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INTRODUCTION
BEYOND BURDEN SHARING

Donald Trump has emerged as the single biggest catalyst for a growing debate on both sides of the Atlantic about the future of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and U.S. policy regarding the alliance. His importance was apparent even before he became president. In his most definitive foreign policy speech during the 2016 presidential campaign, Trump asserted, “Our allies are not paying their fair share” of the collective defense effort. He added, “The countries we are defending must pay for the cost of this defense, and if not, the U.S. must be prepared to let these countries defend themselves.”1 Although the demand was couched in the context of traditional burden-sharing complaints, his comment suggested that the security commitment itself was not open ended or sacrosanct.

In July 2016, Trump indicated that whether the United States would defend the Baltic republics depended on whether they had fulfilled their alliance obligations. Asked during an interview with the New York Times if such NATO countries as Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia could count on the United States to come to their aid in case of a Russian attack, Trump answered with a question: “Have they fulfilled their obligations to us?” He then stated that “if they fulfill their obligations to us, the answer is yes.” Implicitly, if they had not done so, his answer would be “no.” Indeed, Trump noted later, “We’re talking about countries that are doing very well. Yes, I would be absolutely prepared to tell those countries, ‘Congratulations, you will be defending yourself [sic].’” Reporters observed that Trump’s comments sent “a chill through Europe.”2

Both domestic and foreign supporters of the status quo—that is, those favoring a tight link between the security policies of the United States and Europe—reacted with both anger and apprehension. Sen. Lindsey Graham (R-SC) argued, “Statements like these make the world more dangerous and the United States less safe. I can only imagine how our allies in NATO, particularly the Baltic states, must feel after reading these comments from Mr. Trump. I’m 100 percent certain how Russian president Putin feels—he’s a very happy man. The Republican nominee for President is essentially telling the Russians and other bad actors that the United States is not fully committed to supporting the NATO alliance.”3 NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg implicitly rebuked Trump, emphasizing that, “Solidarity among Allies is a key value for NATO. This is good for European security and good for US security.”4

Since he became president, Trump has diluted some of his more critical comments about NATO, and his administration’s actual policies have not differed all that much from those of his predecessors. Indeed, some of his first actions as president were to walk back his earlier depiction of NATO as “obsolete” and to emphasize that he believed the alliance still served a crucial function. Members of Trump’s foreign policy team went to even greater lengths to reassure the European allies.

Nevertheless, Trump’s apparent ambivalence toward NATO, including the Article 5 commitment proclaiming that an attack on one member is an attack on all, has surfaced periodically since he entered the Oval Office. In January 2019, the New York Times broke a major story noting that, in conversations with other officials in 2018, Trump had indicated on several occasions a willingness to withdraw the United States from the alliance.5 Again, though, it was unclear whether his comments constituted idle musings or serious consideration of an alternative grand strategy. Just days after the New York Times article appeared, Trump gave renewed assurances about his commitment to NATO, but once again did so in terms that emphasized his demand for greater burden sharing: “We will be with NATO 100 percent, but as I told the countries, you have to step up,” he stated.6

Speculation about Trump’s allegedly frosty attitude toward NATO beyond the burden-sharing issue exceeds the available evidence, however. On the eve of the May 2017 NATO summit, Brookings Institution scholar Thomas Wright observed, “President Trump is the only American president since NATO’s founding who has not explicitly endorsed Article 5.”7 The president’s coy stance at the summit itself did little to dispel the anxiety of staunch alliance supporters. Trump spoke of “the commitments that bind us together as one,” but as his legion of critics on both sides of the Atlantic pointed out, he did not explicitly reaffirm Article 5.8 An article in Foreign Policy asserted that Trump’s comments about that commitment at a closed-door dinner following the main, public session left alliance leaders “appalled.”9

The president’s behavior before and during the July 2018 summit raised new questions about his respect for the NATO allies and the sincerity of his commitment to Article 5.10 But alliance defenders habitually overstated the scope and nature of his criticisms. Once again, the source of his discontent was a perceived lack of burden sharing by the other NATO members. His goal was more serious, substantive defense efforts on the part of Washington’s European security partners. Once they satisfied his wishes on that issue (at least rhetorically), Trump expressed fulsome praise for the alliance.

U.S. discontent with burden sharing is nothing new; indeed, it dates almost from NATO’s birth. However, Washington’s frustration appears to have grown in the years since the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. U.S. military spending nearly doubled during the following decade, whereas the already modest outlays of NATO’s European members continued the downward trajectory that began with the end of the Cold War. Even before the emergence of Donald Trump, the issue was clearly becoming a growing source of annoyance to the United States.


WASHINGTON’S INCONSISTENT BURDEN-SHARING MESSAGE

Unfortunately, there has been a persistent gap between the expressed desires of U.S. leaders for the European allies to take greater responsibility for collective defense efforts and tangible U.S. actions that encouraged the Europeans to do so. Indeed, as discussed in Chapter 5, U.S. officials have repeatedly pursued policies that discouraged and even undermined independent European security initiatives. Washington’s actual behavior instead has fostered prolonged, excessive European dependence on America’s security leadership and military exertions, even as U.S. burden-sharing complaints have continued to mount.

In NSC 82, Washington’s primary defense guidance document regarding Europe during the early Cold War period, the Truman administration insisted that the European members of NATO would have to provide the bulk of the alliance’s military personnel.11 Yet the administration’s 1951 decision to expand the U.S. occupation army in West Germany and station more than 100,000 additional troops on the Continent as part of a NATO defense force sent the opposite message. Granted, NATO’s first supreme commander, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, insisted the deployment was merely temporary, until the European nations had recovered enough to build sufficient forces of their own. He believed that such a result definitely should take place within 10 years.12

Contrary to Eisenhower’s expectations, no withdrawal took place; instead, the size of the U.S. force gradually increased to more than 300,000. Indeed, even the post–Cold War downsizing of the U.S. military presence on the Continent was relatively modest. Washington’s “temporary” step in 1951 created a sizable, long-term tripwire in the event of a Soviet offensive. Guaranteeing that American military personnel would be among the initial casualties in any war encouraged European complacency and a perpetual overreliance on U.S. protection—however uneasy the allies might be from time to time about their dependence.

Washington’s verbal impatience at Europe’s reluctance to bear a greater share of the collective defense responsibility has flared periodically. In late 1953, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles warned that the United States might have to conduct an “agonizing reappraisal” of its European security commitment if the allies didn’t make a more serious effort.13 From the beginning, though, U.S. officials sent contradictory messages to the allies about how seriously Washington regarded the importance of burden sharing. The massive troop deployment that accompanied Dulles’s grousing was merely one example of that contradiction.

U.S. statements and actions have continuously undercut the official calls for the Europeans to boost their defense expenditures and undertake greater security responsibilities. Until the Trump administration, NATO’s European members routinely dismissed such warnings, and they did so for a very basic reason. Alan Tonelson, former associate editor at Foreign Policy, aptly identified the inherent futility of Washington’s burden-sharing approach. “U.S. leaders never gave the Europeans sufficient incentive to assume greater relative military responsibilities. The incentive was lacking, in turn, because Washington never believed it could afford to walk away from NATO or even reduce its role, if the allies stood firm. Worse, U.S. leaders repeatedly telegraphed that message to the Europeans—often in the midst of burden-sharing controversies.”14

Despite his earlier rhetoric about seeking greater European self-reliance regarding defense, as president, Eisenhower actually increased the connection of America’s security to that of the allies. His administration’s doctrine of massive retaliation emphasized that the United States definitely would treat an attack on another NATO member the same as it would an attack on American territory. The U.S. response might even include an escalation to thermonuclear war. In the United States, the massive retaliation policy met with some criticism because of its dangerous inflexibility, but the NATO allies actually seemed relieved. The Eisenhower administration’s stance reduced the danger that Washington would separate American and European security interests and objectives. Tight links, the Europeans assumed, also would make it less likely that the Soviet Union would seek to split the alliance and challenge the U.S. commitment.

President John F. Kennedy’s administration in turn adopted a “flexible response” policy to replace the reliance on massive retaliation, and that worried NATO capitals. As Christopher Layne, the Robert M. Gates Chair in Intelligence and National Security at Texas A&M University, documents in his seminal book, The Peace of Illusions: American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present, NATO’s European members sought multiple assurances of security solidarity.15 U.S. officials obliged at nearly every opportunity. President Kennedy’s secretary of defense, Robert S. McNamara, was categorical that there would be no waffling in Washington’s commitment. “The United States is prepared to respond immediately with nuclear weapons to the use of nuclear weapons against one or more members of the alliance. The United States is also prepared to counter with nuclear weapons any Soviet conventional attack so strong that it cannot be dealt with by conventional means.”16

Nevertheless, the allies seemed to remain nervous. As Layne notes, they feared that unless robust tripwire forces and weapons continued to be deployed, the United States and the Soviet Union (USSR) might strike an implicit deal in the event of war to confine the conflict to Moscow’s East European satellite empire and NATO Europe, thereby putting the American and Soviet homelands off limits.17 The allies’ priorities, Layne contends, were the opposite. They hoped that if war broke out, the superpowers would primarily fight it over the heads of the European countries and spare their region most of the devastating consequences.

The only way to prevent Washington from delinking America’s fortunes from those of its European allies in the event of a crisis was to insist on perpetuating a robust presence of U.S. ground forces. That measure demonstrated the inviolability of Washington’s commitment, and it made a cynical U.S.-Soviet deal to spare the rival homelands nearly impossible. So, too, did the deployment of intermediate-range U.S. nuclear missiles during the 1980s—a move that allied governments embraced, despite the intense public opposition from pacifist factions in West European countries.

The presence of tripwire forces to ensure American casualties at the outset of any armed conflict in Europe is a key reason why the NATO allies still want U.S. military units on the Continent, long after the end of the Cold War. Such tripwires supposedly ensure that the United States will not (indeed cannot) renege on its security commitment to the allies. That certainty, in turn, supposedly maximizes the credibility of deterrence and makes a war in Europe improbable. The European desire for a renewed and enhanced U.S. tripwire has soared as worries mount about the intentions of Russian president Vladimir Putin’s regime.

Despite prolific expressions of transatlantic security solidarity and the continued presence of U.S. tripwire forces, burden-sharing arguments have continued to plague NATO. As the January 5, 2019, New York Times obituary for Harold Brown, President Jimmy Carter’s secretary of defense, recalled, “Concerned that America’s allies were not sharing enough of the defense burden, Mr. Brown repeatedly urged the North Atlantic Treaty Organization … to increase military spending, but with limited success.” In his final meeting with his NATO counterparts, “He had sharp valedictory words for the allies: ‘They need to behave as if their military security is as important to them as it is to us.’”18

However, the U.S. message has remained as inconsistent and contradictory as ever. In June 2011, departing Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates issued a candid admonition to the alliance partners. “The blunt reality is that there will be dwindling appetite and patience in the U.S. Congress, and in the American body politic writ large, to expend increasingly precious funds on behalf of nations that are apparently unwilling to devote the necessary resources … to be serious and capable partners in their own defense,” he said in an address to a think tank in Brussels.19

At a meeting of NATO defense ministers in February 2014, Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel warned his European counterparts that they must step up their commitment to the alliance or watch it become irrelevant. Declining European defense budgets, he emphasized, are “not sustainable. Our alliance can endure only as long as we are willing to fight for it, and invest in it.” Rebalancing NATO’s “burden-sharing and capabilities,” Hagel stressed, “is mandatory—not elective.” His tone was firm: “America’s contributions in NATO remain starkly disproportionate, so adjustments in the U.S. defense budget cannot become an excuse for further cuts in European defense spending.”20

Yet U.S. officials still go out of their way to reassure the European allies that Washington’s commitment to NATO remains as steadfast as ever. That pattern has persisted during the Trump administration. The remarks that Vice President Mike Pence and Secretary of Defense James Mattis delivered at the annual Munich Security Conference in February 2017 signaled to European capitals that Trump’s rhetoric about NATO being obsolete and the supposedly conditional nature of the U.S. security commitment should not be taken all that seriously. Pence stressed the permanence of the transatlantic security relationship:


Today, on behalf of President Trump, I bring you this assurance. The United States of America strongly supports NATO and will be unwavering in our commitment to this transatlantic alliance. (Applause.) We’ve been faithful for generations—and as you keep faith with us, under President Trump we will always keep faith with you. Now, the fates of the United States and Europe are intertwined. Your struggles are our struggles. Your success is our success, and ultimately, we walk into the future together. This is President Trump’s promise: We will stand with Europe, today and every day.21



Mattis insisted that for the United States, “Article 5 is a bedrock commitment.” Moreover, Washington was taking new steps to underscore its commitment to the collective defense. “The United States is moving units into the Baltic states, Poland, Romania and Bulgaria, under Operation Atlantic Resolve.” Lest anyone worry about the new administration’s loyalty to NATO, Mattis added: “President Trump came into office and has thrown now his full support to NATO.”22

One could scarcely imagine a set of statements from high-level U.S. officials less likely to induce greater burden sharing. The underlying message from the new administration was that, despite Trump’s sometimes abrasive comments critical of NATO, very little of substance would change. The European allies could safely continue their longstanding free-riding ways. The problem for Pence, Mattis, and other passionate adherents to the status quo in transatlantic security policy is that both the roster of critics and the intensity of their criticisms are growing. The gap between the U.S. and European perspectives on burden sharing are becoming wider and more acrimonious.

U.S. officials point out that NATO members made a commitment at the 2006 summit (reiterated at the 2014 summit) to spend a minimum of 2 percent of their gross domestic product (GDP) on defense. At the time of the Ukraine crisis in 2014, other than the United States, only Britain and Greece (because of its worries about fellow NATO member Turkey) had met that goal. Since then, Estonia and Poland have done so—barely.

The other Eastern European nations, supposedly the most at risk of Russian intimidation or aggression, lag, sometimes far behind. As of July 2018, the other two Baltic republics, Lithuania and Latvia, are spending 1.7 and 1.8 percent, respectively. Romania devotes 1.8 percent; Bulgaria, 1.5 percent. Hungary and the Czech Republic bring up the rear at 1.1 percent. NATO’s leading countries do no better. The figures for France and Italy are 1.8 and 1.1 percent, respectively. Perhaps most telling, democratic Europe’s leading economic power, Germany, spends a mere 1.2 percent on defense.23



BURDEN-SHARING DISPUTES ARE NOT THE MAIN THREAT TO THE ALLIANCE

The burden-sharing issue continues to capture the bulk of media attention, but criticisms of NATO among members of the American foreign policy community now go far beyond that familiar complaint. To some extent, such discontent reflects inevitable questions about the continued relevance to America’s security of an alliance now entering its eighth decade and confronting a very different security environment than the one it was created to address. Moreover, the growing criticisms are not confined to this side of the Atlantic. European complaints about Washington’s sometimes overbearing leadership style, its regional and global behavior, and U.S. policy priorities are on the rise.

The sources of discontent have grown as the United States has pushed NATO to become an offensive rather than a purely defensive security organization. The alliance now pursues military missions in arenas such as the Balkans, Afghanistan, the Middle East, and North Africa. All of those theaters lie outside—in some cases, far outside—NATO’s original territorial concern. Such military missions also are vastly different from NATO’s original purpose: defending Western Europe from possible aggression by the Soviet Union.

Most of the new intra-alliance tensions involve issues that are more substantive, pertinent, and intractable than the traditional burden-sharing squabbles. For example, the allies have frustrated Washington’s determination, despite Russia’s opposition and mounting anger, to continue expanding NATO eastward. France, Germany, and other key members adamantly oppose that step. Those recalcitrant NATO members appear to have drawn the line against offering membership to Georgia and Ukraine.

Indeed, disagreements within NATO about overall policy toward Moscow are substantial. The United States and most of the East European members favor a hard-line, confrontational policy, believing that such a stance is necessary to deter Russian aggression. But France, Hungary, Italy, Turkey, and other NATO powers advocate a more accommodating approach. They resist the notion of treating Russia as though it poses a security threat akin to what the USSR once posed. Turkey already has concluded a major arms deal with Moscow (over Washington’s vehement objections). And there is proliferating discontent in NATO’s ranks about continuing, much less intensifying, the system of economic sanctions that alliance members imposed on Russia following that country’s annexation of Ukraine’s Crimea Peninsula in 2014.

Beyond the issue of policy toward Russia, disagreements are growing between the United States and its European allies about how to deal with developments in the Middle East and other regions. The sharp split regarding Washington’s undermining of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action—the multilateral agreement that placed restraints on Iran’s nuclear program in exchange for loosening the array of economic sanctions against Tehran—is a graphic example. The European Union’s leading powers have taken steps to preserve the fragile détente with Iran, even as the Trump administration continues to intensify its uncompromising posture toward that country’s clerical regime.

Perhaps the most disruptive development, though, is the growth of authoritarian populism in several NATO countries. That process is the most advanced in Turkey, where the government of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has become a thinly disguised dictatorship. But similar trends are evident in Hungary and Poland, where governments seem to be inexorably eroding democratic institutions and values. The coalition government that swept into power during the 2018 elections in Italy exhibits some of the same behavior, and increasingly relevant populist parties in other NATO countries confirm that the trend may span the continent. If that process continues, U.S. leaders will be hard pressed to credibly portray NATO as an alliance of democratic powers. And how the American public will react if called upon to defend a treaty ally ruled by an ugly dictatorship is decidedly unclear.

That problem will grow worse if the alliance adds new members that have a weak commitment to democratic norms. Ukraine could be an especially troublesome case. Although Kiev’s cheerleaders in Western (especially U.S.) media like to portray Ukraine as a beleaguered democratic David facing Russia’s evil, dictatorial Goliath, the reality is far murkier and more unsettling, especially with respect to political values.

Yet supporters seem oblivious to Kiev’s moral deficiencies. Moscow’s portrayal of the 2014 Maidan Revolution as a U.S. coup that brought a fascist regime to power in Ukraine was simplistic and unfair. Ukraine’s recently departed administration, led by Petro Poroshenko, did not fit such an extreme stereotype. Post-revolution elections appear to have been reasonably free and fair, and some major factions are committed to genuine democratic values. But Ukraine is hardly a model of Western-style democracy. Not only is it afflicted with extensive graft and corruption, but some extreme nationalist and even neo-Nazi groups play a significant role in the “new” Ukraine.24 The notoriously fascist Azov Battalion, for example, continues to occupy a prominent position in Kiev’s efforts to defeat separatists in Ukraine’s eastern Donbass region. Other armed ultranationalist units are active on the eastern front, and some of those domestic militias seek to intimidate more moderate Ukrainians throughout the country.25

Even the Poroshenko government itself had adopted troubling censorship measures and other autocratic policies.26 Officials in both Barack Obama’s and Donald Trump’s administrations have taken a much too casual attitude toward U.S. cooperation with a deeply flawed Ukrainian government. Worse, there is no indication that American policymakers have abandoned their goal of adding Ukraine to NATO. To the contrary, there are explicit signs that the bulk of the U.S. foreign policy establishment is more determined than ever to achieve that objective.

The increased salience of numerous troubling factors does not bode well for NATO’s long-term viability. Indeed, NATO is now confronting serious threats to its future. On its 70th anniversary, the venerable alliance is showing multiple cracks and fissures. But that should not be surprising. Seven decades is a very long period for any security organization or policy to remain relevant—much less to be the optimum arrangement for dealing with new security issues. After that many decades, marked by enormous changes in European and world affairs, both the European member nations and the United States must reconsider whether NATO serves their best interests any longer. Mounting evidence indicates it does not do so for either side.

The diplomatic, economic, and security environment in Europe cries out for a new, very different, transatlantic security relationship in the 21st century. The preservation of NATO is now based more on nostalgia, mental rigidity, and the power of vested interests than on rational strategic calculations. The January 22, 2019, passage of the NATO Support Act by the House of Representatives with a 357–22 vote epitomizes such ossified thinking. That legislation bars the use of funds to facilitate in any way U.S. withdrawal from NATO. The prevailing attitude seems to be one of “NATO forever,” regardless of circumstances or need.27

Cato Institute senior fellow Doug Bandow, a former assistant to President Ronald Reagan, aptly captures the sterile reasoning and institutional desperation that NATO partisans now exhibit. He concludes that NATO’s mission seems to be little more than “to preserve itself.”28 When preserving an institution rather than adopting policies best suited to protect the republic’s security has become the political elite’s principal objective, that is definitive evidence of a bankrupt policy. NATO policy has reached that point, and radical change is now appropriate.

A worthwhile transatlantic security policy for the 21st century must embody two important changes based on the recognition that, although American and European security interests overlap, they are not identical. First, Washington should offload more limited and parochial challenges in Europe and its immediate neighborhood to the Europeans. The repository for such a transfer of responsibility could be either a new alliance of Europe’s major powers or a European Union (EU) that becomes a security as well as an economic player in world affairs. The EU has both the population and economic resources to be such a geostrategic actor. The United States must stop treating the prosperous and capable European nations as ineffectual security dependents.

The second needed change is to limit America’s security role to problems that significantly impact important interests on both sides of the Atlantic. Insisting that all security issues be addressed through NATO is the epitome of obsolete thinking. The United States should develop a new coordinating mechanism with an independent Europeans-only entity to address security issues of mutual concern. But Washington should phase out both its military presence in Europe and, ultimately, U.S. membership in NATO. Attempting to remodel a Cold War institution to function effectively in a very different post–Cold War setting is proving frustrating and unrewarding for the United States. New thinking and a new U.S. security strategy regarding Europe have become urgent. NATO is an institutional dinosaur, and as Washington foolishly labors to expand the alliance eastward, antagonizing Russia and adding mostly small and vulnerable allies that are strategic liabilities rather than assets, it is now a dangerous dinosaur.





CHAPTER 1
NATO’S WORRISOME TRENDS AND GROWING FISSURES

As noted in the introduction, most of the traditional controversies and problems regarding NATO have involved burden sharing, with U.S. leaders demanding that the European allies boost their defense budgets and bear more of the costs of collective defense. In the 21st century, however, NATO is plagued by multiple signs of stress, divisions, and looming irrelevance. Surging anger about burden sharing is merely the most visible indication of an alliance in crisis. New thinking about NATO and its future—including whether it should even have a future—is required.

President Trump’s denunciations of European free riding during the 2016 campaign and at the July 2018 NATO summit were just less-diplomatic versions of Washington’s longstanding complaints. But the focus on burden sharing is unfortunate, because it obscures more fundamental problems with NATO—especially from the standpoint of U.S. interests.

Democratic Europe’s attitude about its continued security dependence on the United States is starkly contradictory. On the one hand, NATO’s European members seem content to spend very modest amounts on their own defense and divert financial resources to funding generous welfare states. Those countries also sometimes remain eager to offload onto the United States responsibility for dealing with security problems within and adjacent to their region. At the same time, they express increasingly pointed complaints about some U.S. policy priorities and overall U.S. arrogance.

