side-lin-
ing Russia as the main geopolitical threat, internal NATO 
clashes (for example, concerning the 2 per cent of GDP 
pledge debate) took over from expansion at the top of the 
agenda (Shelest 2019). To patch up the relations with its 
Western European allies, Ukrainians fear that the Biden ad-
ministration will avoid risking new points of conflict with 
them, which might include halting the active promotion of 
NATO membership for Ukraine (Getmanchuk/Solodkyy/
Porchkhidze 2020).

Ukrainian cooperation with Euro-Atlantic partners, howev-
er, does not exist solely through partnership with the United 
States. Germany is also seen by many think tankers as an es-
sential partner and is generally viewed more favourably than 
the United States. Getmanchuk and Solodkyy (2018: 604–
605), for instance, argue that Ukraine should avoid engag-
ing with Berlin only on the issue of military conflict, but ex-
pand the scope of cooperation both thematically as well as 
in depth. Beyond cooperation in the de-mining programme 
in eastern Ukraine or participation in peacekeeping mis-
sions, the Ukrainian side seeks more support, especially with 
regard to possible cooperation platforms through the EU’s 
CSDP programmes. These programmes could involve 
Ukraine in the development of a Black Sea security initiative, 
in NATO’s air defence systems as well as in the defence 
infrastructure against cyberattacks (Fedorenko/Polyakov/

Koziy 2019: 23–24). But because of the asymmetric nature 
of relations between Ukraine and its Western partners (Kyiv 
is constantly on the receiving side), the country is still strug-
gling to establish a functioning military-technical coopera-
tion with its transatlantic partners, despite the similarity of 
security interests between the EU and Ukraine in relation to 
Russia (Filipchuk 2017).

While NATO/EU accession will remain the absolute priority 
in Ukraine’s foreign policy, Kyiv is pursuing cautious but ac-
tive cooperation with Beijing despite increasingly anti-Chi-
nese rhetoric in the West in recent years, with a premium 
put on partnerships in areas that do not overlap military or 
political domains (Fakhurdinova 2020: 33). Ukraine prefers 
not to feel obligated (or rather has no better option because 
of the poor condition of its economy) to confront Chinese 
activities in Europe, even though some member states have 
officially expressed some reservations about Kyiv’s growing 
cooperation with Beijing. A case in point is the Skyrizon 
company, which sought to buy the Ukrainian engine manu-
facturing firm MotorSich several years ago. After the Chi-
nese firm had already agreed to invest USD 100 million, the 
deal was put on hold after then national security advisor 
John Bolton’s visit to Ukraine in 2019. The US government 
tried to persuade the US-based Oriole Capital Group to take 
over the investment plan, but failed (previously, the Trump 
administration had promised to support the Kharkov avia-
tion factory with USD 150 million, with the same result). 

To compensate for the not always successful cooperation 
with the leading Western and Eastern powers, Ukraine has 
attempted to work out a consistent neighbourhood policy, 
especially in relations with Poland, Hungary, Romania and 
Lithuania, as they are viewed as an additional channel of in-
fluence on overall EU decision-making vis-à-vis Russia. How-
ever, because of the lack of a good regional strategy, rela-
tions with these states have become increasingly strained 
(ICPS 2017). Even though the Zelensky administration has 
put a premium on cooperation with these states (for exam-
ple, in the »Lublin triangle« with Poland and Lithuania),3 this 
relationship is regularly disrupted by scandals, such as the in-
troduction of the Ukrainian language law, which prohibited 
Hungarian and Romanian communities in western Ukraine 
from teaching in their native languages. 

Turkey has recently become an important NATO partner for 
Ukraine too, especially as far as the military-industrial com-
plex is concerned. Turkish helicopters are equipped with 
Ukrainian engines, while Ankara supplies Kyiv with brand 
new corvettes for its navy. Joint Turkish–Ukrainian drone 
ventures are also considered to be a success.4 Last, but not 
least, the Turkish side has been an ardent supporter of 
Ukraine on the question of Crimea and puts special empha-
sis on the rights of Crimean Tatars living on the peninsula.

3	 Available at: https://mfa.gov.ua/en/news/dmytro-kuleba-gabrielius-
landsbergis-and-zbigniew-rau-agree-strengthen-lublin-triangle-role-
central-europe

4	 Available at: https://www.dailysabah.com/business/defense/ukraine-
awaits-turkish-corvettes-drones-this-year
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UKRAINE AS PART OF A WIDER EUROPEAN 
SECURITY COMPLEX

Even without a concrete prospect of accession, Ukraine will 
intensify its engagement with NATO for both domestic and 
foreign policy reasons (Getmanchuk/Solodkyy/Porchkhidze 
2020: 15). Meeting the MAP criteria would not only help 
Ukraine to reform its armed forces and build democratic in-
stitutions, but it could also have wider spillover effects on 
sustainable peace in Europe (Getmanchuk/Solodkyy/Porch-
khidze 2020: 16). 

