


‘The enduring success and durability of NATO have been due to its capacity to adapt and 
change to accommodate a world in turmoil. Just as it stood firm in the Cold War, the most 
successful-ever Alliance of like-thinking, freedom-loving nations stands today as united, nec-
essary and vital as ever. The Routledge Handbook of NATO is an authoritative guide on this 
remarkable transatlantic relationship, highly recommended for diplomats, military officers 
and university students.’

Lord Robertson of Port Ellen,  
NATO Secretary General, 1999–2003

‘The Routledge Handbook of NATO is indispensable reading for government officials, 
defence-oriented scholars and all readers on both sides of the Atlantic concerned with secu-
rity in today’s unstable world. John Olsen and his team of co-authors examine NATO from 
various perspectives, showing how and why NATO has stayed relevant for seventy-five years 
and demonstrating that NATO remains essential to sustaining freedom in the Western world.’

General (retd.) Philip M Breedlove,  
NATO Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, 2013–2016

‘It is remarkable that NATO is still going after 75 years. It was able to demonstrate its con-
tinuing vitality and unity in its robust response to Russian aggression against Ukraine. John 
Olsen has assembled a stellar cast to explain the origins of the Alliance, its history and its 
practices. This will serve as a definitive and invaluable guide as it faces its next set of 
challenges.’

Sir Lawrence Freedman,  
Emeritus Professor of War Studies, King’s College London

‘This impressive compendium has gathered the most knowledgeable experts to assess 
NATO’s past and present, and also wrestle with its prospects. There can be no better celebra-
tion of the Alliance’s 75th anniversary than this volume that offers such valuable perspectives 
on its future.’

Rose Gottemoeller,  
Lecturer, Stanford University, NATO Deputy Secretary General, 2016–2019

‘This survey of the history and main themes preoccupying NATO is a very useful introduc-
tion for students, journalists, and practitioners alike. The chapters cover technical ground 
based on NATO and government archives generally accessible only to researchers, but also 
point to key documents that are online. An essential starting point for any research on NATO.’

Professor Beatrice Heuser,  
Chair of International Relations, University of Glasgow
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John Andreas Olsen is a Colonel in the Royal Norwegian Air Force, a Professor at the 
Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, a Non-Resident Senior Fellow of the Mitchell 
Institute for Aerospace Studies, a Fellow of the Royal Swedish Academy of War Sciences and 
a member of the RUSI Journal editorial board. He has published a series of books on NATO 
and air power, including the Routledge Handbook of Air Power (2018).

This handbook provides a comprehensive survey of the development and importance of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), its role in international relations and its influ-
ence on history.

The volume examines the Alliance’s evolution in breadth, depth and context by analysing 
and explaining why and how NATO has endured and remained relevant since its creation. To 
present an inclusive study of the Alliance’s activities and milestone events and to offer a 
glimpse of future challenges, the book’s 29 chapters fall into six thematic sections that act as 
frameworks and allow the exploration of specific topics that pertain to the evolution of 
NATO:

	•	 Part I: History of NATO, 1949–2024
	•	 Part II: Key Enduring Themes, 1949–2024
	•	 Part III: Military Operations, 1995–2024
	•	 Part IV: National Perspectives, 1949–2024
	•	 Part V: Regional Perspectives, 1949–2024
	•	 Part VI: Future Prospects, 2024–

This handbook will be of much interest to students and researchers of NATO, strategic 
studies, defence studies and International Relations, as well as for staff and fellows at security- 
and defence-oriented think tanks and government officials, military personnel and other 
practitioners in the areas of foreign affairs and defence.
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Written by a team of international scholars and practitioners who have dealt with NATO 
issues extensively, this book analyses the dynamics and events that have made NATO the 
most accomplished political-military alliance in modern history. Twenty-nine authors from 
13 countries accentuate evolving, contextual, political and operational aspects of the Alliance 
with an underlying focus on NATO’s primary mission of deterrence and defence. The views 
of the authors and the editor are personal and do not represent NATO or any other organi-
sation or institution.

I would like to thank all authors for accepting the task with enthusiasm and delivering their 
contributions on time. The collaboration has been a privilege from initial contact to final 
product. I am indebted to many colleagues who contributed with council, criticism and sup-
port throughout the process, especially, Paul Beckley, Louis Benton-Slim, Bernadetta Berti-
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



xiv

John Baylis was Head of the Department of Politics and International Relations and Pro 
Vice-Chancellor at Swansea University before he retired. He was previously Professor of 
International Politics and Dean of Social Sciences at Aberystwyth University. Professor Baylis 
is the author and editor of more than 20 books and over 100 articles in academic journals. 
His books include Sharing Nuclear Secrets: Trust, Mistrust and Ambiguity in Anglo-American 
Nuclear Relations, with Anthony Eames (2023).

Mats Berdal joined the Department of War Studies at King’s College London in 2003 as 
Professor of Security and Development. He is Director of the Conflict, Security and 
Development Research Group (CSDRG) and a Member of the European Academy. From 
2000 to 2003, he was Director of Studies at the International Institute for Strategic Studies 
(IISS). Berdal received his BSc (Econ) from the London School of Economics and his doc-
torate from University of Oxford.

James Henry Bergeron assumed duties as Political Advisor to Commander, Allied Maritime 
Command in 2013. Previously the Political Advisor to Naval Striking and Support Forces 
NATO from 2005 as a member of the US Civil Service, he is considered one of NATO’s 
most experienced foreign policy advisors in the fields of maritime and joint expeditionary 
operations. From March until July 2011, he served as the Political Advisor to NATO’s 
Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF) Operation Unified Protector.

Silvia Colombo is a Researcher and Faculty Advisor at the NATO Defense College. Previously 
she held research positions at the International Affairs Institute (IAI) in Rome and served as the 
head of the Mediterranean and Middle East Programme and of Italy’s Foreign Policy Programme. 
She holds a PhD in Comparative Politics from the Scuola Normale Superiore of Pisa and a 
Master’s Degree from the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London.

