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The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is both an intergovernmental political
consultative organization and a military alliance. First envisioned in the wake of the Second
World War, NATO was founded by the 12 signatory states of the Washington Treaty (also
known as the North Atlantic Treaty) on April 4, 1949. The treaty commits its members to
mutual consultation and, if necessary, the option of collective military force in protecting the
North Atlantic area—the territories of the individual member states, including their territories,
personnel, vessels, and aircraft in the Mediterranean Sea and north of the Tropic of Cancer.

Although the alliance’s primary purpose during the Cold War era was to ensure collective
defense of its members by deterring Soviet aggression, in the post–Cold War security
environment, the alliance has shifted its strategic concept to emphasize crisis management
and cooperative security. Since its founding, NATO’s membership has grown to include 28
states of Europe and North America, including former satellites of the Soviet Union.

In its structure and organization, the North Atlantic alliance has transformed international
military affairs by integrating the militaries of many of the world’s most powerful states,
including many former adversaries.

In the Washington Treaty—the alliance’s founding document—NATO member states
committed themselves to “the principles of democracy, individual liberty, and the rule of law.”
Although those ideas always have remained central to the alliance’s stated purpose, realizing
them as part of NATO’s strategic interests has proven difficult and contested.

Historical Overview

In the tumultuous years following the Second World War, European capital and infrastructure
lay in ruins. Across 1945 and 1946, millions milled around the continent, trying to find lost
loved ones, trying to find food, and trying to find a safe place to live.

Beyond the toll of human suffering, the nature of international relations itself had been thrown
into question. Only vestiges of the prewar international order remained in place in the wake of
war. The great powers of Europe began an inexorable retreat from their global empires.
European economic and military power, which once had dominated the entire world, by 1945,
could no longer even keep peace and prosperity at home. Two emerging superpowers—the
United States and the Soviet Union—positioned their militaries as the guarantors of postwar
stability in Europe.

International order itself—the implicit systems or norms governing diplomacy and state
behavior—had unraveled during the war. The once carefully managed scheme of international
politics in Europe, by 1945, had become a political and diplomatic vacuum. NATO helped to
fill that void.

The alliance that had won the Second World War had dissolved, as the United States and the
Soviet Union proffered competing visions both for world order and for European recovery.
Beginning in 1948, a series of East-West crises touched off a decades-long contest between
the superpowers and sharpened their resolve in determining Europe’s future: the
Czechoslovak coup in February, the European Recovery Program (Marshall Plan) in April, the
Soviet Blockade of Berlin in June, and the resulting Berlin Airlift beginning that same month.

Beyond the recovery, Western Europeans confronted a twofold problem. First, the Soviet
Union harbored a growing appetite for influence and power in Europe. In Czechoslovakia,
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Moscow had shown a willingness to use military power for political ends, without regard for
the legitimate rule of law. Second, many feared the possible rise of nationalism, militarism,
and revanchism in the wake of the war, particularly among the Germans. A blossoming of
multilateral organizations and international treaties responded to the threats, but without U.S.
power, they lacked both the military means and the political will to match Soviet might and
European instability.

Thus, in April 1949, representatives of Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States
convened in Washington, DC, to sign NATO’s founding treaty. The treaty, among its articles,
pledged cooperative and mutual defense among its signatories. Although NATO originated as
a defensive alliance, in the coming five years, with the Soviet Union’s first successful atomic
test, Mao Zedong’s victory in the Chinese Civil War, and the onset of war in Korea, NATO
developed both military and bureaucratic structures to systematize collective action of the
allies and to provide for ongoing political dialogues among its member states.

Although NATO’s function throughout the Cold War was always to prevent Soviet incursions
into North Atlantic territory, the alliance pursued a range of separate strategic concepts. In the
early years of the alliance, throughout the 1950s and 1960s, NATO’s strategic concepts called
for “massive retaliation” against an aggressor, including a full retaliatory nuclear strike.
Despite internal battles over a possible over-reliance on nuclear weapons, the massive
retaliation concepts simultaneously projected resolute steadfastness among the allies while
allowing for fewer expensive standing armies in the North Atlantic area.