And even if the prospect of NATO accession remains the 
subject of heated debates without tangible results over the 
next 10–15 years, it is unlikely that Ukraine’s ambitions of 
joining NATO will disappear soon (Sukhankin 2019). Prior to 
taking the next steps, however, Ukraine should stop ignor-
ing the elephant in the room and propose a realistic solution 
concerning how to get rid of the major stumbling block on 
the road to membership: the conflict in Donbass (Makarchuk 
2020: 239–240). If the current consensus on that issue does 
not shift from »all-out containment of Russia« and »uncon-
ditional return of Crimea and Donbass« the goal of NATO 
membership before 2030 risks remaining merely an ambi-
tion. Even though Ukrainian officials (Kuleba 2020) some-
times entertain the idea of NATO accession without the two 
breakaway regions (the so-called »West German scenario«), 
the consensus remains that as long as Eastern Ukraine con-
tinues to be a war zone, there can be no discussions about 
Ukraine’s membership of NATO (Yalta European Strategy 
2017). 
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COMPARISON OF COUNTRY CASES  
AND CONCLUSION



As the preceding analysis highlights, national discourses on 
the future of NATO are shaped by members’ (and non-mem-
bers’) different geographical locations, historical experiences, 
economic interests, threat perceptions, security cultures, bi-
lateral relations with key global actors, and domestic politics. 
As a consequence, hardly any key issue area in our analytical 
matrix is marked by full agreement among experts across the 
states we analysed. Scholars are in agreement on one impor-
tant point, however: NATO is here to stay. Discourses reflect 
the shared conviction across our sample of member states 
that the alliance serves their interests. With few (US) excep-
tions, even critical think tanks and NGOs on both the left and 
the right agree that states are better off within NATO than 
outside it. However, they also agree that NATO lacks cohe-
sion and a sense of purpose and that it needs to be adapted 
to a changing external environment and internal challenges. 
Externally, NATO needs to prioritize threats and choose its 
geographical focus. Internally, it will have to adjust its archi-
tecture and the balance between American leadership and 
European self-reliance, between alliance solidarity and mem-
ber state autonomy, and between interests and values. 
Cross-cutting challenges include the scope of NATO’s agen-
da, the future of arms control and issues of force moderniza-
tion. As we will show, geographical priorities are connected 
to debates on cross-cutting and internal challenges. In what 
follows, we provide a detailed comparison of national expert 
discourses on these key issues, beginning with a mapping of 
different positions on NATO’s future geographical focus. We 
then compare viewpoints on cross-cutting policy areas, and 
finally analyse diverging views of NATO’s internal challenges. 
In conclusion, we sketch three alternative futures that could 
emerge from contending national discourses, discussing risks 
and opportunities attached to each of them.

GEOGRAPHICAL FOCUS

In contrast to the Cold War period during which it was found-
ed, opinions about where NATO should direct its attention 
and defence efforts have been shifting continuously over the 

*	 The visualizations in this chapter are based on collective deliberation 
by the study editors and the authors of the individual country chap-
ters. They represent authors’ assessments of expert discourses in the 
respective countries in relation to each other, on the basis of their 
qualitative analysis of interviews and secondary literature.
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Matthias Dembinski and Caroline Fehl

past three decades. In contemporary debates, three potential 
geographical priorities can be distinguished that are not 
viewed as mutually exclusive but are nevertheless discussed 
with very different degrees of emphasis in different NATO 
member (and non-member) states: Russia, China, and the 
MENA region. Related to these geographical priorities are dif-
ferent threat perceptions. Is NATO threatened most by kinetic 
and non-kinetic aggression from Russia; by Chinese infringe-
ments of its normative and technological sovereignty; or by 
instability, state failure and terrorism in the MENA region? 

RUSSIA: OFF THE BEATEN (DUAL) TRACK?

Presently, Russia is still perceived by a majority of experts as 
NATO’s main threat. However, scholars differ with regard to 
the significance and nature of the Russian threat and pre-
ferred responses.

Figure 1
National expert discourses on Russian threat
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Table 1
National expert discourses on policies towards Russia

Think tank  
positions

Pursue open door 
policy actively

Permanent  
deployment in the 

East/Southeast

Maintain  
commitment to NATO 
Russia Founding Act

Canada

France 

Germany

Italy

Netherlands

Poland

Romania

Spain 

Turkey

United Kingdom

United States

REJECT

 
dominant position

 
minority position

APPROVE

 
dominant position

 
minority position

Scholars in Poland and Romania perceive the Russian threat 
as predominant and are more concerned about military 
threats than about non-military threats directed against the 
stability of the political order in member states. Scholars in 
Southern NATO states and France perceive Russia as one 
threat among others and are more concerned about asym-
metric challenges such as disinformation campaigns. The 
Northern European states and Canada sit somewhere in be-
tween, while the US expert community is split between 
these poles. Turkey is an outlier and regards Russia as a 
»frenemy« in its neighbourhood.

