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1949 and all that  

NATO’s formation must be understood within the overall 
postwar goals of securing and integrating Europe within an 
international order. Conducting U.S. foreign policy meant 
coordinating national policies through international insti-
tutions that the U.S. helped establish, including the North 
Atlantic Alliance. U.S. postwar security concerns firstly 
centered on the Soviet-Communist threat that became 
apparent not long after the Soviet Union refused to observe 
its election promises in Eastern Europe while at the same 
time supporting subversive communist groups in Greece and 
Turkey and putting pressure on Iran. A communist coup in 
Czechoslovakia and the Berlin blockade reinforced the reali-
zation that the Soviet Union was a potent physical threat to 
Europe and, thus, to American interests. In the early 1950s, 
in the aftermath of North Korea’s invasion of South Korea, 
the dangers of the emerging Cold War turning hot was con-
sidered the greatest threat. For example, Konrad Adenauer, 
the Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, chroni-
cled in his memoirs his fears that Stalin wanted to carry out 
a similar invasion from East to West Germany.1

America through NATO also supported European integration 
and the building of multilateral institutions in Europe and 

beyond. President Franklin Roosevelt championed these 
goals in order to prevent a “retreat back into ‘fortress Ame-
rica.’”2 Roosevelt did not want the U.S. to win once again 
the war in Europe only to lose the subsequent peace. Yet at 
the same time, he knew that the American public would not 
accept any international involvement that might be percei-
ved as entering into an “entangling alliance” with individual 
European states. Hence, a multilateral alliance with Euro-
pean states was preferable. A more permanent multilateral 
institutional framework, such as NATO, would overcome the 
obstacles thrown up by America’s isolationist tendencies, 
with the added benefit that it might actually contain the 
Soviet Union’s threat to Western Europe. These twin goals 
meant that NATO became the first peacetime military allian-
ce that the U.S. joined.

The German Question

A second important component of securing Europe was the 
question what to do with Germany? The famous phrase of 
NATO’s first Secretary General, Lord Ismay, included as the 
second reason for NATO’s existence being “to keep the Ger-
mans down.” The other two necessities being “to keep the 
Russians out and the Americans in.” The German Question 
centered on the intentions of a strong German nation — 
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with militaristic tendencies — in the middle of Europe.3 
The Federal Republic of Germany’s neighbors were quite 
content to have it remain demilitarized after the war while 
the Americans were not. Faced with American demands for 
German rearmament, following the outbreak of the Ko-
rean War, French Prime Minister René Pleven announced in 
October 1950 a plan for German remilitarization within the 
context of a European Defense Community (EDC). The overall 
idea was to enable greater Western European cooperation in 
defense matters using a similar strategy to reindustrialize 
Germany within the framework of the European Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC). Just as French political economist 
and diplomat Jean Monnet had been behind the idea to re-
industrialize Germany within the framework of the ECSC, he 
was also behind the idea to remilitarize Germany within the 
framework of the EDC. The subsequent Pleven Plan, announ-
ced in October 1950, had a European Army that included 
German units. However, the EDC failed because it did not 
pass the final hurdle, the French parliament, for a variety 
of reasons, the most important being that Stalin’s death in 
1953 and the end of hostilities in Korea lessened Cold War 
tensions and made the issue of German remilitarization less 
urgent.

Nevertheless, the issue of German rearmament was still 
important to the United States and its concerns about the 
defense of Western Europe. Great Britain’s Prime Minister 
at the time, Anthony Eden, proposed the creation of a new 
defense organization, the Western European Union (WEU), 
which would act as a vehicle to facilitate West Germany’s 
admittance to the alliance. In May 1955, the Federal Repu-
blic of Germany became a member of NATO.

Cold War cornerstone

With West Germany joining (bringing membership to 15), 
the alliance became the cornerstone of the United States’ 
containment strategy in Europe during the Cold War. Pre-
sident Dwight Eisenhower and his Secretary of State John 
Foster Dulles, in their goal to “roll back communism,” built 
a U.S. alliance system, which included NATO but also the 
Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), the Central 
Treaty Organization with Middle Eastern Countries (CENTO), 
the Australia-New Zealand-United States pact (ANZUS) as 
well as bilateral security agreements with Japan and Taiwan.

Although tensions between the United States and European 
members of NATO were frequently present, the fundamental 
actions and arrangements underpinning European security 
were trusted and enduring. Containment remained the core 
of U.S. foreign policy for several decades, which in Europe 

was implemented through a combination of the Marshall 
Plan, NATO and the forward deployment of U.S. conventional 
and nuclear arms. This containment grand strategy also re-
flected U.S. values and principles at the time, with Ameri-
cans believing that communism was godless, dangerous and 
morally wrong. 

The main challenge to the transatlantic relationship during 
the Cold War, and the main cause of several crises, was the 
transatlantic balance of power. As the Europeans began to 
grow in economic stature, the more they began to seek to 
build an alliance on more equal terms — meaning Europe-
anists wanted a voice at the strategy table or they would 
begin to build their own institutions (that the Atlanticists 
argued would complement NATO). For their part, Americans 
began to increasingly voice that they wanted their European 
allies to contribute more financially for their own defense.

The Cold War ends

At the end of the Cold War and throughout the 1990s, 
Americans wanted NATO to re-invent itself. As a result, it 
began to take on new missions and new members in the 
newly opened Central and East Europeans states that were 
key to American security interests in Europe at the time. 
For instance, at America’s impetus, NATO leaders developed 
the North Atlantic Coordination Council (NACC) in 1991 as a 
discussion forum with the former East European communist 
countries, followed in 1994 by the Partnership for Peace 
(PfP), which established guidelines for military cooperation 
between PfP members and NATO members. 