As NATO evolved across its first two decades, the once purely military alliance took on a
broader mission of encouraging political and scientific cooperation among its members.
Instrumental to that goal was the recommendation of NATO’s “Three Wise Men” in December
1956. Lest interallied cooperation wane, the report signaled a new era of political cooperation
and a broadened interpretation of the alliance’s purpose within world affairs; beyond simply
defending member state territory, the alliance expanded its interpretation of security such that
NATO’s purpose might outlive its original, narrowly articulated mission. Twelve years later,
another landmark report on the future tasks of the alliance carried that mission even further;
the alliance itself could function as a vehicle for collective diplomacy between Cold War
adversaries.

By late 1967, the alliance’s strategic concept had abandoned the massive retaliation doctrine
in favor of flexibility and escalation against a possible adversary. Worsened East-West
relations, manifested in the Berlin Crisis beginning in 1958, the construction of the Berlin Wall
in 1961, and the Cuban missile crisis in 1962, contributed to a growing anxiety about
overwhelming retaliation against an enemy. Importantly, improved weapons technologies
might have allowed for a variety of escalatory options before an attack with strategic weapons.
Although this new interpretation of deterrence seemed to provide increased stability between
East and West, the result was a transatlantic divide that, by the early 1980s, had devolved
into popular resentment of the U.S. role in NATO among European publics. To support the
strategic concept of flexible escalation, between 1979 and 1983, the alliance began deploying
intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) in Europe. The deployment of missiles, with ranges of
up to 5,500 kilometers, provoked anger in Europe, as many opponents determined that the
Americans had decoupled their interests from their European allies. Throughout the 1980s,
though the Cold War conflict between East and West reintensified, the greatest threats that
the alliance faced proved to be internal. Until the INF crisis, NATO had enjoyed the support of
an élite consensus; no mainstream opposition to the alliance had taken root in any of the
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major allied countries. By the early 1980s, that consensus was broken.

When the Berlin Wall surprisingly opened in November 1989 and an end to the Cold War
seemed to be in sight, NATO’s raison d’être was called into question. As the Cold War
reached its ostensible end in 1991, the alliance groped toward the future, now without its
principal adversary. The political cooperation the alliance had fostered in the late 1950s
acquired newfound significance, as the alliance retooled its mission for the post–Cold War
era. NATO expanded its scope, developing consultative relationships with many former Soviet
states in Central and Eastern Europe and in Central Asia through its Euro-Atlantic Partnership
Council. Similarly, NATO’s Partnership for Peace established cooperative bilateral
relationships between partner states and the alliance.

While NATO’s role during the Cold War had remained strictly deterrent, in the post–Cold War
security environment, the alliance articulated a modified purpose through a new strategic
concept. According to the unclassified 1999 strategic concept, safeguarding the security and
freedom of NATO members no longer involved deterring a superpower aggressor but
minimizing risks posed by political or economic crises, ethnic and religious rivalries, human
rights abuses, and local-regional instabilities. Armed with this doctrine, following the terrorist
attacks against the United States on September 11, 2001, the alliance invoked Article 5 of the
Washington Treaty for the first time in its history.

In the years that have followed, the alliance has worked to calibrate its agenda to the 21st
century security environment. In 2010, NATO articulated a new strategic concept, calling for
“Active Engagement, Modern Defence.”

Member States

The membership of NATO—initially comprising the countries of northwestern Europe, the
United States, and Canada—has grown to include 28 countries stretching into the former
satellites of the Soviet Union. The original signatories to the Washington Treaty, and thus the
12 founding member states of the alliance, were Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland,
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United
States.

In NATO’s first expansion in February 1952, Greece and Turkey joined the alliance. The
Federal Republic of Germany joined three years later in May 1955. In May 1982, newly
democratic Spain joined—the last Cold War–era state to be brought into the alliance. A
product of German unification, the territory of the former German Democratic Republic, which
after October 3, 1990, was integrated into the Federal Republic of Germany, was brought into
the alliance’s protection, thus expanding the eastern border of NATO.