In fairness, U.S. leaders are at least as culpable as their European counterparts for the latter’s unhealthy, longtime dependency. During NATO’s early years, Washington’s insistence on an undisputed leadership role and democratic Europe’s willingness to play a subordinate role may have been unavoidable. Time was needed for those nations to recover militarily, economically, and psychologically from the destruction and trauma of World War II.

But both Washington’s paternalism and Europe’s deference have persisted long after there was an arguable justification for them. As a result, the United States has undertaken defense obligations that are unnecessary, counterproductive, and often dangerous. The expansion of NATO into Eastern Europe (including into the territory of the defunct Soviet Union) to incorporate an assortment of mostly small, militarily irrelevant members vividly illustrates that phenomenon. As NATO’s leader, the United States has acquired a growing roster of security dependents—some with decidedly frosty relations with their large Russian neighbor.

A policy of U.S. primacy under the rhetorical guise of “U.S. leadership” has entangled America in an assortment of unrewarding new missions. At the same time, perpetuating Washington’s policy dominance into the post–Cold War era has failed to transform transatlantic security relations in a manner that could have benefited both Washington and its European allies. The way in which the NATO countries addressed the turmoil in the Balkans in the 1990s was a crucial example.

America’s entanglement in the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia was unfortunate on two levels. First, it was a missed opportunity in the vastly changed post–Cold War security environment for the United States to transfer responsibility for a subregional problem to NATO’s European members. Second, it transformed NATO from a defensive to an offensive alliance—and one with an expanded geographic focus. Both developments created dangerous precedents.


THE BALKAN WARS: A MISSED OPPORTUNITY FOR CONSTRUCTIVE CHANGE

As Yugoslavia began to unravel in the early 1990s, George H. W. Bush’s administration initially seemed inclined to let the leading European powers manage the situation. And those powers, especially Britain, France, and Germany, did take some initiatives. For example, they tried to get the feuding ethnic factions in the newly minted country of Bosnia-Herzegovina to work out a peaceful political solution. The centerpiece of that effort, orchestrated by the EU, was the Vance-Owen plan, named for former U.S. secretary of state Cyrus Vance and former British foreign secretary David Owen.1

Yet even at that early stage, U.S. officials found it difficult to resist the temptation to meddle. When Bill Clinton took office, his administration spurned the Vance-Owen Plan and sent subtle signals to Bosnia’s president—and the leader of the country’s Muslim faction—Alija Izetbegovic to resist provisions of that plan.2 Emboldened, Izetbegovic rejected the initiative, and the three-sided armed struggle among Bosnian Muslims, Croats, and Serbs intensified.

When their mediation effort faltered, European officials looked to Washington to take the lead in addressing the growing turbulence in Bosnia. U.S. officials professed reluctance to do so, but that was little more than a pro forma objection. Their activist response was fast in coming, and it reflected an underlying assumption (along with barely concealed contempt) that the Europeans were incapable of handling even modest security challenges without robust American leadership. An anonymous, high-ranking Bush administration official epitomized that attitude when he sneered, “These people could not organize a three-car motorcade if their lives depended on it.”3

The Clinton administration not only took the policy lead, it soon dominated the process. Washington insisted that Bosnia remain intact, and U.S. policy focused on suppressing the Croat and Serb secessionist campaigns. Clinton administration officials were especially determined to thwart the bid for independence by the Republika Srpska, the Serb entity that had gained control of nearly half of Bosnia’s territory and whose forces besieged the Muslim-controlled nominal national capital, Sarajevo.

Washington prodded its allies to adopt stronger anti-Serb measures, and that pressure eventually led to the first use of military force in NATO’s history: the launching of air strikes against Bosnian Serb forces. The NATO intervention produced a largely dictated peace agreement, the Dayton Accords, which U.S. Assistant Secretary of State Richard Holbrooke orchestrated in November 1995.4 Although the agreement ended the bloodshed, it did not make Bosnia anything more than a pretend country governed by a succession of international viceroys ruling through arbitrary edicts.5 Bosnia was, and is, an economic basket case heavily dependent on international financial inputs.

Not only does the country suffer from chronic economic malaise, but deep, bitter ethnic divisions persist, making effective political cooperation nearly impossible.6 There are signs that the ethnic animosity and divisions are growing even worse, although Western observers typically seek to blame alleged interference by Vladimir Putin instead of acknowledging the intractable societal divisions.7 In any case, more than two decades after the civil war, Bosnia remains a dysfunctional, poverty-stricken ward of the international community. Defenders of the NATO intervention and its aftermath actually have the audacity to cite developments such as a very modest decline in the country’s unemployment rate (to a still stratospheric 35.7 percent) in April 2018 as an important, positive development. They do so even though the youth unemployment rate was an even more horrific 57 percent.8

The Bosnia conflict was a huge missed opportunity for the United States to set new, more rational priorities for itself in the post–Cold War world. A far better policy would have been to inform the Europeans that a petty conflict in the Balkans did not reach the threshold of a serious security threat to the transatlantic community warranting direct U.S. involvement, much less requiring Washington’s leadership. NATO’s European members had no more right to expect a dominant U.S. role in dampening a Bosnian civil war than Americans would have had the right to expect European countries to take the lead in addressing a similar conflict in the Caribbean or Central America. By usurping the leadership role, Washington perpetuated an unhealthy European dependence—and sometimes outright free riding—on U.S. security exertions. Moreover, the U.S.-orchestrated outcome in Bosnia remains a festering political and economic mess to this day.



NATO: FROM DEFENSE TO OFFENSE

Throughout the Cold War, American and European leaders consistently portrayed NATO as a purely defensive alliance. They invariably emphasized the peaceful nature of their cooperation in contrast to the Kremlin’s record of belligerence and aggression. Moscow’s brutal suppression of even modest political deviations within its East European satellite empire helped confirm the proclaimed difference. Soviet tanks rolled into East Germany in 1953, Hungary in 1956, and Czechoslovakia in 1968 to crush such movements. Any objective observer could clearly see that NATO was an alliance of sovereign states, while the Warsaw Pact was an imperial enterprise of puppet regimes under Moscow’s total domination. Western accounts and propaganda stressed that fundamental difference, and the insistence that NATO was solely a defensive association was quite credible.

Promoting transatlantic political as well as security cooperation was, to be sure, a significant goal, and a succession of U.S. administrations encouraged greater economic and diplomatic cooperation among the democratic states of Western Europe. Washington believed that promoting such measures under the umbrella of a security organization that the United States led would discourage the renationalization of European defenses and the pursuit of narrow nationalistic policies that had caused the Continent so much grief. Yet while such objectives were relevant and significant, NATO’s central purpose was to prevent any expansionist ambitions that Moscow might harbor in Europe beyond the existing satellite empire.

As time has gone on, however, NATO’s image as a collection of democracies pursuing purely defensive objectives corresponds less and less to reality. Early in the post–Cold War years, the avoidance of offensive actions and objectives disappeared. The NATO interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo emphatically transformed NATO from a defensive alliance designed to deter or repel an attack on its members into an organization with an offensive orientation. In the case of Bosnia, the alliance projected military power in the midst of a civil war against a secessionist government that had not attacked or even threatened a NATO member. In the case of Kosovo, NATO used military force against a sovereign state, Serbia, recognized by the international community, to amputate one of its provinces. Once again, the target of NATO attacks had not committed the slightest act of aggression—or even threatened one—against any alliance member. Clearly, Article 5 had no applicability whatsoever to those situations.

The rationale for possible NATO military action had expanded dramatically. Citing a security justification for the interventions in the internecine Balkan conflicts flowing from Yugoslavia’s breakup required a major stretch of logic. Bill Clinton’s administration did assert that growing disorder in the Balkans could lead to another continent-wide crisis akin to what occurred because of the spark ignited in the region in 1914. But even most NATO partisans knew better than to emphasize such a far-fetched scenario. Instead, they focused on the alleged need to prevent a humanitarian tragedy. That justification failed to hold up to any serious scrutiny at the time, and it has grown even less credible over the years.9

A few NATO traditionalists were not happy about the alliance’s new missions or expanded geographic focus. Writing about the Kosovo war in 1999, Washington Post columnist Charles Krauthammer was caustic about the increasing focus of the “new NATO” on out-of-area missions. “What was wrong with the old NATO?” he asked rhetorically. Krauthammer cited the comment of Lord Hastings Ismay, NATO’s first secretary general, that NATO’s purpose was to keep the Russians out, the Americans in, and the Germans down, and contended that “all three missions survive,” albeit in altered, more subtle forms. “For the clever young thinkers of the [Clinton] administration,” Krauthammer went on sarcastically, “this is all too boring.” Referring to the transformational policies that Secretary of State Dean Acheson and other Western officials put in place after World War II, Krauthammer accused the Clinton foreign policy team of suffering from “Acheson envy” by wanting to create a memorable new international order. He saw them as trying to refashion NATO as “a robust, restless alliance ready to throw its weight around outside its own borders to impose order and goodness.” The Kosovo intervention, he warned, revealed “just how unsuited” the alliance was to its new extraterritorial tasks.10

Krauthammer’s observations were extremely perceptive. But even with his prominence in the American foreign policy community, his concerns about NATO’s new focus and the dangers it posed went largely unheeded. NATO continued to become an increasingly offensive alliance with an ever-expanding out-of-area orientation.

Indeed, as transformative as the Bosnia and Kosovo interventions were, at least they occurred in Europe, a region that the NATO powers considered relevant to their security even during the Cold War. Throughout that era, the alliance (and especially the United States) maintained informal, but important, security ties to Yugoslavia during the rule of strongman Josip Broz Tito and, after his death in 1980, with his successors.11 Washington also made it clear to Moscow that any act of military aggression against Yugoslavia would be considered a serious threat to the transatlantic community, even though the country was not a NATO member.

Now, however, many NATO military missions lie far outside the European theater. That point became evident following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States when Washington’s NATO allies invoked Article 5. Thereafter, Germany and other alliance members sent forces to assist the U.S. military campaign in Afghanistan.



NATO’S OUT-OF-AREA ENTANGLEMENTS: UNWISE FOR EUROPE

The new missions reflected a dramatic change in NATO’s geographic coverage. It became a misnomer and distortion to regard the alliance as a “transatlantic” organization protecting the security of Europe and North America. Indeed, as the Afghanistan operation confirmed, the focus increasingly was on problems outside those two regions. That point also was evident in 2011 when the United States joined with its European allies, especially Britain and France, to launch military attacks against Libya. The ostensible purpose of the aircraft and cruise missile strikes was to thwart a bloodbath that Muammar Qaddafi’s regime might unleash on innocent civilians. In reality, the intervention was another regime-change war.

The proliferation of such far-ranging missions has not been beneficial for either NATO’s European members or the United States. Sending troops to Afghanistan entangled European forces in a messy, intractable war in a country that posed little threat to any of the European countries. In essence, NATO governments became junior partners in an amorphous, armed, nation-building venture that Washington was pursuing.

European leaders and their publics are showing increasing uneasiness about signing on to Washington’s crusades in the Middle East and Afghanistan. Some NATO members, such as tiny Estonia, have sent token forces into Afghanistan for years in the apparent expectation that such contributions will strengthen the U.S. resolve to protect Estonia from the main threat it fears: an aggressive Russia. But entanglement in Washington’s numerous wars is a very high price to pay for such an assurance.

A major reason why Islamic radicals have attacked targets in Europe is not because of a visceral hatred of Western political and cultural values—although there is some of that. The main grievance is the involvement of those countries in U.S.-led wars in the Muslim world. The perpetrators of the December 2015 attack on the Bataclan concert hall in Paris did not shout out, “This is because you let women drive!” Instead, they shouted, “This is for Syria!” France had joined with its NATO allies to back the U.S.-led war both to oust Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad and to counter the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and French aircraft had been bombing ISIS-controlled areas for more than a year. The Paris attacks were bloody payback—as have been subsequent incidents in multiple NATO countries.12

If increasing their exposure to America’s wars in the Middle East and Central Asia is now a crucial requirement of burden sharing, the Europeans would be wise to opt out. That step might or might not cause the Trump administration (or a future U.S. administration) to reconsider the rationale for the U.S. commitment to NATO. But as Washington pushes the alliance to adopt an increasingly offensive focus, and one outside of Europe, the allies could be making a major, self-destructive blunder to follow Washington’s lead.



NATO’S OUT-OF-AREA ENTANGLEMENTS: UNWISE FOR AMERICA

At the same time, the United States faces European calls for a more activist Western stance in Eastern Europe to deter Russia. Washington has also had to deal with calls to embark on humanitarian or regime-change military ventures in North Africa and portions of the Middle East. Responding favorably to such missions is not in the best interests of the American people. The 2011 military intervention in Libya was a textbook example of how pressure from key NATO allies, especially France and Britain, entangled America in a mission that the United States should have avoided—and without the NATO connection might have chosen to avoid.

As rebellions against authoritarian regimes erupted throughout portions of the Greater Middle East in late 2010 and early 2011 (the so-called Arab Spring), the United States and its European allies pondered how to respond. One target of an uprising was longtime Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton described her initial reaction regarding a possible U.S.-led military intervention in the spring of 2011: “When I met with French president Nicolas Sarkozy, he urged the United States to support international military intervention to stop Qaddafi’s advance toward the rebel stronghold of Benghazi in eastern Libya. I was sympathetic, but not convinced.” She noted, “The United States had spent the previous decade bogged down in long and difficult wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,” and she was cautious about a similar undertaking in Libya.13

In testimony before Congress on March 10, Clinton not only stressed the need for “international authorization” before Washington embarked on such a venture, she cited a key reason for wariness: “Too often, other countries were quick to demand action but then looked to America to shoulder all the burdens and take all the risks.”14 That comment was an unsubtle swipe at NATO’s European members.

Members of the Arab League, which had long loathed the volatile Qaddafi, also were pressing for international intervention. The league included such close U.S. security partners as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. But Clinton noted that, at a meeting of the Group of Eight (G-8) economic powers, “the Europeans were even more gung ho. I got an earful about military intervention from Sarkozy.”15 She was somewhat cynical about the desire of the French to flex their muscles in North Africa to gain national prestige, but similar lobbying for intervention from Britain impressed her more. “When I saw British Foreign Secretary William Hague at dinner that night, he pressed the case for action. If Hague thought military action in Libya was necessary, that counted for a lot.”16 In Clinton’s opinion, Hague was a prudent pragmatist, not an impulsive crusader or someone inclined to engage in international political grandstanding.

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates also emphasized the impact of the call for military action coming from key NATO allies. Arab League lobbying “and strong British and French pressure for NATO to act, I think, together persuaded the president that the United States would need to take the lead” in organizing “a military campaign to stop Qaddafi.”17

Following the March G-8 summit, Clinton reported to President Obama that “our NATO allies are prepared to take the lead in any military action.”18 That approach corresponded perfectly with the White House’s preferences. Clinton stressed that Obama “wanted to keep U.S. involvement limited, so our allies would have to shoulder much of the burden and fly most of the sorties” that would be necessary to enforce a no-fly zone and eliminate Qaddafi’s air defenses.19

Views among NATO’s European members, though, ranged widely about how to proceed. France was so eager for the alliance to become a belligerent in Libya’s civil war that Sarkozy ordered French planes into action hours before the agreed-upon time to launch the first air strikes against Qaddafi’s forces. At the other extreme, Turkey agreed to the military option only with great reluctance, and NATO’s most important European member, Germany, was scarcely more enthusiastic.20 “Because we had the most capabilities,” Clinton noted, “the United States started out in the lead coordinating role. The next logical step was to have NATO organize the intervention.”21

The initial military phase certainly was overwhelmingly a U.S. operation. Navy warships in the Mediterranean launched more than 100 cruise missiles at targets in Libya. And for all the official emphasis on implementing a no-fly zone, many of those missiles were directed at Libyan ground forces advancing on rebel positions. That aspect became known as enforcing a “no-drive zone.” NATO’s regime-change motive, although little acknowledged, was a major factor. Indeed, Sarkozy was willing to acquiesce to Washington’s demand that NATO take over official command of enforcing the no-fly zone only if France, Britain, and other willing members were allowed to aggressively pursue no-drive zone operations on their own.22 After additional intense U.S. diplomatic efforts on that and other issues, NATO assumed formal command of the Libya military intervention, known now as Operation Unified Protector.

Even though NATO was officially in charge, the operation remained predominantly a U.S. mission. The regime-change ambitions of France, Britain, and the other European members exceeded their capabilities. Gates noted the imbalance: “All twenty-eight NATO allies voted to support the military mission in Libya, but just half provided some kind of contribution, and only eight actually provided aircraft for the strike mission. The United States had to provide the lion’s share of the reconnaissance capability and most of the mid-air refueling of planes; just three months into the campaign we had to resupply even our strongest allies with precision-guided bombs and missiles—they had exhausted their meager supply. Toward the final stages, we had to reenter the fray with our own fighters and drones.”23

It is uncertain if the United States would have launched the regime-change war in Libya without the lobbying efforts of the European allies. There were certainly influential U.S. advocates of a “humanitarian” military intervention, including within the inner circle of the Obama administration itself. Secretary of Defense Gates, an opponent of that course, cited Clinton, United Nations (UN) Ambassador Susan Rice, and senior National Security Council staffers Samantha Power and Ben Rhodes as especially vocal proponents. But the administration was sharply divided on the issue, with Vice President Joe Biden, the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other officials sharing Gates’s reluctance.24 The president himself seemed especially torn. Gates wrote that Obama later told him it was a very close call—a “51–49”—regarding his own views on the matter.25

If the administration’s ambivalence was that great, pro-war input from the NATO allies may well have been the decisive factor. Without their weight on the decisionmaking scales, the Obama administration likely would have refrained from intervening in Libya. Given the disastrous outcome of that venture, such restraint would have been wise.26 In addition to the impact of European lobbying, NATO was a useful, perhaps essential, multilateral fig leaf for the ambitions of Clinton and other pro-intervention U.S. officials. Clinton herself was quite candid about that aspect. “If there is a UN umbrella, and under that NATO is doing the operation, no one will see this as crusaders or East versus West.”27

Equally important, no one must view the operation as a unilateral U.S. military venture. Gates noted that even though pressure for action against Qaddafi from human rights activists at home and abroad was growing in the spring of 2011, “it was clear that the president was not going to act alone or without international sanction. He wanted any military operations to be under NATO auspices.”28

The missions in Afghanistan and Iraq (and to some extent Syria) illustrate how questionable U.S. policy preferences have dragged the European members into conflicts that they probably wished to avoid. Those interventions have brought European publics few benefits and numerous headaches. Conversely, the Libya intervention illustrates how allied pressure helped entangle the United States in a regime-change crusade that did not serve America’s best interests.

The growing uneasiness evident on both sides of the Atlantic suggests a fraying consensus about NATO’s proper role and greater awareness of important differences in European and American security interests. But that is not the only source of possible disunity. The rise of populism in the United States and portions of democratic Europe is producing a rebirth of foreign policy nationalism.29 Trump’s “America First” slogan is just one manifestation of that attitude. The rise of populism is leading to authoritarian policies in several NATO member countries, especially in Central and Eastern Europe, and that development has a serious potential to disrupt the alliance.



THE ERODING DEMOCRATIC CREDENTIALS OF NATO MEMBERS

Western leaders sought from the outset to portray NATO not only as a defensive alliance, but an association of democratic states. That latter component was never entirely true, however. One founding member, Portugal, was an autocratic, quasi-fascist state under the thumb of President Antonio Salazar. When Turkey (along with Greece) joined the alliance in 1952, it was a stretch to consider that country a democracy. Although regular elections took place, and there were some protections for civil liberties and democratic norms, the Turkish military was clearly the power behind the scenes. Indeed, on two occasions, in 1960 and 1971, the armed forces took direct control of the government.

Greece also proved to be less than a stable democracy. In 1967, a cabal of colonels took over the government and ruled the country for the next seven years. In the process, the junta not only committed extensive civil liberties abuses, it triggered an intra-NATO crisis in 1974 when it orchestrated a coup against a moderate government in majority-Greek Cyprus. That maneuver led to a Turkish military intervention in Cyprus (including the seizure of nearly 40 percent of the country’s territory) and nearly escalated to full-scale war between two NATO members.

The goal of deterring Soviet aggression impelled U.S. and European officials to disregard such authoritarian blemishes within the alliance. By the time the Cold War ended, though, NATO could credibly claim that it truly was an alliance of democratic nations. Even Turkey’s political system seemed at least quasi-democratic, with the military’s role less blatant and meddling. In recent years, however, that benign situation has changed dramatically.

Not only are fissures emerging in the alliance regarding security interests and policy preferences, but divisions regarding overall political values and practices are increasingly noticeable as well. A graphic sign of this development is the trend toward authoritarianism within several members. That source of disruption is most pronounced with respect to Turkey, but several other members are showing similar signs.

Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, began exhibiting autocratic tendencies years ago. Even under the country’s previous parliamentary system, when he served as prime minister, he continuously sought ways to stifle criticism and entrench his own political power. Erdoğan’s crackdown on a free press and his harassment of political opponents had reached alarming levels even before the abortive July 2016 coup by elements of Turkey’s military. The situation has grown much worse since that incident.

In early 2015, Steven A. Cook, a senior fellow for Middle Eastern Studies at the Council on Foreign Relations, documented the extent of Erdoğan’s consolidation of power, contending that “he has become the sun around which all Turkish politics revolve.” Cook noted that by then, most of the Turkish press exhibited support bordering on adoration for the prime minister and his policies, and that the dominance of that view was largely the result of “forced sales of newspapers and television stations to Erdoğan cronies.” Perhaps even more unsettling than the transformation of an independent Turkish press into cogs in a partisan political machine was the media’s participation in the president’s growing cult of personality. Media outlets had already begun referring to Erdoğan as “Büyük Usta or Great Master.” Cook noted that the atmosphere and imagery was sometimes “positively North Korean-esque.”30

In a matter of days following the collapse of the July 2016 revolt, Erdoğan’s administration not only purged hundreds of high-ranking military officers (a step for which there was at least reasonable justification) but also went after other institutions that had long impeded his attempts at autocratic rule. Nearly 3,000 judges were removed (and many of them arrested) within days of the coup attempt.31 Erdoğan even fired 21,000 teachers from the country’s school system, most because of their alleged support for his one-time ally, now staunch opponent, the religious leader Fethullah Gülen, who lives in exile in the United States.32 The extent and speed of the systematic purge confirmed that Erdoğan simply used the attempted coup as a pretext to execute a plan already in place. Indeed, suspicions persist that the alleged revolt was a false flag operation to facilitate and legitimize the president’s effort to establish a dictatorship. Erdoğan also used the episode to conduct an election changing the parliamentary system to a presidential one—with him, of course, occupying the now far more powerful post.

The purges have continued unabated since the immediate aftermath of the attempted coup, as have ever more repressive measures. Criticism of the regime or its policies is now extremely muted. Today, Erdoğan’s Turkey more closely resembles Putin’s Russia than a genuine Western democracy.

