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Foreword

While NATO celebrates its 70th anniversary, one critical question is that of  its 
state of  health, and whether it is fit to face current and future threats. Overall, the 
assessment of  NATO’s performance over the last 70 years is positive; the Alliance 
prevailed in the Cold War and adapted to a fundamentally different environment 
in the post-Cold War era. And since 2014 – the year when Russia resurfaced 
as a potential threat and the Islamic State took over Mosul before proclaiming 
the Caliphate – NATO managed to navigate within the dual-track approach of  
deterrence and defence on the one hand, and projecting stability on the other, at a 
time when all security actors struggle to adapt and ensure their relevance.

This said, the 70th anniversary is also characterized by a state of  disarray, with at 
its core the issue of  what the Alliance has become, how it serves the security of  its 
member states, and whether it is likely to continue to do so. 

The present NDC Research Paper by Sten Rynning examines these questions by 
framing them in terms of  the balance between power and purpose: NATO is strong 
if  it reflects a shared commitment of  its member states to the idea of  power as well 
as to the idea of  purpose. The problem is that such a commitment is shaky: if  the 
US questions the European Allies’ commitment to power, some European states 
are unsure about the US’ commitment to a shared purpose.

Is this situation grave enough to threaten the very existence of  the Alliance? 
Perhaps not, but it is sufficiently serious to undermine its authority which, given the 
centrality of  the Alliance’s collective defence mandate and the credibility that this 
requires, is already worrying enough.

Sten Rynning makes a plea for a cold assessment of  the “geopolitical trends” that 
NATO faces, and then identifies three scenarios for NATO’s future: good, bad, 
and ugly. In the good future, the Alliance manages to overcome its current crises 
and crafts a genuine strategy to best handle shifting geopolitics. This is less about 
giving NATO a global role – confronting China – than about identifying NATO’s 
contribution to the relationship between the major powers, both in military, political, 
and normative terms. But at the core, it is about “managing regional and global 
balances of  power”.

In the bad future, NATO fails to define what it needs/wants to do, fails to move 
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beyond deterrence against Russia; and suffers from a lack of  political cohesion that 
in the end leads to its marginalization in the looming great power game.

In the ugly future, NATO loses the relevance that makes it a central framework 
of  its member states’ defence policies, to the extent that the collective defence 
commitment becomes implausible. Offshore balancing is preferred by the US, while 
Asian priorities trump European ones, further undermining NATO’s added value. 

So what then? Opt for the “good future” says Sten Rynning, and this is one of  
the key messages in the paper: there is no fatality to NATO’s future, “it is within 
NATO’s reach to defy the dim prospect of  obscurity and shape its own destiny”.

This must result in taking all the steps that would prevent the other two scenarios 
from materializing, most specifically taking particular care of  power, power shifts, 
and what NATO can do about them, and ensuring that the Alliance rests on a 
revised and shared purpose. Only this balance will enable NATO to thrive in the 
21st century. More concretely, this implies that NATO engages with Russia so as to 
build a stable balance-of-power order in Europe; limits the risk of  a Russia-China 
alignment; embraces a more strategic vision of  China’s rise; and designs a robust 
NATO-EU partnership based on a clear division of  tasks. Are all these for NATO 
to achieve as a politico-military Alliance? This is uncertain, but these actions are 
all aimed at restoring confidence among all member states, to ensure that NATO 
fulfills its mandate of  preserving the security of  all in accordance with shared values, 
and in so doing restores the balance between power and purpose.

The path is obviously narrow, and Rynning’s realistic perspective makes it clear. 
Among the many requirements for the “good future” to come about  is leadership 
that Rynning depicts as “defining a geopolitical compass for the Alliance”. At a 
time when NATO is challenged by illiberal political movements and a sense of  
short-termism, the role of  its leaders is indeed of  the utmost importance: to take 
the difficult decisions, but also to engage in conceptual thinking about NATO’s 
purpose and priorities. May the leaders of  the (soon) thirty NATO member states 
engage in such strategic thinking about what NATO should look like, how it must 
balance power and purpose, so that it lives on for another 70 years, to the benefit 
of  the citizens of  its member states. 

Thierry Tardy
Series Editor

Director, NDC Research Division
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Executive Summary

At the ripe age of  70, NATO remains the bedrock of  Allied security, and yet the 
anniversary intervenes at a moment in time when Allies harbor unprecedented 
doubts about the future of  their Alliance. The United States, it seems, is questioning 
Canada’s and the European Allies’ commitment to power, while these same Allies 
are questioning the United States’ commitment to shared purpose.

This NDC Research Paper argues that in spite of  these warning signs, NATO can 
regain its balance between power and purpose and thus secure its future. NATO’s 
balancing act is ultimately a question of  leadership: it is within the reach of  Allied 
leaders to balance the interests and geopolitics of  Europe and Asia, as well as the 
restrained and affirmative policies that represent Canada and Europe’s inclination 
for concerted diplomacy on the one hand and the United States inclination for 
strategic engagement on the other. Regrettably, these leaders may be drawn to some 
of  the easy NATO visions that offer stringency of  purpose, as in “come home 
to Europe”, or inversely, “go global”. Yet the reality of  the Alliance’s geopolitical 
history and experience is that NATO is strong when apparently contrasting interests 
are molded into a balanced vision. Today, NATO can only encourage European 
investment in global, US-led policy if  it secures stability in Europe, while inversely, 
NATO can only secure US investment in Europe’s security order if  the Allies are 
open to coordination on global affairs. 

The report first outlines the basic geopolitical trends with which the Alliance 
is confronted: an Alliance leader questioning its heritage of  overseas engagement, 
China’s rise as a great power, an emerging alignment between China and Russia in 
opposition to liberal order, and the track record of  southern unconventional threats 
dividing the Allies on matters such as counter-terrorism, immigration control, 
stabilization and development. The Allies seem to be hesitating on the West-East 
axis and paralyzed as a collective on southern issues, which leads the report to 
sketch three NATO futures.

In the “good” future, NATO Allies come together to manage great power politics 
along the West-East axis and go on the offensive against southern disruptive threats. 
In the “bad” future, NATO Allies mostly kick the can down the road and muddle 
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through. In the final and “ugly” future, NATO breaks up, as the United States goes 
it alone to confront China and as European Allies shore up NATO residues inside 
the EU, with a degree of  support from the United States and Canada but now as an 
all-European defense effort. 

The report then zooms in on policies that would help NATO choose the good 
future. Among these are a revised approach to Russia to draw the country into 
a stable balance-of-power order in Europe; by implication, an enhanced focus 
on undermining the potential for a China-Russia alignment; a broader strategic 
engagement with the consequences of  China’s rise; and a stabilization partnership 
between NATO and the EU where NATO’s role will be to craft offensive tools 
targeting the spoilers of  order in North Africa and the Middle East. 

Finally, the report emphasizes the critical role played by political leadership in 
Allied capitals and the conditions that will allow it to succeed. These conditions 
are regrettably deteriorating as too few institutions and people are encouraged to 
debate the stakes involved in the transatlantic relationship, being instead drawn to 
all-American or all-European policy assessment. Leadership is about resisting this 
trend of  bipolar analysis. More fundamentally, it is about offering a conception of  
the future wherein Atlantic security priorities are balanced in support of  NATO. 
Leadership is about defining a geopolitical compass for the Alliance. The modest 
ambition of  this report is to encourage thinking in this regard. 



Introduction

“Glory is fleeting, but obscurity is forever”, Napoleon once observed. For the 
Atlantic Alliance that formed well past Napoleon’s lifetime, and which has reached 
the mature age of  70, the question is whether it harbors the political energy for new 
moments of  glory. If  not, obscurity is always an option. 

This NDC Research Paper will argue that it is within NATO’s reach to defy the 
dim prospect of  obscurity and shape its own destiny. Ultimately, it is a question of  
geopolitical engagement and foresight. The Alliance should have two focal points: 
how power is shifting in the global arena, and how an Atlantic Alliance in a changing 
world demands a revised purpose. NATO was always at its best when it focused on 
both power and purpose. Lord Ismay’s quip that NATO formed to keep the United 
States in, Germany down, and Russia out captured the fact that NATO’s original 
purpose was both to maintain a West-East balance of  power and to nourish a 
Western political community of  values – as enshrined in the preamble and articles 
1 and 2 of  the NATO Treaty. 

The greatest threat to the Alliance is that it should lose sight of  either power 
or political purpose. An exclusive focus on power – as in the number of  military 
platforms or troops, or the size of  defense budgets – is ultimately self-destructive 
because it has nothing to say about the most vital of  any society’s long-term 
investment in national security priorities: the values that power must serve. Inversely, 
purpose without power is pointless. Many seem enthused by the promise that 
globalized free markets, liberal ideology, the rise of  new technologies, or the decline 
of  the nation-state will move the world beyond power politics, but the reality of  
human plurality as expressed through history, culture and politics will always secure 
a role for high diplomacy in limiting the use of  force. The critical question is thus 
how globalization can be given political content in a way that restrains the exercise 
of  power within it. 

As Allied leaders contemplate this question, they should be mindful that NATO 
is a bedrock of  Allied security and that it can remain so if  they strike the right balance 
between contending visions and impulses. One vision is of  “Euro-centric NATO” 
– an Alliance returning from faraway crisis management operations to rediscover 
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its essential raison d’être of  keeping Russian revisionism at bay. Another vision is of  
“global NATO” – an Alliance modernizing its outlook to suit the realities notably 
of  US-Chinese competition and where Asian geopolitics will be central, as opposed 
to incidental to transatlantic cooperation. These visions rub against each other, and 
it is clear that the impulse of  individual Allies is to move forward with their vision 
regardless, provoking anxious debates within the Alliance on loss of  cohesion and 
compass. NATO, it seems, has entered an age of  domestic appeal and international 
disregard, and this threatens to erode NATO as the bedrock of  security. More 
than anything, therefore, the Alliance needs to rediscover the virtues of  balance: 
between power and purpose, global and regional interests, and policies of  restraint 
and affirmation.

This research paper is consequently focused on how NATO can regain its 
balance and secure its future. No Ally stands to benefit from NATO’s demise: 
without NATO, European Allies and Canada would be paying more defense dollars 
for inferior security guarantees; the United States would lose leverage vis-à-vis China 
and Russia; and all Allies would lose the spin off  benefits of  the Atlantic Alliance, 
from open economies over cultural exchange to trusted friends in global diplomacy. 

To secure NATO’s future and these wider benefits, the Allies should contemplate 
a number of  ideas outlined in this report: that NATO should shift its mindset on 
Russia, downgrade its hope of  friendship (which, when disappointed, heightens the 
level of  antagonism) and instead offer Russia a partnership in a revised balance-of-
power arrangement for Europe; that this policy would both disentangle the Russia-
Chinese alignment and free up resources inside NATO for a global engagement; 
and that NATO should craft a more focused, offensive policy toward its southern 
region where war in Syria and the resulting refugee crisis have generously exposed 
the risk of  NATO inaction. Flowing from these ideas is the conviction that NATO’s 
future is a choice and that Allied leaders can choose it. However, equally strong 
is the conviction that the choice is possible only if  Allied leaders channel their 
convictions into a conceptual framework for NATO’s continued relevance. Such a 
framework must be geopolitical and balance power and purpose. 

This research paper shall outline such a framework by first dissecting a number 
of  geopolitical trends. It appropriately begins with the geopolitical outlook in the 
United States, as captured by its Monroe doctrine. This outlook is shaped by the 
constant challenge of  protecting the Americas from Eurasian power dynamics, 
which since 1945 has brought a strategic US involvement in Eurasian affairs that 
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is changing in character today. The rise of  China is a prime driver hereof, but the 
wider question is how the United States can and will rebalance commitments in light 
of  Russia’s enduring role as a central Eurasian power, and continuing disruption 
emerging along the southern flank – in the broader Middle East region. Equally 
important is the question of  how European Allies and Canada come together to 
confront these challenges in partnership with the United States.

The second section brings these trends and questions together in the 
conceptualization of  three NATO futures: the “good”, the “bad”, and the “ugly”. 
Some key trends in Alliance politics today point to the middle option, the bad 
future – with a tendency to emphasize burden-sharing politics over strategic policy 
and to privilege fleeting political grandstanding over durable friendships. In this bad 
future, NATO humps along with considerable risk of  failure. In the good future, the 
first scenario we shall consider, NATO manages to draw Russia into a balance-of-
power policy that deflates its political revisionism and thus in part enables NATO’s 
strategic engagement with China’s global presence. NATO’s compass would then be 
set by its vision of  how a Western alliance can shape a changing international order. 
Inversely, in the ugly future, the third scenario, NATO fails this leadership challenge 
and the United States departs from the Alliance. NATO might well continue as a 
European appendix to the European Union (EU), enjoying some external support 
from the United States, but it will be a diminished and largely spent geopolitical 
force.

The third section considers a number of  issues that will help determine NATO’s 
trajectory: NATO-Russia relations and the European balance of  power; NATO’s 
role vis-à-vis southern instability; and finally, the role of  Atlantic political leadership 
in a global and digital age. The emphasis in this discussion will be on initiatives that 
NATO leaders and Allies can pursue to render the “good future” more likely. The 
section will sketch policies such as engagement with Russia and counter-offensive 
options against southern threats; it will argue throughout that NATO cannot afford 
to work in opposition to the EU, as both NATO and the EU are inherent to the 
European “concerted” approach to geopolitics and Europe’s own balancing act 
between national diversity and continental unity; and it will highlight ways in which 
NATO Allies could do more to bolster the prospect of  common leadership. 

In all this there is no pretense that the report will unearth policies and remedies 
of  extraordinary wisdom that chart a path for another 70 years of  NATO. The 
modest ambition is to stimulate fresh thinking on the role and value of  NATO and 
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steps that could be taken to impute the Alliance with new meaning as it heads into 
the unknown, which, at the end of  the day, is what the future is. The key first step 
for the Alliance will be the recognition of  its geopolitical character and the search 
for its continued geopolitical relevance.