Threat perceptions shape the responses preferred by schol-
ars in our sample. The stalling of NATO’s dual-track ap-
proach of combining deterrence and defence with dialogue 
is pulling member states in different directions. According 
to Eastern European governments and pundits, as well as 
the Atlanticist mainstream view within the United States, 
the dual track has led to a dead end, having produced no 
tangible progress in seven years since the Russian annexa-
tion of Crimea. Consequently, NATO should meet Russia’s 
increasingly aggressive posture with increased counter-
pressure. This means deterring and preventing cyber-at-
tacks, disinformation, and other non-kinetic threats ema-
nating from Russia, but also reinforcing the alliance’s de-
fence posture on its Eastern flank with more boots on the 
ground. These reinforcements should be made on a rota-
tional basis or even, in the eyes of most Eastern European 

governments and pundits, permanently, in defiance of the 
NATO-Russia Founding Act that many Eastern European 
observers consider obsolete following Russian violations. At 
the same time as strengthening deterrence and defence, 
Russia hardliners advocate maintaining NATO’s open door 
policy, at least in the medium to long term, even short of 
offering full Membership Action Plans. Dialogue with Rus-
sia should be restricted to areas of common interest and 
pursued from a position of strength. Whereas NATO Reflec-
tion Group chairs Mitchell and de Mazière agree with this 
approach, other voices within NATO and pundits in Germa-
ny, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom are less in 
agreement on the need to strengthen the deterrence part 
of NATO’s dual-track approach. In contrast, they deplore 
that the recent focus on deterrence has prevented NATO 
from developing a constructive dialogue that would give 
Russia a greater stake in Europe’s security order. At the oth-
er end of the spectrum, actors in France, Italy and Spain, as 
well as some realist and isolationist voices in the United 
States, instead advocate further strengthening dialogue 
with Russia, not least with the aim of peeling Russia away 
from China. 

The path dependency created by the Bucharest Summit deci-
sion in 2008, according to which Georgia and Ukraine »will 
become members of NATO«, and Ukraine’s incessant pres-
sure to realize this pledge imply that NATO will find it difficult 
to put conflicts over its open door policy to rest.
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Just like Western experts, their Russian counterparts discuss 
a spectrum of threat perceptions. While Russian experts 
concur that NATO and its open door policy pose the main 
threat, there are important nuances in perceptions concern-
ing the future of NATO (decaying versus strong and staying), 
the character of threats (primarily military versus primarily 
political and asymmetric), the prospects of dialogue with 
NATO on arms control (irrelevant versus urgently needed 
but difficult to achieve), and responses to NATO’s open door 
policy (counter from a position of strength versus diplomat-
ic solutions).

CHINA: NATO PIVOT OR TRANSATLANTIC 
DIVISION OF LABOUR?

Pundits on both sides of the Atlantic see the global power 
shift towards China and sharpening US–Chinese competi-
tion as the most powerful future challenge to NATO’s tradi-
tional architecture. This agreement exists despite consider-
able differences between US and European perspectives on 
the rising power and the character of threats connected to 
it. In the United States, China is recognized across the polit-
ical spectrum as the most important challenge to US secu-
rity; voices calling for US–Chinese cooperation on climate 
change and other key global issues are outweighed by ad-
vocates of a more confrontational stance, both outside and 
inside the Biden administration. European scholars tend to 
see China as a partner, for example, in climate policy, as 
well as an (economic) competitor and strategic rival that 
challenges European norms and standards. Yet, in Europe a 
willingness to engage China with a positive agenda and 
reap the benefits of (economic) cooperation is still the more 
widespread stance. Nevertheless, there is an acute aware-
ness among European NATO members that the US–Chi-
nese rivalry will shape the future of NATO in one of two 
conceivable ways.