Erdoğan’s political party has won every election since 2000, including the most recent one in June 2018. Serious questions remain about that apparent political mandate, however. Not the least of them is the timing of the 2018 balloting: it was a snap election that Erdoğan called to solidify his power, with the all of the ongoing “state of emergency” restrictions imposed after the 2016 coup attempt still in place. Other questions emerged about voter intimidation, the security of ballots, and the accuracy of the vote count. Those concerns also existed with the April 2017 referendum that changed Turkey’s government from a parliamentary to a presidential system.33 The bottom line was that the entire election process in both 2017 and 2018 was neither free nor fair.34 The president and his political allies controlled nearly all of the main information sources, especially radio and television outlets.35 During the final days before the elections, only Erdoğan had television access to voters.36

Among NATO member countries, authoritarian trends are the most pronounced in Turkey, but that country is hardly the only one exhibiting that disturbing trait.37 U.S. and European leaders express growing concern about the authoritarianism enveloping Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán’s government. In a September 2014 speech, President Obama sharply criticized various regimes around the world for undermining civil institutions and engaging in various forms of repression. Most of his targets, including China, Venezuela, and Egypt, were predictable, since they were indisputably authoritarian political systems. But the president also included NATO and EU member Hungary among the nations in which “endless regulations and overt intimidation increasingly target civil society.”38

Hungary has not yet traveled quite as far as Turkey down the path of autocracy, but the trend is noticeable. Orbán has shown a disturbing intolerance of critics, including a willingness to harass them. Exploiting the unprecedented electoral success of his governing party, Fidesz, which amassed a super majority in parliament following elections in 2010,39 the prime minister pursued various initiatives to consolidate power. One key development was the successful campaign in 2013 to enact major constitutional changes—including measures that Hungary’s highest court had previously ruled unconstitutional, which weakened legislative and judicial checks on the prime minister’s authority.40

Even before the passage of those amendments, Orbán’s administration had initiated a crackdown reminiscent of those Erdoğan and Putin waged on media critics and human rights activists. The remaining independent journalists felt increasingly menaced. At one point, Orbán even proposed mandatory drug testing for journalists.41 One of the prime minister’s biggest targets was the Hungarian Civil Liberties Union, which has led a campaign to oppose his efforts to constrain freedom of expression and undermine dissidents. Using rhetoric reminiscent of Putin, he asserted that such groups are “paid political activists attempting to assert foreign interests in Hungary.”

Orbán’s war on foreign nongovernmental organizations continues to intensify. In late 2018, the government even ordered the closure of the Central European University.42 Billionaire Hungarian-American financier George Soros had founded that institution, and he remained its principal funder. He also had become an outspoken critic of Viktor Orbán and his policies. Orbán’s vitriol against Soros was steadily escalating even before the closure of the university. Such a drastic action, though, sent a blunt message to advocates of democracy in Hungary—and to their foreign backers.

Orbán’s authoritarian and xenophobic impulses have been worsening at a brisk pace. In one interview, he reportedly denounced the entire concept of multiculturalism and asserted that there should be no “mass scale” intermixing of different creeds.43 The government’s foreign and national security policies reflect that stance. As early as 2015, Hungary defied Brussels and unilaterally suspended application of the European Union’s asylum policy, contending that Hungary’s culture was being overwhelmed by an influx of refugees, primarily from the Middle East and North Africa. In March 2017, another new law went into effect empowering authorities to hold children as well as adult refugees in “containment camps” just inside the border.44

Hungary’s European partners in both NATO and the EU have expressed alarm about the political developments in that country.45 U.S. policymakers and journalists are showing similar concern and agitation. A CNN news story in April 2018 concluded darkly that “space for civil society and a functional independent media in Hungary is shrinking rapidly.”46 The expanded crackdown on Soros-funded organizations illustrates the repressive atmosphere and the Orbán administration’s hostility toward civil society activism.

Poland is the latest addition to the roster of NATO countries drifting—or rushing—toward autocracy. The electoral victory of the right-wing Law and Justice Party (known by its Polish acronym PiS) in October 2015 ushered in a number of troubling developments. The new government promptly pardoned the notorious head of the country’s security services, who had received a prison sentence for various abuses of power. But most alarming, the PiS regime ignored several rulings of Poland’s Constitutional Tribunal. One of the rulings invalidated the government’s attempt to replace five justices with new appointees. The prime minister and his colleagues defied the court and seated the new justices anyway. It was a brazen maneuver that surpassed President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s notorious court-packing scheme and would have made even that renowned player of political hardball blush.

The initial Polish power play alarmed both domestic critics and EU officials. Some 50,000 people poured into the streets of Warsaw in December 2015 to “defend democracy,” and Andrzej Zoll, former president of the Constitutional Tribunal, warned that “twenty-five years of democratic Poland are coming to an end.”47 EU Parliament president Martin Schulz described the actions of the Polish government as amounting to a “coup.”48

The situation has steadily worsened over the past three years. In the summer of 2018, the PiS administration expanded the rationale it had used to pack the Constitutional Tribunal to transform the rest of the judiciary politically and ideologically. It mandated the retirement of all judges over age 65—unless the government explicitly exempted a judge. Ruling party officials asserted that such a step was necessary to eliminate jurists from the communist era, but Brian Porter-Szucs, professor of history at the University of Michigan, points out that “only a few hundred judges out of around 10,000 began their careers on the bench prior to the fall of communism in 1989. Those judges were long ago screened to weed out those who had issued politically motivated rulings.”49 Porter-Szucs notes that some 40 percent of judges would be forced out of office and replaced by regime loyalists. This step, he contends, amounts to “a political takeover of the independent Polish judiciary.”50

Poland is now showing unmistakable signs of following Turkey and Hungary far down the path toward autocracy. Those trends are not confined to undermining judicial independence, although that is an especially alarming development. On Poland’s Independence Day in November 2017, more than 60,000 pro-government marchers filled Warsaw’s streets, chanting “pure Poland, white Poland,” in an emphatic and clearly racist opposition to immigration. The minister of the interior later called it “a beautiful sight.”51 University of Texas scholar Molly O’Neal also points out that PiS leaders seem increasingly fond of the highly autocratic leader of Poland during the years between the two world wars, Józef Pilsudski. The public nostalgia for Pilsudski is clearly evident—and growing—among PiS supporters as well.52

The surge of populist nationalism in Poland, displacing the more liberal “civic nationalism,” may pose a greater challenge to the values-driven EU than the security-oriented NATO, but it creates problems for both institutions. O’Neal notes that not only are the PiS government and its followers hostile to the EU and its cosmopolitan values, but they are especially resentful toward the EU’s leading power, Germany.53 Historical grievances contribute to that attitude. But playing an even greater role seems to be the sense that Berlin is a key source of perceived EU interference in Poland’s internal affairs aimed at undermining the country’s national identity and promoting cosmopolitanism.

One consequence of the growing anti-German perspective is that Warsaw wants closer ties (especially military ties) with the United States to guard against a Russian resurgence, but looser ties with Germany and the EU. Not only does that dynamic foster an intensified, unhealthy security dependence on Washington, but it undermines efforts to create a greater EU security role. The PiS regime and its supporters apparently favor the status quo of basing Poland’s security on a U.S.-dominated NATO rather than a French-German-led European security arrangement. But while Washington apparently can rely on Poland to be an enthusiastic security ally, U.S. leaders may have to confront the troubling reality that America is in an awkward relationship with an increasingly authoritarian ally.

What we are witnessing in Hungary and Poland is just an extreme version of an authoritarian populist trend that is transforming much of Central and Eastern Europe. Writing in Foreign Affairs, Ivan Krastev, chair of the Centre for Liberal Strategies in Sofia, Bulgaria, describes the phenomenon as an “illiberal revolution.”54 That may be a bit of an overstatement, but the political and ideological trends in the region are troubling. America is at risk of being obligated to defend an array of undemocratic, even downright repressive, NATO allies.



GROWING FRICTION OVER POLITICAL VALUES AND SECURITY PERSPECTIVES

Mounting uneasiness and even anger about the autocratic behavior of Turkey and some of the newer partners—especially Hungary and Poland—is evident in the United States and various other Cold War–era NATO countries. Critics are becoming quite vocal. American Enterprise Institute scholar Dalibor Rohac, for example, asserts flatly that Hungary and Poland are no longer democratic.55

Indeed, a growing chorus of critics is calling for the outright expulsion of Turkey, given the Erdoğan government’s brazen authoritarianism and other sins.56 Their complaints cite both Ankara’s repressive governance and Erdoğan’s increasingly cozy relationship with Moscow. The most visible symbol of that cooperation was the $2.5 billion sale of Russian S-400 air defense missiles to Turkey negotiated in December 2017.57 When reports of an impending deal surfaced in the autumn of 2017, the United States and other NATO members expressed their unhappiness, not only because those weapons cannot be integrated into NATO’s overall air defenses, but because such a deal symbolized the extent of Turkish-Russian collaboration. Indeed, alliance officials warned Ankara of negative “consequences” for going ahead with the agreement.58

The bilateral collaboration now goes far beyond the missile issue. The two governments (along with U.S. arch-adversary Iran) signed an oil and gas drilling agreement in August 2017. The measure followed a 2016 deal to build a Black Sea gas pipeline that bypassed Ukraine.59 Such steps are hardly consistent with Washington’s (or NATO’s) policy of imposing sanctions on Russia for the Kremlin’s annexation of Crimea and support for separatist forces in eastern Ukraine. Indeed, Ankara opposes the entire Western sanctions strategy against Moscow.60

The alliance will likely find it far more difficult in the 21st century than during the Cold War to look the other way if a member succumbs to dictatorial impulses. Even as vocal a NATO-phile as Celeste Wallander concedes, “After the fall of the Soviet Union, the liberal democratic credentials became even more important to the alliance.” NATO “sought to leverage the desire for membership to encourage political reforms by requiring that new members meet its standards for good governance.”61 She is worried about the political trends, especially in Central and Eastern Europe, and that NATO’s political strategy may be failing.

During the Cold War, NATO was widely understood to be primarily an anti-Soviet defense association. The professed commitment to liberal democracy, while important, was secondary. But in the post–Cold War era, NATO leaders repeatedly have stressed the organization’s commitment to democracy and human rights. Having Putin-style autocracies in NATO’s ranks would be more than a little embarrassing. Yet that is now a worry with respect to multiple members, especially Poland, Hungary, and Turkey. Indeed, in the last case, calling that country a democracy is already a cynical misnomer.



MULTIPLYING FISSURES PLAGUE NATO

NATO now faces severe stresses and fissures on the level of values as well as security needs and preferences.62 Moreover, both sets of problems are clearly getting worse, not better. In some cases, the strands of dissent and disunity seem to feed into one another, although that is not always true. Poland’s populist-authoritarian government favors a hard line toward Russia, fearing a renewed security threat from Moscow. But Hungary clearly does not, and the trend in Turkey is toward accommodation, not confrontation. The populist-inclined coalition that took power in Italy in 2018 is exhibiting similar tendencies. In October, the country’s deputy prime minister stated bluntly that Rome would oppose the renewal of EU sanctions against Russia.63

A fraying consensus about security policy combined with the sharp erosion of democratic values among several NATO members underscores the need for the United States to reconsider its NATO policy and downsize its European defense commitments. It is bad enough for U.S. leaders to risk the lives of the American people to defend a liberal democratic ally when that ally is not essential to the security of the republic. It is much worse to incur such a risk to defend a thinly disguised dictatorship that is not essential to America’s security. And it is still worse when such a supposed ally cannot be relied upon to support U.S. foreign policy objectives. Yet that is the ugly combination we face already with Turkey—and we confront multiple signs of similarly unpalatable developments in other NATO countries.

The proliferating problems plaguing NATO cannot be papered over by invoking vapid clichés about everlasting alliance solidarity.64 Policy change has now become essential and perhaps unavoidable. Washington needs to adopt a much more cautious and selective security relationship with the European powers. Unfortunately, the conventional wisdom in the United States seems to be that enlarging NATO and having the alliance pursue an ever-widening list of offensive goals in Europe and other regions is the appropriate strategy.

Especially disheartening is the apparent determination of America’s political and policy elites to wage a new cold war with Russia. Such a course will make relations with that nuclear-armed power needlessly tense and dangerous. Indeed, to a large extent, it has already done so.





CHAPTER 2
FATEFUL DECISION: NATO EXPANSION AND THE ROAD TO A NEW COLD WAR

During the first decade and a half of the post–Cold War era, NATO changed from a defensive to an offensive—or at least a hybrid defensive-offensive—alliance. It conducted combat operations for the first time—and did so outside of its traditional territory, both in the Balkans and in Afghanistan. Equally significant, NATO expanded its coverage into Central and Eastern Europe by adding numerous new members. The combination of those changes gradually poisoned relations with Russia.

Most Americans and other Westerners appear to have difficulty comprehending how much U.S.-NATO policy created tensions with Moscow and put both sides onto the path of a second cold war. Yet Washington bears much of the responsibility for that alarming outcome. Indeed, some of the damage occurred well before Vladimir Putin became Russia’s president and set democratic Russia on a more authoritarian course. Former U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union Jack F. Matlock Jr. cites the negative impact of NATO expansion and the U.S.-led military interventions in the Balkans on Russian attitudes toward the United States and the West:


President Bill Clinton supported NATO’s bombing of Serbia without U.N. Security Council approval and the expansion of NATO to include former Warsaw Pact countries. Those moves seemed to violate the understanding that the United States would not take advantage of the Soviet retreat from Eastern Europe. The effect on Russians’ trust in the United States was devastating. In 1991, polls indicated that about 80 percent of Russian citizens had a favorable view of the United States; in 1999, nearly the same percentage had an unfavorable view.1



In retrospect, what is surprising is just how accommodating the Kremlin seemed to be during the final years of the Cold War and the initial post–Cold War years. John Mearsheimer, the R. Wendell Harrison Distinguished Service Professor of Political Science at the University of Chicago, notes the mildness of Moscow’s views on NATO: “When the Cold War was ending, the Soviet Union made it clear that it favored keeping the U.S. military in Europe and maintaining NATO. The Soviet leaders understood that this arrangement had kept Germany pacified since World War II and would continue doing so after the country reunified and became much more powerful.”2 The Russians seemed to subscribe to the portions of NATO Secretary General Lord Ismay’s admonition about keeping the Americans in and the Germans down.

The issue of a united Germany in NATO was more contentious. In his memoirs, James A. Baker III, George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state, describes how Soviet leaders at first were strongly opposed to German membership in NATO if the country was reunified. However, they were equally uneasy about a united Germany outside the alliance. Although Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev and Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze toyed with the latter idea, they worried about such a powerful entity operating entirely on its own without the institutional restraints that the United States and the other leading NATO members could impose.

Bush and his national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, confirm how reluctant the Soviet leaders were initially about even the prospect of a united Germany, much less a united Germany in NATO. They describe how Gorbachev gradually, and grudgingly, came to accept that outcome.3 Baker and other Bush administration officials made a concerted effort to convince Gorbachev and Shevardnadze that a united Germany would be less dangerous embedded in NATO than operating as an independent, “nonaligned” power. Baker concedes, though, that it was not an easy sell.4

Indeed, it was not. Bush recalls telling Gorbachev that “given history, Germany in NATO—coupled with a stabilizing U.S. presence through the alliance—was best for everyone.” The answer to his concerns, Bush insisted, “was to change the nature of NATO.”5 To facilitate the prospects of Moscow’s acceptance, Washington’s diplomatic rationale emphasized that with the ending of acute East-West tensions, NATO already was changing in fundamental ways, especially by increasing the emphasis on a political rather than a military role. Bush and Scowcroft recalled that “if we were to have any chance” of convincing the Soviets to accept a united Germany in NATO “we would have to demonstrate how the character of the alliance was changing.”6

Gorbachev, though, remained somewhat skeptical about such assurances, and Shevardnadze even more so. At one point in the discussions, Gorbachev noted that U.S. leaders intended to retain the Western political-military bloc, even as the Soviet bloc clearly was dissolving. Such a position in his view seemed to contradict the goal of a new, much more cordial East-West relationship. He also seemed to test some of the core U.S. assurances, musing at one point, “I will say to the President that we want to enter NATO. After all, you said that NATO wasn’t directed against us, you said it was a new Europe, so why shouldn’t we apply?”7 Not surprisingly, Baker and other officials tried to move the discussion past that query as quickly as possible.

NATO preservation, including the addition of a united Germany and the continued deployment of U.S. military forces on the Continent was one thing; the Soviets ultimately were willing, albeit with reluctance, to accept such a result. Expanding the alliance beyond a united Germany was an entirely different matter as far as the Soviet Union (and later, Russia) was concerned. Indeed, there was some division and uneasiness within NATO itself about the alliance incorporating even a united Germany. British prime minister Margaret Thatcher expressed reservations about German reunification and even more concerns about moving NATO military forces into what would become the former East German state. Noting that with that step, “NATO would be moving [east],” and that the development was likely to make Gorbachev uneasy, Thatcher insisted: “He’s got to be given some reassurance.” Scowcroft admits that he was “dismayed” that Thatcher was essentially advocating “a demilitarized East Germany.”8

Bush administration officials were exceedingly pleased about the ultimate results of their diplomatic handiwork in getting Soviet acceptance of a united Germany in NATO. Scowcroft stated later that the outcome was one “in which there were only winners.” The administration, he contends, worked very hard “to move alliance strategy away from the Soviet Union and toward post–Cold War objectives. This gave Gorbachev the opportunity to argue to his Politburo that NATO had been transformed and was no longer a threat.” And such a perception was correct, he insists. “We had moved ahead the transformation of NATO, establishing its direction to act as a political instrument of European stabilization rather than one of military confrontation.”9

Perhaps Scowcroft genuinely believed that benign narrative. But even in his account, an undertone suggests the presence of different, more self-serving U.S. intentions. He expresses great satisfaction that the Warsaw Pact had formally dissolved. “I believed that NATO alone would retain an important role in European security and stability, and the U.S. with it.”10 Preserving Washington’s hegemonic position in Europe seemed to be more than a minor consideration.

President Bush’s attitude certainly did not reflect a “there were only winners” perspective. His candid comments during a session with West German chancellor Helmut Kohl clearly suggest a different view. Regarding the Soviet position against a united Germany staying in NATO, Bush erupted: “To hell with that! We prevailed, they didn’t. We can’t let the Soviets clutch victory from the jaws of defeat.”11 That certainly seems like the attitude of a triumphant victor, not someone who believed in reconciliation and “only winners” in ending the Cold War. Indeed, the United States behaved as typical hegemonic powers—or rising powers exploiting declining ones—have done throughout history.12


NATO ENCROACHES ON A DEMOCRATIC RUSSIA

The results have been most unfortunate, and plenty of warning signs of trouble were evident as Washington increasingly pressed its advantage. Mearsheimer concludes that even in the early 1990s, “Moscow was deeply opposed to NATO enlargement. The Russians believed their Western counterparts understood their fears and the alliance would not expand” eastward beyond Germany. Unfortunately, “the Clinton administration thought otherwise and in the 1990s began pushing NATO expansion.”13

The belief that NATO would not move farther eastward was a key reason why Gorbachev and Shevardnadze were willing, however reluctantly, to countenance not only a united Germany, but a united Germany within NATO. In his memoirs, Baker skirts around the issue of U.S. and Western assurances to the Kremlin regarding NATO’s ambitions beyond membership for Germany following reunification. But it is difficult to imagine any Soviet leader acquiescing to an open-ended enlargement of the alliance. Indeed, the bulk of the evidence indicates that U.S. officials did offer at least implicit promises to the contrary (more on this below).

Moves toward NATO expansion (or “enlargement”—the euphemism its advocates preferred) soon generated Russian suspicions and apprehension. Even a staunch expansion proponent such as Strobe Talbott, deputy secretary of state in Bill Clinton’s administration, acknowledged that effect:


One of the most difficult challenges to enlarging NATO is its effect on Russia. Many Russians see NATO as a vestige of the cold war, inherently directed against their country. They point out that they have disbanded the Warsaw Pact, their military alliance, and ask why the West should not do the same. For them, NATO’s plan to take in new members looks like a Western vote of no-confidence in the staying power of Russian reform. It makes them feel as though Russia is still on probation—still subject to a thinly disguised policy of containment…. These suspicions and warnings reverberate across the Russian political spectrum. They are exploited by conservative, reactionary, and fascistic elements who use the prospect of enlarging NATO as proof that the West is bent on humiliating Russia, keeping it weak, plotting its demise.14



Despite such indications that NATO expansion would create a hostile reaction in Russia, the Clinton administration remained determined to push expansion. Indeed, the new administration had adopted that goal privately within its first few months—although it continued to be coy on the issue for a while in its public statements. In her memoirs, Madeleine Albright, who served as U.S. ambassador to the United Nations (UN) and later as secretary of state, confirmed that the actual decision was made in June 1993. “We believed that NATO had to remain at the center of the European security system. No other institution had comparable clout. Second, it was only fair that NATO should open its doors to the new democracies, provided they met the same political and military standards as other members.” The administration, she stated, did conclude that “enlargement should occur gradually,” rather than abruptly. Although the meaning of “gradually” was not clear, the ultimate objective was never in doubt.15

Talbott’s speech was just one of several major addresses in 1995 by high-level officials confirming that the administration already was determined to begin implementing its goal of expanding the alliance. Secretary of State Warren Christopher and UN Ambassador Albright also made prominent contributions to the pro-expansion rhetorical barrage.16

Even the first stage of expansion in 1998, which offered membership to Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, annoyed Russia and fueled Moscow’s suspicions about long-term U.S. intentions in Eastern Europe. With regard to that first proposed round, Albright concedes, “[President Boris] Yeltsin and his countrymen were strongly opposed to enlargement, seeing it as a strategy for exploiting their vulnerability and moving Europe’s dividing line to the east, leaving them isolated.”17 She and other advocates of admitting Central and East European members insist that the Russian perception was wrong. The goal of both Washington and the newly free European countries, she insists, “was to do for Europe’s East what NATO and the Marshall Plan had done for Europe’s West. Their goal was to create a sphere of common interest in which every nation would live in security.”18

Republican proponents of expansion expressed similar views. Looking back on her years in George W. Bush’s administration, Condoleezza Rice contends that “NATO had become a vital instrument in the stabilization of post-communist Europe. Together with the European Union, it gave aspirant states from the former Eastern bloc a lodestar as they sought to reform and to end old rivalries between them. This was a replay of NATO’s original mission at the end of World War II. Although many remembered the Alliance principally as a barrier to Russian [sic] expansion, there had been a second purpose: NATO’s founders saw it as a democratic umbrella under which old rivals could resolve their differences.” Rice admits, though, that replicating that mission in Central and Eastern Europe, “required the continuous expansion of the Alliance.”19 It is especially unsettling that Rice, considered an expert on the Soviet Union and Russia, would not only regard the Cold War era as marked by Russian (not Soviet) expansion, but that she seemed oblivious or unconcerned about how Russians would view the expansion of a powerful Western military alliance right up to the borders of their country.