1

Geopolitical Trends and the Imperative of  Change

The North Atlantic Alliance has obvious permanent geographical features in so far 
as it is a trans-oceanic alliance combining security interests of  two continents. The 
political conditions of  these continents have proven durably distinct, with North 
America being shaped by one overwhelming power, the United States, and Europe 
being divided into smaller states. As the United States in addition enjoys overseas 
geographical distance to other major powers, it is destined to project power, whereas 
European Allies historically have been preoccupied by neighbors’ power and intent. 
It is this condition that caused Western Europe in April 1949, in Geir Lundestad’s 
memorable phrase, to “invite” the United States into an alliance relationship.1

It is a common mistake to debunk geopolitics on account of  “determinism” 
– the view that geography is destiny, which clearly it is not. Geopolitics can be 
defined as the interaction between geography and politics, where geography depicts 
conditions subject to political interpretation. Geopolitical analysis thus belongs to 
the human and social sciences where the element of  interpretation is of  essence. It 
offers no “objective” view of  what is best for human kind. Rather, it offers insight 
into the way in which political communities navigate constraints and build order. 
About 150 years ago political communities ceased to have so-called unexplored 
space to enter into. The world became connected, and with this opened a new 
geopolitical phase where political communities had to adjust to a circumscribed 
chessboard. The globe was all that there was. To manage the tension between the 
enduring global geography and evolving political and economic conditions, states 
developed national security strategies but also, and not least, political relationships 
and alliances. NATO is a regional geography expressed in political relationships 
that have endured for 70 years. The question is what this regional Alliance means in 
a circumscribed and increasingly connected world. 

1 G. Lundestad, “Empire by invitation? The United States and Western Europe, 1945-1952”, Journal of  Peace 
Research 23, No. 3, 1986, pp. 263-277; G. Lundestad, The United States and Western Europe since 1945: from “empire” 
by invitation to transatlantic drift, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2003. 
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A Monroe Doctrine under revision
For American political leaders the ultimate geopolitical question is whether or not 
it should permanently project power into Europe and thus become a European 
power. It is a question that goes back further than the emergence of  the United 
States as a global power in the early 20th century, as the country was born with 
a concern to steer clear of  great power contests in its own region and, in fact, 
the Western hemisphere. Success in this regard would confer freedom of  political 
development and foreign policy action – a condition that President James Monroe 
put words to in 1823, and which then became the Monroe doctrine. 

From an American perspective, NATO was an updated expression of  the 
Monroe doctrine.2 It took some political debate to get to this position, though. 
In its original version, the Monroe doctrine bestowed liberty of  action on the 
United States and thus did not imply permanent alliances. In making the case for 
NATO in March 1949, Secretary of  State Acheson reminded the American public 
and notably Congress that NATO addressed the enduring Monroe objective of  
hemispheric security except by the new means of  treaty commitments that had 
been introduced into US policy with the Rio Treaty of  September 1947. Senate 
critics such as Robert Taft agreed on the importance of  the Monroe doctrine but 
also came down hard on the side of  historical continuity: the United States could 
deter overseas aggression by a simple statement of  the President to Congress, Taft 
argued, and it was just preferable for the United States to maintain its freedom of  
decision and action, today as yesterday. Senator Taft’s argument resonated with the 
America First movement that had been so predominant in the early years of  World 
War II, but it was the new interpretation of  geopolitical conditions offered by Dean 
Acheson – and supported by President Truman – that won the day and added 
permanent allied ties as an arrow to the Monroe quiver.

It is worth highlighting this point of  Alliance departure because it so clearly 
underscores a permanent geopolitical condition with which US policy-makers 
must grapple: the extent to which and the terms on which it must seek to project 
power across the Atlantic in order to update its Monroe doctrine. The pendulum 
in recent years has swung back in the direction of  considering alternatives to the 
permanent Alliance. Another NDC Research Paper by Diego Ruiz Palmer on NATO’s 

2 L. S. Kaplan, NATO divided, NATO united: the evolution of  an Alliance, Westport, Conn., Praeger, 2004, p. 3.
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history,  published like this paper on the occasion of  the Alliance’s 70th anniversary3, 
explores these political conditions in greater detail. This analysis shall return to 
some of  them, suffice it here to say that we can trace these alternatives in the 
coalition-based approach to the war on terror, the growing political dissatisfaction 
with European defense spending – that was nourished by the Afghan war and now 
feeds on planning requirements for regional deterrence and defense, and “offshore 
balancing” options vetted in public policy debates.

NATO is not destiny, therefore, and if  we are to understand the prospect 
of  another 70 years’ worth of  NATO, we must start by tracing the changing 
geopolitical conditions that shape the US choice of  continued engagement. One 
set of  conditions is found on the traditional East-West axis of  great power relations 
that also dominated the Cold War; other conditions concern North-South relations.

Eurasia and the rise of  China
China’s rise to international preeminence is the defining feature along the East-
West axis. Its economic rise has been gradual, beginning in the 1980s with Deng 
Xiaoping’s reforms, the impact of  which were overshadowed by the disintegration 
of  the Soviet Union and what for a while appeared to be the rise of  Japan. As data 
on military expenditure shows (Figure 1), though, there can be no questioning the 
pre-eminence attained by China and therefore the pull exerted on US geopolitical 
thinking: from the late 1990s onward, and not counting the United States, the 
defining trend in global defense expenditure has been China’s steady rise. Moreover, 
estimates of  Chinese and US defense budget growth have China coming on par 
with the United States in terms of  defense expenditure between 2025 and 2050 
(depending on growth assumptions).4 Strategically speaking, budget parity is around 
the corner. 

3 D. Ruiz Palmer, “Constancy of  purpose: NATO ‘Strategy-making’ over seven decades, 1949-2019”, NDC 
Research Paper, forthcoming, 2019.
4 A. H. Cordesman, “Chinese grand strategy – a net assessment”, CSIS Report, Washington, DC, 4 December 
2018, slide 78.
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Figure 1. Military expenditure in constant (2016) USD in 
US, UK-FR-GR-IT-SP, China, Russia and India from 1990-2017
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Note: All military expenditures are in constant (2016) USD and exchange rates, except for 2017, 
which is in USD million at 2017 prices and exchange rates. “2017 Current” represents the most 
recent data. The graph represents US, China, Russia, India and United Kingdom (UK), France (FR), 
Germany (GR), Italy (IT), Spain (SP). The five European countries have been collapsed to depict a 
key European trend. 

Source: SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex

The United States has on several occasions signaled its intention to give greater 
priority to this strategic issue. The Obama administration made headlines with its 
plan to re-balance US commitments, or, to “pivot” to Asia. It rolled out as a policy 
focus beginning in October 2011 when then-Secretary of  State Hillary Clinton 
spoke of  the need to “be smart” about priorities and lock in investments in the 
“Asia-Pacific region”.5 There is a credible argument to be made that the preceding 
Bush administration did a “pivot before the pivot”, beginning in the mid-2000s to 

5 H. Clinton, “America’s Pacific century”, Foreign Policy 189, 2011, pp. 56-63.
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forestall a Chinese bid for hegemony by way of  an enhanced American presence 
in Asia and a “responsible stakeholder” concept that depicted a cooperative path 
for China.6 However, the wars on terror acted as a brake on the desire to shift 
resources and attention. These wars were fought primarily in Afghanistan and Iraq 
and consumed American lives and treasure, and the political leadership, especially 
during the Bush years, was quite understandably driven to prioritize these ongoing 
wars at the expense of  long-term projections and investments designed for great 
power contests and essentially the clash of  conventional armies.7 

It was only at the back-end of  the Afghan surge and the height of  counter-
insurgency engagement that the Obama administration could give renewed attention 
to the matter – and somewhat mistakenly be accredited as having begun a pivot. 
A global defense posture review from 2009 had already outlined how it was only 
a matter of  time – depending on how the wars on terror went – before US forces 
overseas would begin to come home. The broader assessment was that the United 
States on the one hand and Allies and partners on the other, certainly in Europe and 
other parts of  the world, would gradually be shifting from “shared threat” to more 
“transactional” postures that would still offer the United States basing access but 
likely at a higher cost and with more strings attached. The US interest would then 
be to develop a lighter footprint, a more agile force structure, and fewer garrisoned 
main operating bases.8 Beginning with the 2011 Clinton speech and also the 
“leading from behind” doctrine enunciated during the Libya intervention in 2011, 
and continuing with the opening of  negotiations over a Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
the United States signaled that troops would certainly come home from Europe but 
possibly be redeployed to Asia.9

6 N. Silove, “The pivot before the pivot: US strategy to preserve the power balance in Asia”, International 
Security 40, No. 4, 2016, pp. 45-88.
7 R. M. Gates, Duty: memoirs of  a Secretary at war, New York, Vintage Books, 2015, pp. 320 and 551.
8 S. L. Pettyjohn, US global defense posture, 1783-2011, RAND Corporation, 2012, https://www.rand.org/con-
tent/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2012/RAND_MG1244.pdf
9 D. H. Chollet, The long game: how Obama defied Washington and redefined America’s role in the world, New York, 
PublicAffairs, 2016.



10

Figure 2. US Active Duty Personnel in Europe, Asia 
and Broader Middle East, 2008-2018 
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If  we look at the numbers of  overseas deployed US personnel (Figure 2), we 
see that numbers in Europe did drop slightly after this point in time, from 2011 
on. However, the overwhelming impression is first of  all that the slight drop which 
occurred both in Europe and Asia was followed by a slight increase. Furthermore, 
European and Asian force levels have proven very robust when compared to the 
Broader Middle East where the wars on terror have been fought. The most dramatic 
reductions in overseas deployment happened not surprisingly first in Iraq and 
then in Afghanistan (altogether a drawdown of  some 200,000 troops, depending 
on the years of  comparison), followed by support staff  in Kyrgyzstan and Qatar 
(reductions of  12,000 and 8,000, respectively). 

In Europe the three most important Allies in terms of  hosts for US deployments 
are Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom (approx. 45,000, 15,000, and 10,000), 
whereas in Asia Japan and South Korea host the bulk of  US forces (approx. 59,000 
and 29,000). Clearly there is a gap between the perceived desire of  the United States 
to shift its focus to Asia and the reality of  these force numbers. The political reality 
in the United States is that enhanced overseas presence for the dual purpose of  
reassurance (of  Allies) and deterrence (of  rivals) should first and foremost involve 
the continuous rotation of  US forces – as opposed to overseas stationing. There are 
many reasons for this and also counter-arguments,10 but they tend to touch on issues 
of  cost and strategic flexibility more than the relative value of  Asia over Europe 
or vice versa. In the Department of  Defense strategy of  2018 there is a slightly 
heavier emphasis on Asia where the United States should “expand” alliances and 
partnerships, as opposed to Europe where NATO should be “fortified” – but 
this distinction could as well be attributed to the fact that alliance ties are already 
widespread and strong in Europe, whereas in Asia the United States has work to 
do.11 

While it might be tempting to conclude that a new era of  US-China bipolarity is 
dawning, it is thus at best a partial perspective. China may be the new strategic focal 
point of  the United States, but the complexity of  Eurasian geopolitics defies the 
bipolar image. India is a case in point. It is a rising power in regional terms, and it 
will not submit to a bipolar structure. The United States has thus for a decade or so 

10 J. R. Deni, Rotational deployments vs. forward stationing: how can the Army achieve assurance and deterrence efficiently and 
effectively?, Carlisle, PA, US Army War College Press, 2017.
11 US Department of  Defense, “National defense strategy of  the United States of  America summary”, 2018, 
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
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courted India and more recently shifted its emphasis from an Asia-Pacific strategy 
to one encompassing the Indo-Pacific region. Russia – India’s traditional partner – 
defines another focal point as a resource-rich neighbor to China that, like China, 
is advancing both its ideas for non-liberal, non-Western international order and its 
willingness to test this order at critical points. 

We are drawn to consider the strategic challenge to the United States identified by 
Halford Mackinder a century ago, namely how this continental power could engage 
the larger and more important Eurasian landmass simultaneously in Europe and Asia. 
To Halford Mackinder the United States was a periphery – great, but dependent 
on developments in the Eurasian “heartland”.12 When he drew his famous map of  
the world in 1904, he therefore cut the United States into two, with one half  facing 
Asia, and the other facing Europe. Today, some turn their back on Mackinder’s 
thought on account of  his admiration, indeed enthusiasm for the British empire,13 
but his suggestion that world order emerges from the relationship between the 
Eurasian “heartland”, the inner periphery (current US allies in Europe and Asia), 
and the outer periphery (the United States) continues to be of  great analytical value. 

Geography, Mackinder reminds us, puts in motion a game between the United 
States, which will want to contain “heartland” powers, and Eurasian power centers 
that seek to create their own political order and aim to limit the capacity of  US 
strategic power projection. The United States is thus driven to build alliances with 
countries in the inner periphery, and especially with “pivots” who can help the 
United States tip the balance of  power in its favor. Zbiegniew Brzezinski saw in the 
1990s how countries such as Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Iran, Turkey, and South Korea 
had become geopolitical pivots,14 but with the continued rise of  China, the key 
pivots today are NATO-Europe, India, and Japan. 