The first possibility is that of a NATO paying significantly 
more attention to security developments in East Asia. Al-
ready during the late Trump administration, the United States 
pushed vigorously to define China as a top challenge to 
NATO, a campaign that the Biden administration appears set 
to continue. Some voices within NATO, such as Reflection 
Group chairs Mitchell and de Mazière, have vocally embraced 
this agenda, whereas Secretary General Stoltenberg, while 
highlighting the challenges of a China that is coming closer 
to Europe, is also emphasizing the opportunities of intensi-
fied NATO-China consultations. If the »China pivot« scenar-
io carries the day, at a minimum NATO members will have to 
develop common positions and policies on aspects of the 
China challenge that hit close to home, particularly with re-
gard to policy fields that might affect collective defence such 
as cyber, the security of communications and supplies, space, 
as well as export controls. In addition, NATO could deepen or 
even institutionalize cooperation with East Asian democra-
cies, which in the most far-reaching long-term scenario could 
lead to some form of NATO military presence in the Indo-Pa-
cific. In Europe, support for the American line of curtailing 
Chinese influence within Europe is strongest in Romania. 

Sympathies for addressing China within NATO are also ex-
pressed by Polish, British, and some Canadian experts. Other 
member states privilege transatlantic consensus-building on 
China outside NATO, primarily through US–EU consultations.

An alternative scenario that receives much attention in Eu-
rope is that of a stronger transatlantic division of labour, 
with the US devoting increasing attention and resources to 
balancing China, while European NATO members, conse-
quently, have to shoulder more of the political, military and 
financial burden of defending the European continent. De-
spite President Biden’s promise that America is back, aware-
ness of this possibility is strong across European member 
states, but has yet to translate into concrete plans for great-
er European engagement.

NATO 360 DEGREES: EAST VS SOUTH?

At a general level, there is broad agreement in both the 
United States and European NATO member states that the 
alliance must devote increasing attention to its Southern 
flank. However, member state governments and think 
tanks are far from agreed on the amount of resources that 
should be poured into this »360 degree« defence ap-
proach – and on its precise purpose. According to the 
NATO Reflection Group, the need to focus more on the 
South derives from the increased and destabilizing pres-
ence of Russia and China in the critical MENA region – and 
also from the need to avoid frictions among NATO mem-
ber states. These frictions are clearly visible in the diver-

Figure 2
National expert discourses on reacting to China’s rise
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gent regional interests articulated by Eastern and North-
ern European NATO member states, on one hand, and 
Southern members, on the other. While the first group 
advocates largely sticking with the established distribution 
of interests and resources – and thus with a primary focus 
on the Eastern flank – the latter want a much stronger 
NATO engagement in the South. Still, there is disagree-
ment on the forms that this engagement should take. 
While some pundits still consider the possibility of future 
interventions to either fight terrorist organizations or to 
substitute for a lack of governance, most advocates of a 
360 degree approach see NATO’s primary role in the pro-
jection of stability through government-to-government 
military cooperation and/or cooperation with civil society 
and other international organizations in the MENA region. 
Even NATO’s Southern members set different priorities. 
France tries to draw attention to the region, its conflicts 
and the dangers of terrorism in particular, but is hesitant 
to give NATO a leading role and prefers the EU as the main 
agent for projecting stability and coalitions-of-the-willing, 
such as the bilateral military cooperation with the United 
States in the fight against terrorism. Italy is engaged in 
several military interventions and willing to continue this 
kind of engagement in the future. However, Italian schol-
ars deem projecting stability and the fight against the eco-
nomic and societal root causes of regional instability as 
paramount and see more merit in NATO’s work with civil 
society organizations. Spanish experts see their country 
and the southern rim of NATO most affected by instability 
in the larger MENA region. At the same time, they are 
most critical of NATO’s military interventions and disap-
pointed by NATO’s stability-building efforts so far. Al-
though the failed intervention in Afghanistan and lessons 
to be drawn from it have to date played a surprisingly lim-
ited role in debates on the future of NATO, it can be ex-
pected that this experience will leave a mark on NATO’s 
future intervention policy.

CROSS-CUTTING CHALLENGES

BROADENING THE AGENDA

Connected to debates about the alliance’s future geo-
graphical focus and the nature of security challenges con-
fronting it across different regions is the debate about the 
breadth of the agenda for which it is responsible. At the 
most traditional end of the spectrum of opinions, experts in 
Eastern European NATO members, as well as influential 
voices in France and the United States, advocate a focus on 
Article 5 of the Atlantic Treaty, the collective defence of 
member states. While the focus here is on deterring and 
containing nuclear and conventional kinetic threats, some 
broadening of the agenda is widely considered inevitable, 
particularly regarding space, as well as cyber and hybrid 
challenges emanating from state adversaries that directly 
impact NATO and its military and logistical infrastructure. 
As already mentioned, experts advocating a stronger focus 
on China propose an even broader agenda. Geographical-
ly, they suggest expanding the partnership with Asian de-

mocracies or even a NATO presence in the region; function-
ally, they see a responsibility for NATO in fields ranging 
from telecommunications to connectivity. Advocates of the 
360-degree approach in Southern member states advocate 
a broadening of NATO’s agenda in different directions. In 
addition to projecting stability, working with civil society in 
partner countries, government-to-government security co-
operation at NATO’s borders and peace-keeping, the fight 
against terrorism is an additional element of the stability 
projection agenda. Although its perceived relevance is no-
where near its position in the early 2000s, when it was 
framed as a new principal raison d’être for the post-Cold 
War alliance, the fight against transnational terrorism still 
figures prominently in NATO documents and is advocated 
as a major NATO task by pundits, particularly in Turkey.