East Germany seamlessly joined the alliance by way of 
German unification (which Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev 
accepted as an answer to any future threats posed by a uni-
ted Germany), followed by Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary, which joined in the first wave of new membership 
as the alliance turned 50 in 1999. The Bill Clinton adminis-
tration not only perceived NATO expansion to former Warsaw 
Pact countries to be in America’s interests, but Clinton used 
the NATO framework to implement his policy of “assertive 
multilateralism,”4 a course of action that eventually led the 
U.S. to be the key player in four multinational peace ope-
rations (Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia and Kosovo). In the last of 
these interventions, NATO used force under its own mandate 
for the first time in its history. 

Overall, during his time in office, Clinton certainly regarded 
NATO expansion and operational innovation as key parts of 
U.S. foreign policy. This was in contrast to European member 
states, whose leaders were more circumspect. For example, 
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governments in France and Germany argued that as a de-
fensive alliance NATO could only act when the UN explicitly 
authorized it. However, the Clinton administration’s view 
was that UN authorization would be appreciated but not 
necessary for NATO to act on its own in matters of European 
security. Reflecting on this interpretation and the circum-
stances regarding the intervention in Kosovo, Ivo Daalder 
wrote at the time, “Faced with the likelihood that the UN 
Security Council would veto NATO action while a looming 
humanitarian catastrophe threatened tens of thousands 
of refugees stuck in the Kosovo Mountains during winter, 
NATO decided to act.”5 Who is Daalder referring to when he 
indicates that NATO decided to act? Undoubtedly, it is the 
Americans, with the Clinton administration employing NATO 
as a tool for its foreign policy goals.

After 9/11

NATO’s re-invention continued with the first invocation of 
Article 5 of the Alliance’s Charter, invoked by the Europeans 
in response to 9/11. In a collective defense measure to 
protect the United States, NATO deployed airborne warning 

and command aircraft over U.S. airspace in the days after 
the terrorist attacks. Additionally, information exchange 
and antiterrorist consultations were enhanced with the PfP 
countries after the assault on the U.S. in September 2001. 

When the war in Afghanistan began, the United States did 
not initially want to make use of NATO structures or rely on 
NATO forces, preferring coalitions of the willing in geo-stra-
tegic locations. This preference to work with non-alliance 
coalitions weakened NATO’s utility as a platform for security 
issues. As a result, not long after, NATO experienced its most 
profound crisis, which Robert Kagan argued stemmed from 
the fact that Europeans and Americans no longer shared a 
common view of the world — instead, Americans were from 
Mars and Europeans were from Venus.6

However, in time and after disappointing results in Afgha-
nistan, America’s military operation there was transferred 
to NATO, although European member states were not keen 
participants. In fact, the Europeans did not see the war in 
Afghanistan in the same way as the Americans did and those 
that sent troops did so because they wanted to maintain 
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good relations with America rather than accomplish any 
particular foreign policy goals of their own.7 The findings 
of a group of twelve experts, who were almost exclusively 
American and chaired by former U.S. Secretary of State 
Madeline Albright, that NATO remained an “essential source 
of stability in an uncertain and unpredictable world,” fell on 
increasingly deaf ears in Europe, where by 2010 publics were 
wary of continued involvement in Afghanistan. The fact that 
debates in The Netherlands, Poland and Spain about their 
countries’ involvement in southwest Asia eventually ended 
in decisions to withdraw was further symptomatic of a gro-
wing European public unease with operations in Afghanistan 
as well as a growing discomfort upon dependence on the 
United States for European defense.8

The opposite was true in Libya, where it was the Europeans, 
in particular UK Prime Minister David Cameron and French 
President Nicolas Sarkozy, who both wanted to employ 
NATO forces to stop Muammar Qaddafi from massacring the 
people of Benghazi. While U.S. President Barack Obama did 
succumb to European pressure to intervene in Libya, for 

the first time in NATO history Obama also sought to lessen 
U.S. leadership in the alliance. In a speech at the National 
Defense University in March 2011, Obama stressed that the 
“burden of action should not be America’s alone.”9 Again, in 
remarks before a bipartisan group of members of Congress, 
Obama said, “our British and French allies, and members of 
the Arab League, have already committed to take a leader-
ship role.”10 Although this handing over leadership to others 
was cosmetic, the fact that the U.S. was publicly shedding 
ownership of the alliance was jarring and foreshadowed a 
precarious future. In 2011, NATO did not attract much public 
attention or support in either the U.S. or Europe, with many 
Europeans viewing NATO as a relic of the Cold War.

Crimea

Starting in 2013, real threats began forming on NATO’s 
eastern flank. For instance, in April 2013, Russian warplanes 
staged an attack on Sweden and in September of that same 
year, Russia and Belarusian troops staged an exercise with 
an attack on Poland and Lithuania that employed 70,000 
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troops. In 2014, Russian aircraft made 400 unannounced 
incursions in European air space, which was 4 times more 
than in 2013. Also in 2014, Russia invaded Ukraine and 
annexed Crimea, leading Poland, Lithuania and Latvia to 
invoke Art. 4 of the NATO treaty, which allows an ally to 
consult with other members when it feels its security, its 
territorial integrity or independence are under threat. NATO 
was clearly back into the business of defense. In 2015, NATO 
pre-positioned command and control assets, plus logistics 
specialists, heavy weapons and ammunition in Szcezcin, 
Poland, and Obama’s 2017 defense budget requested $3.4 
billion to support this forward movement in NATO’s Central 
European member states.