It is fair to ask whether global trends have caused “heartlands” to be irrelevant, 
for instance as urban economies (as opposed to national ones) become hubs of  
innovation and growth; as more people move to urban areas (by 2050, 68 percent 
of  the world’s population will be urban, while in 1950 it was only 30 percent, 
according to UN figures); and as these economies connect in global value chains 

12 H. J. Mackinder, “The geographical pivot of  history”, The Geographical Journal 23, No. 4, 1904, pp.421-437; 
J. Brotton, A history of  the world in twelve maps, London, Allen Lane, 2012, pp. 362-363.
13 G. Kearns, Geopolitics and empire: the legacy of  Halford Mackinder, New York, Oxford University Press, 2009.
14 Z. Brzezinski, The grand chessboard: American primacy and its geostrategic imperatives, New York, BasicBooks, 
1997, pp. 45-46.
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increasingly marked by the trade in services (now making up more than 20 percent 
of  global exports). This question of  whether “trading states” and the logic of  
interdependence trump traditional national security concerns is in fact a long-
standing one that developed notably with the rise of  industrial economies and 
liberal society in the late 19th century and which has surfaced regularly since. One 
of  the early observers of  interdependence and trade, Norman Angell, started out 
as a firm believer in the power of  man to follow the rational incentive of  peaceful 
trade but, having lived through two world wars, came to hold a more pessimistic 
view of  mankind’s ability to agree on global rules of  the road. Angell thus favored 
the creation of  the Atlantic Alliance in 1949 as a defense community that could 
contribute to international order.15

Today’s global trends demonstrate an ambiguity similar to that experienced 
by Norman Angell – a certain drive to supersede national boundaries but also 
distributional effects that are asymmetrical and therefore inherently political.16 
Thus, where international trade is expected to rise significantly in the coming 
decades, the greatest rise will take place inside the Asia region. Moreover, trade in 
Asia has a clear center of  gravity, China, where European trade flows in contrast are 
diverse and complex. These trends put the spotlight on China. The United States 
is freer than Europe to craft its policy response in so far as it is less integrated into 
global value chains compared to China and Europe. Put differently, Europe and 
China have policy options but have to more thoroughly factor interdependence and 
vulnerabilities into their calculations. Moreover, the North Atlantic area remains a 
uniquely integrated economic space, no longer in terms of  trade in goods but rather 
in services and so-called innovation networks. Compared to China, the Atlantic 
economies are significantly more open to trade in services: on a list of  22 service 
trade measures, China is below average (thus, open to business) on only three 
where the United States is below average on 15 of  22, a level generally matched by 
European countries (there is variation in Europe but countries such as Germany and 
Britain are below average on all 22 measures). Global innovation networks capture 

15 M. Rühle, “The end of  the ‘Great Illusion’: Norman Angell and the founding of  NATO”,  NATO Review, 
14 January 2019, http://nato.tagomago.be/files/Pages/2019/Also-in-2019/the-end-of-the-great-illusion-nor-
man-angell-and-the-founding-of-nato/EN/index.htm
16 The following is drawn from Danish Ministry of  Foreign Affairs, Trendanalyse XI: Globale trends på handel-
sområdet mod 2030, 29 October 2015; K. De Backer, T. Destefano and L. Moussiegt, “The links between global 
value chains and global innovation networks: an exploration”, OECD Policy Papers, April 2017, No. 37; and the 
OECD Services Trade Restrictiveness Index, http://www.oecd.org/tad/services-trade/services-trade-restrictive-
ness-index.htm 



14

the integration of  new knowledge across borders – as opposed to the movement 
of  goods in global value chains – and here again the strongest networks are located 
in the Atlantic area. Network connections from Europe and North America to Asia 
are rising in quantity, but intensity trends are not evenly distributed and show signs 
of  having leveled off  (i.e., there are more inventions but a declining percentage of  
them are international co-inventions). 

It is in this context of  regional economic systems within the global economic 
system that we should appreciate China’s plan to become the leading “fourth 
industrial revolution” power, the “Made in China 2025” plan adopted in 2015 
which targets cutting edge sectors in information technology, telecommunications, 
electrical equipment, and bio-medicine, among others. The vision behind the plan 
is to move Chinese economic strengths from the regional level, where it is already 
established, to the global level where North American and European economies 
are at the forefront. Globalization thus has a distinct and inescapable political 
dimension related to the unequal distribution of  gains. Those who gain more from 
trade and innovation, also gain political influence. As China stands to gain “agency” 
in the international order, the question for others is how this will impact on their 
own agency and ultimately security. 

We thus come full turn to Halford Mackinder’s global map and the concept 
of  Eurasian “heartland”. Heartlands change, and today’s Eurasian heartlands are 
those political centers that adapt to retain control over large swaths of  territory and 
innovative, urbanized hubs of  economic activity. Beijing is quite clearly the center 
of  such a heartland. Equally clear is the Western interest in preventing both a tight 
cooperative relationship between Beijing and Moscow in opposition to Western 
institutions, and Beijing’s rallying of  dynamic hubs along the rim of  Eurasia to 
an alternative vision of  international order. In acting on this interest, and using 
Mackinder’s vocabulary, the United States is the outer periphery that must maintain 
access to Eurasian geopolitics, where European Allies and Japan are the key pivots 
enabling US access and the diplomacy that can maintain modern economies and 
societies within current international institutions. 

One final issue to consider is defense spending. The politics hereof  have in 
recent years gained disproportionate attention, almost conveying the impression 
that the allied will to invest for the common defense is no longer present, in which 
case the preceding discussion is mute. The stage was set when the European Allies 
and Canada in 2014 made the so-called Defense Investment Pledge (DIP) to move 
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their defense spending up to 2 percent of  GDP by 2024, and the enactment of  the 
pledge has been dramatized by the entry of  President Trump and his insistence 
that the Allies pay up sooner rather than later.17 Budget figures tell a slightly more 
nuanced story, though (Figure 3). Spending has increased slightly in recent years, 
for one, and the overall spending pattern seems to be overwhelmingly linked to 
external developments – from the war in Afghanistan, its surge and then draw-
down, to Russia’s 2014 invasion of  Crimea and threatening posture in Europe. 

Figure 3. Total defense expenditure in NATO Europe
and North America from 1990-2018
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The data have been extracted from table 2013 and table 2018. Table 2013 represents the total 
expenditure, for both NATO Europe and North America from 1990-2012. Table 2018 represents 
the total expenditure for both NATO Europe and North America from 2013-2018. The data for 
2018 is estimated.

17 R. Emmott and S. Siebold, “Trump warned NATO Allies US would go it alone if  they did not spend”, 
Reuters, 12 July 2018; J. E. Barnes and H. Cooper, “Trump discussed pulling US from NATO, aides say amid 
new concerns over Russia”, New York Times, 14 January 2019.
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Budget figures tend to move slowly over time, if  nothing else because parliaments 
control the purse strings, and parliaments have many priorities to sort out. However, 
the data suggests that enlightened political leadership attuned to the emergence of  
shared risks and threats – as laid out in this section – could have a significant impact 
on the Allied willingness to invest in the Alliance and therefore also the budget 
figures that alleviate burden-sharing concerns.

Southern instability as a NATO wedge
Key analysts suggest that if  NATO fails in its repositioning, and if  the United 
States retreats from Europe, the “jungle” would grow back.18 It seems a somewhat 
odd framework of  analysis when we look at North-South relations and particularly 
at NATO’s relationship to the broader Middle East and North Africa region. The 
United States has been heavily involved in this region since 2001, and yet, many 
observers believe, the “jungle” is at the doors – in the shape of  countries poorly 
governed, migration flows, organized crime, and terrorism. 

Perhaps the issue is not whether a “hegemon” is in town to run affairs, as the 
jungle analogy suggests, but rather how well both sides of  the Atlantic manage 
to work in “concert”. In David Calleo’s unsurpassed analyses, we learn of  how 
detrimental the occasional appeal to “hegemonic leadership” has been to NATO 
and how NATO was always at its best when it involved a compromise between the 
strategic cultures of  the United States, Canada, and Europe.19 

It is pertinent to bring up this point in the context of  North-South relations 
because it is here that the NATO Allies have tended to be furthest apart and most 
inclined to stereotype one another in decidedly unproductive ways. In the darkest 
hour of  the Iraq war, Kagan argued, Europe was from Venus and America from 
Mars.20 It is thus possible to maintain that the most compelling long-term threat to 
NATO is China rising alongside a revisionist Russia and yet highlight how serious a 
threat unrest to the south of  the Allies is for the Allies’ ability to cohere. 

18 R. Kagan, The jungle grows back: America and our imperiled world, New York, A. A. Knopf, 2018; S. G. Brooks 
and W. Curti Wohlforth, America abroad: why the sole superpower should not pull back from the world with a new preface,  
New York, Oxford University Press, 2018.
19 D. P. Calleo, Follies of  power: America’s unipolar fantasy, Cambridge, New York, Cambridge University Press, 
2009.
20 R. Kagan, Of  paradise and power: America and Europe in the new world order, New York, A. A. Knopf, 2003.



17

The challenge of  southern unrest runs deep, and we see it in the language 
NATO can mobilize in its policy to manage its challenges. If  we look east, the 
lexicon is well-known: defense, deterrence, diplomacy, and détente. What needs doing 
specifically, and how to stack tasks and policies, those are difficult questions, but 
at least everyone involved speaks the same language. When it comes to southern 
challenges, NATO lacks a lexicon and a shared vocabulary. There is agreement 
that the range of  threats, risks, and challenges is exceptionally broad and involves 
governance challenges from large-scale migration and refugee flows over organized 
crime routes, to transnational terrorist movements. But this depiction of  the 
challenges does not easily connect to a conceptual vocabulary for solving them. 
Stabilization, crisis management, conflict resolution, counter-insurgency, peace-
building, counter-terrorism, countering violent extremism are some of  the policy 
language expressions that come and go, as are comprehensive and integrated 
approaches that purportedly describe how NATO and other actors can together 
achieve the goals that elude them. 

In all this, it is striking how little attention the bipolar effect of  North-South 
relations on the Alliance has received. The bipolar effect is to separate Europe 
from North America and vice versa, and this largely on account of  the political 
repercussions of  a range of  challenges related to migration and refugee flows, bad 
governance, crime, and abhorrent civil wars. For starters, it is an issue of  basic 
geography. For Europe, the source of  concern is the Middle East and North Africa, 
and a bit further afield, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, especially coastal West 
Africa and its connections into the Sahel. For Europe, therefore, the creation of  
governance structures in its near-abroad – the Middle East and North Africa, in fact 
also including NATO Ally Turkey – is the key to stemming the flow of  challenges. 
For the United States, the source is American – Central American and Mexican, 
including also the northern portion of  South America. UN projections of  urban 
growth show where the human space south of  Allied territory is growing denser 
(Map 1).
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Map 1. World Urbanization Prospects, 2018-2030

Source: United Nations Department of  Economic and Social Affairs, https://population.un.org/wup/Maps/

Then there is the political repercussion, which concerns the protection of  
homelands and national space. President Trump famously, and controversially, ran 
for office in 2016 promising to build a wall along the US southern border, but he 
put words to a longstanding American concern with its southern frontier more than 
he made it up.21 Meanwhile, Europeans have in their own way sought to erect a type 
of  border defined by a combination of  physical structures (fences), patrols and 
surveillance (especially in the Mediterranean), and then good governance structures 
in bordering countries. For both sides of  the Atlantic, the movement of  people 
across borders has thus become a source of  renewed nationalism which, because 
it is disruptive, unravels transatlantic compromises on long-term security priorities.

The transatlantic wedge is visible in the degree to which European Allies tend 

21 R.D. Kaplan, Earning the rockies: how geography shapes America’s role in the world, New York, Random House, 2017.

Data source: World Urbanization Prospects: The 2018 Revision
The designations employed and the presentation of material on this map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the 
United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not 
yet been agreed upon by the parties. Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined. A dispute  exists 
between the Governments of Argentina and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland concerning sovereignty over the Falkland Islands (Malvinas).
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to define Middle Eastern and North African challenges as solvable by diplomatic 
means and long-term investment, whereas the United States tends to emphasize 
contested power in the region and to either contain or balance it. Iran and the 
July 2015 nuclear deal – the Joint Comprehensive Plan of  Action – is a case in 
point: all Allies entered the agreement, but the United States pulled out in May 
2018 to contain Iran more broadly, whereas the European Allies remained in the 
deal to moderate Iran via engagement. While the wedging effect of  North-South 
relations thus is clear to see, it bears mentioning that it is also a matter of  degree: 
NATO Allies work side by side in a wide range of  counter-terrorist coalitions and 
diplomatic engagements. Nonetheless, it is clear that the Allies’ struggle to find 
widespread agreement in southern engagements – the fact that they must resort 
to flexible coalitions rather than collective action – is indicative of  a potential for 
enduring NATO disruption along geographical lines. 

Staying abreast of  southern challenges on account of  the non-military nature 
of  threats there and, perhaps, NATO’s business along the East-West axis of  
geopolitics, is not a real option. Southern challenges are de facto politically corrosive, 
and NATO is, after all, a politico-military alliance. Having been heavily engaged at 
the sharp end of  operations in Afghanistan and Libya, and continuously engaged 
in smaller training missions elsewhere, NATO has not sought to distance itself  
from the region but to place the emphasis on conflict prevention and limitation. 
NATO’s policy tool for this is known as Projecting Stability – which in principle is 
not only for the southern flank but a 360-degree policy program, and it matches the 
efforts of  the European Union, the United Nations, and others to get earlier and 
more effectively into the game of  conflict resolution and the building of  resilient 
societies capable of  withstanding radicalism.

There is promise in these efforts because they speak to trends that affect all 
Allies. For as long as the Allies have no particularly framework of  thinking and 
action to counter southern challenges, the effect of  these will be bipolar and 
divisive, as mentioned. But the southern flanks of  Europe and North America 
respectively share traits that enable a commonality of  thinking and policy approach: 
rapid urbanization, limited or failing governance, and the privatization of  both the 
economy and security. David Kilcullen has put words to the sum of  this challenge 
in so far as he speaks of  “littoralization” and “dynamic disequilibrium” whereby 
he captures the fact that these spaces are coastal, that stability is unlikely and must 
be replaced by dynamic concepts such as resilience, and that security or defense 
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operations will combine air, land, and sea forces and take place in congested and 
contested spaces.22

The challenge for NATO Allies – and other actors engaged in these regions – is to 
steer clear of  metaphors such as “jungle” or “anarchy” that detract from our ability 
to understand the human and political character of  these spaces and instead engage 
the wider political implications of  “littoralization”. There is a whole vocabulary to 
be developed here that, because it must enable political action, must be designed 
with one eye on the southern spaces and one eye on the competences and abilities 
of  Allies. If  the Allies fail in this respect, they open the door to the full bipolarizing 
force of  these southern challenges that is politically divisive and inhibiting in almost 
every respect, from the perspective of  North-South engagement but also that of  
East-West diplomacy. 