While agreeing with the importance of Article 5, the report 
of the Reflection Group also incorporates the agenda of the 
»pivot to Asia « and the 360-degree proponents. It even 
proposes a yet broader agenda by also taking on board voic-
es that emphasize the need for the alliance to boost societal 
resilience in the face of climate change, pandemics and oth-
er non-traditional threats. In fact, the 138 proposals for re-
form listed in the report seem to represent a NATO for 
everything and everybody. Sympathies for this broad agen-
da exist both in the United States and among Southern 
member states. 

Besides discussing the breadth of NATO’s future agenda, 
officials and pundits also debate how individual items on 
this agenda should be addressed. However, as the follow-
ing analysis of debates on arms control and emerging dis-
ruptive technologies illustrates, policy priorities with regard 
to individual »old« and »new« issues are somewhat more 
consensual than the question of how to define the agenda 
itself.

ARMS CONTROL

With regard to arms control, the departure of the openly 
arms control–critical Trump administration has enabled 
the re-emergence of a broad NATO internal consensus on 
the revival of negotiated bilateral and multilateral arms 
control. Accordingly, early steps taken by the Biden admin-
istration, particularly its prompt extension of the New 
START treaty and its intention to revive the JCPOA, have 
been applauded in all NATO member states. A more am-
bitious (nuclear) arms control agenda that might be pur-
sued by the Biden administration in the future would meet 
with a divided response in the European expert communi-
ty. While experts in the majority of European countries 
would support a Biden initiative to restrict the role of US 
nuclear weapons to the sole purpose of deterring a nucle-
ar attack and concomitant changes in NATO’s nuclear 
doctrine, experts in France and in Eastern European coun-
tries are more critical. Unilateral or radical disarmament 
steps, such as an end to nuclear sharing or support for the 
new TPNW, receive less support beyond think tanks in in-
dividual NATO member states (specifically Germany and 
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Table 2
National expert discourses on nuclear policy and arms control

Think tank  
positions

Maintain nuclear 
sharing

Sole purpose/No first 
use policy

Support TPNW
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Spain

Turkey

United Kingdom

United States

REJECT

 
dominant position

 
minority position

APPROVE

 
dominant position

 
minority position

Canada). However, in some countries, NATO’s nuclear 
sharing arrangements are not widely debated among ex-
perts and support for them, rests more on political justifi-
cations and loyalty to NATO partners than on security ra-
tionales. 

EMERGING DISRUPTIVE TECHNOLOGIES

The leeway for arms control is further restricted by calls 
within NATO and member states to maintain NATO’s tech-
nological edge. The Reflection Group report mentions arti-
ficial intelligence, autonomous capabilities, space, hyper-
sonic missiles, quantum technology and biotechnologies. 
This insistence on preserving NATO’s technological edge is 
echoed more strongly in the United States and in some Eu-
ropean member states with substantial arms industries, par-
ticularly in France and the Netherlands. 

INTERNAL CHALLENGES

As discussed in the introduction to this report, it was less the 
ongoing global transformations in NATO’s security environ-
ment than the widespread perception of internal problems 
that triggered the Reflection Group process and broader de-
bates about adapting the alliance to the future. However, a 
detailed comparison of discussions on these internal issues 
suggests that they are in fact closely intertwined with de-

bates about external challenges. Perceptions of changing ex-
ternal demands and threats influence positions on who will 
have to take the lead in adapting NATO to its future tasks (a 
more European or US-led NATO), how much member states 
will have to invest in this effort (the perennial question of 
burden-sharing), what shared convictions should guide the 
alliance’s adaptation process (is NATO a community of values 
or interests?) and how, through what norms and procedures, 
NATO should manage disagreements among its members in 
this adaptation process.

WHO LEADS? A EUROPEAN NATO?