Even if Rice and other “Atlanticists” actually believed the rationale of spreading stability and democracy rather than simply mouthing it, the West’s moves did not allay Moscow’s concerns. Token gestures of conciliation—such as creating a liaison mechanism in the NATO-Russia Founding Act and allowing Russian officials to participate in NATO meetings—did not resolve that problem. Moreover, NATO’s moves to expand undermined the credibility of pro-Western members of Russia’s leadership elite. They had relied upon the informal assurances that if the Kremlin acquiesced to a united Germany in NATO, the alliance would not expand beyond Germany’s eastern border. They relayed such assurances to the Russian people, ultimately discrediting themselves politically.

In a 2009 interview with Der Spiegel, then–Russian president Dmitry Medvedev typified the bitterness of Russian leaders. Medvedev complained that after the Berlin Wall came down, it had “not been possible to redefine Russia’s place in Europe.” Moscow’s main hope was for a true European-wide security arrangement, either through the creation of a new organization or through a more empowered Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. What did Russia get instead? “None of the things that we were assured, namely that NATO would not expand endlessly eastwards and our interests would be continuously taken into consideration.”20

U.S. officials and their defenders among American foreign policy academics vehemently dispute that contention. In a 2009 Washington Quarterly article, Mark Kramer, a scholar at Harvard University’s Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies, even asserted that such claims were a complete myth. “Indeed,” he insisted, “the issue [of NATO expansion beyond East Germany] never came up during the negotiations on German reunification.”21 Mary Elise Sarotte, Dean’s Professor of History at the University of Southern California, effectively debunks that argument, providing evidence that the issue arose “soon after the Berlin Wall opened” and was discussed several times. However, she also concludes that “there was never a formal deal, as Russia alleges….”22

The United States correctly asserts that nothing was put in writing affirming a geographic limitation on NATO’s membership; however, the clarity, extent, and duration of any verbal commitment to refrain from expansion remain matters of intense controversy.23 And invoking the “you didn’t get it in writing” dodge did not inspire the Kremlin’s trust. Indeed, media and scholarly critics of NATO’s expansion argue that the United States and its NATO allies clearly misled the Kremlin.

Documents unearthed from various national archives in the past two years tend to support the contention that U.S. and Western officials gave at least implied assurances about NATO having no expansionist ambitions east of Germany.24 Svetlana Savranskaya and Tom Blanton, analysts at the National Security archive, examined those documents and concluded “that discussions of NATO in the context of German unification negotiations in 1990 were not at all narrowly limited to the status of East German territory, and that subsequent Soviet and Russian complaints about being misled about NATO expansion were founded in written contemporaneous memcons [memos of face-to-face conversations] and telcons [memos of telephone conversations] at the highest levels.”25

The initial round of enlargement, combined with the West’s brazen military interventions in the Balkans, undermined friendly relations with Russia. NATO partisans deny this and argue that the deterioration of East-West relations did not really commence until Russia launched its war against Georgia in 2008. Some even contend that a major breakdown did not take place until Russia seized Crimea and intervened in eastern Ukraine to support secessionist forces in 2014.26

Such arguments are inaccurate at best and utterly disingenuous at worst. George Kennan, the intellectual father of America’s containment policy during the Cold War, perceptively warned in a May 2, 1998, New York Times interview what the Senate’s ratification of NATO’s first round of expansion would set in motion. “I think it is the beginning of a new cold war,” Kennan stated. “I think the Russians will gradually react quite adversely and it will affect their policies. I think it is a tragic mistake. There was no reason for this whatsoever. No one was threatening anybody else. This expansion would make the Founding Fathers of this country turn over in their graves.”27

Mearsheimer observes correctly that, with regard to NATO’s move east, “Russian leaders complained bitterly from the start.”28 President Clinton conceded as much. He asserted that his goal was to “establish a process for opening NATO’s door to the Central European nations in a way that wouldn’t cause Yeltsin too many problems in Russia.” The vehicle for that, Clinton believed, was the Partnership for Peace—a halfway house toward full NATO membership for those countries.

But Yeltsin was not happy with U.S. policy regarding NATO. In a December 1994 speech, he accused Clinton of trading a cold war for a “cold peace” by pushing NATO expansion. Clinton was miffed. “I was stunned and angry, because I didn’t know what had set him off.”29 The president’s cluelessness continued during the following years. When the Russian leader gave a tough speech at the UN General Assembly in October 1995, Clinton dismissed it as “mostly for domestic consumption,” and concluded that Yeltsin was under a lot of pressure at home “from ultranationalists over NATO expansion and the aggressive role the United States was playing in Bosnia.”30

The inability of Clinton and other U.S. officials to recognize the mounting warning signals coming out of Moscow is breathtaking. Shortly after Yeltsin’s reelection in 1996, Clinton met with him in Helsinki. Clinton’s account of the meeting epitomized the tone-deaf nature of U.S. policy regarding NATO expansion. “When I told Boris that I wanted NATO both to expand and to sign an agreement with Russia, he asked me to commit secretly—in his words ‘in a closet’—to limiting future NATO expansion to the Warsaw Pact, thus excluding the states of the former Soviet Union, like the Baltics and Ukraine.” That initiative constituted a considerable dilution of the position that Gorbachev and Shevardnadze had pushed—no alliance expansion beyond the eastern border of a united Germany.

Yet Clinton utterly spurned the compromise offer. “I said I couldn’t do that because, first of all, it wouldn’t remain secret, and doing so would undermine the credibility of the Partnership for Peace.” He then told Yeltsin that such a limitation would not be “in America’s or Russia’s interest. NATO’s governing mission is no longer directed against Russia but against the new threats to peace and stability in Europe.” Despite that assurance, he notes, “Yeltsin was still afraid of the domestic reaction to expansion.”31

My own interactions with Russian diplomats, academics, and journalists during the mid- and late-1990s confirm that the negative attitude about Washington’s increasingly apparent desire to expand NATO eastward was not confined to Russia’s political elite. Uniformly, they expressed anger and feelings of betrayal. However, Russia was too weak militarily and economically to do anything about the U.S.-led intrusion.

As former ambassador Jack Matlock points out, NATO’s conduct in the unraveling Yugoslavia reinforced Russia’s fears about the consequences for their immediate neighborhood if the alliance continued moving eastward. That point was apparent as early as 1995 when NATO planes began bombing Serb positions during Bosnia’s civil war. Yeltsin responded that “this is the first sign of what could happen when NATO comes right up to the Russian Federation’s borders.”32 Moscow’s trust in Western intentions was fading markedly and fast.

The second round of expansion in 2004 brought into NATO not only more former Warsaw Pact members, but the Baltic republics, entities that had been part of the Soviet Union itself. Moreover, George W. Bush’s administration made clear that the United States intended to see the alliance add both Georgia and Ukraine in yet another round of enlargement. Bush enthusiastically embraced the ambitions of both countries for membership and strongly lobbied for that goal.33

Washington’s European allies began to balk, however. France, Germany, and other long-standing alliance partners were unwilling to support that step when Bush formally proposed the first stage in the admission process, a Membership Action Plan, for Georgia and Ukraine at the April 2008 NATO summit in Bucharest, Romania.34 Secretary of State Rice recalls that German chancellor Angela Merkel was especially negative. Merkel “did not trust the Georgians, whom she still saw as corrupt.” The German leader also observed that Ukraine’s governing coalition following the 2004 Orange Revolution “was a mess.”35

Although the primary reason for Western European reluctance was the unsatisfactory domestic political and economic situations in both countries, there also was uneasiness that another round of NATO expansion might fatally damage already delicate relations with Russia. Even Bush concedes that officials in both Paris and Berlin were worried about that aspect, noting that “Angela Merkel and Nicolas Sarkozy … were skeptical. They knew Georgia and Ukraine had tense relationships with Moscow, and they worried NATO could get drawn into a war with Russia.”36

Despite the intra-alliance resistance to the Bush administration’s push to offer Membership Action Plans to Kiev and Tbilisi, the outcome of the Bucharest summit was not a total defeat for U.S. ambitions. The summit’s final declaration contained language stating, “NATO welcomes Ukraine’s and Georgia’s Euro Atlantic aspirations for membership in NATO. We agreed today that these countries will become members of NATO.”37 No timetable was given, but the ultimate outcome seemed clear.

The Kremlin’s anger threatened to boil over at this point, and Moscow began to push back. Even before the final summit declaration, Vladimir Putin bluntly warned alliance members, “The emergence of a powerful military bloc at our borders will be seen as a direct threat to Russian security.”38 The country’s deputy foreign minister, Alexander Grushko, stated that NATO membership for Georgia and Ukraine would be “a huge strategic mistake” causing the “most serious consequences” for European peace and security.39

Germany, France, and other key European allies became even more wary of provoking the Kremlin by adding Georgia and Ukraine to NATO when war broke out between Georgia and Russia in August 2008 (see Chapter 4). Initial European condemnations of Russian aggression began to fade as evidence emerged that Tbilisi had made the first military move in the crisis. The reluctance of “old Europe” (Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s dismissive label) to support NATO membership for Georgia and Ukraine has diminished little since that time.

Unfortunately, neither has Washington’s determination to see those countries admitted to NATO. Even the persistence of severe tensions between Russia and Ukraine since the 2014 crisis has had little sobering effect on Washington. During a visit to Tbilisi in August 2017, Vice President Mike Pence blithely declared, “President Trump and I stand by the 2008 NATO Bucharest statement, which made it clear that Georgia will one day become a member of NATO.” He added, “We strongly support Georgia’s aspiration to become a member of NATO. And we’ll continue to work closely with this Prime Minister and the government of Georgia broadly to advance the policies that will facilitate becoming a NATO member.”40

Indeed, American anti-Russian hawks seem more determined than ever to extend Washington’s security umbrella over Ukraine and Georgia. Writing in the Weekly Standard in 2014, former UN ambassador (and later national security adviser) John Bolton made that objective clear:


Obama left Ukraine and Georgia to fend for themselves, ignoring the politico-military reality that Russia instinctively understood. He thereby left open the vulnerability that Bush had tried to close in April 2008. Many who now oppose robust U.S. efforts to protect Ukraine from Russian depredation and partition assert that we have no serious interests there, and accordingly also reject any hint we might once again consider NATO membership. Yet, in the long term, joining the alliance is the only strategy that can realistically secure Georgian and Ukrainian sovereignty and keep alive the option of joining the West more broadly.41



That position was a bit much even for a renowned hawkish Russophobe like former national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski. Although he favored sending arms to Ukraine, he drew the line at giving Kiev NATO membership, recognizing what a severe provocation it would be to Russia. Writing in the American Interest, he stated that “there should be clarity that Ukraine will not be a member of NATO. I think that is important for a variety of political reasons. If you look at the map, it’s important for Russia from a psychological, strategic point of view.” Brzezinski even believed that Putin would be receptive to Ukraine joining the EU, if it was clear that NATO membership would not follow.42

Other members of the American foreign policy community want to push ahead on the latter goal, however. Luke Coffey, director of the Douglas and Sarah Allison Center for Foreign Policy at the conservative Heritage Foundation, issued a report in January 2018 titled “NATO Membership for Georgia: In U.S. and European Interest.” In the report, Coffey states flatly that the United States must “continue to be an advocate for Georgia’s eventual membership in NATO.” The report also urged NATO members at the July 2018 summit in Brussels to reaffirm the commitment originally made in 2008 concerning eventual membership for Georgia.43

Continuing enthusiasm for adding Georgia and Ukraine to NATO is not confined to conservative or neoconservative precincts. Damon Wilson and David J. Kramer, scholars at the Atlantic Council, authored an August 2018 report, “Enlarge NATO to Ensure Peace in Europe.” They argue, “Extending NATO membership to nations who earn it can eliminate destabilizing security vacuums.” In their view, not taking such a step creates needless dangers. “Without a sense of timing on when such membership is coming, the dangerous gray zone that Ukraine and Georgia find themselves in will continue. Allies should not allow their aspirations to be held hostage by Russian occupation.44



DELUSIONAL THINKING OR ARROGANCE? WASHINGTON’S MOTIVES FOR NATO EXPANSION

Washington’s never-ending quest to expand NATO seemed calculated to emphasize that Russia had lost the Cold War and should, therefore, be content with the role of a defeated, second-tier power. That attitude and the policies it spawned poisoned East-West relations and created the conditions for a second cold war.

U.S. officials insisted, however, that NATO expansion was not directed at Russia and that Russian officials should not consider the process hostile or menacing. Quite the contrary, they maintained. Strobe Talbott argued that embedding Eastern Europe’s newly liberated nations in both the EU and NATO was the key to future stability in the region. Enlargement of NATO, he predicted, “would be a force for the rule of law within Europe’s new democracies and among them.”45 Promoting such stability, the argument went, actually would benefit Russia.

However, Talbott (and other Clinton administration officials) clearly considered Russia to be in a separate, decidedly less trustworthy, category than other nations in Eastern Europe:


First, NATO is and will remain for the foreseeable future, including when it takes in new members, a military alliance and a collective defense pact. Second, among the contingencies for which NATO must be prepared is that Russia will abandon democracy and return to the threatening patterns of international behavior that have sometimes characterized its history, particularly during the Soviet period. Uncertainty about Russia’s future is inescapably among the factors to be taken into account in shaping decisions about European security.46



Even to the most ardently pro-Western, pro-democracy factions in Russia, the U.S. determination to consider any of the Soviet Union’s former satellite nations for NATO membership should have been painfully evident. Conversely, Russia had no chance of receiving an invitation in the foreseeable future. The assertion that NATO was not directed against any country may have been a convenient fiction for U.S. leaders, but it was a fiction. Deterring and containing Russia was not the only purpose of NATO expansion; many U.S. and Western European officials genuinely wanted to spread and protect the blessings of democracy and free markets. But the lack of trust toward Russia—and the underlying goal of containing Moscow’s power—also was apparent.

Yet even some realist scholars do not dismiss as brazen hypocrisy the statements of benign intent on the part of NATO expansion advocates. Mearsheimer, for example, contends that the strategy was not based on realist calculations that Russia was a threat that had to be deterred. Instead, it was based “mainly on liberal principles, and its chief architects did not think Moscow should have seen it as threatening.”47 He also stresses that “the liberals within the Clinton administration had won the battle for NATO expansion” by the late 1990s and had “little difficulty” convincing like-minded types in Europe to endorse the project. In fact, “Western European elites may have been even more wedded than the Americans to the notion that an all-inclusive liberal order could maintain long-term peace in Europe.”48

But it is not easy to separate that desire from the potent fear of Russia that dominated the views of the populations and officials throughout newly liberated Eastern Europe. In his memoirs, President Clinton mentions that such comments repeatedly punctuated his meetings with East European leaders.49 He notes that Polish president Lech Wałe˛sa was especially apprehensive. “He was deeply suspicious of Russia and wanted Poland in NATO as soon as possible.”50 Given the history of Moscow’s heavy-handed interactions with its smaller East European neighbors (during both the Soviet and czarist eras) such wariness about Russia was entirely understandable. Nevertheless, it was a mistake for American officials to let such concerns unduly influence U.S. policy regarding NATO expansion.

Mearsheimer concludes that liberal internationalist ideologues “came to dominate the discourse about European security so thoroughly during the first decade of the twenty-first century that further NATO expansion faced little opposition” from any source.51 That was undoubtedly true in the United States. The first round of enlargement generated a fairly robust debate in the Senate and throughout the media and foreign policy communities. Nineteen senators voted against the measure in May 1998. Just five years later, the vote approving the second, more provocative, round was unanimous. Subsequent Senate votes on new NATO members have been unanimous or nearly so. In 2017, the chamber endorsed the admission of tiny Montenegro 97–2, with only Rand Paul (R-KY) and Mike Lee (R-UT) dissenting.52

A pervasive confidence in the efficacy of broadening NATO and other liberal Western institutions still seemed to animate U.S. and some European officials during the attempt to integrate Ukraine into those institutions over Moscow’s vehement objections. Western leaders certainly have invoked the “liberal peace and reform” rationale publicly, and sometimes privately, throughout the expansion process.53 In his memoirs, George W. Bush reflects that attitude when he expresses great personal pride in casting the U.S. vote at the alliance’s November 2002 summit in Bucharest to extend membership invitations to four former Warsaw Pact countries and the three Baltic republics. His language is quite revealing. “I viewed NATO expansion as a powerful tool to advance the freedom agenda. Because NATO requires nations to meet high standards for economic and political openness, the possibility of membership acts as an incentive for reform.”

Some U.S. leaders persisted in the official stance that NATO had no hostile intent toward Russia long after the credibility of that assurance was threadbare. In the midst of the 2014 Ukraine crisis, President Obama told an audience in Estonia that “our NATO Alliance is not aimed ‘against’ any other country.”54 But even in the unlikely event that U.S. policymakers throughout the post–Cold War period believed their own rhetoric about NATO’s goals being benevolent and largely nonmilitary, that position was irrational. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates spoke a blunt truth at the February 2007 Munich Security Conference. Although his main focus was on getting greater burden sharing from the European allies, his remarks had a broader implication. “NATO is not a ‘paper membership’ or a ‘social club’ or a ‘talk shop.’ It is a military alliance—one with serious real-world obligations,” he stressed.55 Despite soothing words to the contrary from other Western officials, that also is how Russian leaders viewed the NATO that was steadily advancing toward their country’s western border.

An excessive belief in the benefits of expanding liberal institutions, including NATO, may have driven some proponents of NATO expansion, but U.S. actions suggested the presence of other motives as well. As discussed in Chapter 3, some portions of the American foreign policy community never fully accepted or trusted Moscow, even when the Cold War ended and a democratic Russia emerged from the wreckage. And some wanted to flex America’s power now that Washington’s only serious geopolitical rival had collapsed and what Charles Krauthammer memorably described as the “unipolar moment”56 had arrived. The unexpected power vacuum created an irresistible opportunity to consolidate America’s status as a global hegemon, and some policymakers were determined to take advantage of the unipolar moment before it faded. NATO expansion was a key method of expanding and deepening U.S. hegemony in Europe.57

Texas A&M University professor Christopher Layne, author of Peace of Illusions: American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present, contends that after the end of the Cold War, NATO expansion took the form of “double enlargement.” Not only did Washington push to expand NATO’s membership, but U.S. officials were determined to expand the scope and nature of the alliance’s mission. In the post–Cold War era, “America’s, and NATO’s, strategic concerns extended to Europe’s peripheries,” including the Baltic republics, Ukraine, North Africa, the Caucasus, and the Balkans.58

NATO’s military meddling in the ethnic civil wars in Bosnia and Kosovo in the mid- and late 1990s lend support to Layne’s argument that America’s conception of strategic interests had expanded markedly—and that U.S. leaders believed NATO was the appropriate vehicle for advancing those broader interests and objectives. Even without the risk of a Soviet military move to block such a Western intervention, it is difficult to imagine that during the Cold War, NATO would have considered parochial squabbles in the Balkans important enough to warrant alliance combat missions.

The West’s activist policy regarding developments in Georgia and Ukraine also confirm Layne’s thesis about the dramatically expanded concept of U.S. interests, especially security interests. When they were constituent parts of the Soviet Union, those political entities obviously were not a concern to either the United States or NATO. Yet merely because they gained independence from Moscow’s control when the USSR dissolved, those same entities supposedly became crucial to America’s well-being. Indeed, they are so important that the United States and the other NATO members should be willing to incur grave risks to protect them from Russia. The strategic logic underlying such a fundamental policy shift, however, is hazy.



EXPANSION FOR THE SAKE OF EXPANSION

The extent of NATO’s membership growth has reached absurd proportions. When the United States insists on acquiring microstates such as Montenegro and Macedonia as allies, it is apparent that U.S. leaders have abandoned serious strategic rationales—or even rational strategic thought. Such allies are utterly dependent client states that bring no meaningful strategic assets to the table. The notion that they somehow advance NATO’s or America’s security is transparently laughable.

Daniel Larison, senior editor at the American Conservative magazine, concludes that “like nearby Montenegro, Macedonia is being offered alliance membership as a reward for political decisions that have nothing to do with enhancing the security of Europe and the United States.” He adds that neither the United States nor NATO “is made more secure by adding more small states in the Balkans.” Unfortunately, though, “NATO expansion keeps stumbling ahead like the zombie policy that it is. In a few years, the U.S. will be handing out another security guarantee that it doesn’t need to make, and this will happen without any serious debate in Washington.”59

Robert W. Merry, former editor of Congressional Quarterly, the National Interest, and the American Conservative, poses a pertinent question about NATO’s continuing waves of expansion that entail memberships for ever-smaller countries. “Is Montenegro, with 5,332 square miles and some 620,000 citizens,” Merry asks sarcastically, “really a crucial element in Europe’s desperate project to protect itself against Putin’s Russia?”60 He puts his finger on both elements of the faulty reasoning of NATO enthusiasts. The Russian threat is greatly exaggerated, and new alliance members like Montenegro would be useless if a serious Russian threat did exist. NATO expansion is now a doubly bankrupt policy.

Yet NATO partisans typically act as though opposition to even this form of expansion is illegitimate. Indeed, they view criticism of making small, weak countries alliance members (and U.S. security dependents) as an unacceptable stance that threatens America’s leadership position in the world. The overreaction sometimes reaches absurd and ugly proportions. One example was Senator John McCain’s vitriolic denunciation in 2017 of fellow Republican Sen. Rand Paul, who had insisted that the Senate should conduct a meaningful debate on approving NATO membership for Montenegro.

McCain noted Paul’s previous opposition, but instead of countering his arguments, the Arizona senator resorted to nasty innuendos. If one opposed the measure promoting Montenegro’s membership, he argued, “You are achieving the objectives of Vladimir Putin … trying to dismember this small country which has already been the subject of an attempted coup.” McCain continued, “If they object, they are now carrying out the desires and ambitions of Vladimir Putin, and I do not say that lightly.” He asked for unanimous consent for an immediate voice vote to rush the measure through. Paul invoked his senatorial privilege to object and insist on a floor debate and a roll call vote. McCain’s infamous temper then erupted. “The only conclusion you can draw,” he thundered, “is he has no justification for his objection to having a small nation be part of NATO that is under assault from the Russians. So, I repeat again, the senator from Kentucky is now working for Vladimir Putin.”61

Larison justifiably rebukes McCain for his ad hominem attack on Paul. He also identifies a broader, unsavory motive for resorting to such tactics: “McCain’s accusation is obnoxious, but it also shows how weak the case for bringing Montenegro into NATO is. If there were a strong argument in favor of adding a new member, McCain wouldn’t have to stoop to attacking Paul as a Russian pawn, but there isn’t and even he knows that.”62 The same could be said of other NATO partisans who reflexively embrace membership expansion for the sake of expansion and resent anyone who points out the lack of strategic logic.