22 D. Kilcullen, Out of  the mountains: the coming age of  the urban guerilla, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2013.
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NATO’s Futures

Through the twentieth century it was fashionable to predict the future: fascists were 
certain it involved nothing but the survival of  the fittest; Marxists foresaw class 
struggle and the survival, indeed victory, of  socialism; and Liberals felt inversely 
that time was on the side of  open, market-based democracies. While the liberal 
vision got boosted by the end of  the Cold War and the expansion of  democracies 
and, as part hereof, the enlargement of  NATO and the EU, twenty-first century 
developments have taught us to approach the future with greater care. Where 
certainty once reigned, contingency is now king.

The opening discussion of  geopolitics pointed to the key trends we must assess 
as part of  this more circumscribed approach to future history: not least the United 
States’ approach to its modern-day Monroe doctrine but also the ability of  all 
Allies to project their Alliance into the future where China looms large, their ability 
to engage Russia in a regional order, and then their ability to contain non-state 
disruption to the south. Three scenarios offer themselves. Viewing these from the 
perspective of  the Atlantic Alliance, we shall label these the good, the bad, and the ugly.

The good
The good scenario has the Alliance overcoming its current crises and retooling 
itself  for a new era. It presumes that NATO is currently caught in a transition 
between two eras – the era of  undisputed liberal globalism that began with the end 
of  the Cold War, and the coming era of  global pluralism resting on regional great 
powers and their relationships – and that NATO will know how to navigate from 
one to the other. It will not be a simple journey for the Alliance for several reasons.

The key starting point is to define NATO’s ambitions in a world of  pluralizing 
power. China is rising, and so are other regional powers such as India, while Russia 
may not be rising in terms of  physical power but at least in terms of  its willingness 
to confront and revise the international order. As mentioned, these shifts take place 
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in a geopolitical framework where the United States is destined to project power into 
Eurasia and where Eurasian powers have options for denying the overseas power 
points of  entry and access. NATO is one such point of  access, and to maintain its 
status as such is a starting point in the definition of  geopolitical ambition. However, 
it is critical that NATO takes the added step of  defining what it wants in the world of  
tomorrow. At the very least, it would seem, NATO should articulate an ambition to 
deny outside powers the ability to shape a world order of  regions wherein Europe and 
North America are disconnected. The Allies should be cognizant of  the contribution 
NATO is making to the set of  liberal institutions – some of  which are predominantly 
economic, such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) – that underpin their security and prosperity. They should 
draw like-minded partners and friends into these institutions, which in NATO would 
be the partner programme, and they should state how they envisage the interaction 
between these institutions on the one hand and the rival institutions that especially 
China could build as its power rises on the other. Regional, liberal, and contributing 
to a global concert of  power – these are the building blocks of  a renewed ambition. 

This will not be easy to do because of  the multinational character of  NATO 
and the tendency to pursue strategy in the absence of  clear and realistic ambitions. 
We are in fact witnessing a general deterioration of  strategic thought. In the bigger 
scheme of  things, the concept and meaning of  strategy diluted in the course of  
the 20th century as social, economic, and humanitarian issues entered the strategy 
lexicon.23 Strategy, in other words, lost its political-military focus and became 
synonymous with the willingness to do things, writ large. At the turn of  the century, 
it was conceivable to act “strategically” in the furtherance of  global governance and 
the promotion of  the full host of  issues encapsulated in the development goals 
of  the United Nations. At this point ambition becomes so broad that it can no 
longer prioritize actions – which is a precondition for strategy – and it has no 
inherent or organic connection to military affairs. This condition afflicted NATO 
in Afghanistan, a point worth dwelling on given its wider implications.24

When NATO took command of  ISAF, it did not really define its own ambitions 
as much as it imported them from the international community’s efforts that had 
begun in late 2001: NATO and ISAF’s wider goal was thus to support Afghan 

23 H. Strachan, “Strategy in the twenty-first century”, in H. Strachan and S. Scheipers (eds.), The changing 
character of  war, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2014, pp. 503-521.
24 S. Rynning, NATO in Afghanistan: the liberal disconnect, Stanford, California, Stanford University Press, 2012.
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sovereignty and democratic government and more specifically to build an Afghan 
capacity for security provision within its borders. This ambition was grand and 
unwieldy, and as few dared suggest that the international community had to settle 
for less, NATO and ISAF got caught in strategizing at huge cost and of  limited 
impact: provincial reconstruction, agricultural development, counter-narcotics, 
counter-terrorism, ink spots, forward engagement, training and partnering – these 
were just some of  the variables that went into the strategy caravan that defined 
ISAF. It was only in 2010-2012 that ambitions got revised downwards, leading to 
the current training mission, and even this reduced ambition may ultimately prove 
unwieldy. Afghanistan, therefore, illustrates how even the best and most resourced 
of  strategies will fail if  ambitions are grand and unwieldy.

The early Cold War and NATO’s formative years inversely illustrate how clear 
ambitions are able to channel strategic debate in more constructive directions. 
NATO’s ambition to counter the clear and present danger of  the Soviet Union 
was easily understood and a point of  consensus. It allowed the Allies to deliberate 
on strategy, which was by no means easy given the ways in which conventional and 
nuclear weapons, European and American, could be combined, but it would have 
been impossible to achieve strategic unity had shared ambitions not been so clear. 

If  NATO experienced a degree of  trouble in the late 1960s and early 1970s, it 
was to a significant degree because it had to revisit not only its strategy but also its 
underlying political ambitions. Power shifts were the root cause: the Soviet Union 
was rising in economic and strategic power; China was dissenting within the Soviet 
bloc; and Western Europe was rising, relatively speaking. Questions of  ambition thus 
beckoned: should NATO go global to support the United States in Asia; and should 
NATO devolve responsibility to the European “pillar” of  the Alliance? In the end, 
NATO answered in the negative, affirming its Euro-centric character – in the 25th 
anniversary of  the Ottawa Declaration of  June 1974. This was obviously significant 
because it was an affirmation of  one political priority among several possible 
priorities. Facing options of  defining a more global Atlantic Alliance ambition and 
possibly a division of  Atlantic labor in this wider geographical context, the Allies 
chose to maintain NATO as primarily a tool for the defense of  the European 
heartland. It was not easy to get to this decision point, as turbulent transatlantic 
diplomacy during the Nixon presidency reminds us, but the wider point is that 
when power shifts called into question collective ambitions, the Alliance debated 
options and settled on a collective ambition. As they did so, they enabled strategy. 
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NATO’s “good future” scenario comes out of  this bag of  diverse experiences 
– from the early Cold War through power adjustments during the Cold War and 
operational and political challenges beyond it. NATO should not start sketching its 
future on the basis of  how much money it has or which capacities it commands. 
Rather, while acknowledging that NATO must always operate within the limits 
of  the possible, NATO should begin with the basic political question of  why it 
should engage, say, the Asia region. Likewise, NATO should ponder the equally 
basic political question of  why Russia is being revisionist. 

If  NATO governments can be brought to consider these questions in a sustained 
way, they will inevitably come to ponder trends highlighted in the previous section: 
that the geopolitical center of  gravity of  the United States is shifting to Asia; that 
NATO has a deterrence strategy in place vis-à-vis Russia but no diplomatic strategy; 
and that a renewed Harmel-moment – as when NATO in 1967 crafted its policy of  
defense and détente – would help NATO counter the alignment of  Russia and China 
in opposition to Western, liberal institutions. Russia-policy thus has simultaneous 
regional and global implications, which shall make it a key focus in the discussion 
of  policy options in the next section. 

Once NATO governments are able to identify political rationales and priorities 
for such a new world, then they can turn to strategy and the sorting out of  ways and 
means to achieve these priorities. In short, a clear and meaningful collective ambition 
in response to shifting geopolitics is where strategic renewal begins. Some might be 
tempted to conclude from this that NATO’s “good future” de facto is an offensive 
option of  projecting NATO power across the globe or somehow advancing a 
global league of  liberal democracies. However, there is nothing inherent in the good 
future to suggest this. NATO’s global engagement must be politically sustainable: 
it is hard to see what NATO Allies would gain from a pitched confrontation with 
China, just as it is hard to see how NATO governments could ask their publics for 
significant sacrifices for a lofty and risky global ambition. The good future is rather 
about defining NATO’s politico-military contribution to the relationship between 
major powers and how NATO can advance an order wherein Western interests are 
clearly articulated and respected within the forums of  high diplomacy – including 
in the United Nations Security Council and the Organization for Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) as well as the more flexible G-formats that address 
global governance issues mainly of  a financial character but wherein Western 
countries play a leading role. 
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The “good future” is at heart about managing regional and global balances of  
power. NATO is more central to the regional balance of  power than the global one, 
but the point for US Allies is that they must appreciate the two key Eurasian entry 
points for the United States – Europe and Asia – and seek to work out how these 
can meaningfully be connected. NATO must do so in respect of  its liberal values, 
offering partners and friends an opportunity to pursue these within a balance of  
power framework. It is a balancing act that brings us to other scenarios – one bad, 
another ugly. 

The bad
Kicking the can down the road is always an option but not necessarily a good one. It 
is a policy of  pain relief. It smooths over diplomatic rifts while offering incremental 
adjustments of  policy – moving from one summit declaration to another with 
heavy emphasis on agreed policy and victory declared in the event of  marginal 
adjustment. Naturally, in an Alliance of  29 nations where the Alliance leader, the 
United States, is going through an introspective phase that may or may not last, 
kicking the can down the road is a likely scenario.

The weakness of  this scenario is political. If  the “good future” was premised on 
a clear, collective ambition that could be translated into strategy, the “bad future” 
is shaped by an inability to define ambitions. Russia is a case in point. NATO has 
since 2014 built a fairly strong deterrence posture vis-à-vis Russia, with reinforced 
rapid reaction forces notably bundled and organized in NATO’s Response Force, 
enhanced forward presence, and an advanced training and exercise schedule, but 
NATO has yet to put words to the purpose that could characterize NATO-Russia 
relations in the future.25 The challenge is to move from deterrence to “deterrence and 
détente” – as was the case in the early 1970s. Defining the future political relationship 
to Russia is a real challenge, of  course, and Russian intransigence should not reflect 
badly on NATO. Still, it is quite clear that NATO and Russia will not be returning 
to the 1990s when partnership and indeed convergence was on the agenda – as 
captured first in the 1990 London declaration promising the “transformation” of  
both parties and then the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act. Where it was possible 
in the 1990s to imagine that Russia would become liberal-democratic in the same 

25 J. Ringsmose and S. Rynning, “Now for the hard part: NATO’s strategic adaptation to Russia”, Survival 59, 
No. 3, May 2017, pp. 129-146.
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sense as Western countries, it no longer is, at least not for a considerable span of  
time. In the interim, a new political relationship must be defined.

There are many reasons to suspect that defining this relationship will be difficult. 
For one, the process has yet to begin. Political relations are rather focused on the Minsk 
agreement of  2015 and the conditions that will allow a ceasefire in Eastern Ukraine 
and a parallel development of  reestablished sovereign control and constitutional 
reform, all of  which is proving too hard to handle for the parties to the conflict, 
including Russia. The fate of  Crimea, illegally annexed by Russia, is kept apart but 
remains as a source of  Western sanctions on Russia and a formidable challenge to 
forward-looking East-West diplomacy. In addition, arms control agreements that 
began with the onset of  “deterrence and détente” in the 1970s and were strengthened 
in 1990 are crumbling. Russia withdrew from the Conventional Forces in Europe 
(CFE) treaty in 2015, and the United States announced in November 2018 that it 
would withdraw from the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) treaty of  1987. 

Most NATO Allies seem domestically divided on the issue of  how to approach 
Russia – whether to deter first and then talk, or to talk first while holding out 
the option of  added deterrence. The Trump administration seems to have several 
impulses when it comes to Russia policy, but so do other Allies, such as Germany, 
which always harbored a division between those who seek to engage East and West 
simultaneously and those who believe in Western anchoring as a precondition for 
Eastern engagement, and France, which has plenty on its hands in the Sahel region 
to the south and which historically has not been adverse to continental concertation 
with Russia. Italy’s new government of  May 2018 has explicitly called for an 
“opening” to Russia that would ease sanctions. The sum of  all this for Russia is 
increased scope for the exercise of  soft power – of  appealing to Russia’s European 
history and its political experience and thought, and of  offering Russia as a source 
of  “social conservative” government inspiration.26

If  NATO’s inability to offer a counter-narrative that both affirms NATO’s 
liberal values and offers Russia a new relationship continues, then NATO will be 
stuck with an East-West relationship where the gap between its strong military 
policy of  deterrence and its rearguard political messaging, with appeals to the ideas 
of  the 1990s, will grow. This gap may not break NATO, but it will prevent NATO 

26 J. Lloyd and D. Litinova, “The reality of  Russian soft power”, The American Interest, 21 March 2018, https://
www.the-american-interest.com/2018/03/21/putins-soft-power/; O. Schmitt, Pourquoi Poutine est notre allié? 
Anatomie d’une passion française, Lille, Hikari éditions, 2017.
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from shaping its strategic environment and cause NATO governments to spend 
inordinate amounts of  energy on the upholding of  a deterrence posture whose 
rationale they struggle to define collectively. In this “bad future”, a lack of  political 
cohesion and foresight will cause NATO’s regionalization and its diminishment in 
matters of  world order.