Nele Marianne Ewers-Peters is Assistant Professor in European Security at Maastricht 
University, having previously been Postdoctoral Researcher and Lecturer at Helmut-Schmidt-
University/Universität der Bundeswehr Hamburg. She studied at universities in Bremen, 

CONTRIBUTORS



xv

Contributors

Helsinki and Bath, and obtained her PhD in International Relations from the University of 
Kent. She is the author of Understanding EU-NATO Cooperation: How Member States Matter 
(2022) and co-editor of NATO 2030: Towards a New Strategic Concept and Beyond (2021).

Stephen J. Flanagan is an Adjunct Senior Fellow at the RAND Corporation. He served in 
several senior positions in government, including Special Assistant to the President and 
Senior Director for Defence Policy, and earlier for Central and Eastern Europe, at the 
National Security Council. He has also held research and faculty positions at Georgetown  
University, CSIS, National Defense University and Harvard. He has published six books, 
many reports and articles, and earned a PhD from the Fletcher School, Tufts University.

Florence Gaub is Director of the Research Division at the NATO Defense College. She was 
previously Senior Analyst, then Deputy Director, of the EU Institute of Security Studies for 
nine years, until May 2022. She authored the ‘Global Trends to 2030’ report for the EU’s 
foresight network. She holds a PhD from Humboldt University of Berlin, as well as degrees 
from Sciences Po Paris, the Sorbonne and the University of Munich. She is the co-author of 
The Cauldron: NATO’s Campaign in Libya (2018).

Camille Grand is a Fellow at the European Council of Foreign Affairs and was the Assistant 
Secretary General at NATO Headquarters 2016–2022. He was previously Director and 
Chief Executive Officer of the Fondation pour la recherche stratégique (FRS), 2008–2016. He 
was also Deputy Director for Disarmament and Multilateral Affairs in the Directorate for 
Strategic, Security and Disarmament Affairs of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2006–
08. His research and publications have focused on defence policy, NATO, nuclear policy and 
missile defence.

Paal Sigurd Hilde is Professor of War Studies at the Institute for Defence Studies (IFS) of 
the Norwegian Defence University College. While primarily an academic studying NATO 
and Norwegian security, he worked in the Norwegian Ministry of Defence from 2004 to 
2008, and again from November 2021 to July 2022. From January 2015 to June 2016, he 
led the secretariat of the Norwegian Commission on Afghanistan. He earned his DPhil at the 
University of Oxford (St. Antony’s).

Ian Hope is the Chief Historian at Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers, Europe, (SHAPE) 
and Historical Adviser to SACEUR. He recently retired from the Canadian Armed Forces 
after 40 years of service. His military assignments included service on the faculty at the NATO 
Defence College, the US Army War College and the Royal Military College of Canada. He 
has a Master of Military Arts and Science, a Masters of Strategic Studies and a PhD in History 
from Queen’s University.

Tacan İldem is the Chairman of EDAM, a Turkish think tank on security and defence. 
He was NATO Assistant Secretary General from 2016 to 2020 and a member of the 
NATO Experts Group that presented the ‘NATO 2030’ report. A senior Turkish diplo-
mat, İldem has served as Director General for International Security Affairs at the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, Chief of Cabinet and Principal Foreign Policy Advisor of the President, 
and as Turkish Ambassador to the Netherlands and Permanent Representative to NATO 
and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe.



xvi

Contributors

Dave Johnson was a staff officer at NATO Headquarters, Defence Policy and Planning 
Division, from 2005 until 2023, where he contributed to policy documents that guided 
NATO’s military adaptation in response to Russian aggression. He previously served as an 
officer in the US Air Force, including posts at SHAPE, US Strategic Command, US embassy 
in Moscow and the Pentagon. Johnson has published widely on Russian military strategy and 
doctrine, including research papers for the NATO Defense College.

Karl-Heinz Kamp was the Special Envoy of the Political Director at the German Ministry 
of Defence until retirement in 2023. From 2007 to 2013, he was the Research Director of 
the NATO Defence College, where his work focused on building up NATO’s Research 
Division. From 2013 to 2019, Dr Kamp served at the Federal Academy for Security Policy 
in Berlin (BAKS) – first as Academic Director and later as the President of this institution. He 
holds a PhD from the University of the German Armed Forces, Hamburg.

Dominika Kunertova works as a Senior Researcher at the Center for Security Studies at 
ETH Zurich where she researches the intersection between emerging technologies and 
international security. Her previous experience includes conducting strategic foresight at 
NATO Allied Command Transformation in Norfolk, supporting capability development at 
NATO HQ in Brussels, and mapping the European military drone landscape at the Center 
for War Studies in Denmark. She holds a PhD in Political Science from Université de 
Montréal.

Benjamin S. Lambeth is a Non-Resident Senior Fellow with the Center for Strategic and 
Budgetary Assessments. He assumed this position in 2011 after 37 years as a Senior Research 
Associate at the RAND Corporation. His many publications include The Transformation of 
American Air Power (2000), The Unseen War: Allied Air Power and the Takedown of Saddam 
Hussein (2013), and Airpower in the War against ISIS (2021). He earned his doctorate in 
political science from Harvard University.

Alexander Mattelaer is Associate Professor at the Centre for Security, Diplomacy and 
Strategy of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, and a Senior Research Fellow at Egmont – the 
Royal Institute for International Relations. He is also affiliated with the Belgian Royal Higher 
Institute for Defence as chairman of its Scientific Committee. He obtained his PhD in 
Political Science from the Vrije Universiteit Brussel and Master degrees from the University 
of Bath and the University of Leuven.

Jennifer Medcalf is Senior Principal Research Analyst for Defence and International Security 
in the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). Dr Medcalf provides 
expert analysis, research and advice on NATO and a range of international security and 
defence issues for the UK government. Prior to joining the FCDO, Dr Medcalf was a 
Lecturer at the University of Bath and Senior Lecturer at the Royal Military Academy 
Sandhurst. She is the author of two books on NATO.