U.S. President Donald Trump’s initial cabinet choices clearly 
picked up where Obama left off in the reinvigoration of 
NATO. For example, Secretary of Defense General James 
Mattis, a former NATO Supreme Allied Commander, traveled 
the month after Trump was inaugurated to both Brussels and 
the Munich Security Conference in order to assure European 
allies that the U.S. would adhere to its alliance commit-
ments and that these commitments were in the interests of 
the United States. Additionally, Mattis and National Security 
Adviser General H.R. McMaster, with the help of Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson, inserted a strong commitment to Euro-
pean allies in the draft speech that Trump would give on his 
first overseas visit — an eight-day trip to the Middle East 
and Europe in May 2017.

To the consternation of allies across the Atlantic, Trump 
himself did not share the views of his main foreign and 
security officials. Trump not only refused to reaffirm U.S. 
commitments to Article 5, but he harangued his fellow alli-
ance members during his speech and also in the subsequent 
closed-door meetings at the new NATO headquarters. In 
particular, Trump reprimanded European allies for their levels 
of defense spending.

Bean counting

This focus on the amounts of defense spending by European 
states is not a new phenomenon. Starting in the 1970s, the 
burden-sharing debate, instigated by Senator Mike Mans-
field, has vexed the alliance. Moreover, despite many initia-
tives over the years, NATO’s European members continue to 
lack military capacity. For example, the European Defense 
Agency (EDA) was created to address European Member 
States’ capability problem. The EU also introduced the “Eu-
ropean Capabilities Action Plan” and “permanent structured 
cooperation” in the Lisbon Treaty in order to resolve the 
matter.11 

NATO itself as an institution made efforts to address the 
military capacity problem. For instance, in the November 
2002 Prague Summit a “Prague Capabilities Commitment” 
(PCC) was approved, which was, in turn, a more ambitious 
and focused version of the earlier 1999 Defense Capabilities 
Initiative (DCI). It was in 2006 that the Defense Ministers 
of the NATO members made the aspirational commitment 
“to endeavour, to meet the 2% target of GDP devoted to 
defence spending.” However, in the ensuing years, fewer 
members actually met the 2% target. By July 2015, Stephen 
Walt, Professor of International Affairs at Harvard University, 
could write that continued U.S. protection had encouraged 
EU elites “to let their own military capabilities atrophy into 
insignificance.”12 

From an American point of view, the fairness of the Euro-
peans not bearing more of the burden of their own defense 
became an issue about the overall relevance of the allian-
ce amid ever-dwindling public support. The fact that the 
American public questioned NATO’s relevance was a point 
that Trump capitalized upon to win support for his election. 
By 2016, it was clear that Americans did not appreciate 
the benefits of their own leadership on the world stage nor 
the rules based system that the U.S. established at the end 
of the Second World War, of which NATO was an integral 
component. 

Does it serve U.S. interests today?

While Trump’s views on NATO were clearly enunciated in his 
last minute refusal to endorse Article 5 at an April 2017 
White House meeting with NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg and again in his speech at the NATO Summit 
in Brussels in May of that same year, the view of America’s 
foreign policy elite towards NATO is much more positive. For 
example, foreign policy experts in Congress advocate a line 
of policy that adheres to the postwar consensus, most ob-
viously concerning the maintenance of alliances. To bolster 
this view, in January of this year, Congress passed a law that 
prohibits funding of a U.S. withdrawal from NATO.13 Addi-
tionally, U.S. career civil servants and the majority of the 
Republican foreign and national security experts continue to 
value NATO. Moreover, during Trump’s time in office, spen-
ding for America’s military presence in Europe has increased 
under the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI), which was 
recently renamed the European Deterrence Initiative. The 
Trump administration’s official documents, including the 
National Security Strategy (NSS), the National Defense Stra-
tegy (NDS) and the Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), all restate 
America’s understanding of the value of allies and strategic 
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partners, reject isolationism and reaffirm the benefits of 
America’s leadership role overseas. 

It is a worry in this case, that in his remarks announcing the 
NSS Trump appeared not to know its contents and, perhaps 
more worrying still, that the authors of the three documents 
all left the Trump administration by January 2019. The 
replacement Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, and the third 
National Security Advisor, John Bolton, both hold views that 
are more pessimistic about alliances, with Pompeo exhibi-
ting a penchant of knowing how to please his boss — a man 
who unswervingly remains a NATO skeptic. 

The fact that it fell to Pompeo to host a rather subdued 
celebration of the alliance’s 70th anniversary with NATO 

foreign ministers (and not heads of government, meaning 
that Trump did not join), does not bode well for the United 
States’ continued affirmative valuation of the alliance. 
Today, those Americans who argue that NATO still serves 
American interests have the most influence. However, as 
Barry Posen, Director of MIT’s Security Studies Program, 
pointed out in an interview about the 70th Anniversary 
celebrations: if NATO did not exist today, it probably would 
not be invented.14

Robert Haar is Professor of Foreign Policy Analysis 
and Transatlantic Relations at Maastricht University.
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the dangers of the emerging Cold War turning hot was con-
sidered the greatest threat. For example, Konrad Adenauer, 
the Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, chroni-
cled in his memoirs his fears that Stalin wanted to carry out 
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rica.’”2 Roosevelt did not want the U.S. to win once again 
the war in Europe only to lose the subsequent peace. Yet at 
the same time, he knew that the American public would not 
accept any international involvement that might be percei-
ved as entering into an “entangling alliance” with individual 
European states. Hence, a multilateral alliance with Euro-
pean states was preferable. A more permanent multilateral 
institutional framework, such as NATO, would overcome the 
obstacles thrown up by America’s isolationist tendencies, 
with the added benefit that it might actually contain the 
Soviet Union’s threat to Western Europe. These twin goals 
meant that NATO became the first peacetime military allian-
ce that the U.S. joined.