As already mentioned, the multilateral approach of the new 
US administration and the rise of China are changing the de-
bate on the relationship between NATO and the EU’s secu-
rity and defence policy. European self-reliance and/or a 
stronger European pillar within NATO are no longer pursued 
as a hedge or alternative to a unilateralist and increasingly 
capricious United States. Instead, more European responsi-
bility for security and defence is increasingly perceived as a 
necessity to compensate for the likely redirection of Ameri-
can attention and military capabilities towards East Asia. Al-
though pundits expect that the United States will remain 
engaged in Europe, they nevertheless assume that Europe-
an states will have to compensate for a future partial with-
drawal of US troops and crucial enablers such as drones and 
heavy-lift capabilities.
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Figure 3
National expert discourses on Atlanticism/Europeanism in defence 
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As a consequence, the boundaries between Europeanists 
and Atlanticists are becoming blurred. But differences re-
main. While support for European defence is strongest 
among experts in France and Spain and – with some grada-
tions – in Italy and Germany, traditionally pro-Atlantic coun-
tries such as the Netherlands are also moving towards the 
European camp. Support for a transatlantic NATO under the 
leadership of the United States and scepticism towards Euro-
pean defence are still running high among experts in Roma-
nia and to a slightly lesser degree in Poland. Turkish scholars 
are rather critical of both a stronger European voice and 
American leadership.

HOW MUCH DOES IT TAKE?  
REVISITING BURDEN-SHARING

This change of perspective is affecting the debate on bur-
den-sharing. The critique of the 2 per cent metric is fairly 
widespread among experts, not only in the countries that fall 
short of this benchmark. Nevertheless, the Biden administra-
tion continues to insist on a fairer distribution of burdens, 
and pundits in Europe acknowledge that European states 
will have to increase their defence spending to compensate 
for a possible partial withdrawal of the United States from 
Europe. Thus, experts in the United States and Europe pro-
pose different benchmarks that reflect output and contribu-
tions to NATO’s missions and operations.

WHAT GUIDES NATO? (RE)DEFINING  
THE TRANSATLANTIC COMMUNITY:  
VALUES VS INTERESTS?

In the face of a plethora of old and new threats, NATO’s in-
ternal challenge is to reach agreement on the foundations 
of its community. Recent years have witnessed considerable 
democratic backsliding within NATO member states, not 
only through the authoritarian turn in Turkey and the ero-
sion of the rule of law in Poland and Hungary, but also 
through the rise of right-wing populism in the United States 
and Western European member states. These different 

counter-democratic pressures, as well as debates about 
NATO’s external priorities, give rise to contending narratives 
about NATO as a community of values. According to the 
first, which is popular in the United States, but also among 
experts and government actors in Western European coun-
tries, forging a united democratic front externally against 
authoritarian China demands a reinvigoration of democrat-
ic principles also within. According to this view, democratic 
backsliding within NATO member states is a serious chal-
lenge that the alliance needs to confront head-on to pre-
serve its common foundations. Other US pundits acknowl-
edge that NATO has been and remains the West’s bulwark 
against authoritarian powers, entailing a common, uncom-
promising stance toward both Russia and China, but also 
requiring a certain degree of compromise within. In con-
trast to both these narratives, Eastern European NATO 
members in particular, but also French experts, US realists 
and the majority of Turkish scholars define NATO much 
more soberly in terms of shared interests rather than values 
and insist that NATO should compromise on its values to 
keep countries like Turkey within the alliance.

HOW TO GUIDE?  
CONSULTATIONS AND COHERENCE

Related to the debate on values versus interests is the thorny 
question of national autonomy versus coherence of the alli-
ance. Should NATO strengthen norms of solidarity and prior 
consultation with a view to increasing coherence even be-
yond Article 5 issues? Or should NATO tolerate national dif-
ferences and even provide for the formation of coalitions of 
the willing within NATO? In this debate, Turkey sits at one 
end of the spectrum, while European medium powers with 
an expeditionary tradition also argue with varying degrees 
in favour of a flexible NATO. At the other end of the spec-
trum are scholars in Western and Eastern European states 
who fear that too much national leeway will undermine 
NATO’s cohesion and in the longer term also its collective 
defence. The Reflection Group and most of our interview-
ees within the International Secretariat are closer to the lat-
ter group, even if the report of the Reflection Group refers 
to the institutionalization of coalitions.

MIX OR MATCH? WHAT NATIONAL 
DISCOURSES IMPLY FOR NATO’S FUTURE(S)

Based on our review of how NATO experts and key external 
actors discuss the possible evolution of the alliance, we see 
several alternative futures of NATO on the horizon. As 
shown in the preceding chapters, NATO officials as well as 
think tank experts debate many dimensions of NATO policy 
and argue over the fine-tuning of specific policy proposals. 
Yet, their different perspectives cluster around three broad 
visions, which flag different priorities for the alliance’s fu-
ture work. Each of these futures entails opportunities and 
risks for NATO itself and its ability to reconcile tensions be-
tween collective defence, collective security and common 
security.
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Future 1: NATO Classic Plus

The first vision is the least expansive one and follows the for-
mula »NATO classic plus«. It advocates a return to NATO’s 
roots in refocusing the alliance’s efforts on the core task of 
collective defence, primarily vis-à-vis a newly assertive Rus-
sia. While this geographical focus corresponds to the alli-
ance’s traditional Cold War posture, the nature of the pres-
ent-day Russian threat is seen as going beyond the military 
realm that preoccupied NATO in the twentieth century. As 
the »plus« in the formula indicates, NATO must address not 
only the risk of a Russian conventional or nuclear attack, but 
also threats of hybrid warfare, cyber attacks and disinforma-
tion campaigns. The first vision has particularly strong sup-
port among Eastern European member states, but also has 
some vocal advocates in the United States, Germany, the 
Netherlands, and France.