In the post–Cold War era, 10 former Warsaw Pact members joined the alliance, as well as two
Yugoslav successor states. In the spring of 1999, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland
entered the alliance. Five years later, in the spring of 2004, NATO saw its largest expansion to
date, bringing Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia into its
membership. Most recently, in April 2009, Albania and Croatia likewise joined the alliance.

NATO’s eastward expansion has caused particular strain between the Russian Federation and
the West. Although the documentary record remains in dispute, in the negotiations for
German unification, Soviet diplomats clearly perceived guarantees from their Western
counterparts that NATO’s eastern border would not extend beyond the former German
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Democratic Republic. While the negotiators concluded no signed agreement to that effect, the
Americans (among others) specifically pledged, in the words of Secretary of State James
Baker, “no extension of NATO’s jurisdiction for forces of NATO one inch to the east” (Asmus,
2002, p. 5). Baker subsequently has claimed that his statement pertained only to the special
status of the former East Germany and not to the alliance generally. Other American and
German negotiators involved in the discussions have echoed a similar formula, whereas the
Russians, including Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev, have largely remained indignant as
NATO’s boundaries have moved directly against the Russian border.

Structure and Organization

Structurally, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization has revolutionized military affairs in the
modern world. Establishing uniform command structures and common reporting names for
military equipment, the alliance both has expedited defense planning for its members and
provided a model for effective military planning.

By establishing international consultative bodies, the alliance has worked toward integrated
military specialization on the part of its allies. Like many of the alliance’s attributes, that
specialization was born of necessity. In NATO’s earliest days, the initial 12 member states
lacked the individual resources to field enough military power to match the Soviets. They
naturally deferred to the United States with its vast resources, strategic air power, and nuclear
arsenal. In the decades that followed, the alliance learned to establish collective priorities and
to pool resources such that each member state maintained its own independent military force
while still enjoying comparative strength through the alliance. (Iceland remains the notable
exception, as it maintains no standing army.)

The newest iteration of that interallied military cooperation is represented in NATO’s 2010 call
for “Smart Defence.” The Smart Defence agenda, complementing the alliance’s most recent
Strategic Concept, called for member states to balance their burden-sharing obligations
through coordinated, calculated, strategic investments of capital. NATO intends to coordinate
a multinational prioritization of defense investments, allowing for prudent task and
infrastructure specialization within the alliance. Particularly in times of economic austerity,
when domestic policy makers look to trim defense spending, the Smart Defence initiative
proposes that the alliance should be greater than the sum of its parts.

Culturally, the alliance has transformed Europe’s military paradigm, placing a premium on
interoperability and integration among its member states. On a continent so often destroyed
by war, NATO largely has established a culture of mutual good faith among former
adversaries. By relying on a structure of common defense, NATO has disincentivized the
unilateral development of major military forces on the European continent and in the Euro-
Atlantic area.

Like many international organizations, NATO is led by a sprawling bureaucracy of specialized
contributors. Its primary functions are divided between its civilian structures and its military
structures.

NATO’s civilian structures are led by the North Atlantic Council, made up of the permanent
representatives from each member state. The North Atlantic Council was established within
the Washington Treaty and has functioned as the de facto principal decision-making body for
the alliance since its inception. Within the council, each member state is represented on equal
terms, and representatives make decisions by consensus. The council meets at least once
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per week. The North Atlantic Council is chaired by the alliance’s secretary-general, appointed
by the council as NATO’s chief civilian leader. In addition to chairing the North Atlantic
Council, the secretary-general convenes other key groups within the alliance, including the
Nuclear Planning Group, which is responsible for NATO’s nuclear-related policies. The
secretary-general also serves as the leader of the alliance’s international civilian staff, all of
whom are headquartered in Brussels, Belgium.