The German Question

A second important component of securing Europe was the 
question what to do with Germany? The famous phrase of 
NATO’s first Secretary General, Lord Ismay, included as the 
second reason for NATO’s existence being “to keep the Ger-
mans down.” The other two necessities being “to keep the 
Russians out and the Americans in.” The German Question 
centered on the intentions of a strong German nation — 

What does NATO 
do for America?

NATO’s existence has always been controversial. Indeed, each decade starting in the 1950s had an 
alliance crisis of some sort, with NATO often acting as the conduit for the expression of transatlan-
tic disgruntlement. This should not undermine the fact that the alliance provided real benefits to the 
United States and its foreign policy interests over the last seven decades. This article engages in a 
stocktaking exercise, from an American perspective, considering what NATO delivered to the U.S. 
since its founding in April 1949. What value did NATO provide to the United States and are NATO’s 
benefits still evident today?

Roberta N. Haar



with militaristic tendencies — in the middle of Europe.3 
The Federal Republic of Germany’s neighbors were quite 
content to have it remain demilitarized after the war while 
the Americans were not. Faced with American demands for 
German rearmament, following the outbreak of the Ko-
rean War, French Prime Minister René Pleven announced in 
October 1950 a plan for German remilitarization within the 
context of a European Defense Community (EDC). The overall 
idea was to enable greater Western European cooperation in 
defense matters using a similar strategy to reindustrialize 
Germany within the framework of the European Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC). Just as French political economist 
and diplomat Jean Monnet had been behind the idea to re-
industrialize Germany within the framework of the ECSC, he 
was also behind the idea to remilitarize Germany within the 
framework of the EDC. The subsequent Pleven Plan, announ-
ced in October 1950, had a European Army that included 
German units. However, the EDC failed because it did not 
pass the final hurdle, the French parliament, for a variety 
of reasons, the most important being that Stalin’s death in 
1953 and the end of hostilities in Korea lessened Cold War 
tensions and made the issue of German remilitarization less 
urgent.

Nevertheless, the issue of German rearmament was still 
important to the United States and its concerns about the 
defense of Western Europe. Great Britain’s Prime Minister 
at the time, Anthony Eden, proposed the creation of a new 
defense organization, the Western European Union (WEU), 
which would act as a vehicle to facilitate West Germany’s 
admittance to the alliance. In May 1955, the Federal Repu-
blic of Germany became a member of NATO.

Cold War cornerstone

With West Germany joining (bringing membership to 15), 
the alliance became the cornerstone of the United States’ 
containment strategy in Europe during the Cold War. Pre-
sident Dwight Eisenhower and his Secretary of State John 
Foster Dulles, in their goal to “roll back communism,” built 
a U.S. alliance system, which included NATO but also the 
Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), the Central 
Treaty Organization with Middle Eastern Countries (CENTO), 
the Australia-New Zealand-United States pact (ANZUS) as 
well as bilateral security agreements with Japan and Taiwan.

Although tensions between the United States and European 
members of NATO were frequently present, the fundamental 
actions and arrangements underpinning European security 
were trusted and enduring. Containment remained the core 
of U.S. foreign policy for several decades, which in Europe 

was implemented through a combination of the Marshall 
Plan, NATO and the forward deployment of U.S. conventional 
and nuclear arms. This containment grand strategy also re-
flected U.S. values and principles at the time, with Ameri-
cans believing that communism was godless, dangerous and 
morally wrong. 

The main challenge to the transatlantic relationship during 
the Cold War, and the main cause of several crises, was the 
transatlantic balance of power. As the Europeans began to 
grow in economic stature, the more they began to seek to 
build an alliance on more equal terms — meaning Europe-
anists wanted a voice at the strategy table or they would 
begin to build their own institutions (that the Atlanticists 
argued would complement NATO). For their part, Americans 
began to increasingly voice that they wanted their European 
allies to contribute more financially for their own defense.

The Cold War ends

At the end of the Cold War and throughout the 1990s, 
Americans wanted NATO to re-invent itself. As a result, it 
began to take on new missions and new members in the 
newly opened Central and East Europeans states that were 
key to American security interests in Europe at the time. 
For instance, at America’s impetus, NATO leaders developed 
the North Atlantic Coordination Council (NACC) in 1991 as a 
discussion forum with the former East European communist 
countries, followed in 1994 by the Partnership for Peace 
(PfP), which established guidelines for military cooperation 
between PfP members and NATO members. 

East Germany seamlessly joined the alliance by way of 
German unification (which Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev 
accepted as an answer to any future threats posed by a uni-
ted Germany), followed by Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary, which joined in the first wave of new membership 
as the alliance turned 50 in 1999. The Bill Clinton adminis-
tration not only perceived NATO expansion to former Warsaw 
Pact countries to be in America’s interests, but Clinton used 
the NATO framework to implement his policy of “assertive 
multilateralism,”4 a course of action that eventually led the 
U.S. to be the key player in four multinational peace ope-
rations (Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia and Kosovo). In the last of 
these interventions, NATO used force under its own mandate 
for the first time in its history. 