What NATO cannot do along its East-West axis, it will not be able to do in 
regard to its southern environment either. NATO already today serves mostly as a 
hub for the training and exercising of  forces that nations decide to pull into various 
coalitions, and this trend will augment. It will gradually become inconceivable to 
imagine NATO assuming command of  a large stabilization cum counter-insurgency 
mission like ISAF, or a bombing campaign like Operation Unified Protector in 
Libya in 2011. NATO might remain as a vehicle for diplomatic dialogue with other 
regional organizations, such as the African Union or the League of  Arab States, 
but it will be a vehicle of  the same weight and relevance as NATO’s Mediterranean 
Dialogue or its Istanbul Cooperation Initiative: adding a modicum of  multilateral 
legitimacy to informal power relationships, but in no way shaping them. 

NATO’s future in this “bad” scenario is thus not global in any meaningful 
way. NATO will not be able to articulate views of  or policies on the preeminent 
geopolitical change of  the current era, China’s rise, and NATO will rather spend 
its energy keeping its rank and file in order. From what we can tell from the Syria 
war, there will be plenty of  work on NATO’s hands: the war has caused a chasm 
between Turkey and the United States that have found themselves on opposite 
sides in a number of  critical respects in the war. Turkey opposes the empowerment 
of  Kurdish forces as well as Saudi Arabia’s background diplomacy and believes 
that it can do business with Russia and Syria’s president Assad – all policies that are 
diametrically opposed to those of  the United States. There is zero potential for a 
strong NATO policy in this and, quite to the contrary, significant risk of  negative 
spill-over from Syria into the Atlantic arena. 

In the “bad future”, NATO will be able to deter attacks on its territory but will 
constantly be fighting rearguard battles to prevent its own political disruption on 
account of  Russian soft power or the insidious spinoff  from unrest in other arenas. 
In this “bad future” NATO will have a degree of  power, especially when it comes to 
conventional military power, but fraying political relations and a declining sense of  
common purpose in a changing world will define new and significant vulnerabilities. 
Outside forces can and will exploit political division within the Alliance, in turn 
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tempting some Allied governments to add to the misery and stir divisive debate that 
will bolster their domestic standing. If  NATO loses this sense of  security interests 
as defined by the international area, as opposed to domestic politics, NATO will 
first fray and then ultimately buckle and disappear. The possibility that this could 
happen sooner rather than later brings us to the third scenario. 

The ugly
Senator Taft’s wish for a flexible approach to hemispheric security could become 
the lodestar for US policy, in which case the United States would pull out of  NATO 
and adopt a posture of  offshore balancing. It would not necessarily mean the end 
of  the transatlantic security relationship, but it would be one outside of  treaty 
commitments in which the United States would support a European defense pillar 
only in so far as continental upheaval were the risk. Otherwise, the United States 
would look to other priorities, notably in Asia. 

This “ugly future” may not be as far-fetched as it could appear. President Trump 
has presided over enhanced American investments in NATO’s deterrence policy 
vis-à-vis Russia, but he also notably failed to commit to the collective defense pledge 
on occasion of  his first NATO summit, in May 2017, having previously labeled the 
Alliance “obsolete”. And although he later reversed course his persistent criticism 
of  European Allies in terms of  defense spending and wider economic policy is a 
cause of  concern. The real risk is that President Trump is tapping into frustrations 
generated by an underlying schism between Asian and European priorities in 
American policy and a frustrated desire to be able to choose priorities more flexibly. 
The war on terror that erupted in 2001 was global, and it caused considerable stress 
in regard to NATO’s Euro-Atlantic focus and European Allies’ willingness and 
ability to move beyond it. As the schism seemed to grow, the Atlantic public was 
cautioned to look “beyond the West” and beyond NATO.27

The extent of  concern with this schism is hard to gauge. A snapshot reveals a 
leadership in flux. In July 2018, in the days leading up to a NATO summit, the US 
Congress overwhelmingly passed a resolution in support of  NATO: the Senate 
passed it 97-2; the House, in a voice vote, passed it unanimously. Yet there are 
signs that NATO is becoming a partisan issue in the United States, with Democrats 

27 M. Cox, “Beyond the West: terrors in Transatlantia”, European Journal of  International Relations 11, No. 2, 
2005,  pp. 203-233.
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tending to be more favorable to the Alliance than Republicans.28 US Ambassador 
to NATO, Kay Baily Hutchison is reportedly focused on advancing bipartisan 
Congressional support for NATO, which goes to illustrate how important it is that 
NATO does not become a partisan issue.29 

Equally critical and equally hard to gauge is the persistent effort of  the United 
States to invest in reassurance and deterrence measures in Europe – in response 
to Russian aggression since 2014. These measures are channeled through the 
contingency budget of  the Pentagon (Overseas Contingency Operations Budget) 
and are thus not part of  the base funding of  the force structure. However, the funds 
are flowing – rising from slightly less than USD 1 billion per year under President 
Obama (2015 and 2016) to USD 3.6 billion (2017), USD 4.8 billion (2018), and an 
expected USD 6.5 billion (2019) under President Trump and they fund not least 
the “enhanced prepositioning” of  equipment that will enable the swift rotation of  
US forces to Europe.30 The troubling news in all this is that Secretary of  Defense 
Mattis, who oversaw this rise of  enhanced engagement, left office in late 2018, and 
that President Trump seems to have little if  any investment in it. Nor do some of  
the leading realist critics of  US policy who argue that the United States during the 
post-Cold War era has been intoxicated by its inner ambition to build a world in 
its own liberal image, failing to comprehend the limits of  power.31 In short, the 
enhanced presence of  US forces in Europe seems to be the outcome of  priorities 
of  a US defense establishment that is to an extent under political siege.

From the point of  view of  the critics, it is precisely the ability of  the US 
government to wield muscle power that has led it to make poor policy choices. 
In particular, NATO’s post-Cold War enlargement was an original sin that locked 
NATO into an extensive continental presence at the doorstep of  a nuclear power 
antagonized by the Alliance. From an American perspective, they continue, the 
tragedy is that it tied American hands: enlargement left the United States with the 

28 J. Goldgeier, “NATO at 70: is the United States still in it for the long haul?”, Journal of  Transatlantic Studies, 
forthcoming. 
29 J. Barnes and H. Cooper, “Trump discussed pulling US from NATO, aides say amid new concerns over 
Russia”, Atlantic Council, 17 January 2019, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/natosource/trump-discus-
sed-pulling-u-s-from-nato-aides-say-amid-new-concerns-over-russia
30 P. Towell and A. D. Kazlauskas, “The European deterrence initiative: a budgetary overview”, Congressio-
nal Research Service, Washington, DC, August 2018.
31 S. M. Walt, The hell of  good intentions: America’s foreign policy elite and the decline of  US primacy, New York, Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2018; J. J. Mearsheimer, The great delusion: liberal dreams and international realities, The Henry L. 
Stimson Lectures Series, New Haven, CT, Yale University Press, 2018.
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stark choice of  investing further in NATO deterrence or dropping the football to 
the benefit of  Russia, now revisionist.32 However unappealing to decision-makers, 
the implied sustainable option is to arrest enlargement in the cases of  Ukraine 
and Georgia but also in the Balkans, backtrack on US commitments to onshore 
deterrence, and offer Russia a more prominent voice in continental affairs – all 
in order either to shift priorities to Asia or adopt a more restrained continental 
(American) posture.

The “ugly future” could thus imply a return to 1948 when Western European 
countries were organizing for their own defense in the Brussels Pact to qualify 
for American support. In 1948 a convergence of  interests – between Benelux and 
Canadian idealism, French-British realism, the desire of  southern and northern 
flank countries for security, and America’s search for order33 – allowed NATO to 
emerge in the wake of  the Brussels Pact, but in the “ugly future” the Western 
European Allies would return to their point of  origin – a Western European 
defense organization. With Britain’s exit from the European Union (EU), NATO 
would likely continue in a diminished form to allow Britain and its continental 
Allies to share a collective defense commitment. The EU could remain as a strong 
framework for regional cooperation, but NATO would in any case remain as a 
collective defense mechanism, offering the key Western players – Britain, France, 
and Germany – sufficient flexibility to sustain tight cooperation in spite of  Brexit 
and various other national sensibilities.

For Central and Eastern European NATO Allies this future would become 
truly disturbing because it implies a distinct asymmetrical relationship between 
Western and Eastern Europe currently unified in the US-led Alliance. While 
NATO and the EU might continue to extend eastwards as today, the power 
of  the West to project stability – to offer security assurances – would have 
diminished to the point where collective defense commitments would be 
implausible. Europe as a whole would thus return not to 1948 but to1925 when 
Western powers (then Britain and France) could credibly commit to defend their 
own borders but not those of  Eastern European Allies (sandwiched between 

32 J. Lewis Gaddis, “History, grand strategy and NATO enlargement”, Survival 40, No. 1, 1998, pp. 145-151; 
J. J. Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine crisis is the West’s fault: the liberal delusions that provoked Putin”, Foreign 
Affairs 93, No. 5, 2014, pp. 1-12.
33 L. S. Kaplan, The United States and NATO: the formative years, Lexington, Kentucky, The University Press of  
Kentucky, 1984.
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Germany and Russia).34 In Locarno, Switzerland, in October 1925, these powers 
sought a continental order of  reconciliation – between the Western powers and 
Germany and also Germany and Eastern European countries – but de facto created 
an order of  Western status quo (guaranteed borders) and Eastern revisionism 
(imagined as the orderly arbitration of  territorial disputes). 

Much has changed since 1925 but especially for the Baltic Allies (Estonia, 
Latvia, and Lithuania) the parallel must be chilling: they continue to be sandwiched 
between Russian territories – the Russian mainland and the Kaliningrad enclave – 
and they are located far to the east of  Western powers. The Baltic States would be 
foreseeable pawns in a game of  continental “reconciliation” whereby Russia would 
seek a seat at the table of  a revised European order. Collective defense in NATO 
would then have diminished to a layered commitment where the core would be 
Western Europe and where all other commitments would be flexible and subject to 
the vagaries of  a multipolar Europe.

34 S. Rynning, “A Europeanized NATO? The Alliance contemplates the Trump era and beyond”, War on the 
Rocks, 25 September 2018, https://warontherocks.com/2018/09/a-europeanized-nato-the-alliance-contem-
plates-the-trump-era-and-beyond/
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Getting NATO on Track

NATO’s future is a choice. There are geopolitical trends to take into account, and 
there are costs and benefits of  distinct scenarios to consider – all of  which the 
two preceding sections have done. What remains is a discussion of  the particular 
conditions that will shape NATO’s choice. By implication it is a collective and 
therefore complex process of  choosing. NATO’s choice could thus turn out to 
be emergent, almost happenstance, an accumulation of  small compromises and 
reactions to events. However, as NATO’s interest in the “good future” should be 
self-evident, and as political leaders can be assumed to want to be in control of  
events rather than subjected to them, we can proceed to consider issues and options 
of  an enlightened and strategic approach to NATO’s future. If  NATO leaders can 
internalize the issues about to be discussed, they have a foundation for choosing 
NATO also in the future. 

The leitmotif  of  the discussion so far has been NATO’s power and purpose 
in a changing world, and three challenges come to mind in terms of  maintaining 
NATO’s ability to have both power and purpose: the challenge of  crafting a new 
and sustainable balance of  power in Europe; the challenge of  stabilization to 
the south; and the larger challenge of  sustaining NATO, a regional alliance, in a 
globalized world. 

A comprehensive European balance of  power
European Allies will not in any serious way be able to give China sustained political 
attention and mobilize resources for a China policy for as long as Russia is a 
threat in their neighborhood. A refashioned European balance of  power is thus 
a precondition for NATO’s collective ability to adjust to the geopolitical trends 
already outlined.

As we have seen, NATO critics pin Russian revisionism on NATO’s decision to 
corner Russia by way of  enlargement. From their perspective, the historical analogy 
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is Weimar Germany, a moderate player in the European arena, which faltered on 
account of  the conditions imposed on it on the eve of  World War I. What followed 
was German revisionism and renewed great war. By imposing NATO enlargement 
on the European order in the wake of  the Cold War, the argument goes, NATO 
undermined the moderate political center in Russian politics and precipitated 
continental conflict. 

The argument of  critics is that Russia had diminished so much as a power that 
there was no need for NATO expansion, and that NATO’s decision to expand 
provoked Russian anger. As such, it is an argument based on Russian (small) size 
and NATO’s (liberal) obliviousness. However, it is also an argument about the type 
of  balance-of-power that would serve Europe well. Russia may be diminished, 
argues John Mearsheimer, but it remains a great power concerned with the “huge 
expanse of  flat land” that surrounds it and whose leadership think and act according 
to “realist dictates”.35 By implication, had Western policy been equally realist, as 
opposed to liberal expansionist, it would have understood that an overtly uneven 
balance of  power would antagonize Russia, and it would have settled for, say, a 60-
40 balance of  power instead of  the 80-20 that resulted from enlargements.

Whether NATO enlargement and the de facto 80-20 balance locks NATO and 
Russia into conflict is then the question. Judging on the basis of  international history, 
it is not a given. “Balanced and unbalanced distributions of  power seem roughly 
equally common” in world history.36 Moreover, the relationship of  these distributions 
of  power to order is nebulous. Sometimes hierarchy (unbalanced distribution of  
power) serves as a foundation for lasting order, sometimes it does not. 