OPPORTUNITIES AND RISKS

In our view, this vision offers opportunities. By focusing on 
its traditional core task of collective defence, NATO could re-
invent itself as an »alliance-in-being«. By just being around, 
NATO would reassure its members, alleviate the security di-
lemma in the transatlantic area and would not have to look 
for new tasks and responsibilities. Moreover, internal con-
flicts over leadership, NATO’s character as an alliance of val-
ues or interests, and ways to ensure cohesion with regard to 
non-Article 5 issues would be less divisive. 

This vision, however, also bears the risk of overrating the 
Russian threat and of stymieing the dialogue part of NATO’s 
dual-track approach. Russia has made remarkable strides in 
modernizing its forces and will remain a formidable military 
power.2 But it also faces serious and structural limits. Its 
nominal GDP ranges between the Spanish and Italian levels, 
its economy is stagnant and without much innovative po-
tential, and levels of trust in government are low. Overall, 
NATO should be able to check potential expansionist Rus-
sian ambitions towards its member states. Russia’s non-mil-
itary attempts to destabilize the alliance have achieved 
mixed results at best. Its cyberattacks, covert operations and 
disinformation campaigns have largely backfired and have 
undermined its reputation even in traditionally friendly 
countries, such as Italy and Spain. Thus, when going back to 
basics NATO does not need to invest more in its own mili-
tary security. If anything, NATO should spend available 
funds more wisely. Instead, NATO should be more imagina-
tive in restarting the dialogue with Moscow and in balanc-
ing collective defence and common security. Nuclear arms 
control and NATO’s nuclear doctrine and posture should be 

2	 According to SIPRI, Russian defence spending in 2020 was $61.7 
billion. The UK spent $59.2 billion, Germany $52.8 billion and 
France $52.7 billion. The United States, by contrast, spent an as-
tronomical $778 billion; https://www.sipri.org/publications/2021/
sipri-fact-sheets/trends-world-military-expenditure-2020. How-
ever, analysts assume that based upon purchasing power parity ex-
change rates, Russia’s military spending is much higher that the 
nominal figures suggest (Meijer and Brooks 2021:37). 
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high on the list of priorities when NATO starts the process 
leading to a new Strategic Concept. As by far the world’s 
strongest conventional military actor, NATO has a responsi-
bility and should have a strong interest in pursuing an ambi-
tious nuclear disarmament agenda. The Biden administra-
tion will propose a sole-purpose doctrine, and expert de-
bates in Canada and other European NATO states show sup-
port for such a change of doctrine. NATO’s rejection of the 
TPNW, too, is less solid than it may seem at first glance. In 
some NATO states, experts and decision-makers are torn 
between conflicting allegiances: loyalty to NATO and loyalty 
to their traditional role as promoters of non-proliferation 
and disarmament. Thus, support for the TPNW runs higher 
and might become stronger in the future than NATO’s offi-
cial statements suggest. If NATO wants to retain consensus, 
it should start the debate on the future of nuclear disarma-
ment and its own posture now. 

Future 2: NATO with a Global Outlook 
(and a Stronger European Pillar)

The second vision, pushed most vigorously by US govern-
ment officials and US think tanks, advocates a NATO with a 
global outlook. In contrast to discussions about a »global 
NATO« in the 2000s, the »global« in this second vision re-
fers neither to terrorism and related transnational threats, 
nor to the kind of large-scale out-of-area interventions we 
saw in Afghanistan, which would be required to meet them 
or to project stability. Rather, the primary global dynamic on 
NATO’s contemporary agenda is the ongoing power shift 
towards China. To address it, NATO does not have to be-
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come an »Indo-Pacific NATO« in the sense of establishing a 
military presence in the region. However, it cannot but 
broaden its strategic outlook beyond its neighbourhood to 
recognize and tackle the (kinetic and non-kinetic) challeng-
es that China poses to the unity and security of the alliance 
and its member states. Some of these challenges, such as 
cyber security or Chinese investments in critical infrastruc-
ture, must be addressed on the alliance’s own territory, 
whereas others demand a stronger military component to 
counter China’s presence in the Mediterranean. Still others 
call for expanding and institutionalizing NATO’s network of 
political and military cooperation in the Indo-Pacific region. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND RISKS

In our view, the rise of China will inevitably affect NATO’s ar-
chitecture. The European member states would be well ad-
vised to prepare in time for a shift of American capabilities 
and attention towards the Pacific. The major challenge ahead 
is the transformation of a hegemonic NATO into an alliance 
with greater European ownership. Beyond this, a global 
NATO that coordinates policies on China might strengthen 
the willingness of transatlantic and other democracies to 
pursue value-based policies and offers the advantage of re-
ducing China’s ability to divide and single out individual 
states and actors for retribution.