Rebecca R. Moore is Professor of Political Science at Concordia College in Moorhead, 
Minnesota. She is the author of NATO’s New Mission: Projecting Stability in a Post-Cold War 
World (2007), co-editor of NATO’s Return to Europe: Engaging Ukraine, Russia, and Beyond 
(2017) and co-editor of NATO in Search of a Vision (2010) in addition to a number of 



xvii

Contributors

articles and book chapters on NATO partnerships. Moore received her PhD in Foreign 
Affairs from the University of Virginia.

Leopoldo Nuti is Professor of History of International Relations and Co-Director of the 
Nuclear Proliferation International History Project. From 2014 to 2018 he was President of 
the Italian Association of International Historians. He has written about US-Italian relations 
and Italian nuclear policies. His most recent publications include The Euromissiles Crisis and 
the End of the Cold War (2015) and The Making of the Global Nuclear Order in the 1970s: 
Issues and Controversies (2021). He has a PhD in History of International Relations.

John Andreas Olsen is a Colonel in the Royal Norwegian Air Force, currently assigned to 
NATO Headquarters, a Professor at the Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, a Non-
Resident Senior Fellow of the Mitchell Institute for Aerospace Studies, a Fellow of the Royal 
Swedish Academy of War Sciences and a member of the RUSI Journal editorial board. He 
has published a series of books on NATO and airpower, including The Routledge Handbook 
of Air Power (2018).

Kęstutis Paulauskas is the Senior Strategy Officer in the Allied Command Transformation. 
He is a member of the Warfare Development Fusion team and the lead writer of the NATO 
Warfighting Capstone Concept. Dr Paulauskas was a staff officer in the International Staff at 
NATO Headquarters, 2012–2019, responsible for the development of the Alliance’s deter-
rence and defence-related policies. From 2001 to 2012 he served in various positions in the 
national administration of Lithuania. He received his PhD in political science in 2007.

Gregory W. Pedlow was Chief of the Historical Office at SHAPE at Mons, Belgium, from 
1989 until his retirement in 2015. As the SHAPE Historian he advised senior officers and 
staff members on the background of current issues and preserved the historical record of 
SHAPE and NATO’s plans, decisions, and operations. He has a PhD in Modern European 
History from the Johns Hopkins University and a number of publications on German history 
and the Cold War, including NATO Strategy Documents, 1949–1967 (1997).

Michael Rühle retired in 2023 as Head of the Climate and Energy Security Section in 
NATO’s Emerging Security Challenges Division. Previously he was Head, Speechwriting, in 
NATO’s Political Affairs Division and Senior Political Advisor in the NATO Secretary General’s 
Policy Planning Unit. In these positions, he wrote speeches and articles for six Secretaries 
General and other high-ranking NATO officials. He has published numerous articles and 
book chapters on transatlantic security issues and is a frequent speaker on NATO affairs.

Diego A. Ruiz Palmer has held a succession of positions on the International Staff at NATO 
Headquarters from 1991 to 2023, retiring as Special Adviser for Net Assessment, an assign-
ment in which he led the preparation of net assessments that address various aspects of the 
evolving strategic situation in the Euro-Atlantic area and their implications for the Alliance’s 
deterrence and defence posture. Ruiz Palmer has published widely, including A Strategic 
Odyssey: Constancy of Purpose and Strategy-Making in NATO, 1949–2019 (2019).

Sten Rynning is Professor and Director of the Danish Institute of Advanced Study, the 
University of Southern Denmark. His research focuses on NATO and Euro-Atlantic security. 



xviii

Contributors

He is the author of NATO: A History of the World’s Most Important Alliance (2024) and 
NATO in Afghanistan: The Liberal Disconnect (2012). He has been a visiting fellow at the 
NATO Defence College (2012) and at American University (2017).

Luis Simón is Professor of International Relations at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, and 
Director of the Centre for Security, Diplomacy and Strategy (CSDS), Director of the Brussels 
Office of the Elcano Royal Institute, a Senior Associate (non-resident) at the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), and a Visiting Fellow at the Robert Schuman 
Institute for Advanced Studies (European University Institute). Simón holds a PhD in 
International Relations from the University of London.

Stanley R. Sloan is a writer, teacher and lecturer who began his more than three decades of 
public service at the Central Intelligence Agency in 1967 followed by over two decades at the 
Congressional Research Service, retiring from his position as Senior Specialist in International 
Security Policy in 1999. He is the author most recently of Defense of the West: Transatlantic 
Security from Truman to Trump (2020) and De-Trumping U.S. Foreign Policy: Can Biden 
Bring America Back? (2021).

Rolf Tamnes is currently a researcher at the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs 
(NUPI). He served as a research fellow and later as a professor at the Norwegian Institute 
for Defence Studies from 1981 to 2021, was the Director of the institute 1996–2012 and an 
Adjunct Professor at the University of Oslo 1995–2009. Professor Tamnes holds a PhD 
from the University of Oslo. He was a member of the Norwegian Defence Commission, 
2022–2023.

Sarah Tarry is Director, Defence Policy and Capabilities in the International Staff, NATO 
Headquarters. Her portfolio includes work on NATO’s deterrence and defence posture, 
resilience, enablement, space and other defence policy issues. Previously she served as Head 
of the Operational Preparedness Section within the Operations Division (2016–2018). She 
has held a variety of positions in the Canadian Ministry of Defence, including as the Deputy 
Director for Peacekeeping Policy and as the Deputy Director of NATO Policy.

Mark Webber is Professor of International Politics at the University of Birmingham and a 
non-resident associate fellow at the NATO Defense College in Rome. He is the co-author of 
What’s Wrong with NATO and How to Fix It (2021) and NATO’s Post-Cold War Trajectory: 
Decline or Regeneration (2012). He is co-editor of Theorising NATO: New Perspectives on the 
Atlantic Alliance (2016) and The Oxford Handbook on the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(2024).



xix

NATO is an extraordinary idea, born from the ashes of the Second World War and against 
the backdrop of violence, destruction and extreme ideologies. In 1949, 12 nations from 
Europe and North America came together and made a solemn promise to defend one 
another, preserve peace, and protect our shared fundamental values of democracy, freedom 
and the rule of law.1 Seventy-five years later, the world has radically changed and so has the 
Alliance. However, the idea that led our founders to create NATO has endured. NATO is the 
most successful Alliance in history, representing half of the world’s economic might, and half 
of the world’s military might. The Routledge Handbook of NATO sheds light on the Alliance’s 
story, and its ability to navigate a changing security environment and tackle a range of chal-
lenges over the decades. It highlights the importance of transatlantic unity in the face of 
evolving security challenges.