This history draws our attention to the particularities of  NATO’s trajectory. 
Hierarchy was the story notably of  NATO’s early years when European states 
rallied to the United States rather than seeking to balance the sole hegemon of  the 
era. Such mobilization in favor of  an existing power happens when states care 
about “order” more than the computation of  power ratios, and when the bigger 
power puts on offer an attractive vision of  political order.37 Quite a lot of  NATO’s 

35 J. J. Mearsheimer, “Why the Ukraine crisis is the West’s fault: the liberal delusions that provoked Putin”, 
Foreign Affairs, 93, No. 5, 2014, pp. 82-83.
36 S. J. Kaufman, R.Little, and W.C. Wohlforth, The balance of  power in world history, London, Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2007, p. 228.
37 A. I. Butt, “Anarchy and hierarchy in international relations: examining South America’s war-prone decade, 
1932-41”, International Organization 67, No. 3, 2013, pp. 575-607; S. G. Brooks and W. C. Wohlforth, World out 
of  balance: international relations and the challenge of  American primacy, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2008.
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internal squabbles since the 1960s can be attributed to the difficulty of  settling 
on whether burden-sharing implied not only more European defense money but 
less American hierarchy and thus greater European influence. Still, there has never 
been any serious questioning in Europe of  the desire to see the United States 
continue its vocation as a “European power”. Hierarchy was thus a fact when the 
Cold War ended, and this fact has rubbed Russian sensibilities. Kimberly Marten’s 
investigation of  continental diplomacy in the mid-1990s shows that neither Russia 
or NATO seriously believed that US leadership could be rolled back – which would 
have required the prospect of  NATO diminishing itself  or accepting Russia as 
a member; and Jim Goldgeier’s investigation of  the US decision-making process 
pinpoints the source of  inspiration of  President Clinton’s thinking on the issue, 
beginning in the spring of  1993, as being the leadership of  two former Warsaw 
Pact countries, Poland and the Czech Republic.38 In consequence, and despite what 
NATO critics today argue, eastward partnership and then enlargement were built 
into the order that emerged at the time. 

The exact wrong way to approach NATO-Russia relations is therefore to begin 
with questions of  size – be it economically or militarily. Given that the unbalanced 
nature of  the relationship is a fact rooted in the end of  the Cold War, the real issue 
is how to build order from the current balance. Such an order is about power but 
critically also the reconciliation of  political aims. It is the antithesis to conversion 
– the effort whereby one party seeks to transform the political nature of  the other 
– and at heart about an order based on strategic “equilibrium”.39

For NATO order means setting limits to what the Alliance can hope to achieve in 
terms of  social and political reform in Russia, and how they go about supporting it. 
Continental order thus implies defining limits to the liberal project of  order which 
by its nature tends to be limitless. NATO must define its frontier of  influence and 
recognize that Russia can remain distinct, if  it so chooses: NATO Allies should be 
very circumscribed in their support for liberal movements inside Russia, allowing it 
only if  it can take place inside a continental framework of  understanding.

Such restraint would speak to the source of  anxiety that is commonly ascribed 

38 K. Marten, “Reconsidering NATO expansion: a counterfactual analysis of  Russia and the West in the 
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to the timing of  Russia’s intervention in Ukraine, in 2013-2014, namely a fear that 
a successful liberal revolution in Ukraine, which was happening, and which caused 
Ukraine and the EU to draw up new terms of  Western engagement, would come 
home to Russia and threaten the Putin regime. President Putin’s victory in the 
2012 elections was less assured than could be expected and provoked considerable 
popular protests in Russia, reminding Putin of  power’s ephemeral nature and the 
risk that his domestic opponents could be energized by Western engagements.

Any balance of  power order is a collective endeavor, and so NATO’s responsibility 
to define the limits of  its liberal project does not get Russia off  the hook. Russia has 
in recent years skillfully exploited NATO’s pluralist nature to challenge the Alliance 
below the threshold of  conventional war and mostly on the flanks of  the Alliance 
– in the Baltic and Black Sea regions. Russia’s ability to thus challenge NATO at 
a low level of  conflict, where the Alliance’s political decision-making is hampered 
and in geographical areas where its force projection capabilities are less strong, 
is often attributed to the doctrinal thoughts of  Russian chief  of  General Staff, 
Army General Valery Gerasimov, and has earned the epithet “hybrid war”. It is a 
distinct sign of  Russia’s unwillingness to abide by the order as defined by diplomatic 
agreements of  the 1990s. 

Faced with this type of  threat below the threshold of  conventional war, it is 
only reasonable that NATO should invest in its own panoply of  “hybrid tools” – 
from improved intelligence flows and a shortened decision-making cycle to strategic 
communications and societal resilience, including tighter coordination with the EU in 
the domain of  societal security. A strong NATO below the threshold of  conventional 
war is part of  the Alliance’s overall deterrence posture, which, if  strong in every 
component part, gives NATO credibility in the dialogue with Russia on continental 
détente.40 Yet, and in line with Henry Kissinger’s emphasis on “equilibrium”, NATO 
must give greater thought to how it can combine strength and détente. 

First, NATO could clearly state that it is not seeking the political transformation 
of  Russia. Naturally, such a statement should be caveated, premised on the 
understanding that NATO restraint should be matched by Russian restraint, but 
NATO Allies should then be willing to implement restraint in their dealings with 
Russia: in particular, they should abstain from furthering liberal reform in Russia, 
allowing change in Russia to pursue its own course. Relatedly, they should freeze 

40 K. Marten, “Reducing tensions between Russia and NATO”, Council on Foreign Relations, Washington, 
DC, 2017.
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the issue of  NATO membership for Ukraine and Georgia, meaning these countries 
should not be granted MAP status (Membership Accession Plan). The Allies should 
support Ukraine’s autonomy and sovereignty in the face of  Russian aggression, be 
it in Crimea, the Donbass region, or the Sea of  Azov, but they should do so outside 
the framework of  NATO membership. 

Moreover, NATO and the EU should move closer together in order to engender 
a rally-around-the-flag effect. Division between these two essential organizations of  
European order is a clear sign that the Allies are divided on order, and is thus an 
invitation to Russian meddling. The Allies should include both organizations in a 
coordinated strategy of  deterring Russia while easing Russian anxieties of  further 
Western expansion. If  appropriate, the Allies should seek to put the EU at the 
forefront of  Western policy.41 To facilitate this, they should re-consider an idea put 
forth by Henry Kissinger almost two decades ago, namely to have NATO declare 
the territorial integrity of  the EU a “vital” NATO interest.42 It would not amount 
to an extension of  the collective defense guarantee embedded in NATO’s Article 5, 
but it would further align NATO-EU interests in support of  European order, and 
arrest the temptation in some Western countries to depict the Putin regime as beyond 
reason – and to thus engender a rally-around-the-flag effect.43

The Allies should then finally coordinate NATO and EU efforts to develop the 
toolbox of  capabilities and policies that would both enable the European Allies to 
engage in a more global security policy and help convince Russia that Europe’s order 
is not designed to hurt Russian interests. This global turn in Western cooperation 
presupposes a reinforced European defense base – a rationalized and strengthened 
approach to transforming European spending into deployable forces.44 Such a 
base cannot be built if  NATO and the EU are pitted against each other and if  

41 S. Duke and C. Gebhard, “The EU and NATO’s dilemmas with Russia and the prospects for deconflic-
tion”, European Security 26, No. 3, September 2017, pp. 379-397.
42 H. Kissinger, Does America need a foreign policy? Towards a diplomacy for the 21st century, New York, Simon & 
Schuster, 2002, p. 63.
43 For a strong statement in this regard, see A. Lieven, “The dance of  the ghosts: a new Cold War with Russia 
will not serve Western interests”, Survival 60, No. 5, 3 September 2018, pp. 115-140.
44 The EU’s defense dimension has some traction in the domain of  defense industrial rationalization, includ-
ing a European Defence Fund and the drive to embed defense industry in collective EU-level industrial policy. 
This said, the drive is vulnerable and needs to be layered into a transatlantic framework. D. Barrie, B. Barry, H. 
Boyd, M. L. Chagnaud, N. Childs, B. Giegerich, C. Mölling, T. Schütz, “Protecting Europe: meeting the EU’s 
military level of  ambition in the context of  Brexit”, IISS & DGAP, November 2018, https://dgap.org/en/
think-tank/publications/further-publications/protecting-europe
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insecurity reigns on the continent. Europeans are driven by geopolitics to consider 
“concerted” visions of  security management among close neighbors, and if  the 
United States were seen to depart from Europe, Europeans would focus on the 
concert rather than capabilities for global policy. A divided Atlantic house will fail 
to deliver instruments for its political ambitions and, furthermore, would not be a 
credible interlocutor of  Russia in questions of  continental order. A divided Atlantic 
house would thus preempt the “good future”. In short, NATO has options along 
the West-East axis but also has some homework to do.

An offensive approach to Southern instability
The core challenge for the Allies when it comes to southern instability is to find a 
common language for describing challenges and solutions. Put differently, the Allies 
are conceptually at a loss, and for as long as this is the case, southern instability will 
continue to drive a wedge between Europe and North America and also between 
European Allies. 

Learning lessons in a multinational setting like NATO (or the EU) is notoriously 
difficult, and unsurprisingly NATO tends to be better at tactical than strategic 
learning. Thus, liaisons between NATO headquarters and civilian agencies have 
improved, but the strategic concept for engagement has not. NATO’s official 
Strategic Concept from 2010 is focused on “crisis management” and NATO’s 
engagement in all phases “before, during, and after crises”.45 It imagines that 
conflicts must come to an end and that NATO can be decisive in making this 
happen. The fact that conflicts can come to an end and, indeed, are in general 
decline was a joyous assumption at the time of  the adoption of  the Strategic 
Concept.46 It fed variations of  policy whereby Western governments sought to 
settle external conflicts by “institutional transfer” that would make “fragile” states 
robust once again – beginning in Bosnia-Herzegovina in the 1990s and continuing 
through Kosovo and then the Iraq and Afghan wars. NATO as such was not at the 
forefront of  all these efforts – mainly those in Kosovo and Afghanistan – but the 
Western Allies and their ideas of  political and social transformation were.

45 NATO, “Strategic Concept for the defence and security of  the the members of  the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation”, 2010, https://www.nato.int/lisbon2010/strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf, section 21.
46 J. S. Goldstein, Winning the war on war: the decline of  armed conflict worldwide, New York, Dutton, 2011; S. Pink-
er, The better angels of  our nature: why violence has declined, New York, Viking, 2011.
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The same Western Allies have remained engaged in all these theaters because, 
contrary to expectations, the conflicts did not die out but rather evolved and 
sometimes flared up again. Bosnia-Herzegovina continues as the one living 
operational face of  the Berlin Plus agreement (of  2002) that has NATO serve as a 
back-stop for EU security operations; NATO runs the stabilization force in Kosovo 
(KFOR); NATO runs a training and support mission in Afghanistan, fifteen years 
after it took over the combat mission; it has a similar but smaller mission in Iraq; 
and it is supporting coalitions in Syria, Iraq, and elsewhere. While global figures of  
deaths caused by war may be down, enduring conflicts engender wider patterns of  
violence, crime, terrorism, and refugee flows that rob the theory of  “institutional 
transfer” of  its credibility. 

The good news is that a shift of  language and understanding is underway, 
anchored in “resilience” as opposed to “fragility”. Resilience moves the focus away 
from institutional transfer (variously state-building or promotion of  democracy) 
to communities and their ability to overcome violent shocks and maintain their 
“normal” state. In this new approach, which NATO captures with its Projecting 
Stability policy, Western countries compromise on their own ideals and are ready 
to settle for less-than-perfect normalcy in bordering regions. Yet the question is 
whether NATO Allies can move such a concept from its “surface phase” to one 
of  political substance and strategic guidance.47 Here again the conclusion is that 
NATO has some homework to do. 

From 2014 to 2017, NATO consciously sought to upgrade its southern 
engagement in order to balance eastern and southern strategy within the Alliance 
– and thus cater to the geographical concerns of  different Allies. The 2014 Wales 
summit had begun an eastern flank reinforcement that exposed the paucity of  
southern strategy. NATO thus decided to correct course, which it notably did by 
launching the Projecting Stability policy at the Warsaw summit in 2016, which is 
really an effort to secure NATO by way of  partner stability. 

NATO’s approach builds on a number of  measures in terms of  maritime 
surveillance, intelligence sharing, and training programs with select partners, 

47 United States Institute of  Peace, “Resilience as a peacebuilding practice: to realism from idealism”, 2013, 
https://www.usip.org/insights-newsletter/resilience-peacebuilding-practice-realism-idealism; K. Menkhaus, 
“Making sense of  resilience in peacebuilding contexts: approaches, applications, implications”, Geneva Peace-
building Platform, Paper No. 6, 2013, https://repository.graduateinstitute.ch/record/288060/files/GP-
P_P_06_2013.pdf
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but still it is clear that policy substance has been a tricky matter.48 Several related 
review processes within the Alliance symbolized the interests of  distinct entities 
– the civilian staff  attached to the Secretary General’s office, the military strategic 
command (SHAPE), and the southern Joint Force Command (JFC-S) – and the 
absence of  political consensus. In the words of  one of  the participants, the process 
was “random” and focused on “buzzwords”.49 The tangible outcome, a “Strategic 
Direction South Hub” located next to JFC-S stood up in 2017, an open-source 
awareness mechanism to be staffed by approx. 100 officers, may satisfy the southern 
command and some sensitivities among southern Allies, but it is at best a modest 
step forward in an Alliance marked by a lack of  common vision. Paradoxically, it 
is the EU which has come the furthest in the development of  new thinking, with 
its January 2018 adoption of  a so-called Integrated Approach to External Conflicts 
and Crises.50 Yet the EU is even more dependent than NATO on coalitions-of-
the-willing when it comes to the sharp end of  the spear – military and security 
operations.