Overall, during his time in office, Clinton certainly regarded 
NATO expansion and operational innovation as key parts of 
U.S. foreign policy. This was in contrast to European member 
states, whose leaders were more circumspect. For example, 
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governments in France and Germany argued that as a de-
fensive alliance NATO could only act when the UN explicitly 
authorized it. However, the Clinton administration’s view 
was that UN authorization would be appreciated but not 
necessary for NATO to act on its own in matters of European 
security. Reflecting on this interpretation and the circum-
stances regarding the intervention in Kosovo, Ivo Daalder 
wrote at the time, “Faced with the likelihood that the UN 
Security Council would veto NATO action while a looming 
humanitarian catastrophe threatened tens of thousands 
of refugees stuck in the Kosovo Mountains during winter, 
NATO decided to act.”5 Who is Daalder referring to when he 
indicates that NATO decided to act? Undoubtedly, it is the 
Americans, with the Clinton administration employing NATO 
as a tool for its foreign policy goals.

After 9/11

NATO’s re-invention continued with the first invocation of 
Article 5 of the Alliance’s Charter, invoked by the Europeans 
in response to 9/11. In a collective defense measure to 
protect the United States, NATO deployed airborne warning 

and command aircraft over U.S. airspace in the days after 
the terrorist attacks. Additionally, information exchange 
and antiterrorist consultations were enhanced with the PfP 
countries after the assault on the U.S. in September 2001. 

When the war in Afghanistan began, the United States did 
not initially want to make use of NATO structures or rely on 
NATO forces, preferring coalitions of the willing in geo-stra-
tegic locations. This preference to work with non-alliance 
coalitions weakened NATO’s utility as a platform for security 
issues. As a result, not long after, NATO experienced its most 
profound crisis, which Robert Kagan argued stemmed from 
the fact that Europeans and Americans no longer shared a 
common view of the world — instead, Americans were from 
Mars and Europeans were from Venus.6

However, in time and after disappointing results in Afgha-
nistan, America’s military operation there was transferred 
to NATO, although European member states were not keen 
participants. In fact, the Europeans did not see the war in 
Afghanistan in the same way as the Americans did and those 
that sent troops did so because they wanted to maintain 
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good relations with America rather than accomplish any 
particular foreign policy goals of their own.7 The findings 
of a group of twelve experts, who were almost exclusively 
American and chaired by former U.S. Secretary of State 
Madeline Albright, that NATO remained an “essential source 
of stability in an uncertain and unpredictable world,” fell on 
increasingly deaf ears in Europe, where by 2010 publics were 
wary of continued involvement in Afghanistan. The fact that 
debates in The Netherlands, Poland and Spain about their 
countries’ involvement in southwest Asia eventually ended 
in decisions to withdraw was further symptomatic of a gro-
wing European public unease with operations in Afghanistan 
as well as a growing discomfort upon dependence on the 
United States for European defense.8

The opposite was true in Libya, where it was the Europeans, 
in particular UK Prime Minister David Cameron and French 
President Nicolas Sarkozy, who both wanted to employ 
NATO forces to stop Muammar Qaddafi from massacring the 
people of Benghazi. While U.S. President Barack Obama did 
succumb to European pressure to intervene in Libya, for 

the first time in NATO history Obama also sought to lessen 
U.S. leadership in the alliance. In a speech at the National 
Defense University in March 2011, Obama stressed that the 
“burden of action should not be America’s alone.”9 Again, in 
remarks before a bipartisan group of members of Congress, 
Obama said, “our British and French allies, and members of 
the Arab League, have already committed to take a leader-
ship role.”10 Although this handing over leadership to others 
was cosmetic, the fact that the U.S. was publicly shedding 
ownership of the alliance was jarring and foreshadowed a 
precarious future. In 2011, NATO did not attract much public 
attention or support in either the U.S. or Europe, with many 
Europeans viewing NATO as a relic of the Cold War.

Crimea

Starting in 2013, real threats began forming on NATO’s 
eastern flank. For instance, in April 2013, Russian warplanes 
staged an attack on Sweden and in September of that same 
year, Russia and Belarusian troops staged an exercise with 
an attack on Poland and Lithuania that employed 70,000 
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troops. In 2014, Russian aircraft made 400 unannounced 
incursions in European air space, which was 4 times more 
than in 2013. Also in 2014, Russia invaded Ukraine and 
annexed Crimea, leading Poland, Lithuania and Latvia to 
invoke Art. 4 of the NATO treaty, which allows an ally to 
consult with other members when it feels its security, its 
territorial integrity or independence are under threat. NATO 
was clearly back into the business of defense. In 2015, NATO 
pre-positioned command and control assets, plus logistics 
specialists, heavy weapons and ammunition in Szcezcin, 
Poland, and Obama’s 2017 defense budget requested $3.4 
billion to support this forward movement in NATO’s Central 
European member states.

U.S. President Donald Trump’s initial cabinet choices clearly 
picked up where Obama left off in the reinvigoration of 
NATO. For example, Secretary of Defense General James 
Mattis, a former NATO Supreme Allied Commander, traveled 
the month after Trump was inaugurated to both Brussels and 
the Munich Security Conference in order to assure European 
allies that the U.S. would adhere to its alliance commit-
ments and that these commitments were in the interests of 
the United States. Additionally, Mattis and National Security 
Adviser General H.R. McMaster, with the help of Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson, inserted a strong commitment to Euro-
pean allies in the draft speech that Trump would give on his 
first overseas visit — an eight-day trip to the Middle East 
and Europe in May 2017.