In its early years, NATO’s security context was shaped by a single and clearly defined 
threat. Our sole purpose over four decades was to deter the Soviet Union and prepare to 
defend Europe if deterrence failed. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 precipitated the end 
of the Cold War and marked the start of a new chapter for NATO. To some, NATO had to 
go ‘out-of-area’ or it would be ‘out-of-business.’ However, as my predecessor Manfred 
Wörner made clear in a speech in 1993, ‘we are acting out-of-area and we are very much in 
business.’2 Indeed, not only did the Alliance grow in size, when the newly free democracies 
of Central and Eastern Europe gradually became NATO members,3 it also shifted its focus to 
managing conflicts beyond our borders. In the 1990s, NATO helped end two ethnic wars in 
the Western Balkans – in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Kosovo. After 9/11, when the 
United States was attacked, NATO launched its biggest ever combat operation to fight ter-
rorism, deploying hundreds of thousands of troops in Afghanistan.

In 2014, the world changed again. Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea and the occupa-
tion of eastern Ukraine by Russian-controlled insurgents marked a major turning point. For 
the first time since the Second World War, a European country had seized part of another 
and tried to change internationally recognised borders by force. That same year, the Islamic 
State (ISIS/ Daesh) expanded its so-called ‘caliphate’ in Syria and Iraq, spreading terrorism, 
death and instability across the Middle East and North Africa. Since then, our world has 
become more dangerous and more competitive. Other global security challenges have 
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multiplied, from sophisticated cyber-attacks to disruptive technologies, from the rise of a 
more assertive China openly challenging our values to the security impacts of the climate 
crisis. Russia’s increasingly aggressive actions culminated in its open, illegal and full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Faced with this new security reality, NATO continues 
to adapt.

In the years since 2014, NATO has undergone a profound adaptation to keep our one 
billion people safe. This was a transformational decade for our Alliance. Four new countries 
joined the NATO family: Montenegro in 2017, North Macedonia in 2020, Finland and 
Sweden in 2023 and 2024. Since 2014, we have implemented the largest reinforcement of 
our collective defence in a generation. We deployed new battlegroups along our eastern 
flank,4 invested in high-end capabilities and significantly enhanced the readiness of our mili-
tary forces so they can act faster, wherever and whenever needed. We agreed new strategies 
for air power, maritime posture, cyber threats, hybrid threats, as well as for emerging and 
disruptive technologies, such as artificial intelligence. We modernised NATO’s military com-
mand structure to reflect the new geography of the Alliance, taking into account new mem-
bers, greater capabilities and a wider – 360-degree – approach to threats and challenges. We 
established new military commands to enhance awareness of challenges in cyberspace and 
outer space, protect the sea lines of communication and facilitate the movement of our forces 
across our territory.5 We agreed the most ambitious regional military plans for the defence of 
Europe since the Cold War, backed by 300,000 troops on high readiness, and major capabil-
ities across all domains.

Over the past decade, NATO also boosted its contribution to the fight against terrorism. 
It joined the Global Coalition to Defeat ISIS in May 2017. Working together in the Global 
Coalition, we helped liberate Daesh-occupied territory and freed millions of people. We 
increased our defence capacity building support to partner countries – notably Jordan, 
Mauritania and Tunisia – and launched a training and capacity-building mission in Iraq in 
2018. We deepened and expanded our cooperation with the European Union and like-
minded partner countries, notably in the Indo-Pacific region,6 because our security is not 
regional, it is global. Working more closely together with our partners around the world is 
indispensable to preserve peace and protect the rules-based international order against grow-
ing pressure from authoritarian regimes in Moscow, Beijing and elsewhere. In addition, 
learning lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s war against Ukraine, we 
increased the resilience of our societies and critical infrastructure, and diversified our supply 
chains. We eliminated our dependency on Russian oil and gas, which made us vulnerable, and 
heightened our vigilance vis-à-vis China, whose stated ambitions and coercive policies chal-
lenge our security, interests and values. Over the years, we made great strides advancing the 
Women, Peace and Security agenda and integrating a gender perspective in everything 
NATO does, from defending our nations and deterring our adversaries to managing crises 
and cooperating with partners.

NATO’s adaptation this past decade has gone hand-in-hand with increased defence invest-
ments in all Allied countries, because our freedom does not come for free. At the NATO 
Summit in Wales in 2014, Allies committed to spend up to 2 percent of their Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) on defence. Nine years later, at the Vilnius Summit, they went a step further 
and made a more ambitious commitment to spend at least 2 percent of their GDP on defence. 
Consequently, over the past decade, defence spending across the Alliance has steadily and 
significantly increased. More and more nations now reach, or exceed, the 2 percent target.
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Although NATO has changed fundamentally in many ways, one thing has always remained 
the same. Nations across Europe and North America have stood strong together in NATO 
for 75 years to maintain peace and security. Preserving that unity has not always been easy. 
NATO is a family of 32 countries from both sides of the Atlantic, with different histories and 
cultures, and different political parties in government. Just like any family, there are disagree-
ments among its members – as there always have been, from the Suez Crisis in 1956 to the 
Iraq War in 2003. We should take differences among Allies seriously, but ultimately history 
shows that Allies have always been able to overcome their disagreements to maintain our 
shared security. The enduring values and interests that unite us are stronger than anything 
that may divide us. Not only has our unity prevailed over the decades, it has grown stronger 
in light of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine. President Putin thought he could 
divide us. He has done the exact opposite. We have strengthened our support for Ukraine 
and stepped up our defence of each other.