In order not to be caught out between EU thinking and coalitions-of-the-willing, 
NATO should tap into the “resilience” thinking of  the EU and appropriate it for a 
NATO role in support of  coalitions. NATO should not seek to supplant either the 
EU or these coalitions because it cannot; rather, it should focus on making itself, 
as a collective defense mechanism, indispensable in the management of  external 
crises. What this means in practical terms is the question, and a few ideas will 
be outlined below. Ultimately it is a political responsibility to carve out concrete 
policy ideas, but decision-makers should take comfort in the strong case that can be 
made for NATO-EU cooperation. NATO and EU countries are making progress, 
in 2018 giving some body to their previous (2016) declaration of  enhanced 
cooperation, and there is no reason why this agenda of  “coherent, complementary, 
and interoperable” initiatives should not be deepened. As the countries of  NATO 
and the EU concluded, “we can do more”.51

48 For an overview of  NATO activities see P. V. Jakobsen, “Changing conventional security threats”, in D. 
J. Galbreath, L. Chappell, and J. Mawdsley (eds.), Contemporary European Security, Abingdon, Routledge, 2019.
49 J. L. Samaan, “Outflanked? NATO’s Southern hub and the struggle for its Middle East strategy”, The 
International Spectator, November 2018, pp. 1-17.
50 EU, General Secretariat of  the Council, “Council conclusions on the integrated approach to conflicts and 
crises”, 22 January 2018, https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/2018-01-cnl_conclusions_on_ia.pdf
51 President of  the European Council, President of  the European Commission, and Secretary General of  
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “Joint Declaration on EU-NATO Cooperation”, NATO, 10 July 2018, 
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_156626.htm
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NATO would first of  all benefit from a more advanced understanding of  the 
character of  its southern environment. The Strategic Direction South Hub will be 
useful in this regard, but it is too far down the chain of  command to make the critical 
difference. The Hub will connect the dots – gather open source data and mine them 
in the search for extraordinary patterns or critical points of  interests – but will not 
change the political vocabulary of  NATO. Ideally, this is a task for NATO Allies 
as they revise their Strategic Concept and refashion their understanding of  “crisis 
management”. 

NATO Allies should in particular give thought to the set of  factors that enable 
belligerent actors to emerge and operate with strategic impact. As Jakub Grygiel 
explains, these actors do not emerge out of  a single condition (anarchy, or failed 
states) but from a variety of  factors that allow resentment, anger, and grievance to 
merge into strategic challenges.52 Grygiel distinguishes between three sets of  factors. 
One is military technology and the ease with which it proliferates. A second factor 
is the control over men, as opposed to land, by way of  patron-client relationships. 
Finally, so-called “ungoverned spaces” are once again proliferating where versions 
of  the modern state failed to take root, such as in the Sahel and in parts of  the 
Middle East. “Ungoverned” does not indicate a vacuum, of  course, merely that 
the human terrain is vastly differently organized than the model Western societies 
are accustomed to. In these spaces Western forces and diplomats will not only 
encounter the “diffusion of  techniques of  rebellion and terrorism” but also terrorist 
movements that mimic Western technological innovation, though this is hard to do 
on account of  a range of  constraints, and then rival powers such as Russia whose 
advancing electronic warfare (E.W.) skills has turned Syria into “the most aggressive 
E.W. environment on the planet”, according to US General Raymond Thomas, 
US Special Operations Commander.53 When these factors converge in a theater, 
Western forces will be hard pressed to prevail.

This leads directly to the need for strategies to manage such an environment. 
Historically, dominant states – or empires such as the Roman Empire – always 

52 J. J. Grygiel, Return of  the barbarians: confronting non-state actors from ancient Rome to the present, Cambridge, Cam-
bridge University Press, 2018.
53 A. Long, “Dueling asymmetries: international terrorism, insurgency and drone warfare in the 21st Centu-
ry”, in The future of  warfare in the twenty first century, Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research, 2014, pp. 
13-36; A. Gilli and M. Gilli, “The diffusion of  drone warfare? Industrial, organizational, and infrastructural 
constraints”, Security Studies 25, No. 1, January 2016, pp. 50-84; A. Varfolomeeva, “Signaling strength: Russia’s 
real Syria success is electronic warfare against the US”, The Defense Post, 1 May 2018, https://thedefensepost.
com/2018/05/01/russia-syria-electronic-warfare/
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relied on a comprehensive infrastructure of  strong points (forts or outposts) 
and all-weather roads and bridges along with reaction forces (on land and river) 
to patrol the frontier and the domain. “Empire” is neither desirable nor morally 
defensible, so it is worth emphasizing that the point here concerns the governance-
by-infrastructure that has survived through the modern ages as well: as a matter of  
fact, NATO’s reassurance of  eastern Allies largely rests on it – and China’s “Belt 
and Road” initiative is beginning to look like it.54

Strong points are one of  the issues to which NATO should give more thought. 
Just as the United States is in need of  allies to influence Eurasian geopolitics, so 
the NATO Allies are in need of  regional partners to counter belligerent actors 
and build resilient communities. NATO tends to aim for rather large multilateral 
formats that match its own DNA: partnering with the African Union (55 countries), 
Mediterranean countries (NATO’s 29 countries plus seven partners) or Persian 
Gulf  monarchies (the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative with NATO’s 29 countries 
plus four partners). These partnership formats have a political function but are not 
strong points for engagement. It might instead be worth considering the countries 
of  the region that have strong state traditions and are likely partners: possibly Egypt 
(whose state history goes back some 7,000 years), Tunisia, and Morocco. 

Tailoring partnerships to individual countries is something NATO has been 
at since the early days of  its Partnership for Peace, a 1990s construct to engage 
former Warsaw Pact countries. But tailoring southern partnerships for sustained 
engagement in crisis management would be new and would require a heightened 
political awareness of  the concerns and interests of  the partner countries. It 
would be a slow affair, considering the political complexities involved, but it 
would be a strategic investment. NATO has already begun this process with its 
Defense Capability Building agreements with Jordan, Iraq, and Tunisia, and it is 
of  interest that differentiation has likewise become a dominant theme in the EU’s 
neighborhood policy. NATO’s challenge is therefore not so much to rethink the 
conceptual foundation for the policy as to give it further substance.

It bears mentioning that Turkey is among the regional countries with a long-
standing state tradition. Turkey is a NATO Ally, naturally, but it is worth underscoring 
that it is also a strong point in the region. Currently in Syria, the US-led Global 
Coalition and Turkey are on opposing sides in the prolonged end game to the civil 

54 M. Abi-Habib, “China’s ‘belt and road’ plan in Pakistan takes a military turn”, New York Times, 19 Decem-
ber 2018.
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war, which has caused Turkey to align more closely with both Russia and Iran. 
The situation is not sustainable for NATO, and the December 2018 announcement 
of  President Trump that US forces would withdraw from Syria might reverse the 
situation, though it is unclear. The US government has not announced a withdrawal 
timetable but instead offered assurances to its local allies, Kurdish forces, whom 
Turkey opposes. However this plays out, the Allies should give more thought to ways 
and means of  inviting Turkey back into the fold – as always with the understanding 
that it takes two to tango.

Another issue to which NATO Allies should pay more attention is the “reaction 
forces” they can pull into the fight against belligerents such as Islamic State and its 
offshoots. As outlined by David Kilcullen, these should not be the bulk forces of  the 
“institutional transfer” age – a decade or so ago – nor should they be classical elite 
troops (Special Operations Forces). Rather, they should be light footprint “strategic 
forces” that connect both to a host of  military support structures (air-, sea- and also 
cyber-support) and integrated civilian agencies that can deliver on human terrain 
insight and community resilience building.55 They would be “strategic” rather than 
“special” because of  the way in which they would serve strategic policy as the 
sharp end of  the spear in a layered defense strategy: able to stay inside so-called 
“ungoverned spaces” to both engage belligerents on their home ground and build 
relationships with local communities. These teams would be small, highly skilled, 
and novel in their ability to navigate inside non-Western human terrains. They 
would be distinct from conventional forces and would likely need to be organized 
and trained as a separate force.

NATO’s distinct contribution to a southern strategy could thus be built around 
in part a strategic assessment of  the persistent factors that enable belligerent 
actors, and in part a set of  diplomatic (strong point partnerships) and operational 
(integrated strategic forces) policy tools. NATO would likely not command the 
“strategic forces” but it should both train them and integrate them into a strong point 
diplomatic framework. If  NATO could do this, it would not only offer a NATO 
trademark contribution to the panoply of  Western policy tools but also counter the 
divisive effect southern crises are exerting on the transatlantic relationship. 

55 D. Kilcullen, Presentation on unconventional warfare, Royal Danish Defence College, Copenhagen, 28 
November 2018; also D. Kilcullen, “The West has the guns for a fight but not the stomach”, Sunday Times, 7 
February 2016 and “The evolution of  unconventional warfare”, Scandinavian Journal of  Military Studies, 2019, 
forthcoming.
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Leadership in a global era
Globalization, once a marker of  an ever-expanding frontier of  opportunity, has 
become so contested by its adverse political force – nationalism – that the cohesion of  
the Atlantic Alliance is at risk. It is immediately clear that if  globalism and nationalism 
is all that there is – if  the regional level in world politics where we find the Atlantic 
Alliance drops out of  the equation, then NATO will not be around for the next 70 
years. This fact seems not to have fully dawned on at least some Allies.

Globalism and nationalism have merits as political visions but not in the hard 
versions that have come to the fore. Globalism grew on NATO through the 1990s 
as the Alliance stepped “out of  area” and became engaged in the business of  crisis 
management and diplomatic partnering. The question beckoned: if  NATO could 
not solve crises on its own, as presumably it could manage collective defense on 
its own, would it not be appropriate to push for NATO’s further integration into 
a global community of  security governance? Ultimately the question touched on 
the extent to which NATO could lend its power to other agents or organizations, 
such as the United Nations, and yet retain its distinct and critical sense of  shared 
Atlantic purpose.

The NATO Treaty adheres to UN principles but also restricts NATO from 
becoming entirely integrated into the UN framework (chapter VIII) as a “regional 
arrangement” laboring under the UN Security Council’s responsibility to maintain 
international peace and security. NATO, says the Atlantic Treaty, must at the end 
of  the day remain its own agent – harboring its own sense of  purpose. Afghanistan 
challenged this carefully crafted engagement with the UN because NATO’s 
stabilization mission turned increasingly painful and because the Alliance leadership 
understood that if  NATO was left holding the baby, so to speak, it would be to its own 
detriment. NATO thus sought to pull in the UN and its plethora of  organizations 
and agencies into a “comprehensive approach” to the mission, leading among 
other things to a September 2008 framework agreement of  expanded NATO-UN 
consultations. There was a risk in all this that NATO would become ever further 
drawn into a paradigm of  cosmopolitan crisis management and governance that at 
the end of  the day would shift “agency” to the UN from NATO, emptying NATO 
of  political energy and, ultimately, undermining the credibility of  its collective 
defense commitment. 

Globalism was strong as a political current in the heyday of  Afghan crisis 
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management, but the momentum has now shifted to nationalism. The updated 
NATO-UN declaration issued a decade after the initial one, in October 2018, 
thus barely made the headlines. Nationalism is an ideology created in opposition 
to globalism, seeking to break with global governance and reassert the authority 
of  the nation-state. Nationalism is not new, of  course, but its recent momentum 
stems from the sense that globalism has become unhinged, as symbolized by the 
2008 financial crisis, the greatest economic depression since 1929. Huge build-
ups of  private debt layered into global financial markets were one problem; the 
other was the “reprehensible neglect” of  policy-makers in confronting this system 
and its deficiencies.56 Making nations great again has therefore become a policy 
agenda of  considerable attraction, associated perhaps most notably with President 
Trump and Britain’s decision (by referendum) to leave the EU (Brexit), but also in 
Poland, Hungary, and Turkey on the European scene. The trouble for NATO in 
this regard is that strong nationalism is heavily transactionalist and in opposition to 
international ties that bind. In a world of  strong nationalism, NATO Allies would 
not be able to agree on collective values and interests in any sustained or structured 
way. As for globalism, nationalism would rob NATO of  “agency” and equally leave 
it emptied of  political energy.

The clash between globalism and nationalism leaves NATO between a rock and 
a hard place. If  NATO has any ambition of  engaging the West-East balance of  
power politics and the southern stabilization strategy outlined earlier, it will have 
to chart a path between these opposing forces. NATO leaders must give meaning 
to NATO as a regional alliance, and in their pure forms, neither globalism nor 
nationalism will do. Nationalism is on the rise, as mentioned, but it is not a force that 
will carry NATO to new heights. Rather, it will leave NATO as a vessel constantly 
at risk of  floundering on the rock of  national self-pity.

In the course of  2017 President Trump went from hostility to NATO to a 
measured embrace of  the Alliance, and though the embrace came with enhanced 
pressure to have European Allies augment defense budgets, it did offer Allies 
a degree of  political relief. By the time of  the foreign ministers North Atlantic 
Council meeting in December 2018, US Secretary of  State Pompeo went as far as 
labeling NATO “indispensable”, continuing, “Never – never – has an alliance ever 
been so powerful or so peaceful, and our historic ties must continue”. However, 
and significantly, the Secretary also stated that it was a “valid question” whether 

56 M. Sandbu, “The West’s 20 years of  policy self-harm”, Financial Times, 7 November 2018.
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bureaucrats (as opposed to nations) had taken control of  the EU, and in addition 
to NATO he cited SWIFT and PSI – hardly household names – as institutions that 
operate in the national interest.57 Thus, placing the EU and multilateralism beyond 
SWIFT and PSI on the American “hit list” was immediately controversial, and at 
the very least the speech highlighted how the rough edges of  nationalism can come 
home to haunt an alliance such as NATO.58 

Stanley Hoffman, a renowned scholar of world politics, once made the very 
useful distinction between “national consciousness” as a feeling, as a sense of 
distinctiveness, and “nationalism” as an ideology or doctrine.59 National consciousness 
is immediately compatible with NATO because people can feel distinct while their 
leaders cooperate to solve problems in unison. National consciousness “does not 
dictate foreign policy” but enables cooperation for common purposes. In contrast, 
nationalism always considers “the preservation of the nation as the highest good”, 
and because it captures the highest offices, it drives hard and capricious bargains 
with even the most trusted partners and allies. Nationalism steers NATO into the 
rocky waters of national self-pity, as mentioned, and it is not least a leadership 
responsibility to infuse NATO with “national consciousness” as opposed to 
“nationalism”.