To the consternation of allies across the Atlantic, Trump 
himself did not share the views of his main foreign and 
security officials. Trump not only refused to reaffirm U.S. 
commitments to Article 5, but he harangued his fellow alli-
ance members during his speech and also in the subsequent 
closed-door meetings at the new NATO headquarters. In 
particular, Trump reprimanded European allies for their levels 
of defense spending.

Bean counting

This focus on the amounts of defense spending by European 
states is not a new phenomenon. Starting in the 1970s, the 
burden-sharing debate, instigated by Senator Mike Mans-
field, has vexed the alliance. Moreover, despite many initia-
tives over the years, NATO’s European members continue to 
lack military capacity. For example, the European Defense 
Agency (EDA) was created to address European Member 
States’ capability problem. The EU also introduced the “Eu-
ropean Capabilities Action Plan” and “permanent structured 
cooperation” in the Lisbon Treaty in order to resolve the 
matter.11 

NATO itself as an institution made efforts to address the 
military capacity problem. For instance, in the November 
2002 Prague Summit a “Prague Capabilities Commitment” 
(PCC) was approved, which was, in turn, a more ambitious 
and focused version of the earlier 1999 Defense Capabilities 
Initiative (DCI). It was in 2006 that the Defense Ministers 
of the NATO members made the aspirational commitment 
“to endeavour, to meet the 2% target of GDP devoted to 
defence spending.” However, in the ensuing years, fewer 
members actually met the 2% target. By July 2015, Stephen 
Walt, Professor of International Affairs at Harvard University, 
could write that continued U.S. protection had encouraged 
EU elites “to let their own military capabilities atrophy into 
insignificance.”12 

From an American point of view, the fairness of the Euro-
peans not bearing more of the burden of their own defense 
became an issue about the overall relevance of the allian-
ce amid ever-dwindling public support. The fact that the 
American public questioned NATO’s relevance was a point 
that Trump capitalized upon to win support for his election. 
By 2016, it was clear that Americans did not appreciate 
the benefits of their own leadership on the world stage nor 
the rules based system that the U.S. established at the end 
of the Second World War, of which NATO was an integral 
component. 

Does it serve U.S. interests today?

While Trump’s views on NATO were clearly enunciated in his 
last minute refusal to endorse Article 5 at an April 2017 
White House meeting with NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg and again in his speech at the NATO Summit 
in Brussels in May of that same year, the view of America’s 
foreign policy elite towards NATO is much more positive. For 
example, foreign policy experts in Congress advocate a line 
of policy that adheres to the postwar consensus, most ob-
viously concerning the maintenance of alliances. To bolster 
this view, in January of this year, Congress passed a law that 
prohibits funding of a U.S. withdrawal from NATO.13 Addi-
tionally, U.S. career civil servants and the majority of the 
Republican foreign and national security experts continue to 
value NATO. Moreover, during Trump’s time in office, spen-
ding for America’s military presence in Europe has increased 
under the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI), which was 
recently renamed the European Deterrence Initiative. The 
Trump administration’s official documents, including the 
National Security Strategy (NSS), the National Defense Stra-
tegy (NDS) and the Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), all restate 
America’s understanding of the value of allies and strategic 
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partners, reject isolationism and reaffirm the benefits of 
America’s leadership role overseas. 

It is a worry in this case, that in his remarks announcing the 
NSS Trump appeared not to know its contents and, perhaps 
more worrying still, that the authors of the three documents 
all left the Trump administration by January 2019. The 
replacement Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, and the third 
National Security Advisor, John Bolton, both hold views that 
are more pessimistic about alliances, with Pompeo exhibi-
ting a penchant of knowing how to please his boss — a man 
who unswervingly remains a NATO skeptic. 

The fact that it fell to Pompeo to host a rather subdued 
celebration of the alliance’s 70th anniversary with NATO 

foreign ministers (and not heads of government, meaning 
that Trump did not join), does not bode well for the United 
States’ continued affirmative valuation of the alliance. 
Today, those Americans who argue that NATO still serves 
American interests have the most influence. However, as 
Barry Posen, Director of MIT’s Security Studies Program, 
pointed out in an interview about the 70th Anniversary 
celebrations: if NATO did not exist today, it probably would 
not be invented.14
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NATO turned 70 on the 4th April 2019. Such an occasion 
would normally have been celebrated in style and seen as 
a perfect occasion for celebrating NATO’s achievements, in 
particular that the alliance has made great strides towards 
implementing the Assurance and Adaptation measures 
agreed in Wales in 2014. Another cause for celebration was 
that the alliance has finally broken the persistent trend 
of nearly three decades of shrinking defense budgets with 
several allies having reached the pledged two percent 
defense spending goal before the agreed deadline in 2024. 
Yet despite the big day and the good reasons to celebrate, 
the traditional lavish festivities with a Summit Meeting of 
Heads of State and Government did not take place. Instead 
the day was marked in a more subdued manner with a wor-
king meeting of foreign ministers in Washington, D.C.

The paradoxical situation is that as NATO enters its eighth 
decade, the alliance is in good shape in the areas that have 
traditionally caused the most concern, such as persistent 
disagreements about how to prioritize NATO’s three core 
tasks outlined in the 2010 Strategic Concept: collective 
defense capabilities in response to the threat from the East 
or the South; crisis management commitments in terms of 
undertaking ‘out-of-area’ operations; and the commitment 
to cooperative security through partnerships and coopera-
tion with other organizations such as the EU. The current 
situation is that whilst there are clear improvements in 
these long-standing issues, the alliance appears to be 

increasingly fragile in the areas that have traditionally been 
NATO’s bedrock of strength — its stable identity resting on 
shared democratic and liberal values expressed in a strong 
narrative about the alliance and reinforced through deeply 
embedded practices such as consensus-based decision-ma-
king negotiated under American leadership. 