We live in a more complex and contested world. We do not know what the next years and 
decades will hold, but I know that whatever happens, NATO Allies are stronger and safer 
together than alone. The extraordinary idea at the core of our Alliance – ‘all for one, one for 
all’ – holds as true today as it did in 1949. With this in mind, I am confident NATO will 
remain an indispensable and irreplaceable anchor of stability and an engine of peace for 
generations to come. At 75, NATO is stronger and more united than ever.

Jens Stoltenberg, NATO Secretary General

Notes
	1	 Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, 

Portugal, the United Kingdom and the United States.
	2	 Speech by Secretary General of NATO Manfred Wörner at the IISS in Brussels, 10 September 1993.
	3	 The Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland became NATO members in 1999. Bulgaria, Estonia, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia in 2004. Albania and Croatia in 2009.
	4	 Four multinational battlegroups were created in 2017: in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. In 

February 2022, Allies agreed to establish four more multinational battlegroups in Bulgaria, 
Hungary, Romania and Slovakia.

	5	 At the 2018 Brussels Summit, Allies decided to establish a Cyberspace Operations Centre in 
Belgium, a Joint Force Command Norfolk headquarters in the United States, and a Joint Support 
and Enabling Command in Ulm, Germany. In October 2020, Allies agreed to establish a NATO 
Space Centre in Ramstein, Germany.

	6	 Australia, Japan, New Zealand and South Korea.
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The North Atlantic Council (NAC) is the very symbol of NATO’s consultation-oriented and 
consensus-building diplomacy. Here NATO makes its ultimate decisions and declares its 
positions. As NATO’s most senior decision-making body, it is chaired by the Secretary 
General, the Alliance’s top international civil servant. The NAC usually meets twice a year at 
the level of ministers of foreign affairs, three times a year at the level of ministers of defence 
and, most recently, annually at the summit level, with meetings attended by the individual 
Allies’ heads of state and government. The Washington Summit in July 2024 marks the 34th 
summit in NATO’s 75-year history. The outcomes of summits, reflected in declarations and 
communiqués, constitute key milestones in NATO’s evolution, since they formally set out 
the Allies’ collective view of NATO’s current challenges and commitments.

Few outside NATO Headquarters in Brussels understand how the NAC functions on a 
daily basis, as external audiences see only short videos of officials talking to the press at sum-
mits and ministerial meetings. The NAC meets at least every week, and often more fre-
quently, at the level of Permanent Representatives – the so-called ‘ambassadors’ to NATO. 
The conference room where these NAC meetings take place, located at the centre of NATO 
Headquarters, features an oval table with a seat for each ambassador. A small nameplate, 
symbolising that the participants represent their nations, marks the designated seat of each 
ally. The ambassadors sit around the table in alphabetical order by nationality. Behind the 
ambassadors are a few reserved places for the national delegations.

The Secretary General opens each NAC meeting with a short statement, outlines the 
agenda and calls upon the representative of each nation to comment or elaborate on its 
national views. This gives each representative an opportunity to discuss national policies as 
well as strategic and operational questions requiring collective decisions. Thus, the Council 
provides a forum for wide-ranging debate among the Allies on all issues affecting peace and 
security. The rule at NAC meetings is to limit each intervention to three minutes, with a 
visible time clock, although at times some Allies inevitably speak for longer. The Secretary 
General closes a NAC session, which typically lasts two to three hours, with a summary and 
a plan for the way forward. The Council’s secretariat produces notes for the record that 
capture both consensus and diverging views as well as issues that require further action. 
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Delegations usually report back separately to their respective capitals on the NAC meeting’s 
content and results to ensure that all stakeholders stay informed.

The items on the NAC agenda – especially ahead of ministerial meetings or summits – are 
normally accompanied by comprehensive reports and recommendations prepared by various 
subordinate committees and working groups at the Council’s request, or sometimes in the 
form of introductory briefings by senior NATO civilian and military officials.

The NAC often initially tasks the NATO Military Authorities – the Military Committee 
(Brussels), the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (Mons) or the Allied Command 
Transformation (Norfolk) – to provide advice. This military advice is often supplemented 
with political-military advice provided by civil committees, such as the Defence Policy and 
Planning Committee, the Deputies Committee, the Operations Policy Committee, the 
Political Committee or other committees or entities depending on the topic. All member 
states are represented at all levels of NATO’s elaborate committee structure. NATO’s 
International Staff facilitates negotiations and revisions of committee papers until the text is 
acceptable to all. Approval takes the form of the ‘silence procedure;’ the distribution of a 
document or text of a proposed NAC decision and a specified time that can elapse after 
which silence signifies assent. By the time the discussions reach the NAC, each nation’s posi-
tions are known and taken into account.

The committee reports and recommendations, and the NAC’s eventual decisions, must all 
receive unanimous support: NAC procedures do not include voting or majority decisions. As 
a result, policy decisions by the NAC express the collective will of all Allied nations, with each 
member, large or small, having an equal voice in this process. The Allies place high value on 
the principle of consensus. The principle is at times controversial, especially when only one 
member nation disagrees with a decision. The requirement for unanimity doubtless can slow 
decision-making and subsequent action, and can result in a lower ‘level of ambition,’ but 
NATO members recognise that failure to reach consensus means a loss for all. A commit-
ment by all results in a remarkable drive and a sense of unity, since Allies generally refuse to 
agree to any policy or action that they are not prepared to implement, at least to some 
degree. While the collective decisions Allies take are not legally binding, they are considered 
highly binding in a political sense, as they can legitimately be seen as an extension of the 
purposes set out in the North Atlantic Treaty.

While consultations take many forms, the most formal involves invoking Article 4 of the 
North Atlantic Treaty, which allows any allied nation to bring any issue of concern, especially 
related to its national security, to the attention of the other Allies. This can result in a joint 
decision or action. Since the Alliance’s creation in 1949, Article 4 has been invoked seven 
times: five times by Türkiye and once by Poland, and on 24 February 2022 several members 
requested that the NAC hold consultations under Article 4 following Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion of Ukraine.