Focusing on China, however, might be more divisive than 
unifying as the United States and European member states 
are pursuing different approaches towards China. For 
NATO’s European members, China is not (yet) a military 
threat. As China moves closer to the European region, it 
challenges Europe’s norms, standards and regulatory auton-
omy, but remains an important state with whom European 
states will continue to interact. Given this mixture of coop-
eration and competition and the functional character of pol-
icy areas at stake, most Europeans ask whether NATO could 
add value. Moreover, by broadening its agenda NATO would 
run the risk of losing focus. Hence, most Europeans prefer 
the EU as an appropriate venue for devising responses.

A NATO with a global outlook might pose other risks as 
well. By emphasizing democracy as a rallying cry to mobilize 
internal unity against autocratic China, NATO might system-
atically undercut common security and its ability to contrib-
ute to global order and stability in a world in which fewer 
and fewer people live in democracies and where global 
functional challenges, such as climate change, demand co-
operation with non-democratic states.

Future 3: NATO Generation Z

The third vision, less prominent than the first two but re-
cently gaining support in the United States and Western Eu-
ropean NATO member states, is that of a NATO Generation 
Z. In this vision, the alliance has to expand both its definition 
of security and its own competences to tackle a wide array 
of non-traditional threats. This includes the projection of 

stability agenda, on one hand, and societal resilience against 
climate change, pandemics and other global health risks, on 
the other. NATO must develop this competence to address 
these new security challenges not only because of their in-
herent importance but also to secure the political support of 
younger generations who place much more emphasis on 
these issues than have previously dominant societal and po-
litical actors.

OPPORTUNITIES AND RISKS

The appeal of this vision lies in the fact that most external 
challenges confronting member states are non-military in 
character and not directed against their territorial integrity. 
The risks of broadening NATO’s agenda, however, are two-
fold. If the alliance retains its specific culture as a collective 
defence organization it would run the risk of inadvertently 
providing militarized solutions to problems that require a 
different response. The tendency to equate disinformation 
campaigns, including cyber attacks on civilian networks, 
with hybrid military strategies is a case in point. The inade-
quacy of NATO as a provider of stability is another example. 
Moreover, if NATO declares responsibility for a variety of 
challenges to societal resilience, it will inevitably lose its fo-
cus, risks dissipating its energies and might disappoint ex-
pectations and fail in what it tried to achieve in the first 
place: support from the societies of member states. Socie-
ties expect NATO troops to reduce their CO2 footprint, re-
spect gender equality and even to defuse myths about 
NATO itself. They do not expect and would not approve a 
leading role for NATO beyond tasks that are clearly linked to 
collective defence.
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Despite the gloomy headlines of recent 
years, NATO is here to stay. This analysis 
of national expert discourses on the fu-
ture of NATO shows that the Alliance 
serves its members’ core security inter-
ests. Beyond this minimal consensus, 
however, experts disagree strongly on 
NATO’s future priorities and strategies.

Further information on the topic can be found here:
https://www.fes.de/en/shaping-a-just-world/peace-and-security

Disputed are NATO’s scope – both geo-
graphically and thematically – and its in-
ternal architecture. Will the United States 
remain the leading power or will it pivot 
to the Indo-Pacific region and be substi-
tuted by a stronger European presence? 
Will NATO protect democratic values at 
home and champion them abroad? And 
will NATO insist on unity and solidarity 
even beyond its core task of collective 
defence or learn to live with internal het-
erogeneity?

Three different visions of NATO’s future 
can be distinguished: (i) ›NATO Classic 
Plus‹: the Alliance’s focus remains Eu-
rope and collective defence and just a 
few new areas, such as cyber would be 
added to the agenda; (ii) a ›NATO with 
a more global outlook‹: the Alliance 
will set its sights on China and signifi-
cantly extend political and military coop-
eration with democracies worldwide. In 
a third future (iii) ›NATO Generation Z‹ 
the Alliance would widen its agenda 
even further and address security risks 
ranging from climate change to demo-
cratic resilience.

THREE VISIONS FOR NATO 
Mapping National Debates on the Future of the Atlantic Alliance
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