As suggested recently by Nicholas Burns and Douglas Lute 
NATO today faces a ‘crisis of leadership’ and a ‘crisis of 
democracy’, which I argue together challenge NATO’s shared 
values and embedded practices. From this perspective, 
NATO’s current crisis (NATO is nearly always in some form of 
crisis) is about the fundamental question of ‘what NATO is’ 
rather than the more commonly asked question about ‘what 
NATO does’.

From inquiring ‘What NATO does’ to ‘What 
NATO is’

NATO is what John Searle called a ‘social fact’.1 Soci-
al facts have no existence save in, and through, human 
consciousness meaning that a social fact needs to be 
understood in terms of ‘representations and actions’ rather 
than as a ‘material phenomena’. NATO must be understood 
through two overarching lines of inquiry: 1) inquiry into 
the action and practice performed by the alliance by ques-
tioning ‘what NATO does’; and 2) inquiry into the shared 
knowledge and values underpinning NATO reflected in its 
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identity and articulated through a narrative about the alli-
ance by questioning ‘what NATO is’. NATO therefore needs to 
be understood as much in terms of its identity, shared va-
lues and narrative as through its role, actions and practices. 

In the literature and in the policy debate on NATO, the 
line of inquiry that focusses on ‘what NATO does’ has been 
predominant, whilst the second line of inquiry focusing on 
‘what NATO is’ has been much more sporadic2 and prima-
rily focused on whether the alliance is a defense alliance 
or a broader institution for security governance. Even this 
debate, however, is a debate that is implicitly located in 
the ‘what NATO does’ line of inquiry, as a security instituti-
on is thought to include a wider repertoire of action than 
a defense alliance. Yet, confusingly, despite the widespread 
agreement that NATO is more than ‘just’ a defense allian-
ce, NATO is most often described as a the most successful 
defense alliance in history.3

In this brief article, I want to squarely focus on the ‘what 
NATO is’ line of inquiry, because it seems that this is where 
NATO is currently challenged the most. I start from the 
perspective that not only is NATO much more than ‘just’ a 
defense alliance, but it is also more than a security ma-
nagement institution — it is a ‘community of values’. 

NATO as a ‘community of values’

Defense alliances are a form of relationship forged between 
entities such as states that have joined together for mutual 
benefit to achieve a specified common goal. Traditional 
alliances therefore rest on transactional relationships based 
on shared interests and would normally cease to exist once 
the common purpose has been achieved or the shared 
interest fades. Arguably NATO has endured because it is 
based on more than just shared interests and is above all a 
‘community of values’ resting on a shared identity, deeply 
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embedded practices and a shared idea of what constitutes 
the ‘good life’.4 Indeed, this may be precisely why the trans-
actional Donald Trump has difficulty seeing its value.

If NATO is a community of values, then the ever-present 
concern about the cohesion of the alliance is cast in a new 
light as the internal acceptance and salience of the values 
(conception of the ‘good life’) is a prerequisite for being 
a community of values. Uncertainty about the values in 
a community of values is a very serious condition, which 
can destabilize the community, and which will certainly be 
experienced as deeply unsettling by its members. From this 
perspective, NATO’s longevity may therefore be a function 
of having had uncontested values of high salience with 
limited change over time. 

Changes have taken place in NATO’s values over the course 
of NATO’s 70-year history and disagreements have always 
been part of the alliance, but as a whole it has always 
rallied around the core values. The conception of the ‘good 
life’ during the Cold War was focused on ‘freedom’, which 
allowed membership of the alliance by authoritarian states 
such as Portugal, Turkey and Greece, without challen-
ging the narrative about an ‘alliance for freedom’ and as 
a ‘bulwark against communism’. Following the end of the 
Cold War the idea of the ‘good life’ changed to emphasizing 
‘democracy’ and adherence to a broad spectrum of ‘liberal 
values’ such as freedom of speech and the rule of law as 
a condition for membership5 with a narrative about the 
alliance as a ‘beacon for democracy’. Both narratives and 
their conception of the ‘good life’ were salient and largely 
uncontested and thus able to reinforce a continuous posi-
tive narrative about a cohesive alliance. In today’s ‘crisis 
of democracy’ such unity about the idea of the ‘good life’ 
appears to be in question.

Although the shared idea about ‘what NATO is’ is articulated 
and performed by all allies, the United States has a pivotal 
role as the leader and primary guarantor of the collective 
security. From this position, the alliance has over the years 
developed embedded practices of negotiated decision-ma-
king with the aim of achieving consensus that could display 
the all-important unity of the alliance. In these, often 
long and difficult negotiations, the United States has held 
a pivotal position based on the principle of primus inter 
pares and a practical leadership role in seeking a united 
position. Not only is the leadership of the United States 
fully accepted by the other member states, it is also widely 
agreed that NATO could not exist without the support and 
leadership of the United States. In practice, therefore, the 
community of values rests on a power pattern in which 

the United States is the undisputed leader and benefactor 
of the alliance. Yet, in today’s ‘crisis of leadership’, for 
the first time in NATO’s history, the alliance is headed by 
a President who seems to not value the alliance and who 
does not care about the long-established practices associ-
ated with the leadership and the, sometimes cumbersome, 
decision-making process. 

Together, the twin-crises of ‘democracy’ and ‘leadership’ 
may constitute the perhaps worst crisis in NATO’s history, 
as the twin-crises are not so much about ‘what NATO does’ 
but about the much more fundamental and existential issue 
related to ‘what NATO is’. 