NATO’s military structures are vested in the alliance’s Military Committee, which is responsible
for providing information and guidance to NATO’s civilian organizations, namely the North
Atlantic Council and the Nuclear Planning Group. The Military Committee articulates the
alliance’s long-term strategic concepts. The International Military Staff holds executive
authority for the Military Committee. NATO Command Structure is divided between Allied
Command Operations, under the leadership of the Supreme Allied Commander Europe
(SACEUR), and Allied Command Transformation, under the leadership of the Supreme Allied
Commander Transformation (SACT). Allied Command Operations is responsible for planning
and carrying out all of NATO’s operations. The SACEUR is headquartered in Mons, Belgium,
at the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe. Allied Command Transformation is
responsible for developing longer-term capabilities of the alliance, including strategic planning
and collaboration between allies. The SACT is headquartered in Norfolk, Virginia.

The Battle of Ideas

At its heart, NATO has always represented a battle of ideas. The alliance’s founding treaty
pledged a common commitment to “the principles of democracy, individual liberty, and the
rule of law.” In practice, however, those ideas—and the alliance built to protect them—have
been contested across NATO’s history.

The alliance, since its inception in 1949, has been engaged in a continual implicit bargaining
about the nature of democracy itself. One of the alliance’s earliest debates involved how the
North Atlantic partners would reconcile democratic ideals with strategic interests. In 1949, for
instance, many questioned the place of authoritarian Portugal—one of the 12 founding
members—within NATO. How could an alliance “founded on the principles of democracy”
include a dictatorship among its members? For many, both historical and contemporary, the
answer proved self-evident: interests trumped ideals. Although a dictatorship, the Portuguese
régime’s anticommunist bent warranted inclusion by the North Atlantic democracies. Whether
a state measured up to the Anglo-American standard of representative government, in the
Cold War battle between Soviet communism and Western liberalism, the alliance members
relaxed their ideals in favor of security.

The alliance faced similar debates over the breadth of the integration member states wished
to achieve. Particularly in 1955, when the Federal Republic of Germany entered into the
alliance, several European notables, including French Prime Minister René Pleven and British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill, called for the creation of an integrated European defense
force. To many Europeans who had suffered through the brutality of the Second World War,
an integrated European military force seemed preferable to West German rearmament.
Similar debates over the alliance’s scope continued throughout the Cold War and even are
discussed today as they pertain to the European Union’s Common Foreign and Security
Policy.

In the post–Cold War world, the alliance has likewise struggled to reach consensus at critical
junctures. During the mid-1990s, the Bosnian War (1992–1995) and the breakup of
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Yugoslavia tested whether alliance members would agree to engage in out-of-area actions
and to intervene on humanitarian grounds. On February 28, 1994, NATO forces fired the first
wartime shot in the alliance’s history, downing four Bosnian Serb aircraft in violation of the
United Nations no-fly zone over central Bosnia and Herzegovina. The subsequent bombing
campaign in the Kosovo War (1998–1999) remained embroiled in controversy, as it had not
been approved by the UN Security Council. In the wake of the terrorist attacks on the United
States on September 11, 2001, NATO’s out-of-area role has expanded, with the alliance
intervening in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya.

No debate in the alliance’s long history has proven more protracted than the often frustrated
transatlantic relationship. In various incarnations since the early Cold War, many Europeans
have intimated that the North Atlantic alliance serves as a proxy for U.S. domination over
European affairs. With the American financial contribution representing nearly a quarter of
NATO’s budget, some have criticized the alliance as cover for an American bid for supremacy
over European foreign and defense policies.

By the same token, many American policymakers, including defense secretaries in both
Republican and Democratic administrations, have criticized their European partners for their
limited contributions (typically financial contributions) to the alliance. Within defense affairs,
this debate is known as burden-sharing. The alliance is funded by its member states at an
agreed cost-sharing formula. In 2006, each member state agreed to contribute 2% of its gross
domestic product to defense spending. In the years that followed, only six of the 28 member
states honored that commitment, ostensibly giving credence to many American burden-
sharing critiques.

In the end, each member state maintains its own distinctive reasons for membership in the
North Atlantic alliance. Whether deterring Soviet aggression in the 20th century or managing
regional crises in the 21st, NATO has continued to calibrate the interests of its member states
through the centrality of matching collective military power with liberalism and democracy—in
all of their various incarnations.

See alsoCold War; Germany; United States
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