Some alliance enthusiasts act as though prospective members have a moral and political obligation to join NATO if membership is on the table. That attitude was apparent in the aftermath of Macedonia’s vote in the autumn of 2018.63 Voters were asked to approve a crucial agreement to resolve Skopje’s long-standing controversy with Greece over the name of the country by adopting the formal name Republic of North Macedonia.64 That change would end Athens’ objections to Skopje joining the EU or NATO and pave the way for membership in both bodies.

Voters did indeed endorse the agreement by a wide margin, with some 90 percent voting in favor. However, another requirement was that at least 50 percent of eligible voters had to cast ballots, and in a hugely disappointing turnout, only 37 percent did so. The reaction in the United States and other major NATO powers was troubling. Because the vote was advisory rather than binding, the U.S. State Department implicitly urged the Macedonian parliament to disregard the 50 percent requirement. The State Department released a statement declaring that Skopje should “take its rightful place in NATO and the EU” and that members of Macedonia’s parliament ought to “rise above partisan politics and seize this historic opportunity.”65 The last point was crucial, because opposition parties controlled enough seats to make a two-thirds vote for approving the agreement and advancing Macedonia’s NATO prospects problematic. Washington’s apparent stance was that embracing the EU and NATO was the only acceptable option for the Macedonian people.



INTRA-ALLIANCE SPATS REGARDING EXPANSION

There is little evidence of meaningful disagreement among NATO members regarding a new round of expansion into the Balkans by admitting Montenegro and Macedonia, and possibly other small countries. Despite the disorders in the 1990s, the major NATO powers now seem to regard the region as a reasonably quiescent geostrategic backwater. As discussed in Chapter 4, that impression may not be entirely accurate, but neither the United States nor its principal European allies seem worried or exhibit disagreement about adding more Balkan ministates to the alliance.

The same bland consensus does not exist with regard to two other remaining candidates for admission, Georgia and Ukraine. Worries about those nations’ proximity to Russia and Moscow’s likely hostile reaction have induced greater caution in several NATO capitals. The lack of consensus is apparent and may be growing. Even as U.S. officials have continued to press for membership invitations to both countries, European NATO members remain split on the issue.

Some countries, especially in Eastern Europe, appear to embrace Washington’s position, believing that the alliance must develop a stronger front against possible Russian aggression. East European countries that are most exposed to Russian power and most worried about the Kremlin’s goals are particularly supportive of additional NATO expansion, with respect to both the Balkans and Russia’s immediate neighbors, Ukraine and Georgia.

Slovakia’s foreign minister, Miroslav Lajčák, speaking at a security conference in Budapest on February 25, 2016, said it was obvious before the membership invitation was issued to Montenegro that NATO was divided about whether to continue the enlargement process. His own position was extremely clear. Referring to Russian involvement in the simmering conflict in eastern Ukraine, he emphasized that “rather than freezing NATO enlargement we think the trouble in Ukraine has only strengthened the case for it.”66

Poland’s minister of foreign affairs, Witold Waszczykowski, delivered an address to the parliament on February 9, 2017: “This year we will welcome Montenegro to the Alliance as a fully-fledged member. It shows that NATO is adhering to its open-door policy towards countries that are guided by a similar understanding of European security and that share the same values. We hope that this will not be the last stage of NATO’s enlargement.”67 He explicitly cited Ukraine as one of the alliance’s key strategic partners.

The pro-enlargement sentiment is most emphatic in the Baltic republics. On August 7, 2018, Latvia’s ministry of foreign affairs released a statement marking the 10-year anniversary of the war between Russia and Georgia. It included the following:


Latvia regards Georgia as an important partner to the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), and being high on NATO’s agenda. Latvia’s position concerning Georgia’s path to NATO remains unchanged. At the Bucharest Summit in 2008, it was agreed that Georgia would once (sic) become a member of the Alliance. That decision was also reaffirmed at the Brussels Summit in 2018. Doors to NATO are open, and third countries have no right of veto on the Alliance’s decisions, which is confirmed by an invitation for Macedonia to begin accession talks to join NATO.68



Latvian Foreign Minister Edgars Rinkēvičs followed up the foreign ministry’s statement with an even more emphatic and explicit endorsement of NATO membership for Georgia and Ukraine. He warned, “What happened in Georgia in 2008, and then in Ukraine, convinces us that we have to do everything to prevent this from happening again.” Rinkēvičs then emphasized that Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland wanted Georgia and Ukraine to become NATO members.69

Portions of “old Europe” still are decidedly less enthusiastic about welcoming Georgia and Ukraine into the alliance. France has remained strikingly adamant in its opposition. French president François Hollande candidly told a press conference in Paris on February 5, 2015, that Ukraine’s NATO membership would be “undesirable” for France. “We must state it clearly, we should tell other countries the truth, including about what we are not ready to accept.”70 Hollande reiterated those sentiments at the NATO summit in Warsaw, Poland, the following year: “NATO has no role at all to be saying what Europe’s relations with Russia should be. For France, Russia is not an adversary, not a threat.”71 The views of Hollande’s successor, Emmanuel Macron, do not seem significantly different regarding the membership issue.

Some French lawmakers are equally convinced that adding Georgia or Ukraine to NATO is not in France’s best interest. Aymeri de Montesquiou, a member of the French Senate, said at a meeting with the chairman of the Russian Duma, Sergey Naryshkin, in December 2015, “France and Germany are both categorically against Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova joining NATO.” Both countries recognize that admitting any of those countries “would be an absolute provocation.”72

Although opposition to membership for Georgia and Ukraine is less intense in other West European countries, wariness is evident. German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier was scarcely more receptive than Hollande to making Ukraine a NATO member, stating, “I see a partner relationship between Ukraine and NATO, but not membership.”73

Wolfgang Ischinger, chairman of the Munich Security Conference and member of the Yalta European Strategy Conference Board, concluded in September 2017, “I cannot see any possibility on the horizon for all NATO members to vote in favor of Ukraine’s membership. There is no chance of this happening while there is gunfire in [Ukraine]. The key problem is the conflict, which will prompt many NATO members to say: if we accept Ukraine, we inherit these problems with Russia.”74



THE PERILS OF ENLARGEMENT

As Robert Gates astutely pointed out, NATO is not a “social club.” It is a military alliance with real-world, and potentially very dangerous, obligations. Too many advocates of bringing virtually every European country (except Russia, of course) into the alliance implicitly ignore that reality. And as long as nothing goes wrong, they can persist in their delusion that NATO is something other than a military alliance wielding enormously destructive weapons and that membership expansion is a benign, inoffensive act.

But the real world has a nasty habit of intruding on fantasies, and the NATO fantasy could turn very ugly indeed. In their much-noticed television interview, Tucker Carlson and President Trump dared to confront a genuine issue: Does it make sense for Americans to risk their lives and the lives of their loved ones to defend Montenegro?75 A similar question could, and should, be asked about Slovakia, Estonia, and other nations on the growing roster of Washington’s security dependents in NATO. Moreover, intelligent Americans need to ask themselves that question now, not in the midst of a crisis with possible thermonuclear implications.

Defenders of NATO expansion typically emphasize the legal aspect—asserting that Central and East European nations had every right under international law to decide if they wanted to join NATO and that Russia had no right to veto their choices. But that argument misses (or chooses to ignore) a fundamental point: legal considerations notwithstanding, the course that the United States and its allies adopted has had profound, negative geopolitical consequences.

Dimitri K. Simes, president of the Center for the National Interest, makes that important distinction even with respect to the first stage of NATO enlargement, noting that “the Clinton administration had every legal right to proceed with NATO expansion. What U.S. officials had no right to do was think that they could move NATO’s borders further and further east without changing Russia’s perception of the West from friend to adversary.”76 The course that U.S. and European leaders adopted has achieved exactly that unfortunate outcome.





CHAPTER 3
COMPARING THE SOVIET AND RUSSIAN “THREATS”

A crucial argument for not only preserving NATO but continuing to add new members and expand the alliance eastward is the dire security threat that Russia supposedly poses to Europe’s democracies. The notion that Russia is a malicious and dangerous aggressor, much less one with no sense of limits, is at best a distortion and at worst a complete fallacy. Nevertheless, it is a pervasive belief in U.S. political, policy, and media circles, and it has generated intense resistance to any constructive change in Washington’s policies regarding Russia or NATO. It also has been accompanied by the systematic smearing of Americans who dare criticize the conventional wisdom on either issue.1 Even worse, exaggerating Russia’s capabilities and aggressive tendencies has led to the adoption of hostile measures that have already plunged the United States into a second cold war.

U.S. policymakers and the American public both have an unfortunate tendency to conflate Russia with the Soviet Union—and conflate the challenges those two very different countries have posed to America’s security and other interests. Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell expressed such a view explicitly in August 2018, saying “I think the Russians are acting like the old Soviet Union.”2 His comment was an especially direct manifestation of that simplistic attitude, but the more frequent, subtle versions are nearly as revealing—and corrosive. Such anti-Russian sentiments have manifested in a variety of ways throughout the post–Cold War period.

In his memoirs, Donald Rumsfeld, George W. Bush’s secretary of defense, could hardly contain his enthusiasm about NATO’s continuing eastward expansion. Recalling his attendance at the June 2004 summit in Istanbul that welcomed seven former members of the Warsaw Pact to membership in NATO, Rumsfeld stated that he felt a “great sense of satisfaction” watching those countries join the Western alliance. “It was a vindication of the tough, nerve-wracking, long-sustained, costly, and high-minded half-century struggle by the allied countries, with bipartisan U.S. leadership, to contain and eventually defeat Soviet communism.”3

He implicitly saw NATO expansion as the West’s ultimate victory over the Soviet Union. Never mind that the USSR already was nearly 13 years in its grave and that NATO was marching eastward toward a democratic Russia, not the West’s former totalitarian adversary. There was little indication that he made any such distinction, and Rumsfeld’s attitude typified that of U.S. officials, both at the time and subsequently.

Viewing Russia as the same menace as America’s Cold War nemesis actually has deepened in recent years. Shrill anti-Russian sentiments—and a corresponding hostility toward anyone advocating a more conciliatory Western policy toward Moscow—received a major boost with the media and political reaction to the July 2018 Helsinki summit between President Trump and Russian president Vladimir Putin. Trump’s critics accused him of appeasing Putin, much as British prime minister Neville Chamberlain appeased Adolf Hitler at the 1938 Munich Conference.4 Some opponents, including former CIA Director John Brennan and House Democratic Minority Whip Steny Hoyer (D-MD), even accused the president of committing treason for not doing enough to defend American interests and being too accommodating to the Russian leader.5 CNN host Fareed Zakaria surpassed that condemnation, contending that “treasonous” was “too weak a word.”6

Angry critics regarded Trump’s solicitous behavior at Helsinki as an unforgivable offense because Russia supposedly poses an existential threat to the United States. Hostile pundits and politicians charged that Moscow’s apparent interference in the 2016 U.S. elections constituted an attack on America akin to Pearl Harbor and 9/11.7 It was not a new line of argument. Numerous examples of hyperbole about the “Russia threat” can be found long before the Helsinki summit. When National Security Advisor Michael Flynn was pressured to resign in early 2017, New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman described Russia’s meddling as “a 9/11 scale event. They attacked the core of our democracy. That was a Pearl Harbor scale event.”8

At a March 2017 House Homeland Security Committee session, Rep. Bonnie Watson Coleman (D-NJ) accused Russia of engaging in outright warfare against the United States. “I think this attack that we’ve experienced is a form of war, a form of war on our fundamental democratic principles.”9 During House Intelligence Committee hearings that same month, several of Coleman’s Democratic colleagues made similar alarmist statements. Rep. Jackie Speier (D-CA) insisted that Russia’s activities were “an act of war.” Washington Democratic congressman Denny Heck explicitly compared Russia’s actions to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the 9/11 terrorist attacks.10 Such rhetorical threat inflation was not confined to House members. Sen. Ben Cardin (D-MD), the ranking Democrat on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, similarly described the election meddling as an “attack” and likened it to a “political Pearl Harbor.”11

When Special Counsel Robert Mueller obtained a grand jury indictment against Russian propagandists operating a so-called online troll farm, the equation of such activities with an act of war became commonplace. Jerrold Nadler (D-NY), the ranking Democrat on the House Judiciary Committee, asserted flatly that the troll farm’s activities were “the equivalent of Pearl Harbor.”12

There are several problems with such strident rhetoric. First, the hypocrisy is a bit thick, because the United States has meddled shamelessly in the political affairs of dozens of countries, including democratic countries, for decades.13 Indeed, U.S. operatives, some of whom had close ties with Bill Clinton’s administration, played major roles in Russian president Boris Yeltsin’s 1996 reelection campaign.14

Second, the vitriol directed against Americans who favor a more restrained, accommodating policy toward Russia has reached levels not seen since the McCarthy era of the 1950s—and that development is poisoning the foreign policy debate. John McCain’s ugly smear of Rand Paul merely for opposing Montenegro’s bid for NATO membership is discussed in Chapter 2, but McCain was hardly unique in resorting to such slimy tactics. Writing for Medium, Greg Olear later enthusiastically endorsed McCain’s scurrilous accusation that Paul was doing Putin’s bidding. In a wildly speculative article titled “Red Paul: The Senator from Kentucky Is Now Working for Vladimir Putin,” Olear excoriated Paul for trying to ease U.S.-Russian tensions.15 Unfortunately, the tactics of personal destruction continue to proliferate, and a growing roster of political figures, journalists, and scholars are victims of such neo-McCarthyism.16

Third, using the terminology and imagery of warfare reflects, at the least, indifference to the dangers entailed in waging a second cold war with Moscow. Such an approach is irresponsible. Exacerbating already-worrisome tensions with Russia, the one country with the nuclear firepower to destroy American civilization, is profoundly unwise, since a cold war could always turn hot. And to raise the risk level merely in response to mundane election meddling is reckless.

Finally, equating Moscow’s conduct with the Pearl Harbor and 9/11 attacks is illogical and calls into question either the sincerity or judgment of those making the comparison. The Intercept’s Glenn Greenwald highlights the obvious fallacy with such comparisons:


The only specific proposal one hears now when it comes to responding to Russian meddling is a call for “sanctions.” But if one really believes that Russia’s actions amount to Pearl Harbor or 9/11, then sanctions seem like a very lame—indeed, a woefully inadequate—response. To borrow their rhetoric, imagine if Roosevelt had confined his response to Pearl Harbor to sanctions on Japanese leaders, or if Bush had announced sanctions on Al Qaeda as his sole response to 9/11. If you really believe this rhetoric, then you must support retaliation beyond mere sanctions.17



According to advocates of an uncompromising anti-Russia policy, Trump’s performance at Helsinki stood in shameful contrast to the behavior of previous presidents toward Soviet leaders. McCain summarized that view in a press release: “No prior president has ever abased himself more abjectly before a tyrant. Not only did President Trump fail to speak the truth about an adversary; but speaking for America to the world, our president failed to defend all that makes us who we are—a republic of free people dedicated to the cause of liberty at home and abroad.”18 Other critics contrasted Trump’s behavior with that of Ronald Reagan’s firm stance, highlighting the latter’s “evil empire” speech and his later demand that Mikhail Gorbachev tear down the Berlin Wall as examples of how Trump should have acted.19


RUSSIA Is NOT THE SOVIET UNION

One problem with citing such examples is that they apply to a different country: the Soviet Union. Too many Americans act as though there is no meaningful difference between that entity and Russia. Worse still, U.S. leaders have embraced the same kind of uncompromising policies that Washington pursued to contain Soviet power.20 It is a major blunder that has inexorably damaged relations with Moscow since the demise of the USSR at the end of 1991.

One obvious difference between the Soviet Union and Russia is that the Soviet governing elite embraced Marxism-Leninism and its objective of world revolution. Sometimes that professed allegiance was primarily a cover for Soviet imperialism, but in other instances, the fervor seemed genuine. In any case, the Kremlin allied with, sponsored, and assisted left-wing revolutionary movements around the world. Not only did it seek to undermine democratic and other anti-communist governments in Western Europe, Latin America, and other regions, the Soviet government became the political patron, financier, and arms supplier for communist or pro-communist regimes in places as diverse as Cuba, Nicaragua, North Vietnam, North Yemen, Afghanistan, and Angola. Washington had reason to be concerned about the extent not only of the USSR’s totalitarian behavior at home, but of its international geopolitical agenda.

Today’s Russia, though, is not a messianic revolutionary power. Columbia University professor Richard K. Betts makes the appropriate distinction succinctly: “Vladimir Putin’s Russia is authoritarian, but unlike the Soviet Union, it is not the vanguard of a globe-spanning revolutionary ideal.”21 The differences are ideological, political, economic, and strategic.

Russia’s economic system is a rather mundane form of corrupt crony capitalism, not rigid state socialism. The political system is a conservative autocracy with aspects of a rigged democracy, not a one-party dictatorship that brooks no dissent whatsoever. There is nothing akin to the terror that Joseph Stalin visited on millions of people whom his security apparatus merely suspected might harbor subversive sentiments. Putin’s Russia does not maintain a vast network of prisons devoted to incarcerating political prisoners as Stalin and his successors did throughout the decades of communist rule.

Russia is hardly a Western-style democracy, but neither is it a continuation of the Soviet Union’s horrifically brutal totalitarianism. Indeed, the country’s political and social philosophy is quite different from that of its predecessor. For example, the Orthodox Church had no meaningful influence during the Soviet era—something that was unsurprising, given communism’s official adherence to atheism. Soviet authorities strongly discouraged religious beliefs and activities with policies that involved systematic harassment and discrimination. A young Soviet citizen who wished to embark on a high-status career and progress through the bureaucratic ranks could not display the slightest religious inclination, or promotions would come to an abrupt halt. Indeed, even the most circumspect believer was wise to conceal such political heresy.

Frequently, the state’s response went well beyond harassment and discrimination to outright persecution. A large percentage of inmates in the notorious gulags were religious dissidents. Indeed, communist officials tended to equate religious dissent with political dissent, and they showed no inclination to tolerate either version. That repression did not eradicate religious beliefs, but it did weaken them and drive them underground.

The situation is markedly different today. The church has a significant influence in Putin’s Russia, especially on social issues. Gregory Freeze, the Victor and Gwendolyn Beinfield Professor of History at Brandeis University and an expert on Russian social history, notes that “the patriarch and the president appear to be on very good terms.”22 Putin himself has urged Russians to return to more traditional and Christian values as embodied in the Orthodox Church. His blend of religious nationalism was evident in a 2013 speech in which he warned his fellow citizens to “avoid the example of European countries that were ‘going away from their roots,’ by legalising gay marriage” and approving other forms of social liberalism.23 A Soviet leader also might have condemned such liberalism, but he would never have done so within the context of endorsing religious traditionalism.

To be sure, the church’s revived influence is not necessarily good for individual rights. Although the clergy is not monolithic on social and political issues, Orthodox leaders exhibit a reactionary inclination. Their position on gay rights and their views about expressions of sexuality in movies, books, and online sites are rigid and intolerant. The church’s perspective on immigrants is equally unenlightened. Overall, the church has promoted a dour culture in Russia on an array of issues. Many Orthodox clergy members are advocates of Russian chauvinism and embrace a policy of hostility to foreigners, thereby reinforcing the Putin government’s nationalist inclinations.

The bottom line, though, is that Russia is a conventional, somewhat conservative power, whereas the Soviet Union was a totalitarian power that at least professed to be globalist and revolutionary. That’s a rather large and meaningful difference, and U.S. policy needs to grasp that point. Unfortunately, some adamant critics of Russia try to spin the resurgence of political and social conservatism as a threat to the entire democratic West. Both former vice president Joe Biden and Michael McFaul, who served as ambassador to Moscow during Barack Obama’s administration, epitomize that mentality.

Biden asserts that “the Russian government is brazenly assaulting the foundations of Western democracy around the world.” According to Biden, Russia’s moves against Georgia and Ukraine were designed not only “to block their integration into NATO or the EU,” but to “send a message to other governments in the region that pursuing Western-backed democratic reforms will bring dire consequences.” He adds that “more frequently and insidiously,” Russia “has sought to weaken and subvert Western democracies from the inside by weaponizing information, cyberspace, energy, and corruption.”24 Such a distorted analysis borders on paranoia, and at the very least constitutes a grotesque oversimplification. There is very little evidence that Russia took action against Georgia and Ukraine because the Putin government was terrified of democratic reforms in those countries. Instead, Russian leaders worried that the United States aimed to make both countries military outposts and geostrategic pawns against Russia.25

McFaul goes even further than Biden in expressing alarm about Moscow’s policy. He argues not only that the Kremlin is a unilateral force determined to undermine Western democracy, but that “Putin has anointed himself the leader of a renewed nationalist, conservative movement fighting a decadent West. To spread these ideas, the Russian government has made huge investments in television and radio stations, social media networks, and Internet ‘troll farms,’ and it has spent lavishly in support of like-minded politicians abroad.”26

Despite the efforts of McFaul, Biden, and other Russophobes to conjure the image of Russia as the leader of a new “Authoritarian Nationalist International,” the reality is far less impressive or threatening. Yes, Putin has cultivated closer relations with other conservative, autocratic powers, including China, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, and he has refurbished Russia’s relations with leftist autocracies, such as Cuba and Venezuela. Putin also has developed ties with right-wing populist political factions in Europe. However, he also has sought to improve relations with Japan, South Korea, Brazil, Mexico, and other countries with centrist democratic governments.27

The common denominator in Putin’s policy appears to be a focus on pursuing initiatives with any partners that have the potential to advance Russia’s national economic and security interests. That is little more than the routine diplomacy that even midlevel conventional powers have practiced throughout history. Given how the United States and most of its European allies have spurned and penalized Russia, no one should be surprised that the Kremlin has looked elsewhere for opportunities to establish political and economic partnerships. But such a pursuit of national interests falls far short of McFaul’s thesis about Russia directing a new, subversive international movement.

The bottom line is that the Soviet Union was a global power (and, for a time, arguably a superpower) with global ambitions and capabilities to match. It not only controlled an empire in Eastern Europe, it cultivated and extensively assisted military allies and clients around the world, including in such far-flung places as Cuba, Vietnam, and Angola. The USSR also intensely contested the United States for influence in all of those arenas. Conversely, Russia is a regional power with limited extraregional reach. The Kremlin’s ambitions focus heavily on the “near abroad,” aimed at trying to block the eastward creep of NATO and the U.S.-led intrusion into Russia’s core security zone. Not only are Russia’s ambitions and capabilities decidedly more limited than those of its predecessor, Moscow’s strategic orientation seems more defensive than offensive.



DO RUSSIA’S ACTIONS IN UKRAINE HERALD ROGUE EXPANSIONIST AMBITIONS?