The ‘NATO method’ of consultation and consensus constitutes the baseline for persistent 
cooperation and collective action. It depends on a unique and continuous interplay between 
NATO Headquarters and subordinate military headquarters of the NATO Command 
Structure and NATO agencies on the one hand, and between the international staff and the 
national delegations on the other. Although the larger members tend to lead discussions and 
set the framework for policies, the ‘NATO method’ enables the smaller Allies to share own-
ership of, and to influence, the Alliance’s decisions, thus turning the concept of an ‘Atlantic 
community’ into reality.
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INTRODUCTION
The Alliance for  

Our Times
John Andreas Olsen

On 4 April 2024, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) turned 75. It offers an 
important opportunity to reflect on the unchanging purpose and extraordinary endurance of 
the Alliance, as well as on NATO’s immediate and longer-term prospects. This anniversary 
takes place at a time of considerable international turmoil, which underscores the unique 
roles that NATO plays. While an occasion for celebration, it also prompts us to review the 
organisation’s practice of collective decision-making, cooperation and action through both 
calm and turbulent times.1

This book provides a comprehensive survey of the development and importance of 
NATO, its role in international relations and its influence on history. It examines NATO’s 
evolution as a political-military alliance in breadth, depth and context, seeking to analyse and 
explain why and how the Alliance has endured and remained relevant since its creation. While 
many institutions and organisations weaken or become irrelevant over time, NATO has not 
only survived several major crises and prolonged periods of tension, but has also gained 
strength, expanding from its original 12 members to 32, and extended its roles and missions 
to include three core tasks: deterrence and defence, crisis management and cooperative secu-
rity.2 In the process, the Allies converted the essence of the original North Atlantic Treaty – 
stronger together – into robust institutional and operational arrangements that would ensure 
NATO’s continuing value and longevity.

Looking Back: NATO at 75

The North Atlantic Treaty, signed on 4 April 1949, represented the recognition by the 
United States, Canada and ten European countries that only a genuinely transatlantic secu-
rity agreement could deter Soviet expansionism, prevent the revival of nationalist militarism 
in Europe through a strong North American presence on the continent and encourage polit-
ical integration among European states.3 While the Treaty was originally intended to cover 
only North America and the European signatories of the Brussels Pact (Belgium, France, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom),4 the United States wanted to 
include Denmark, Iceland, Norway and Portugal given their Atlantic coastlines, and France 
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insisted on including Italy. This ensured that the provisions of the Treaty applied to 
Greenland, the Faeroe Islands, Jan Mayen and Svalbard, as well as the Azores and the 
Mediterranean Sea. Importantly, control of the North Atlantic Ocean would ensure open 
sea-lines of communication that would allow safe transport of reinforcements from the 
United States to Europe if required.

The most sensitive issue during the months leading up to the formal signing of the treaty 
was not the Alliance’s purpose or composition, but the extent to which the United States 
would honour its ‘defence pledge,’ embodied in Article 5. The signatories eventually agreed 
on the wording ‘an armed attack against one or more… shall be considered an attack against 
them all’ and that each ally would take ‘action as it deems necessary, including the use of 
armed force’ in response to such an attack. This pledge of solidarity – ‘one for all, all for 
one’ – has since remained the cornerstone of the Alliance. The unique transatlantic compact, 
in the form of a 14-paragraph treaty, set the stage for a new era in world politics and interna-
tional relations. It created an unprecedented bond between two continents that would ulti-
mately become far stronger than any of the 12 signatories could have imagined. NATO 
remains the only framework that routinely and frequently brings Europe and North America 
together to address the central challenges that affect their shared security.

The evolution of NATO is a story of hard-earned success, because from its inception the 
Alliance has been beset by internal differences and challenges. This is hardly surprising when 
sovereign states with different geographic characteristics, history, culture, religion and threat 
perceptions must agree on matters concerning territorial integrity, nuclear policy and deter-
rence and defence writ large. While NATO’s unmatched longevity partially serves as a coun-
terexample to Lord Palmerston’s famous observation – ‘in international relations, there are 
no permanent friends or permanent enemies, only permanent interests’ – Realpolitik and 
national politics are always at play in the Alliance, sometimes overtly and at other times in the 
form of invisible undercurrents.

Yet through 75 years, the Allies have managed to overcome most difficulties through the 
time-tested ‘NATO method’ of consultation and consensus.5 NATO’s record shows that 
individual Allies have always sought to ensure that the overarching interests of a peaceful, 
prosperous and secure Europe surpassed or at least bypassed national grievances. Even when 
a country’s leaders at times questioned the relevance and effectiveness of NATO, the Allies 
typically reinforced the importance of cohesion, reminded each other of the principal ration-
ale for creating the Alliance and demonstrated strategic patience. This sense of common 
purpose and unity derives from the positivist appeal embedded in the words of the North 
Atlantic Treaty, which emphasise the values of ‘democracy, individual liberty and the rule of 
law’ without mentioning a specific threat or enemy.

That commitment drove the Allies’ commonality of purpose through the four decades of 
the Cold War and persisted after the collapse of the Warsaw Pact and the demise of the Soviet 
Union.6 Some NATO members sought justification for the Alliance’s continuation in the 
wording of the North Atlantic Treaty. Others believed NATO should support the Euro-
Atlantic aspirations of democratic nations in Europe, expand partnerships with non-NATO 
countries and stand ready to conduct or contribute to ‘out-of-area’ missions.7 Yet others 
continued to view Russia, ‘reformed’ or not, as a latent threat to democracy and the rules-
based international order. Either way, the 16 members at the time of German reunification 
needed and wanted NATO to remain in existence: whatever the future might hold, every 
member concluded that there is ‘no substitute for NATO’ and no alternative to the transat-
lantic bond it represents.8
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In explaining why and how NATO has developed and endured, it is important to acknowl-
edge unifying incidents, as well as the several crises NATO has faced over its long history, and 
to assess how NATO and individual Allies managed them.9 This book explains the immense 
effort involved in keeping NATO united through the 40 years of the Cold War, facing a 
threatening Soviet Union and confronting many crises, including Suez (1956), Berlin 
(1961), Cyprus (1964 and 1974), the Vietnam War (mid-1960s to mid-1970s) and the 
Euromissile controversy (1979–1985).