Leadership is in a way an all-too-easy appeal to make in times of  upheaval, but it 
does bring to light the critical human quality of  NATO decision-making. The kind 
of  people who are put in charge of  national security affairs matters tremendously. 
People who are truly leaders share certain characteristics: they base their leadership 
on interpretations of  history and historical trends; they equally base it on coherent 
thinking about history’s implications, or, the conceptualization of  the meaning of  
where we are today;  finally, they have the courage to stand apart from society and 
lead by vision.60 As Henry Kissinger astutely observes, in the age of  Internet and 

57 SWIFT is the Society for Worldwide Interbank Telecommunication; PSI the Proliferation Security Initia-
tive. M. R. Pompeo, “Restoring the role of  the nation-state in the liberal international order”, US Department 
of  State, December 2018; G. Harris, “Pompeo questions the value of  international groups like UN and EU”, 
New York Times, December 2018.
58 J. Smith, “Pompeo’s speech in Brussels was tone-deaf  and arrogant”, Foreign Policy, December 2018, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/12/07/pompeos-speech-in-brussels-was-tone-deaf-and-arrogant/
59 S. Hoffmann, “Obstinate or obsolete? The fate of  the nation-state and the case of  Western Europe”, 
Daedalus 95, No. 3, 1966, p. 869.
60 H. Kissinger, World order: reflections on the character of  nations and the course of  history, Chapter 9, Penguin Press, 
New York, 2017; H. Kissinger, Does America need a foreign policy? Towards a diplomacy for the 21st Century, conclusion, 
Simon & Shuster, New York, 2002.
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social media, such qualities rarify because if  you can evoke data or political messages 
with the touch of  a button, you have no particular need for knowledge of  history 
and geography. The Internet, as opposed to books or good conversation, does not 
advance “conceptual thinking” – as in recognizing and projecting patterns into the 
future. And because the Internet emphasizes values shaped by consensus – think 
social media and numbers of  followers, it “inhibits the development of  personalities 
with the strength to take lonely decisions”.61

Some implications for NATO follow from this characterization of  leadership. 
First, interpretation underscores the political responsibility to bring national 
interpretations into alignment. NATO faces a number of  international facts also 
highlighted in this report: the rise of  China; Russia’s role as a spoiler; failed states 
and radicalism. However, as Henry Kissinger stressed in a conversation with the 
executive chairman of  Google, Eric Schmidt, people disagree with each other not 
so much because of  facts, on which they often agree, but because they interpret 
facts differently.62 Thus, NATO Allies should never expect that “facts” attached to 
their vision of  threats and opportunities will be persuasive; NATO consensus does 
not emerge from facts but from agreement on their interpretation, and Alliance 
leaders must want to engage and align such interpretations.

If  this sounds familiar, conceptualization will be more challenging. Conceptualization 
is about giving meaning to complexity as revealed by insight into historical patterns. 
As the reader of  this report will recognize by now, one of  the key patterns shaping 
NATO over time has been America’s need for entry points into the Eurasian 
struggle for power. President Truman negotiated the permanent Alliance; President 
Nixon sought to rebalance it; and Presidents Bush and Clinton sought to embed 
it as a vehicle of  continental order. How to conceptualize the relationship today is 
the question. Naturally, the US president has exceptional powers in this regard, but 
Allied leaders should pitch in, and everyone should do it at the level where they 
address the core purpose of  the Alliance.

One of  the most seasoned observers of  transatlantic affairs, David Calleo, 
suggests that NATO’s core purpose should be to engender concerts of  power. The 
days of  US hegemony are over, Calleo argues, and no one will benefit from a free-
for-all balance of  power system. Thus, NATO has a unique opportunity to amplify 

61 H. Kissinger, World order: reflections on the character of  nations and the course of  history, pp. 348-353.
62 “Dr. Henry Kissinger in conversation with Eric Schmidt”, 17 April 2015, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wooGL__-OvA (the statement comes 10 minutes into the conversation).
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the primarily European experience with concerted power (in both NATO and the 
EU) and make it the centerpiece of  an Atlantic strategy of  Eurasian engagement.63 
NATO leaders might not necessarily agree with David Calleo, and that is not the 
point either. Rather, the point is that they should engage Calleo’s concept of  order 
and explain their own preferred conceptions of  order.

The question is whether NATO should do more to help leaders engage such 
conceptual thinking. Currently, NATO has its Treaty, Strategic Concepts that offer 
a more immediate sense of  purpose and priorities, and then various North Atlantic 
Council (NAC) (including summit) declarations. NAC declarations are painstakingly 
negotiated, serving to bring NATO consensus forward one step at a time. Strategic 
Concepts are rarer – in the post-Cold War era NATO adopted a new such Concept 
in 1991, updated it in 1999, and adopted a new one in 2010 – but equally tortuous 
to negotiate. 

These formal documents seem not to be the place to look for leadership 
engagement in conceptual thinking. More appropriate would be an informal process 
of  high-level consultations among NATO Allies’ national security advisors, or the 
equivalent hereof, that would channel political visions into a dialogue on NATO’s 
future role. It would be up to NATO chiefs to give shape and content to such 
an informal dialogue, the point here being that if  NATO leaders are not having 
this type of  conversation, others will, and the future will then belong to them. To 
paraphrase Henry Kissinger, if  NATO leaders approach the future with an eye on 
technical details of  policy or by projecting the familiar into it, they court stagnation 
and decline.64 To imagine the future is to seize it, and NATO leaders must therefore 
find ways of  stimulating their collective imagination.

Finally, there is courage and the personal strength to take lonely decisions. Solitude 
is a condition of  leadership, but it may nonetheless be possible to put in motion 
a number of  measures that bolster the convictions and courage of  Allied leaders 
as they contemplate the many demands on their office. At issue are measures that 
advance foreign policy thinking and the idea that Atlantic security and defense 
policy has distinct purpose, as opposed to being treated as a subdivision of  
domestic political struggles. It would help NATO charter a future course if  there 
was a transatlantic layer of  policy-makers, -observers, and -analysts that could help 

63 D. P. Calleo, “Reflections on Eurasian security”, in J. Sperling, S. Kay, and S. V. Papacosma (eds.), Limiting 
institutions? The challenge of  Eurasian security governance, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2018, pp. 247-261.
64 H. Kissinger, World order: reflections on the character of  nations and the course of  history, p. 349.
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engender a consensus on priorities by way of  the exchange of  ideas as opposed to, 
again, the emotions that fill up the Internet. 

NATO Allies should know that their Atlantic community is falling behind in 
this regard. For a number of  years, the greatest engine of  transatlantic engagement 
was military operations, as primarily NATO’s Afghan operation rotated literally 
thousands of  both military and civilians through sustained cooperation and thus 
demonstrated on a day-to-day basis the value of  alliances. This operational surge 
masked a deterioration in the societal tissue attached to NATO – such as the NATO 
Parliamentary Assembly and the network of  citizens’ Atlantic Treaty Associations 
and Atlantic Councils hosted and supported by Allied and also partner governments. 
These institutions do valuable work but are losing voice, not least because money 
for foreign policy thinking is either overwhelmingly dedicated to national priorities, 
including American ones, or collective priorities in the EU. In Washington, NATO 
tends to become an adjunct, an appendix even, to the impressive muscle power the 
United States can flex in its strategic engagements. In Brussels, the EU has literally 
billions of  Euros for research and analysis of  societal relevance where NATO has 
virtually none. 

As the number of  people and institutions engaged in analyzing and advancing 
the Atlantic community dwindles, the exposure of  exercising Atlantic leadership 
increases. The level of  courage and personal strength that leaders need in order to 
advance NATO is increasing, and this is obviously bad news for the Alliance. To 
the extent that Alliance leaders draw back from the challenge of  conceptualizing 
NATO’s raison d’être because it is just easier to manage day-to-day challenges, and 
to the extent that they draw back from investing in NATO or transatlantic policy 
communities because it is difficult and costly to do, the more heroic the assumption 
of  NATO leadership. The Alliance might get lucky, but luck is something you wish 
for when you gamble, and collective defense is no gambling matter. 

In sum, NATO leadership is a balancing act between national consciousness and 
collective strategy, globalism and nationalism, and individual courage and collective 
policy thinking. There are ways and means of  advancing leadership, and this section 
has outlined some modest ones at that. At heart leadership is a personal quality 
measured by political and moral conviction. As Margaret Thatcher famously once 
said, “I am in politics because of  the conflict between good and evil, and I believe 
that in the end good will triumph”. Or, in the words of  Vaclav Havel, “Truth and 
love will overcome lies and hatred”. Leadership, they tell us, is a matter of  compass. 
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And perhaps these are the questions with which every Allied leader and prospective 
leader should be confronted: whether their engagement with the history and 
geography of  their nation leads them to believe that NATO may be on the right 
side of  history, and what they intend to do about it. 



Conclusion

NATO is a set of  political relationships emerging out of  history and geography 
and shaped by a wealth of  shared experiences under the NATO umbrella. If  one 
wanted to go and have a look at NATO, one would inevitably be drawn to its strategic 
headquarters on the outskirts of  Brussels, Belgium, or perhaps to one of  the Alliance’s 
military headquarters. But it follows from this assessment that one would be better 
served by a more arduous tour of  Alliance capitals and the frontiers where Allied 
troops get posted, because it is this political geography that defines NATO. 

NATO’s geography has changed and will continue to change. NATO enlargement 
has brought more countries into the Alliance. Simultaneously, the political energy 
of  NATO capitals, old as well as new, has been drawn variously to the conditions 
that pull their troops to faraway places, such as Afghanistan, and the voice that new 
and strong actors, such as China, are bringing to the international arena. In all of  
this it has become more complex to define both NATO’s power and purpose. 

NATO leaders must know how to navigate the Scylla and Charybdis of  their 
time: on the one hand the “come home, NATO” vision of  a Euro-centric NATO; 
on the other the radical vision of  global NATO. One is driven by the exhaustion 
of  counter-insurgency and crisis management in said faraway places; another, by 
the impressive economy and military force of  which China will be in command. 
As both are short on shared Atlantic power and purpose, they will lead NATO to 
the “bad” or ultimately “ugly” futures outlined in this report. Critics of  NATO 
enlargement are already pushing the Alliance toward such a future, as we have 
seen: they argue that enlarged NATO has aggravated Russia and engendered a 
dependency culture in Europe that today harms US interests in Asia. However, as 
we have also seen, this story contains significant gaps: Europe was not at the cusp 
of  a political transformation in the 1990s that somehow was denied; post-Soviet 
societies looked westwards because of  Russia’s imperial history; and a small (not 
enlarged) NATO that pretended to overlook these factors in post-1989 Europe 
would likely not have had the political energy to become an anchor of  continental 
stability. Moreover, the story overlooks the security benefits that Allies gain if  they 
in common anticipate key geopolitical trends and link Europe’s regional stability to 
the emerging arena of  global and pluralized power. 
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Moving forward, NATO should strike a new balance between power and 
purpose by thinking geopolitics. The European balance of  power is an ideal place 
to begin because NATO is so intimately familiar with it. NATO should protect 
its flanks – in the Baltics and the Black Sea – and build détente on credible defense, 
but it should also put more political energy into exploring détente. NATO lacks a 
common vision, which at times tempts individual Allies – especially the bigger ones 
– to explore options in direct dialogue with Russia, inevitably triggering backstage 
diplomacy from smaller and exposed Allies. It is a condition that does not encourage 
Russian reform or restraint but rather tempts its interference. Moreover, NATO 
Allies should appreciate the opportunity to shape détente with Russia in light of  
China’s growing international role, and the fact that China will affect all dimensions 
of  Eurasian geopolitics. Future years will put to shame the idea that the United 
States can deal with China mainly in Asia, or that Europeans can remain insulated 
from Asian geopolitics. When it comes to raising Europe’s strategic awareness and 
cohesion, and, moreover, for building durable partnerships for American strategy, 
NATO is the only game in town. 

The EU is integral to this effort to move NATO forward along the West-East 
axis, in part because of  the powers of  its market, in part because this market in and 
of  itself  is a facet of  European geopolitical thinking – as a concerted method to 
manage power. As the EU grows in respect to the digital economy, it will be better 
able to stand up to the Chinese strategy of  technological leadership, and it will do 
so either in partnership or in opposition to the United States. The same goes for the 
southern flank where EU competences in stabilization policy complement NATO’s 
policy tools and where, in fact, both organizations are at risk of  marginalization on 
account of  volatile security dynamics. Talking up NATO while talking down the 
EU – dividing these two institutions instead of  aligning Allied capitals in support 
of  them – is to fundamentally misunderstand the broader stakes in the transatlantic 
security relationship and to miss out on the potential for geopolitical renewal. 

Some might be tempted to hinge NATO’s potential for renewal on adherence to 
either America’s or Europe’s strategic culture and experience. NATO’s future would 
thus be tied to either a “hegemonic” vision of  leadership and strategic engagement 
or a “concerted power” vision whereby pluralism is organized in complex but 
systematic ways for the purpose of  order. Each culture is appealing and limited: 
America’s experience is strong on leadership but vulnerable in complex settings 
where “the weak wins wars”; Europe’s experience is strong on managing diversity 
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but vulnerable to exploitation by strong rivals. It is far more appropriate to link 
NATO’s future to the ability of  its leaders to build bridges between these experiences 
and to earnestly share in power and purpose. NATO should be the arena where 
Atlantic leaders and societies see an opportunity for drawing out the best in each 
side’s geopolitical and strategic experience, and, concomitantly, an opportunity for 
canceling out the strategic pathologies each side brings into the arena of  power 
politics. It is yet another balance that NATO Allies must strike in their search for 
security.

In a world in flux countries are denied their usual sense of  direction. It is a 
condition which also afflicts the NATO Allies as their Alliance turns 70. The 
strategic stability that NATO provides then hinges on NATO leaders coming 
together to offer some conception of  the future. If  this report manages to stimulate 
such thought in the Atlantic arena, it will have amply succeeded.