Those who contend that Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 proves that the Putin government is pursuing an aggressive, expansionist foreign policy are misreading the situation. Crimea was a special case for several reasons. First, the peninsula had been part of Russia between 1783 and 1954, during both the czarist and Soviet eras. Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, for reasons that are not entirely clear, arbitrarily transferred Crimea to Ukraine in 1954. Since Ukraine and Russia were both part of the Soviet Union, that decision didn’t seem to matter much at the time. When the Soviet Union dissolved at the end of 1991, however, Russia suddenly faced the reality that its key naval base at Sevastopol now was on the territory of a foreign country. Yet even that development didn’t seem to alarm Russian officials, since Ukraine’s government remained in the hands of generally pro-Russian political leaders throughout the 1990s and the early years of the new millennium. Kiev provided further reassurance by granting Russia a 25-year lease on the facility shortly after gaining independence.

The situation became problematic, though, when Viktor Yushchenko, an anti-Russian, pro-Western figure, became Ukraine’s president in 2004, leading the so-called Orange Revolution. Russian officials were noticeably nervous when Yushchenko indicated a renewal was unlikely when Moscow’s lease at Sevastopol expired in 2017. That danger passed, however, once another pro-Russian politician, Viktor Yanukovych, won Ukraine’s 2010 presidential election. Moscow’s anxiety then receded.

Those worries resurfaced with a vengeance in 2014, though, when anti-Yanukovych demonstrators, encouraged if not actively aided by Washington and the European Union, overthrew the Ukrainian president nearly two years before his term expired.28 Extremely nationalist, anti-Russian factions dominated the regime that emerged from the Maidan Revolution. Not only did the Crimean naval base now seem in jeopardy, but the new leaders avidly sought NATO membership for Ukraine—something that Washington had pushed for years.

The Kremlin responded quickly and decisively to the Ukraine developments. Barely disguised Russian special forces reinforced the normal garrison at Sevastopol and set up positions elsewhere on the peninsula. Pro-Russian political figures in Crimea immediately called for a referendum on secession from Ukraine, which was held days later and produced a predictably affirmative vote. Newly elected Crimean officials then asked that their territory be allowed to join the Russian Federation—a “request” that Moscow quickly granted.

U.S. anger at such a transparent territorial grab was volcanic. The Obama administration denounced the move, and Washington imposed an array of economic sanctions on Russia. The administration also induced and pressured its European allies to do the same. Such a response constituted an overreaction, and a hypocritical one. Much of the blame for the Crimea episode should be put at Washington’s door. The U.S.-EU meddling in Ukraine’s politics to encourage the ouster of a pro-Russian government—a democratically elected one at that—could hardly be seen as other than hostile and threatening to both Russian leaders and the Russian public. Indeed, polls indicated that Putin’s approval rating soared to over 80 percent following the annexation.29

The Crimea issue became the principal grievance that anti-Russia types in the United States cited to justify a confrontational policy—until the allegations of Russian interference in U.S. elections eclipsed that complaint. But one might ask why so many U.S. political leaders and policymakers elevated a parochial territorial dispute to such prominence, much less why they insist that the arbitrary edict made back in 1954 by the communist dictator of a defunct country must be treated with reverence.30 It would have been better if the successor republics collectively had addressed and implemented territorial adjustments involving Crimea and other potential problem areas when the USSR dissolved, but Moscow’s decision to resolve the Crimea question unilaterally was not necessarily a sign of broader territorial ambitions.

The conquest is not even unprecedented in the post–World War II era. Israel seized the Golan Heights from Syria in 1967 during the Six-Day War and later annexed that territory. Turkey seized a major portion of Cyprus and continues to occupy that land, establishing a puppet state as a façade. It is certainly an overstatement to contend, as does UCLA political science professor Daniel Treisman, that “By annexing a neighboring country’s territory by force, Putin overturned in a single stroke the assumption on which the post–Cold War European order had rested.”31 One could make a stronger case that the first major blow to that post–Cold War European order came 15 years earlier when the Western powers amputated Kosovo from Serbia.

Yet Western opinion leaders routinely cite the Crimea annexation and Moscow’s subsequent assistance to secessionist factions in eastern Ukraine as proof that Russia has broad, perhaps even unlimited, expansionist goals. In February 2015, Gen. Sir Adrian Bradshaw, the senior British officer in NATO, asserted that Russia’s expansionism threatened to become an “obvious existential threat to our whole being.”32 The following year, Leon Panetta, the former secretary of defense, expressed similar alarm. “Let’s not kid anybody,” Panetta stated, “Putin’s main interest is to try to restore the old Soviet Union.”33

When advocates of a confrontational policy toward Moscow were not alleging that Putin wanted to revive the Soviet Union, they accused him of seeking to restore the pre-Soviet Russian empire. That allegation even predated the seizure of Crimea. Senator McCain made the accusation in 2008, at the time of the Russo-Georgian war. “I think it’s very clear that Russian ambitions are to restore the old Russian Empire,” McCain stated. “Not the Soviet Union, but the Russian Empire.”34

That line of argument at least implicitly acknowledged that Putin was not a doctrinaire communist, but it still was misplaced and exaggerated. As Harvard University professor Andrei Shleifer and his co-author Daniel Treisman observe in Foreign Affairs, “To many in the West, Russia’s 2008 invasion of Georgia seemed to prove the Kremlin’s land hunger.” Shleifer and Treisman argue that such a conclusion reflects poor logic. “Kremlin leaders bent on expansion would surely have ordered troops all the way to Tbilisi to depose [Georgia President Mikheil] Saakashvili. At the least, Russian forces would have taken control of the oil and gas pipelines that cross Georgia.” Instead, the Russians “left those pipelines alone and quickly withdrew to the mountains.”35

Shleifer and Treisman raise a very important point. If Putin is a rogue leader with massive expansionist objectives, why would he relinquish territory that Russian forces already occupied? Indeed, with very little additional effort, those forces could have captured Tbilisi and the rest of Georgia. Yet Moscow did not attempt to do so. Hitler never willingly gave up any of his conquests. And until the East European satellite empire collapsed in 1989–1991, the USSR disgorged only one occupied area—the portion of Austria it controlled at the end of World War II. Even that modest retreat took place only after laborious, multiyear negotiations for a treaty guaranteeing Austria’s strict neutrality. If Putin truly harbors malignant expansionist ambitions comparable to those of Hitler and Stalin, declining to conquer and absorb all of Georgia when that achievement was easily within reach is a curious step. His decision merely to maintain and consolidate Abkhazia and South Ossetia as Russian protectorates suggests much more restrained and limited ambitions.

Allegations that Putin wants to reconstitute the Soviet or the czarist empires are vastly overblown. Former NATO supreme commander Gen. Philip M. Breedlove is a little closer to the mark when he contends that “Moscow is determined to reestablish what it considers its rightful sphere of influence, undermine NATO, and reclaim its great power status.”36 But wanting, indeed insisting upon, a sphere of influence has long been standard behavior for major powers. Indeed, the United States declared such a sphere when James Monroe’s administration proclaimed the Monroe Doctrine—and it did so at a time when the country was still far from attaining great power status. As for wishing to undermine NATO, it is more accurate to say that Moscow is belatedly trying to fend off the alliance’s seemingly inexorable advance east. Finally, Russian leaders would presumably like to reclaim great power status for their country; at the very least, they insist on a seat at the table when major decisions about Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia are made. That position is not unreasonable, and an especially clumsy aspect of Western policy toward Moscow has been the unwillingness to accord even basic respect to Russia and not trample on its core interests.

Deception and displays of contempt toward Moscow have characterized the conduct of the United States and its NATO allies even outside the European arena. A prime example was their actions with respect to the military intervention in Libya. Western officials went to great lengths to reassure Russia (and China) that the proposed mission against Muammar Qaddafi was purely a humanitarian venture to prevent the slaughter of innocent civilians. Both of those powers worried that NATO might have regime-change ambitions that would set another undesirable precedent, reinforcing the Kosovo and Iraq precedents. Both Moscow and Beijing were surprisingly trusting, abstaining when the United Nations Security Council passed a resolution not only imposing a no-fly zone, but authorizing members to use “all necessary measures” and “appropriate means” to protect “civilians and civilian population centers under threat.” Such vague language created a gigantic loophole.

The language of the resolution was crucial. Indeed, the emphasis on protecting civilians was the reason that Russia and China withheld their vetoes. The “protect civilians” provision soon proved to be nothing more than a cynical cover, however. Almost immediately, U.S. and other NATO planes, as well as cruise missiles, began to attack Qaddafi’s air defenses and other targets that posed no threat to civilians but had everything to do with which side would win the civil war. Yet U.S. leaders from President Obama on down still parroted the official humanitarian rationale, even when it became obvious that the goal was far broader.37 In her memoirs, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton still strongly denied that there had been any attempt to mislead Russia about the nature and purpose of the Libya intervention.38

Russian officials had a very different perspective, as Secretary of Defense Robert Gates recalled all too clearly:


The Russians later firmly believed they had been deceived on Libya. They had been persuaded to abstain at the UN on the grounds that the resolution provided for a humanitarian mission to prevent the slaughter of civilians. Yet as the list of bombing targets steadily grew, it became obvious that very few targets were off-limits, and that NATO was intent on getting rid of Qaddafi. Convinced they had been tricked, the Russians would subsequently block any such future resolutions, including against President Bashar al-Assad in Syria.39



The Obama administration’s response to Moscow’s reluctance to be gulled again was the foreign policy equivalent of a temper tantrum.40 Both Clinton and UN Ambassador Susan Rice excoriated the Russians for blocking action on Syria. On one occasion, Rice fumed that her country was “disgusted” by Russia and China’s decision to veto a UN Security Council resolution condemning the violence in Syria and calling for an immediate end to that bloodshed. “The international community must protect the Syrian people from this abhorrent brutality,” she asserted. “But a couple members of this council remain steadfast in their willingness to sell out the Syrian people and shield a craven tyrant.” Their actions, she added, were “shameful” and “unforgivable.”41 Secretary Clinton termed them “despicable.”42

At a minimum, Rice and Clinton needed a refresher course in diplomatic language. Moreover, after the West’s deception regarding Libya—and Kosovo and NATO expansion—Washington’s expectation that Moscow would blindly accept assurances about a supposedly limited humanitarian mission in Syria reflected supreme arrogance. With the Libya regime-change intervention, the United States and its NATO partners had destroyed what was left of Russian trust.



RUSSOPHOBIA AND A NEW COLD WAR

Not surprisingly, warnings about the Kremlin’s allegedly vast expansionist ambitions have proliferated in the years since the Crimea annexation. Ultrahawkish writer Ralph Peters asserted that Putin had a detailed plan to reclaim the Russian empire. “Make no mistake,” Peters warned, “Putin truly believes he’s entitled to reclaim Ukraine and a great deal more. In his view, independent capitals from Warsaw (yes, Warsaw) to Bishkek [Kyrgyz Republic’s capital] are integral and natural parts of the Russian imperium. He regards them as property stolen from its rightful owner: Moscow.”43

Eastern European officials have worked assiduously to fan such fears. In March 2017, Ukraine’s foreign minister, Pavlo Klimkin, insisted that Moscow’s expansionist targets went far beyond Ukraine. “Russia’s appetite for hegemony does not stop with Ukraine,” Klimkin warned. “It greedily eyes other former states and satellites of the Soviet Union, and more broadly seeks to destabilise and divide the rest of Europe and the wider transatlantic alliance.”44 Russia, he emphasized, posed a threat to the entire Western world and the liberal international order it maintains.

Shrill warnings about Russia’s behavior resurfaced and intensified following the November 2018 clash between Ukrainian and Russian naval ships in the Kerch Strait (see Chapter 4). The usual Russophobes in the Western news media immediately speculated that the seizure of the Ukrainian ships might well be the opening move in another “land grab” against Ukraine similar to the takeover of Crimea.45 Ukrainian president Petro Poroshenko insisted that Putin’s goal was nothing less than to take over all of Ukraine.46 Yet there was no tangible evidence of plans for even a limited, much less such a massive, impending territorial conquest of Ukraine.

In her address to the UN Security Council, U.S. Ambassador Nikki Haley blasted Moscow for “outlaw actions” and stated that the latest “outrageous violation of sovereign Ukrainian territory is part of a pattern of Russian behavior.”47 Former CIA station chief Daniel Hoffman asserted, “Containment and deterrence are vestiges of the Cold War, which effectively countered the Soviet Union. They are similarly applicable today because Putin—the KGB operative in the Kremlin reviving the ethos of the Soviet evil empire—would best be countered with a 21st-century version of President Reagan’s ‘peace through strength’ strategy. Ukraine is on the front lines of defense against Russia’s pernicious espionage, military, cyber and economic attacks. The time is ripe for U.S. leadership, and Ukraine’s sovereignty is where we should draw and enforce a red line.”48

One could scarcely imagine a more blatant and simplistic attempt to equate today’s Russia with the totalitarian and messianic expansionist Soviet Union. Hoffman’s proposal to “draw and enforce a red line” to protect Ukraine also would erase any meaningful distinction between Washington’s security obligations to NATO members and European nonmembers. Kiev would have an Article 5 guarantee in all but name, and that would be an appallingly reckless, provocative step. A scholar for the staunchly pro-NATO Atlantic Council seemed to embrace reasoning similar to Hoffman’s, speculating that although the alliance probably would not send combat units to defend Ukraine in response to further Russian encroachments, it might well dispatch “military advisers” to assist Kiev’s forces.49 The role of such American “advisers” in Vietnam, Syria, Yemen, and other arenas suggests just how perilous such a move might be.

The angry Western response to Russia’s behavior in and around Crimea over the past five years is overdone.50 Because of its size, geographic position, and both economic and strategic importance, Ukraine occupies a special position in Moscow’s geopolitical calculations. Russian leaders are even more concerned about the prospect of Ukraine becoming a NATO outpost than they are about Georgia doing so. Other portions of the Soviet Union’s former domain do not generate the same level of worry or determination. Yet despite the country’s critical importance, there is little evidence that the Putin regime seeks to reabsorb Ukraine into a “Greater Russia.” Russian leaders likely understand the difficulty of trying to rule directly a seething Ukraine—or even control it indirectly by installing a puppet government. The idea would soon evoke memories of the USSR’s unhappy experiences in such places as Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Afghanistan.

There is even less evidence that the Kremlin has ambitions to reincorporate the Baltic republics, Finland, or Poland, although they were also part of the czarist empire. Russian claims to Crimea were much stronger than claims to any of those states, and the strategic motivations were stronger too—especially after the Western-backed Maidan Revolution. The Russian government’s actions regarding Crimea, even the annexation, seem more likely a defensive (over)reaction to a flagrant Western incursion into Russia’s security space rather than the opening salvo in a vast expansionist campaign. Hillary Clinton and others who professed to see in Vladimir Putin’s seizure of Crimea a repetition of Hitler’s moves in the late 1930s make an unwarranted, over-the-top comparison.51 That interpretation of events is also a false rationale for preserving, much less expanding, NATO.

As Klimkin’s comments illustrate, NATO’s East European members (as well as their fans in the United States) presumably are highlighting Russia’s actions in Crimea to seek greater security assurances. Following the 2014 annexation, Estonian president Kersti Kaljulaid warned that “in 2008, they moved on Georgia…. I am afraid now that the resolve of the Western countries may not hold in the case of Ukraine. We need to stand very firm against giving again a message to Putin that it will blow over.”52 German chancellor Angela Merkel emphasized the deleterious impact of Moscow’s actions in Ukraine, especially on the former Soviet satellite nations. She charged that Moscow had undermined European security in “words and deeds” by infringing on Ukraine’s borders and “profoundly disturbed” NATO’s eastern members who “therefore require the unambiguous back-up of the alliance.”53 Edgars Rinkēvičs, Latvia’s minister of foreign affairs, was even more specific. “We have to be prepared that ‘the little green men’ [disguised Russian military personnel] may try to create confusion, just like they did in Crimea,” he said.54

The barrage of apocalyptic warnings has continued and even grown. Most East European leaders, with the notable exception of Hungary’s Victor Orbán, exhibit no trace of doubt that Russia is a dangerous, menacing power. In a March 2017 interview, Dalia Grybauskaite˙, president of Lithuania, stated bluntly: “Russia is a threat not only to Lithuania but to the whole region and to all of Europe. We see how Russia is behaving in Kaliningrad, a Russian enclave on our border. There they have deployed nuclear-capable missiles that can reach European capitals. It is not just about the Baltic region anymore.”55 Poland’s foreign minister, Witold Waszczykowski, was equally alarmist, insisting that Russia’s behavior posed an “existential threat” to Poland and the rest of democratic Europe even greater than ISIS.56

Despite the upsurge in such dire warnings, most of those same countries have not translated their professed alarm into drastic efforts to strengthen their own military capacities. Although some countries have increased military spending modestly, the actions the eastern European nations have undertaken do not come close to matching their apocalyptic warnings. Their principal response has been to demand that the United States do more to protect them from Russia.

The continuing mismatch between rhetoric and action raises obvious questions about how seriously they really take the alleged Russian threat. One would think that if the threat were truly existential, NATO’s European members—especially those in the East—would be engaged in crash programs to strengthen their militaries. Yet signs of such determination are mild and limited, as discussed in Chapter 5.

The discrepancy suggests that policymakers in those countries have reached one of two conclusions. Either they don’t really consider the Russian threat all that serious, despite their rhetoric to the contrary, or they are counting heavily on the United States to protect them. Either possibility—but especially the latter—should be unacceptable to the U.S. government and the American people. Believing that Americans should care about Europe’s security is one thing. Believing that Americans should care more about Europe’s security than the Europeans do is quite another. Washington’s NATO partners need to fund more serious efforts to deter the alleged Russian threat, or they need to stop wailing about the dire nature of that threat.



PUTTING RELATIONS WITH RUSSIA INTO PERSPECTIVE

Despite the shrill warnings of some NATO members and hawkish types in the United States, the great “Russia Threat” appears to be highly exaggerated. True, Russia is still a significant regional power militarily and economically, but it is not a global power or even a credible candidate to be a regional hegemon. The Kremlin would have difficulty executing anything more than a very limited expansionist agenda, even if it has one. Russia lacks the economic and military wherewithal for conducting a vast wave of aggression and territorial conquest.

The difference in economic and demographic features between the USSR and Russia is massive. The Soviet Union was the world’s number two economic power, second only to the United States. Russia has an economy roughly the size of Canada’s, and it is no longer ranked even in the global top 10.57 Even taking into account purchasing power parity, Russia is still a second-tier economic player that is not in the same league as leading economic powers such as Japan, China, and Germany—much less the United States. It also has only three-quarters of the Soviet Union’s territory (much of which consists of nearly empty Siberia) and barely half the population of the old USSR. If those limitations were not enough, it has a shrinking population afflicted with an assortment of public health problems, especially rampant alcoholism.58 Today’s Russia is merely a first-tier regional power with limited extraregional interests and reach. It is not by any stretch of the imagination a superpower.

All of these factors should make clear that Russia is not a credible global rival, much less an existential threat to the United States and its democratic system. Russia’s power is a mere shadow of the Soviet Union’s. True, Putin has sought to rebuild and modernize Russia’s military, and has had some success in doing so.59 Russia’s navy once again includes some modern vessels, and the air force is now flying modern, and even some cutting-edge, aircraft. Putin’s regime also has focused on developing and deploying long-range, precision-guided weapons and is pursuing considerable military research and development efforts, especially with respect to hypersonic aircraft and missiles.

Even those trends must be put into perspective, however. The restoration and modernization follow a decade of military decline and decay during the 1990s under Boris Yeltsin. Moreover, Moscow’s 2018 military budget was a modest $63.1 billion.60 Not only was that amount dwarfed by the gargantuan U.S. military budget of $643.3 billion, but it is also far less than China’s $168.2 billion and only slightly more than India’s $57.9 billion or France’s $53.4 billion.61 Perhaps most significant, in contrast to the robust annual increases in U.S. spending levels, Russia’s military spending is declining, not rising.62 The 2017 budget was $69.2 billion, some $6.1 billion greater than the subsequent budget. That is an odd trend for a government that supposedly harbors vast offensive ambitions.

The only undiminished source of clout is Moscow’s large nuclear arsenal. Of course, nuclear weapons are the ultimate deterrent. But they are not very useful for power projection or warfighting, except in the highly improbable event that a country’s political leadership is eager to risk national and personal suicide.63 And no evidence whatsoever suggests Putin and his oligarch backers are suicidal. Quite the contrary, they seem wedded to accumulating ever greater wealth and perks.

Finally, Russia’s security interests actually overlap modestly with America’s—most notably the desire to combat radical Islamic terrorism. If U.S. leaders did not insist on pursuing provocative, intrusive policies such as expanding NATO to Russia’s border, undermining longtime Russian clients in the Balkans (Serbia) and the Middle East (Syria), and excluding Russia from key international economic institutions (such as the former Group of 8 [G-8], now G-7), there would be relatively few occasions when important American and Russian interests collide.

A fundamental shift in U.S. policy is needed, but that requires a major change in America’s national psychology. For more than four decades, Americans saw (and were told to regard) the Soviet Union as a mortal threat to the nation’s security and its most cherished values of freedom and democracy. Unfortunately, a mental reset did not take place when the USSR dissolved and a quasi-democratic Russia emerged as one of the successor states.

Too many Americans, including political leaders and policymakers, act as though we are still confronting the Soviet Union at the height of its power and ambitions. That obsolete view is causing multiple problems. Writing in 2016, Dimitri K. Simes, president of the Center for the National Interest, concluded that Western actions had produced an ominous situation. “Russia today is increasingly an angry, nationalistic, elective monarchy, and while it is still open for business with America and its allies, its leaders often assume the worst about Western intentions.” As he noted, that unhappy situation was not inevitable. “Vladimir Putin’s Russia is not a superpower, and its top officials are realistic about their country’s military, geopolitical and economic limitations. Russia does not have a universal ideology predicated on the West as an enemy.”64

Richard Betts likewise cautions that the West is overreacting to an (inflated) perception of a Russian threat. “Russia’s intentions constitute no more of a threat than its capabilities,” he concludes. “During the twentieth century, there were intense territorial conflicts between the two sides and a titanic struggle between them over whose ideology would dominate the world.”65 Those considerations no longer apply, but the United States and its NATO allies act as though little or nothing has changed.

It will be the ultimate tragic irony if, having avoided war with a messianic, totalitarian global adversary, we now stumble into war because of an out-of-date image of and policy toward a conventional, declining regional power. Yet unless U.S. leaders change both their mindsets and their policies toward Russia, especially their policy regarding NATO, that outcome is a very real possibility.



WASHINGTON’S LONGSTANDING TONE-DEAF POLICY TOWARD RUSSIA

Ample signs of Moscow’s growing irritation at being treated as an adversary by the United States and its NATO allies appeared long before the Ukraine crisis triggered a full-blown new cold war. Russian anger had been building for a long time. Boris Yeltsin’s negative reaction to the first round of NATO expansion in the late 1990s was noted in Chapter 2, and other Russian officials expressed similar concerns and suspicions. Matters grew worse after the second round of expansion in 2004 and other moves that George W. Bush’s administration adopted. The expansion process was indicative of a Western attitude that provoked and alarmed Russia. In a 2013 Foreign Affairs article, Betts observed that “to Moscow, it must seem that the Cold War is only half over, since the West’s deterrence posture, although muted, lives on.”66 Since the Ukraine imbroglio erupted, the posture and the hostility it embodies isn’t even all that muted.