The most profound internal challenge to NATO unity culminated in 1966, when President 
Charles de Gaulle withdrew France from NATO’s integrated military command structure – a 
decision not reversed until 2009. De Gaulle expressed a desire for greater military independ-
ence, particularly vis-à-vis the United States. This manifested itself in the refusal to integrate 
France’s nuclear deterrent into NATO or accept any form of control over its armed forces, 
and the removal of all foreign forces from its territory. Still, ‘NATO left Paris, but France did 
not leave NATO.’ In 1974, Greece’s worsening relations with NATO had similar conse-
quences: a wave of public resentment at NATO’s inaction regarding the situation in Cyprus 
led then-Prime Minister Konstantinos Karamanlis, a great admirer of de Gaulle, to withdraw 
Greece from NATO’s integrated military structure. Greece remained a member of the 
Alliance but did not contribute staff to military headquarters or have a voice in shaping 
NATO’s military policy until it rejoined the Alliance’s command structure in 1980. In both 
cases, NATO found political and military solutions rather than severing all ties and the 
national decisions were transitional rather than irreversible.

Examining the post-Cold War period, this book also elaborates on the challenges involved 
in managing the enlargement from 16 to 32 members, establishing partnerships with some 
30 additional countries around the globe, conducting over 50 ‘out-of-area’ operations, and, 
most recently, providing support to one of the partners in a full-scale war in Europe. While 
representing national and regional viewpoints in these discussions, Allies always negotiated 
positions until they reached common ground for moving forward.

Over its 75-year history, flexibility has allowed the Alliance to adapt to changing political 
and military needs and conditions. In the 1950s, the Alliance focused on building its collec-
tive deterrence and defence capabilities nearly from scratch. In the 1960s, NATO also became 
a political instrument for pursuing confidence building and détente with the Soviet Union 
and, later, for arms-control negotiations. In the 1990s, the Alliance contributed to the 
post-Soviet stabilisation of Eastern Europe and Central Asia by incorporating new partners 
and Allies.

When the United States was the object of brutal terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001, 
NATO invoked Article 5 for the first and only time in its history. Through this action, NATO 
members showed their solidarity with one of its members and condemned, in the strongest 
possible way, the terrorist attacks. Consequently, for nearly 20 years, NATO members and 
partner countries deployed military forces to Afghanistan under a United Nations Security 
Council mandate. The fight against terrorism caused NATO to launch its first operations 
outside the Euro-Atlantic area and begin a far-reaching transformation of its capabilities. 
NATO Allies went into Afghanistan to ensure that the country would not again become a 
safe haven for international terrorists planning to attack NATO member countries.

While this book seeks to provide a long-term perspective on NATO, its point of departure 
is inevitably the present. Russia’s illegal annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in March 2014 
and its subsequent full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 demonstrated, once again, 
the Kremlin’s readiness to resort to military force against a sovereign nation, to inflict 
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devastating damage on infrastructure and cause major human suffering, and to violate inter-
national norms and agreements. Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine poses the gravest 
threat to Euro-Atlantic security since the end of the Cold War, shattering peace in Europe 
and reinforcing the need for NATO to ensure that its deterrence and defence baseline remains 
credible and effective.10 NATO has strengthened that posture significantly since 2014 and 
orchestrated the largest real-world deployment of Allied forces and capabilities in its history. 
Furthermore, as a direct result of Russia’s full-scale war on Ukraine, Finland and Sweden 
applied for membership after generations of non-alignment. All Allied governments, bar 
none, have reassessed their relationship with Moscow.

At the Vilnius Summit in July 2023, Allies further strengthened NATO’s deterrence and 
defence mission by approving new and more robust regional plans to counter the threats 
posed by both Russia and terrorism. While all NATO members agreed that Russia ‘is the 
most significant and distinct threat to Allies’ security and to peace and stability in the Euro-
Atlantic area,’ they also reaffirmed that terrorism, ‘in all its forms and manifestations, presents 
the most direct asymmetric threat to the security of our citizens and to international peace 
and prosperity.’11 At Vilnius, the Allies also addressed the challenge an increasingly ambitious 
China poses to the rules-based international order and discussed the impact of global trends 
on Euro-Atlantic security.

In every year since 2014, NATO Allies have increased their collective defence budget in 
real terms, and at the Summit in Vilnius they renewed their pledge to invest a minimum of 
2 per cent of Gross Domestic Product annually on defence. They also endorsed a Defence 
Production Action Plan to accelerate joint procurement, boost interoperability and generate 
investment and production capacity. NATO agreed on a multi-year assistance programme for 
Ukraine, held the inaugural meeting of the NATO-Ukraine Council, and reiterated that 
Ukraine will become a member of NATO when Allies agree and when conditions for mem-
bership are met. Russia’s unprovoked attack against Ukraine has stimulated remarkable 
resolve, cohesion and unity among Allies.

NATO at 75 arguably faces the most complex security environment since the end of the 
Cold War. In the second quarter of the twenty-first century, the Alliance can expect to address 
threats and security challenges that range from nuclear and conventional attacks to terrorism, 
cyber-attacks and the weaponisation of energy and information.

The Book: Structure and Brief Summaries

Although deep concerns surrounding the future direction and outcome of Russia’s war of 
aggression against Ukraine dominate NATO’s 75th anniversary, this book takes a wider view 
of the Alliance’s journey to explain how far NATO has come politically as well as militarily, 
the part NATO plays in today’s evolving world and its likely roles in the future. While NATO 
and individual Allies must continuously adapt to new realities, they also play a proactive role 
by shaping the environment in which they operate.