The ‘crisis of democracy’

Analyses of NATO rarely look to the domestic level. Yet 
domestic politics clearly have an impact on NATO and the 
shared conception of the ‘good life’. The current rise of 
rightwing populism seen in the support for populist parties 
should not be underestimated. Moreover, the move from 
a loud voice on the fringes of politics to major roles in 
government, such as with the Five Star Movement in Italy, 
are bound to have a significant impact on the salience and 
acceptance of the core values underpinning NATO. There 
is little doubt that this new form of politics constitutes a 
major ‘crisis of democracy’ on both sides of the Atlantic, 
which, once established, may be extremely difficult to 
reverse. 

The ‘crisis of democracy’ has given rise to a new situation in 
which the alliance is increasingly divided between member 
states whose political position now fall into two emerging 
camps that can be summarized as Liberal Internationalism 
and Illiberal Nationalism. The former advocates open so-
cieties, free trade and multilateralism, the latter advocates 
tightly controlled borders, trade restrictions coupled with a 
preference for unilateralist action and transactional forms 
of diplomacy based on bilateralism or ‘minilateralism’. 

Worryingly, this form of politics is now also present in the 
leader of the alliance — and not just in the views of the 
President. The American position was clearly displayed in 
December 2018, when U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
gave a speech in Brussels in which he extolled the virtues 
of nationalism, criticized multilateralism and the EU, and 
said that ‘international bodies’ which constrain national 
sovereignty ‘must be reformed or eliminated’.6 Astonishingly 
therefore a new political cleavage has emerged in NATO in 
which the leader of the alliance and the member state that 
has the most influence on forging the conception of the 
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‘good life’, is now more closely aligned with the emerging 
illiberal leaders in Hungary, Poland, and Turkey, than it is 
with its traditionally closest allies: France, Britain, and 
Germany. The result is that a new fault line in the alliance 
runs between those adhering to liberal internationalism and 
those adhering to national illiberalism. 

The ‘crisis of leadership’

In addition to the emerging cleavage in NATO between 
liberal internationalism and illiberal nationalism, there 
are also now strong indications that the United States no 
longer performs its pivotal role as the leader of the alliance 
in accordance with the practices that have underpinned the 
consensus-based negotiated order for the past seven deca-
des. Moreover, there are indications that the authority of 

the United States as the undisputed leader of the alliance 
and as articulator of the rules and norms to be followed 
by others, is questioned by member states.7 Indeed, at 
the 2019 Munich Security Conference, the crisis reached 
a point, which Thomas Wight from Brookings suggested 
“marked the moment where Europe and the Trump adminis-
tration stopped pretending to respect each other.”8

President Trump is clearly not a friend of NATO and he 
places very little value on the transatlantic relationship, 
which, together with free trade, is widely agreed to be the 
main support structure of the liberal international order.9 
Since taking office, Donald Trump has disparaged the 
alliance on several occasions declaring it ‘obsolete’ or ‘very 
bad’ and has according to a report by the New York Times 
on several occasions during 2018 declared his intention to 
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pull the United States out of NATO.10 More generally, the 
President has shown little understanding or interest in how 
the alliance works and has focused entirely on the costs 
incurred by the United States, whilst ignoring any benefits 
the United States have gained from the alliance. In contrast 
to seven decades of consistent American support for the 
European integration project, Donald Trump sees the EU as 
at best a strategic competitor, and at worst as an actual 
‘foe’, whilst he has disavowed the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP) and pulled out of (for Euro-
peans) politically important multilateral agreements, such 
as the Paris Climate Agreement, the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) and the INF Treaty — on each occa-
sion without prior consultation with European allies. Such 
actions are simply not consistent with leading the delicate 
process of the negotiated order within NATO, which effec-
tively means that the alliance has been without leadership 
since 2017. 

Of course, the lack of leadership may only last for the 
duration of the Trump Administration — at least this seems 
to be the hope held by most European leaders. This howe-
ver seems to be a dubious position because whoever will 
occupy the White House after 2020, a return to things as 
they were seems unlikely, and in any case, even a temporary 
lack of leadership in a rapidly changing and challenging 
security environment is a concern that cannot be ignored. 
The problem is that NATO’s construction as a community of 
values, based on a strategic bargain of undisputed Ameri-
can leadership in return for a trusted security guarantee, 
leaves no room for alternative forms of leadership. This is 
precisely why European leaders have always been highly 
sensitive to American disinterest in European affairs and 
why European allies have been willing to ‘toe the line’. The 
only realistic option available for now to the other NATO 
member states, seem to be to continue ‘toeing the line’ to 
keep the occupant in the White House happy, primarily by 
stepping up the efforts to reach the two per cent spending 
pledge, whilst hoping that a less transactional president 
is in place by 2024. Even so there is little doubt that the 
legitimacy of the United States as leader of the alliance has 
been compromised.

Conclusion

NATO’s longevity as a defense alliance has traditionally been 
attributed to ‘what NATO does’ with particular emphasis on 
its remarkable ability to adapt in response to a changing 
security environment. There is certainly no doubt that one 
of NATO’s strengths has been its impressive adaptability. 
However, this article has argued that NATO’s longevity is 

better explained by its character as a community of values 
and that the current crisis arises from challenges that are 
not related to ‘what NATO does’ but almost entirely to ‘what 
NATO is’. Unfortunately, there appears to be little room for 
adaptation in response to the twin crises of ‘democracy’ and 
‘leadership’ which is why NATO is in a new and extremely 
difficult position, despite its many recent achievements.
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