One move that annoyed the Kremlin was Washington’s plan to deploy a missile defense system based in Poland and the Czech Republic. The United States formally proposed the system in 2007 but had been in talks with its new NATO allies about the idea since 2002. Bush asserted that the system was needed to protect Europe from a possible Iranian missile attack, and he flatly denied that it was aimed at Russia.67 Critics pointed out that Tehran did not have missiles with that range, so the U.S scheme was, at the very least, premature. (Indeed, credible evidence of that capability didn’t emerge until a December 2018 report indicating that Tehran finally may have developed such missiles.68) Moreover, locating the batteries in Central Europe to guard against a supposed threat from Iran seemed more than a little disingenuous to Putin and other Russian leaders. They suspected, quite logically, that the missile shield’s real purpose was to intimidate Russia and degrade that country’s offensive missile capability.69

Robert Gates, who served as secretary of defense during the final years of the Bush administration and the early years of the Obama administration, describes Putin’s reaction to the missile defense plan and already existing examples of other U.S. policies directed at Russia. Speaking at the annual Munich Security Conference in February 2007, Putin “launched into a diatribe against the United States.” The Russian president accused Washington of seeking a unipolar world dominated by the United States and that this approach was destabilizing the world. He lamented the “almost unconstrained hyper-use of force.” Although that comment clearly referred to the decision to invade and occupy Iraq, Putin also had major concerns about U.S. policy in Europe. Gates recalls that “Putin asked why the United States was creating frontline bases with up to 5,000 troops on Russia’s borders; why NATO was expanding aggressively toward a nonthreatening Russia; and why a missile defense system was being deployed on the Russian border.”70 Those were all very good questions that most American officials did not wish to address.

Gates is one of the few policymakers in the Clinton, Bush, or Obama administrations who took Russia’s concerns seriously, and he concludes that Washington’s handling of the bilateral relationship had been rather clumsy and insensitive from the beginning. “When I reported to the president my take on the Munich conference, I shared my belief that from 1993 onward, the West, and particularly the United States, had badly underestimated the magnitude of the Russian humiliation in losing the Cold War.” Yet even that blunt assessment given to Bush did not fully capture Gates’s views on the issue. “What I didn’t tell the president was that I believed the relationship with Russia had been badly mismanaged after Bush left office in 1993. Getting Gorbachev to acquiesce to a unified Germany as a member of NATO had been a huge accomplishment. But moving so quickly after the collapse of the Soviet Union to incorporate so many of its formerly subjugated states into NATO was a mistake.” Specific U.S. actions were ill-considered as well, in Gates’s view. “U.S. agreements with the Romanian and Bulgarian governments to rotate troops through bases in those countries was a needless provocation.”71

His list of foolish Western actions went on. “The Russians had long historical ties with Serbia, which we largely ignored.” And in an implicit rebuke to his boss, Gates asserted that “trying to bring Georgia and Ukraine into NATO was truly overreaching.” That move was a case of “recklessly ignoring what the Russians considered their own vital national interests.”72

Gates’s overall assessment of Western, especially U.S., policy toward Russia during the post–Cold War era was unsparingly harsh—and devastatingly accurate. “When Russia was weak in the 1990s and beyond, we did not take Russian interests seriously. We did a poor job of seeing the world from their point of view and managing the relationship for the long term.”73 Unfortunately, Gates is one of the rare anomalies in the American foreign policy community regarding policy toward Russia.

His criticism, trenchant as it is, still understates the folly of the policies that the United States and its NATO allies have pursued toward Moscow. The treatment that three successive U.S. administrations meted out to a newly capitalist, initially democratic Russia was appallingly myopic. Even before Vladimir Putin came to power—and long before Russia descended into illiberal democracy and then became an outright authoritarian state—the Western powers treated the country as a de facto enemy. The NATO nations engaged in a series of provocations even though Moscow had engaged in no aggressive conduct that could arguably have justified such actions.

Far too many Western (especially American) analyses explicitly or implicitly proceed as though the United States and its NATO allies worked to establish cordial relations with Russia but were compelled to adopt more hardline policies because of Russia’s perversely aggressive conduct. That is a distorted, self-serving portrayal on the part of NATO partisans. It falsely portrays the West as purely a reactive player—implying that NATO initiatives were never insensitive, provocative, or aggressive. Nothing could be further from the truth. Indeed, the opposite is closer to the mark: Russia’s actions, in terms of both timing and virulence, tended to be responses to Western provocations. Unfortunately, avid NATO supporters seem determined to double down, insisting that the Trump administration adopt even more uncompromising policies.74

Contending that Moscow is to blame for the deterioration of East-West relations because of its military actions in Georgia and Ukraine is especially inaccurate. The problems began much earlier than the events in 2008 and 2014. The West humiliated a defeated adversary that showed every sign of wanting to become part of a broader Western community. Expanding NATO and trampling on Russian interests in the Balkans were momentous early measures that torpedoed friendly relations. Such policy myopia was reminiscent of how the victorious allies inflicted harsh treatment on a defeated but newly democratic Weimar Germany after World War I.

Robert W. Merry, former editor of Congressional Quarterly and other prominent publications, provides a poignant analysis of the blundering U.S. policy toward Russia. “Rather than accepting as a great benefit the favorable developments enhancing Western security—the Soviet military retreat, the territorial reversal, the Soviet demise—the West turned NATO into a territorial aggressor of its own, absorbing nations that had been part of the Soviet sphere of control and pushing right up to the Russian border.” Whereas Soviet troops in Central Europe during the Cold War were merely a few hundred miles from major Western capitals (constituting a menacing posture), now “Moscow is merely 200 miles from Western troops.”

Merry adds, “Since the end of the Cold War, NATO has absorbed 13 nations, some on the Russian border, others bordering lands that had been part of Russia’s sphere of influence for centuries. This constitutes a policy of encirclement, which no nation can accept without protest or pushback.” Worse, “if NATO were to absorb those lands of traditional Russian influence—particularly Ukraine and Georgia—that would constitute a major threat to Russian security, as Russian president Vladimir Putin has sought to emphasize to Western leaders for years.” Merry rightly concludes that the underlying problem “is the West’s inability to perceive how changed geopolitical circumstances might require a changed geopolitical strategy.”75

Such an inability is not merely frustrating, it is potentially disastrous. The NATO powers have treated Russia as an enemy, and there is now serious danger that it is becoming one.





CHAPTER 4
A SOBER RISK-BENEFIT CALCULATION FOR AMERICA

Far more important than the issue of burden sharing are the additional security obligations and risks that the United States has undertaken because of the decision to expand NATO eastward. As of late 2018, membership in the alliance had grown from 16 at the end of the Cold War to 29. The new members include a few fairly sizable and significant countries such as Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Romania, but most are small countries that add no measurable strategic capabilities to the alliance or to the United States. Indeed, calling such members U.S. “allies” is a misnomer; they are more accurately described as security dependents. Without exception, those countries bring more liabilities than assets to the table.

The addition of such tiny countries as the three Baltic republics (Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania) epitomizes the process of indiscriminate NATO enlargement. The Baltic countries at least had credible economies, although little in the way of military capabilities. But NATO’s willingness to admit members, no matter how small and weak, has become even worse. That point is striking with the more recent additions of Balkan ministates such as Montenegro and Macedonia. Montenegro’s population is barely 629,000, and the country is best known for being the plot location of the James Bond movie Casino Royale. Even if one ignores Montenegro’s disturbing reputation as a haven for organized crime in southeastern Europe, it fields a military of just 2,000 troops. Numerous American cities have larger populations, and their governments deploy more armed personnel; New York City alone has more than 34,000 uniformed police.

Regarding such a country as a worthwhile U.S. security ally borders on delusional. Cato Institute senior fellow Doug Bandow puts the matter well when he contends that NATO is now adding members with the same casual attitude that some people add Facebook friends.1 There is one crucial difference, however. Facebook friends cannot involve anyone in a bloody armed conflict; fellow members of a military alliance can—and as history shows, they have done so frequently. The catastrophe of World War I is a prime example of how a small ally (Serbia) entangled its patron (czarist Russia) in a war that ultimately led not only to the demise of that great power, but also to the disintegration of several other European empires, combined with loss of life and destruction of property on an unprecedented scale.

A key drawback for the United States as it undertakes mushrooming security obligations in Eastern Europe is that any member of an alliance will have its own set of distinct national interests, and those interests sometimes lead to disputes, quarrels, and conflicts with neighboring states. In the case of NATO’s expansion eastward, such tensions sometimes involve frosty relations between the new member and Russia, creating additional risks for the United States. Even when a possible confrontation with Russia is not the principal danger, taking on the obligation of defending a new alliance partner entails the risk of America becoming entangled in petty subregional spats that have little or no relevance to the republic’s genuine national interests.


SECURITY DEPENDENTS AND THEIR PAROCHIAL QUARRELS

A prime example of that problem is the baggage that comes with acquiring the tiny new allies in the Balkans. When Fox News host Tucker Carlson pointedly asked President Trump why he (Carlson) should send his son to die defending Montenegro, the president surprisingly seemed to repudiate his own administration’s policy. His response indicated that Americans shouldn’t be willing to sacrifice their lives for such a trivial ally. Furthermore, Trump warned that Montenegro “has very aggressive people. They may get aggressive, and congratulations, you’re in World War III.”2

As Bandow points out, Trump’s comment was odd on two counts. First, the Senate approved the admission of Montenegro on Trump’s watch in March 2017. If he thought that adding such a strategically useless and volatile ministate to the alliance was unwise, he could have withdrawn the treaty from consideration before the Senate vote. Second, as Bandow notes archly, while “it is theoretically possible that the vast, aggressive, powerful Montenegrin legions might launch themselves towards Moscow,” it isn’t too likely, because Montenegrin leaders “do not appear to have entirely lost their minds.”3

Moscow does have longstanding military, economic, and political interests in the Balkans. And some evidence suggests the Kremlin may have interfered in Montenegro’s domestic politics in an attempt to reverse the country’s request to join NATO.4 Nevertheless, the scenario in which a small Balkan NATO partner might trigger a major war with Russia is unlikely. A far more probable risk for America is that Montenegro or another alliance member could become embroiled in a parochial quarrel with one of its regional neighbors that escalates out of control and eventually entangles the United States. That scenario could involve a conflict between a NATO member and a non-NATO state or even between two NATO members.

Throughout the Cold War, U.S. officials constantly worried about an intra-NATO fight between ancient adversaries Greece and Turkey. About the only bond between those countries was a mutual fear of communist aggression; in nearly every other respect, they regarded each other with mutual suspicion and loathing. The persistence of Turkish claims on Greek territory, especially islands near Turkey’s Adriatic coast, was—and continues to be—a potent source of friction.

Despite the Cold War incentive for solidarity against the Soviet menace, the two countries nearly came to blows on several occasions. Washington then found itself in the thankless role of trying to prevent its obstreperous allies from disrupting the alliance and playing into Moscow’s hands. Matters became especially dicey in 1974 when the military junta that ruled Greece at the time staged a coup against an unacceptably moderate government in Cyprus, the nearby island nation with a Greek majority. Turkey exploited the junta’s geopolitical power play by launching an invasion of Cyprus, soon occupying nearly 38 percent of the country and expelling the Greek population from the seized lands. That illegal occupation continues to this day. Washington focused on efforts to keep tensions from escalating to a full-blown war between Ankara and Athens, a task that was made easier when a chastened and more cooperative democratic government replaced the Greek junta. The United States also imposed token sanctions on Turkey for its flagrant military aggression. Within just a few years, though, U.S. officials lifted those sanctions, making it rather clear which ally they considered more important.

Tensions between Greece and Turkey remained high, and they flared again in the 1990s when the two governments backed opposite sides in the Bosnian and Kosovo civil wars. Even more than in the case of Cyprus, though, the U.S. and Turkish positions were closely aligned, while the U.S. and Greek positions conflicted. A reluctant Athens had to acquiesce to NATO military missions against its Eastern Orthodox religious brethren to support the Muslim factions that Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and other Middle East powers backed.

Still another issue that has repeatedly threatened to generate an armed conflict between Greece and Turkey is Ankara’s policy of having its military aircraft routinely violate Greek airspace. That behavior is both arrogant and provocative. Thus, Washington finds itself still having to dampen the animosity between its longtime NATO partners, much as it did throughout the Cold War, only without the fear of Soviet aggression to preserve cohesion.



NEW POTENTIAL SNARES IN THE BALKANS

The United States has already waged two Balkan wars (in Bosnia and Kosovo) even without an alliance obligation to do so and without an allegation that an act of aggression had been committed against a NATO member. Given the language in Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty to regard an attack on one member as an attack on all, the likelihood of U.S. involvement in a conflict involving a NATO partner is even greater—even if the alleged aggressor is another NATO member.

Montenegro poses less of a danger of drawing the United States into a conflict involving another Balkan country than does NATO’s latest invitee, Macedonia. Montenegro seems on relatively good terms with neighboring states, although it was enmeshed in an extended border dispute with Kosovo. That dispute was finally resolved in the spring of 2018 when the Kosovo parliament passed bitterly resisted legislation approving a settlement of the controversy.5

Macedonia, however, is on much worse terms with Kosovo and Kosovo’s ethnic brethren in Albania. Officials and the populations of Kosovo and Albania have long pursued a “Greater Albania” agenda that lays claim to swaths of territory in Serbia, Montenegro, and especially Macedonia. The NATO-assisted severing of Kosovo from Serbia in 1999 was the first major triumph for that agenda, and Greater Albanian expansionists wasted no time in trying to follow up on their victory. Within months, portions of Macedonia in which ethnic Albanians constituted a majority (or in some cases, just a plurality) of the population became new arenas of instability. Ethnic Albanian leaders demanded extensive autonomy for those provinces.6 Both the United States and its NATO allies put intense pressure on Macedonia’s government to grant the demanded concessions, and Skopje reluctantly complied.

Tensions then subsided for a while, but Albanian separatist sentiments continued to fester and grow. In the past few years, a new crisis has emerged, with Albanian activists leading large anti-government demonstrations.7 Skopje’s relations with both Albania and Kosovo are showing major signs of strain. In April 2017, Macedonia’s foreign ministry formally accused Albania of interfering in the country’s internal political affairs. A month earlier, Macedonian president Gjorge Ivanov charged that the Albanian minority’s demands were the biggest threat to his nation’s sovereignty and unity.8 Yet Washington and other Western capitals continue to press the Macedonian government to make concessions beyond those granted during the 2001 crisis. The new round of pressure is creating major splits within the Macedonian ethnic majority between moderates who are willing to try to conciliate the Albanian agitators and hardline, uncompromising nationalists.

Divisive issues continue to roil the country. The Albanian faction’s demands for ever-greater autonomy keep escalating, and this caused the president and other officials to balk at making further concessions in 2018. President Ivanov dug in his heels on one key issue, repeatedly refusing to sign a new language law that would formally recognize Albanian as the primary language in certain regions of the country.9 He and his supporters fear that such a measure would simply whet the appetite of Albanian secessionists.

The drive for a Greater Albania is gaining new momentum, and that creates major problems for a prospective NATO member. The parallels to events leading up to Kosovo’s secessionist war against Serbia in the 1990s and NATO’s military intervention are more than a little unsettling. It begs the question of what happens once Macedonia joins NATO if the Albanian secessionist drive does not ease but accelerates and Skopje takes action against its rebellious minority. An even worse potential problem arises if Macedonia becomes embroiled in fighting against Albania or Kosovo (or both countries) to prevent outside assistance to such a rebellion, claiming that those governments have committed aggression. The United States as NATO’s leader could be drawn into such a nasty conflict.

That possibility underscores the folly of America pushing to add strategically and economically irrelevant microstates to the alliance and taking responsibility for defending them. Such “allies” are not strategic assets under any reasonable definition of the term. Instead, they are strategic liabilities and potential snares. Granted, members like Macedonia and Montenegro are not likely to involve the United States in a world war, despite Trump’s inflammatory speculation. The situation in the Balkans today is not akin to the extraordinarily volatile one that existed on the eve of World War I and plunged Europe (and ultimately America) into that catastrophe. But a needless entanglement in a petty, limited armed conflict still is one entanglement too many.



THE BALTIC REPUBLICS AS A FLASHPOINT

Other existing and potential NATO allies have greater potential to become tripwires for a war between the United States and Russia. That danger already exists with respect to the Baltic republics; and if NATO enthusiasts and anti-Russia hawks get their way and add Georgia or Ukraine to the alliance, the risk of such a calamity mounts.

One should not exaggerate the danger of the Baltic countries and Russia going to war, despite the hysteria in the United States and much of the West about Vladimir Putin’s alleged fondness for military aggression.10 Menacing Russian actions toward those countries have been relatively few and mild. Still, the outbreak of an armed conflict there is an ever-present danger, if not as the product of outright aggression, then as a consequence of miscalculation or disputes that spiral out of control.

An especially troubling issue is the less-than-cordial relationship between the Baltic ethnic majority populations and Russian minorities. Lithuania’s population is only 9.4 percent Russian, according to that country’s latest census, but both Latvia and Estonia have larger ethnic Russian minorities. In Latvia, Russian speakers make up 27 percent of the population, and in Estonia, the figure is 26 percent. The ethnic Russians tend to be concentrated in major metropolitan centers. As a result, several cities in both countries have Russian majorities. Most of that population in all three Baltic republics are the descendants of settlers that Joseph Stalin’s regime imported when the USSR seized those countries at the beginning of World War II. That ugly history has fostered hostility and led to various forms of legal and social discrimination following the breakup of the USSR and the reemergence of independent Baltic nations.

The continuing discrimination against ethnic Russians is not a minor matter. Moscow has asserted a right to protect Russian minorities from abuse in all of the independent states that emerged from the wreckage of the Soviet Union.11 That does not mean the Kremlin is itching to reconquer the Baltic republics. Even without the military risks that would exist because of the republics’ membership in NATO, the political, diplomatic, and economic drawbacks to Russia of taking such a drastic step are apparent, and there is no credible evidence that Moscow intends to do so.12 Nevertheless, the persistence of ethnic tensions is a worrisome factor that could force the hand of a Russian government at some point or serve as a pretext for aggressive action.

Either development would create an awful dilemma for the United States. As a 2016 RAND Corporation study concluded, it would be nearly impossible for NATO to defend its Baltic members against a full-scale Russian invasion for more than a few days without an extensive upgrade of the alliance’s existing force deployment.13 Washington would then face the horrid choice of either accepting the conquest of a NATO member or escalating the confrontation to the nuclear level. So again, from the standpoint of U.S. interests, it is hard to make the case that the Baltic republics are not strategic liabilities rather than assets.



TURKEY: A DANGEROUS, ROGUE ALLY

The danger that Turkey could drag the United States and other NATO members into a perilous confrontation with Russia is even greater than the ability or inclination of the Baltic republics to do so. A 2015 episode highlights Ankara’s willingness to engage in reckless actions that pose a danger to its alliance partners.

On November 24, 2015, a Turkish air force F-16 shot down a Russian Sukhoi Su-24 fighter near Turkey’s border with Syria, killing the pilot. An especially troubling aspect of the incident was the needlessly harsh and provocative nature of the Turkish action. Evidence indicated that the Russian plane had crossed into Turkish airspace for a trivial 17 seconds.14 Indeed, even the exact demarcation of the border between Turkey and Syria in that area is not clear. Moscow could plausibly claim that its jet was still in Syrian airspace. Since Russian air and ground forces were in Syria at the invitation of the Syrian government to help suppress the armed rebellion against President Bashar al-Assad, the presence of Russian combat aircraft on that side of the border was legitimate under international law.

Ankara’s reckless belligerence was exceeded only by its hypocrisy. Turkish planes had violated the airspace of Greece more than 2,200 times in 2014 alone, and 2014 was a typical year for such incidents.15 Greek officials have long complained that the country must devote an annoyingly large portion of its defense budget to intercepting Turkish aircraft engaging in such violations. Fortunately, though, Athens has not adopted Turkey’s apparent standard and blasted offending aircraft out of the sky.

The Turkish incident with Russia is the harbinger of potential peril. Fortunately, Vladimir Putin’s government responded to the November 2015 incident with restraint, merely imposing some economic sanctions. Even those penalties proved only temporary. Talks between Putin and Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan soon produced a rapprochement between the two governments. Indeed, bilateral relations have warmed so much that U.S. leaders worry that Russia and Turkey are becoming too cozy. The growing compatibility between the two autocratic leaders eventually produced a crucial arms sale in December 2017, with Russia selling Turkey S-400 air defense missiles over Washington’s objections.16

Given the bilateral rapprochement since the 2015 crisis, worries about war between Turkey and Russia might seem irrelevant. Yet as events throughout history have demonstrated, circumstances can change quickly, and nations on friendly terms one moment can become staunch adversaries the next. The 2015 incident still highlights disturbing issues about Turkey’s behavior and the Article 5 obligation to regard an attack on one NATO member as an attack on all. The risks entailed in that obligation multiply as the number of members increases. Maintaining a commitment to defend the relatively stable nations of Western Europe during the Cold War is one thing—although the tensions between Greece and Turkey indicate the problems involved with even those obligations. Doing so on behalf of nearly twice that number of NATO countries, some of which are far less stable and predictable, is more perilous.

Even the task of sorting out which party to a conflict is the aggressor is not always easy. For example, it was far from clear whether the 2015 incident was a case of Russian aggression or a clumsy Turkish overreaction and provocation. Yet if Russia had responded to the downing of its plane by launching strikes against the Turkish missile batteries, it is a safe bet that Ankara would have demanded that its NATO partners, especially the United States, help repel such “aggression”—despite the potentially dire consequences of escalating a conflict with a nuclear-armed adversary. Wise American leaders should be wary of alliance commitments that enable any supposed ally to put the republic in such a quandary.



EVEN GREATER RISKS WITH NEW ALLIES IN RUSSIA’S NEIGHBORHOOD

Washington’s alliance commitments to such countries as Turkey and the Baltic states already expose the United States to worrisome military risks with respect to a nuclear-armed Russia. The admission of Georgia or Ukraine to NATO would be even more reckless. Yet U.S. leaders have long sought alliance membership for both countries.

A 2007 report by Human Rights Watch was notably critical of Georgia’s human rights abuses despite the governing regime’s professions of respect for democratic values. But the report also noted that U.S. leaders viewed Georgia “as a small but crucial bulwark to counter Russian dominance in the region and as an important ally for the United States.”17 Seeing Georgia as a potential NATO security partner meant that U.S. officials were willing to overlook the Georgian government’s rather sketchy human rights record. As for Ukraine, American policymakers already saw that country as an even more essential asset in the effort to contain Moscow’s power.