To present an inclusive study of the Alliance’s activities and milestone events and to offer 
a glimpse of the challenges ahead, the book’s 29 chapters fall into six functional categories 
that act as frameworks and explore specific topics as they pertain to NATO’s past, present and 
future (see Figure 0.1). Taken together, these chapters give the reader a broader and deeper 
understanding of both individual Allies and NATO as a whole. While the topics covered by 
some chapters may overlap to some extent, they address them from different perspectives, 
thus reinforcing rather than repeating each other.
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Figure 0.1 � The Routledge Handbook of NATO structure.

Author’s creation.
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The book should serve as a major source of reference for students and researchers at 
universities, as well as staff and fellows at security and defence-oriented think tanks. It should 
have value for governmental staff leaders, military personnel and other practitioners in the 
areas of foreign affairs and defence, and, not least, to anyone with an interest in security and 
defence. The book should be of interest not only to residents of the Euro-Atlantic area who 
are already familiar with NATO, but to all who want to learn more about NATO’s history, 
values, structures and decision-making processes, especially in today’s unstable world

Part I: A History of NATO, 1949–2024

The first part of the book covers the history of NATO from 1949 to 2024, focusing on 
milestone events, major debates, various internal difficulties and key strategic and operational 
developments. The five chapters in this section explore the establishment and development 
of NATO’s headquarters and commands; the strategies of massive retaliation and flexible 
response; the dual policy of deterrence and détente; and the changes following the end of the 
Cold War, including NATO’s new roles and missions and expanding memberships and part-
nerships, as well as NATO’s renewed attention to Russia.

	•	 Chapter 1 argues that the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty on 4 April 1949 repre-
sented the culmination of complex and at times confrontational diplomacy, reflecting the 
different perceptions and interests of the states involved about post-war threats and possi-
ble security arrangements. In the end a combination of vision, pragmatism and patience 
resulted in the formation of the most important alliance in modern history.

	•	 Chapter 2 covers the years 1949–1967 and explains how the Korean War led to the crea-
tion of a permanent military command structure and established the position of the 
Secretary General. The strategy of massive retaliation evolved during this period, because 
NATO recognised the impossibility of building sufficient conventional forces to match 
those of the Soviet Union and nuclear weapons offered a less expensive way to defend 
Allied territory.

	•	 Chapter 3 focuses on 1968–1989 and argues that the defeat of Soviet strategy in the Cold 
War resulted from NATO’s continuous political unity sustained by commitment to its 
policy of détente and its strategy of flexible response. The chapter concludes that NATO 
prevailed despite disagreements over basing nuclear weapons in Europe, arms control, 
defence expenditures and demands of large anti-nuclear movements.

	•	 Chapter 4 details NATO’s development from 1990 to 2013. It contends that NATO 
continued its core role of deterrence and defence while embarking on internal and exter-
nal adaptation, expanding the range of military operations and missions at the same time 
as embracing new partnerships and several rounds of enlargement. It ensured that the end 
of the Cold War did not cause NATO’s demise but consolidated NATO’s unique role in 
Euro-Atlantic security.

	•	 Chapter 5 examines the period from 2014 to 2024, arguing that the cost of the Afghan 
combat mission, which ended in 2014, was visible in that NATO Allies reacted timidly to 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea the same year. Transatlantic disputes grew during the 
Trump presidency, but NATO recognised its crisis and launched the ‘NATO 2030’ cam-
paign of political renewal, which Russia’s 2022 full-scale war on Ukraine greatly invigor-
ated, and further strengthened its deterrence and defence posture.
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Part II: Key Enduring Themes, 1949–2024

The second section of the book examines important enduring themes and longstanding 
issues that have persisted throughout NATO’s existence, including NATO’s military trans-
formations, the nuclear dimension of the Alliance and the continuous debate about NATO’s 
role in promoting non-proliferation and arms control. This section also sheds light on the 
always-contentious issue of transatlantic burden sharing and offers insights into Soviet and 
Russian security and defence approaches from Joseph Stalin to Vladimir Putin.

	•	 Chapter 6 addresses five military transformations between 1956 and 2024 that enabled 
NATO to adapt to the operational requirements associated with the ever-changing 
security environment and the strategic preferences of individual Allies. In each instance, 
the incumbent Supreme Allied Commander, Europe or Secretary General brought the 
necessary mix of vision and skill to make each transformation a source of strength and 
unity.

	•	 Chapter 7 reviews the origins and evolution of the Alliance’s nuclear dimension. It high-
lights three enduring themes: the primacy of nuclear deterrence in avoiding war, the 
importance of nuclear weapons in making Allied security indivisible and the interplay 
between nuclear and conventional components of NATO’s overall deterrence. It con-
cludes that threats posed by Russia and China drive NATO’s adaptations in its nuclear 
posture.

	•	 Chapter 8 focuses on how NATO reconciled its nuclear strategy with the Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons and the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks during 
the Cold War. It also discusses how the Alliance next dealt with the tension between its 
traditional reliance on nuclear deterrence and the aspirations of some members to reduce 
NATO’s strategic salience and enhance its role in promoting arms control.

	•	 Chapter 9 examines the various dimensions of burden sharing within NATO and the 
debates surrounding member state’s contribution throughout the Alliance’s 75-year his-
tory. It argues that NATO’s continued relevance will depend on European countries’ 
taking ownership of their own defence, both to ensure continental security and to improve 
transatlantic burden sharing. This will require investment in cash, capabilities and contri-
butions, including enhanced technology sharing.

	•	 Chapter 10 argues that Russia’s security and defence policy toward NATO has evolved in 
response to geopolitical circumstances and military-technical developments. It suggests 
that Russia’s enduring zero-sum security perspective is due to its geographic realities and 
historical-cultural heritage. It concludes that balancing national and collective interests 
with shared values to agree on action against Russia’s aggression will remain a complex 
test of Allied cohesion.

Part III: Military Operations, 1995–2024

The third part contains in-depth case studies of NATO’s use of military force – some more 
successful than others. It covers the Alliance’s involvement in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
1992–1995, the air campaign against the Serb regime in 1999, a series of operations in the 
Mediterranean after 11 September 2001, the long-lasting operations in Afghanistan from 
2003 to 2021 and the intervention in Libya in 2011. Each chapter describes NATO’s 