President George W. Bush enthusiastically embraced the ambitions of both countries for NATO membership.18 As discussed in Chapter 2, that was an ambitious step that France, Germany, and several of Washington’s other alliance partners were unwilling to take when Bush formally proposed the first stage in that process, the Membership Action Plan, for Georgia and Ukraine, at the NATO summit in April 2008.19

The potential danger to both the United States and its major European allies of undertaking security obligations to volatile new members became all too evident when war broke out between Moscow and Tbilisi in August 2008. Indeed, even before the outbreak of that conflict, ample signs warned that the Georgian government was a political and military loose cannon.

The international conduct of Georgia’s ostensibly democratic president, Mikheil Saakashvili, who came to power during that country’s 2003 “Rose Revolution,” should have warned his American sponsors. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates aptly described him as “an impetuous Georgian nationalist” who went out of his way to push the envelope on sensitive issues.20 Other U.S. leaders and Western news media accounts, though, largely ignored signs of Saakashvili’s risky behavior. That wishful thinking persisted even when his actions helped trigger a war between Georgia and Russia. Instead, Georgia’s Western admirers portrayed the conflict as a case of blatant Russian aggression. President Bush concluded, “It was clear that the Russians couldn’t stand a democratic Georgia with a pro-Western president.”21

The reality was more complex, and responsibility for the war was murkier than Bush and other hawks suggested. Indeed, Saakashvili took the fatal aggressive step when he launched a military operation into the secessionist region of South Ossetia. Russian peacekeeping forces had been deployed in that region since disorder erupted following the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. On the heels of Georgia’s declaration of independence earlier that year, South Ossetia and another region, Abkhazia, sought to break away and establish independent states. Influential Russians encouraged such secessionist sentiments. The simmering violence in Georgia escalated to civil war, which would not subside until late 1993. The deployment of Russian peacekeeping forces during the conflict ultimately made both regions Moscow’s de facto protectorates.

Saakashvili fumed at having two significant portions of Georgia lie beyond the authority of his government. In early August 2008, he responded to one of the periodic cross-border shelling incidents with Ossetian units by launching a major operation, apparently with the goal of reestablishing control over the breakaway region. Unfortunately, Saakashvili’s offensive also inflicted casualties on the Russian peacekeeping force. Moscow responded with a full-scale counteroffensive that soon led to the occupation of several Georgian cities and brought Russian troops to the outskirts of the capital, Tbilisi.

In retrospect, Saakashvili acted rashly, even irresponsibly. He may well have expected NATO, and especially the United States as the alliance’s leader, to come to Georgia’s aid militarily. Such an expectation would not have been unfounded, given Washington’s incessant praise for Georgian democracy in general and his government in particular. The United States also had supplied Georgia with millions of dollars in weaponry and provided training to Georgian troops.22

Nevertheless, the Bush administration wisely backed away from the abyss of a military confrontation with Russia. When Bush called Saakashvili just hours after the commencement of the Russian offensive, the Georgian president urged him not to abandon a fellow democracy. Bush assured him of Washington’s commitment to Georgia’s territorial integrity, but tellingly stopped short of pledging military backing.23 In a telephone call to Saakashvili, the habitually hawkish John McCain would famously intone that “today, we are all Georgians.”24 But U.S. and NATO forces remained in their barracks. Confronted with unexpected U.S. restraint, Georgia had to sue for a humiliating cease fire and de facto peace with its large neighbor.

It is sobering, though, to consider what might have happened if the European powers had acquiesced to Washington’s wishes and given Georgia membership in NATO. Under Article 5, the United States and its allies would have been obligated to consider an attack on Georgia as an attack on them all. Since the allied governments accused Russia of aggression (despite the conflicting evidence), they might have had little choice but to come to Tbilisi’s aid, regardless of the risks. Even the mere possibility should be a cautionary lesson to Washington about the perils of backing a small, volatile client state like Georgia.

Yet some advocates of NATO expansion seem to have learned the opposite lesson. Bush later mused, “I wonder if they [the Russians] would have been as aggressive if NATO had approved Georgia’s [Membership Action Plan] application.”25 Proponents of a U.S-led NATO tend to have excessive faith in the supposed infallibility of deterrence, but Bush’s comment takes that faith to a whole new level. He was arguing that Moscow would have been deterred not only if Georgia had been a full NATO member enjoying the Article 5 guarantee, but even if the country merely had been approved for the first stage of possible admission. Bush seems to believe that the latter action might have been enough to intimidate Putin. To put it mildly, that notion is implausible.

Given its size, Ukraine would appear to constitute a more serious, substantive strategic asset for the United States. But extending NATO membership to that country would entail even greater risks than giving that status to Georgia. Even without Ukraine becoming a formal NATO member, Washington’s relationship to Kiev increasingly is that of de facto military allies, and such a flirtation is profoundly unwise. In addition to the participation of U.S. units in provocative NATO military exercises with Ukrainian forces, Washington’s military collaboration with Kiev is expanding on multiple fronts. Recent measures provoked Moscow further, and they entangled the United States to an unwise extent with an extremely murky, ideologically troubling Ukrainian regime.

President Trump’s secretary of defense, James Mattis, acknowledged in February 2018 that U.S. instructors were training Ukrainian military units at a base in western Ukraine.26 Washington also has approved two important arms sales to Kiev’s ground forces since December 2017. The initial transaction was limited to small arms, which at least could be portrayed as purely defensive weapons. That agreement involved the export of model M107A1 sniper systems, ammunition, and associated parts and accessories, a sale valued at $41.5 million.

An April 2018 transaction was more serious and substantive. Not only was it larger ($47 million), it included far more lethal weaponry, especially 210 Javelin anti-tank missiles—the kind of weapons that Barack Obama’s administration had declined to give Kiev out of concern that such aid might unduly provoke Moscow.27 Russian officials were quite displeased with the first sale; they were livid about the second one.28 Moreover, in May, Congress passed legislation that authorized $250 million in military assistance, including lethal weaponry, to Ukraine. Congress had twice voted for military support on a similar scale during the last years of Obama’s administration, but the White House had blocked implementation. The Trump administration cleared that obstacle out of the way in December 2017 at the same time that it approved the initial small-weapons sale. The passage of the May 2018 legislation means that the path is now open for a dramatic escalation of U.S. military backing for Kiev.

On September 1, 2018, former U.S. ambassador to NATO, Kurt Volker, disclosed during an interview with the Guardian that Washington’s future military aid to Kiev would likely include weapons sales to Ukraine’s air force and navy as well as the army.29 “The Javelins are mainly symbolic and it’s not clear if they would ever be used,” Aric Toler, a research scholar at the staunchly pro-NATO, anti-Russia Atlantic Council, asserted. One could well dispute his sanguine conclusion, but even Toler conceded, “Support for the Ukrainian navy and air defence would be a big deal. That would be far more significant.”30

Volker’s cavalier attitude about U.S. arms sales to a country locked in a crisis with Russia epitomizes the arrogance and tone-deaf views that too many U.S. foreign policy officials exhibit regarding the sensitive Ukraine issue. He insisted, “We can have a conversation with Ukraine like we would with any other country about what do they need. I think that there’s going to be some discussion about naval capability because as you know their navy was basically taken by Russia [when the Soviet Union dissolved]. And so they need to rebuild a navy and they have very limited air capability as well. I think we’ll have to look at air defence.” Such a stance is very close to how Washington would treat a NATO member.

Calls for closer U.S. and NATO cooperation with Kiev escalated after a November 2018 incident between Ukrainian and Russian warships in the Kerch Strait. The strait, which connects the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov, separates Russia’s Taman Peninsula from the Crimea Peninsula. Despite Moscow’s annexation of the latter in 2014, Kiev still considers Crimea to be Ukrainian territory, a position that the United States and its allies back emphatically. Moreover, passage through the strait is the only maritime link between Ukraine’s Black Sea ports and ports on the Azov. Kiev views the strait as international waters and relies on a 2003 bilateral navigation treaty to vindicate its position.

With the annexation of Crimea, however, Russia now regards the waterway as its territorial waters. When three Ukrainian ships violated Moscow’s demand for 48 hours’ notice and official permission for transit (a procedure Kiev had followed a few months earlier), Russian security forces intervened, ramming one ship and firing on the others, wounding several Ukrainian sailors and then seizing the offending vessels.31

The United States and the other NATO members reacted with fury to this incident. NATO held an emergency meeting with the Ukrainian government. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg pledged the alliance’s “full support for Ukraine’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, including its full navigational rights in its territorial waters under international law.”32 Ukraine’s leaders wanted far more than NATO’s moral support, however. In an interview with the German publication Bild, President Petro Poroshenko expressed the hope that NATO members “are now ready to relocate naval ships to the Sea of Azov in order to assist Ukraine and provide security.”33

Leaving aside the problem that much of the Sea of Azov is too shallow (in some portions no more than six meters deep) to accommodate most NATO warships, attempting to use the Kerch Strait without Moscow’s permission would create a horrifically dangerous crisis. Even moving NATO ships to the eastern waters of the Black Sea adjacent to the strait would constitute a reckless provocation. Unfortunately, some political leaders, media figures, and policy experts were pushing the latter step even before the Kerch Strait incident.34

There were now even louder cries for an increase in measures to show resolve and strengthen security ties between NATO and Kiev. Rep. Eliot Engel (D-NY), who became chair of the House Foreign Affairs Committee in the next Congress, urged an increase in U.S. arms sales to Ukraine, asserting, “If Putin starts seeing Russian soldier fatalities, that changes his equation.” Senate Armed Services Committee chair James Inhofe (R-OK) threatened new sanctions on Russia and called for a coordinated response between the United States and its European allies. “If Putin continues his Black Sea bullying,” Inhofe stated, “the United States and Europe must consider imposing additional sanctions on Russia, inserting a greater U.S. and NATO presence in the Black Sea region and increasing military assistance for Ukraine.” Sen. Robert Menendez (D-NJ) echoed those views. Menendez called for tougher sanctions, additional NATO exercises on the Black Sea, and more security aid to Ukraine, “including lethal maritime equipment and weapons.”35

Even before the Kerch Strait episode, Kiev was vigorously lobbying for more military aid from the United States, and Washington appeared quite receptive to that appeal. U.S. and Ukrainian officials were in “close discussion” regarding the possibility Washington would supply another tranche of powerful weapons for Kiev’s fight in eastern Ukraine, Ukrainian Foreign Minister Pavlo Klimkin told reporters on November 18, 2018, a day after he met with U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in Washington.36 That was a week before the Kerch Strait clash, and the timing of the latter should have raised suspicions about it being a pretext for a policy that Kiev and Washington intended to adopt.

Indeed, Poroshenko, with his political fortunes flagging ahead of a spring 2019 presidential election, seized on the Kerch Strait incident to proclaim martial law in 10 regions—areas of the country that tended to be hostile to him and his party. Poroshenko also paraded around the country in full military uniform, apparently hoping to ride a surge of patriotic and anti-Russian sentiment to electoral victory. His strategy failed, and he suffered a landslide loss to a political newcomer—Ukraine’s leading comedian, Volodymyr Zelensky.

Trump administration officials have taken a rather cavalier attitude toward U.S. security cooperation with a country that is not averse to provoking its larger neighbor. Worse, Washington does not seem to have abandoned its hope that the major European allies will eventually relent and let Ukraine join NATO—a step that would significantly increase Washington’s obligations and risks. At present, that result seems unlikely, owing to the seemingly unyielding opposition of several allied governments, especially Germany, to enlarging the alliance to include Georgia and Ukraine (see Chapter 3). In adopting that position, Berlin and its cautious colleagues may be saving Washington from its own folly.



AMERICA’S NATO COMMITMENTS NOW ENTAIL FAR MORE RISKS THAN BENEFITS

The first question that U.S. leaders should ask about any alliance commitment is whether the ally is even worth risking a sacrifice of American treasure and lives. Does that country have great strategic or economic significance to the United States? Risking war to defend another country ought to be no casual matter. A military alliance with such a profound obligation is not akin to an economic or social association. The obligation is deadly serious—and U.S. policymakers must never adopt the flippant attitude that because the United States is powerful, it can undertake virtually any commitment, confident that no adversary will ever be daring (or reckless) enough to challenge it. The history of international affairs is littered with examples of deterrence failures on the part of great powers attempting to protect allies and clients.

Washington’s implicit assumption is that neither Russia nor any other country would dare challenge the Article 5 commitment. Foreign policy should never be based on a bluff. Yet for the United States, the obligation to regard an attack on any NATO member (no matter how insignificant) as an attack on America itself potentially puts the very existence of the republic at risk. If deterrence ever failed, especially if the challenger were Russia, Washington would face the choice between a bad option and a horrific one. The former would entail reneging on a solemn treaty commitment to a NATO ally, thereby raising major doubts about U.S. credibility. The latter would mean going to war against a power armed with more than 2,000 nuclear weapons and risking mutual annihilation. Smart great powers don’t put themselves in such a position.

Doing so is especially unwise if the ally being defended is not utterly essential to America’s own security. Even during the Cold War, the wisdom of embracing that level of risk was questionable. However, Europe was by far the main strategic and economic prize during that era, and the United States faced not just a geopolitical challenger, but a messianic, totalitarian, expansionist power. Keeping democratic Europe out of Moscow’s orbit arguably justified undertaking a high level of risk. The Kremlin’s expansionist ambitions may have never actually extended that far, especially given the headaches it repeatedly encountered trying to control Eastern Europe, but U.S. leaders were understandably wary of taking the chance. A Soviet Union in control of populous, economically powerful Western Europe would have made for a very uncomfortable U.S. status in the resulting international system. Still, reasonable critics might contend that playing nuclear chicken with Moscow was excessively perilous, even for such important geostrategic stakes.

Whatever the merits of incurring that level of risk to shield major strategic and economic assets such as Britain, France, Italy, and (West) Germany, those considerations no longer apply. Russia is a conventional, regional power—not a totalitarian state with global expansionist objectives. Equally important, most NATO members added since the end of the Cold War are not even remotely considered major powers. The vast majority are not even meaningful allies, but weak security dependents. Risking national suicide to protect such modest, indeed mostly trivial, clients is the essence of foreign policy folly.

Beyond determining whether an ally is worth the risk of going to war, there could well be another difficult decisionmaking problem if a crisis erupted. As noted, determining whether the alliance partner is victim or aggressor might be difficult. The incident with Turkey confirmed the problem, but clashes involving other countries could raise similar issues.

Continuing, much less increasing, the forward deployment of U.S. military forces intensifies the risks that the rigid security commitment to the NATO allies already entails. It is especially imprudent to station troops, tanks, warplanes, and missiles in NATO’s eastern members near the Russian frontier (or to maintain a disguised ongoing deployment via constantly rotating “temporary” deployments).

Even a minor incident could instantly engulf forward-deployed U.S. military units in combat, effectively foreclosing Washington’s policy options. Indeed, that is why those members want the U.S. deployments. Daniel Szeligowski, a senior research fellow at the Polish Institute for International Affairs, emphasizes that benefit to his country and its neighbors: “From the Polish perspective, the deployment of U.S. troops to Poland and Baltic states means a real deterrence since it increases the probability of the U.S. forces engagement in case of potential aggression from Russia.”37

The Trump administration may be inclined to dispense with the fiction that constant rotational deployments of U.S. forces in East European countries do not constitute a permanent military presence. During a state visit to Washington in September 2018, Poland’s president, Andrzej Duda, promised to provide $2 billion toward the construction if the United States built a base in his country. Duda even offered to name the base “Fort Trump” in a transparent appeal to the U.S. president’s notorious vanity. “Poland is willing to make a very major contribution to the United States to come in and have a presence in Poland,” Trump said in the Oval Office. “If they’re willing to do that, it’s something we will certainly talk about.” He added that the United States would take Duda’s proposal “very seriously.”38

The American Conservative’s Daniel Larison warned that putting a U.S. base in Poland “would further antagonize Russia, and it would create one more overseas military installation that the U.S. doesn’t need to have. Trump is often accused of wanting to ‘retreat’ from the world, but his willingness to entertain this proposal shows that he doesn’t care about stationing U.S. forces abroad so long as someone else is footing most of the bill.”39 Larison’s comment underscores how the potential deleterious impact of Washington’s NATO commitments goes far beyond simple burden-sharing grievances. The cost issue would be the least of the problems created by establishing an official, permanent U.S. military presence in a state on Russia’s border, encroaching on Moscow’s military bastion, Kaliningrad. The rotating deployments are bad enough, but ostentatiously building a major base would escalate that provocation.



PLAYING THERMONUCLEAR RUSSIAN ROULETTE

Extending U.S. security guarantees to NATO allies was risky enough during the Cold War when major geopolitical stakes were involved. If deterrence had failed, a confrontation with the USSR could have escalated and culminated in a thermonuclear exchange, causing millions of American casualties and possibly extinguishing America as a functioning society. There was always the danger that a Kremlin leader would conclude that the U.S. pledge under Article 5 was a bluff and make the fateful decision to challenge Washington’s willingness to risk the American population on behalf of allies. Fortunately, the Soviet dictators were not inclined to be Hitler-style gamblers, and they never put the Article 5 commitment to the test. Despite some close calls on both sides with early warning systems giving false signals about a possible launch of enemy missiles, no disastrous accidents occurred for that reason either.40 But it is appropriate to acknowledge that the Cold War could have had a far more tragic ending. Keeping U.S. missiles on hair-trigger alert seems extremely reckless absent the vicious rivalry with the USSR.

U.S. leaders relied on the assumption that the geostrategic assets at stake were large and important enough that extended deterrence to cover Western Europe was inherently credible to the Kremlin and would not be challenged. The assumption proved valid in the Cold War context. Even if the Soviets (and the West Europeans) may have wondered from time to time if Washington’s professed willingness to commit national suicide to prevent the Red Army from conquering Europe was genuine, no rational person wanted to test that proposition.

In today’s world, however, the inherent believability of the U.S. pledge is weaker. A vow to incur even grave risks to prevent a totalitarian superpower enemy from dominating such key international economic and strategic assets as Britain, France, Germany, and Italy had a reasonable degree of credibility. But the notion that the United States would honor such a security pledge to prevent a conventional, conservative regional power like post-Soviet Russia from reasserting imperial control over one or more weak neighboring states strains credulity to the breaking point. America’s risks under Article 5 are at least as great as they were during the Cold War, while the stakes involved—and the benefits to America of retaining a bloated roster of allies—are much less.

The intrinsically weaker credibility of extended deterrence under these new circumstances cannot be overcome by pounding the table or increasing the number and intensity of America’s security pledges to NATO allies. But NATO partisans blindly refuse to acknowledge that reality. Former U.S. ambassador to NATO Ivo H. Daalder, for example, argues that “the biggest threat today is not a deliberate war, as it was [in the Cold War], but the possibility of miscalculation. One worry is that Russia might not believe that NATO would actually come to the defense of its most exposed allies—which is why strong statements of reassurance and commitment by all NATO countries, and not least the United States, are so vital.” Daalder even puts the verbal aspect on the same plane as tangible military deployments. The forward presence of NATO forces is an important signal of resolve, he states, “but they need to be backed by words that leave no doubt of the intention to use these forces to defend allies if they are attacked.”41

Daalder misses the crucial point: a potential adversary will more likely judge the credibility of a deterrence pledge based on the importance of the tangible interests at stake to the guarantor power compared to the risks the power incurs. Simply repeating assurances that “we really mean it” will not make a possible challenger believe an implausible guarantee. Washington’s problem today is that promising to risk national suicide for small allies that have little economic or strategic importance looks like a bluff—one that Moscow may call in the midst of a crisis, if Russian leaders believe their country’s vital interests are at stake. That is why expanding NATO and adding an assortment of marginally relevant, volatile dependents in Russia’s immediate neighborhood merely weakens the credibility of Washington’s long-standing security guarantee to more significant alliance partners farther west. Daalder’s emphasis on the need to repeat and emphasize the sanctity of the U.S. pledge to all European allies suggests just how much he and other NATO defenders worry that otherwise a Kremlin leader might call that bluff.

The greater disparity between risks and benefits virtually invites a challenge at some point. Despite the overwrought propaganda in much of the Western media about Putin being the new Hitler, his behavior indicates that he is a prudent risk taker, not a reckless one. But one of the worst aspects of a permanent military alliance is that it is permanent. We must assume that unknown Russian leaders a decade or a generation from now will not be gamblers. The questionable notion that the United States is really willing to risk thermonuclear war to protect minuscule states in Russia’s neighborhood or on Russia’s border itself must be reconsidered. It is an extremely imprudent assumption and a high-stakes bet on Washington’s part.

Moreover, the willingness of current U.S. leaders to placate NATO’s East European members by stationing American troops and warplanes and establishing permanent bases on their soil increases the likelihood of a future tragedy. The goal of European governments, now as during the Cold War, is to deny U.S. policymakers the element of choice about America becoming embroiled in any conflict that breaks out. U.S. forces there serve as tripwires to guarantee that Washington must honor the Article 5 pledge, even if doing so is self-destructive folly. The underlying perverse logic of insisting on U.S. tripwire forces is that the Kremlin, believing that the United States will have no choice but to intervene on behalf of an ally if American troops are among the initial casualties in a conflict, will never take the fateful first step of attacking a NATO member, even a small, vulnerable one. By collaborating in this denial of policy choice, American officials are engaging in the geostrategic equivalent of making a huge wager on one turn of the roulette wheel—except in this case, the lives of millions of Americans are at stake, rather than mere dollars. It is a foolish and irresponsible bet.

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger reportedly once observed that great powers do not commit suicide on behalf of allies. But he should have said that great powers do not willingly commit suicide on behalf of allies. As the cataclysmic descent into war by Europe’s rival blocs in 1914 demonstrated, great powers sometimes do end up, however inadvertently, committing suicide on behalf of allies. Washington must adopt important policy changes to make certain that America does not stumble into a similar tragedy in the 21st century.





CHAPTER 5
U.S. PATERNALISM STIFLES INDEPENDENT EUROPEAN SECURITY CAPABILITIES

Current NATO policy implicitly continues to regard even the alliance’s major European members as little more than glorified U.S. security dependents rather than robust, capable powers. The United States has kept a tight rein on alliance military strategy since the beginning. It is no accident that NATO’s top military post, Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), has always been an American officer. A European has always been given the post of Secretary General, the alliance’s top diplomat. Being Secretary General certainly is more than a purely ceremonial post, but (especially in a crisis) SACEUR and U.S. leaders in Washington hold the real decisionmaking power.

The insistence on U.S. preeminence was apparent throughout the Cold War, and it did not change appreciably when the Cold War ended. Washington’s seizure of leadership in dealing with the Balkan crises in the 1990s made clear that U.S. leaders had little confidence in the ability of their European allies to deal independently even with a secondary, subregional disruption of the security environment. Nor did Washington welcome any evidence to the contrary. As discussed in Chapter 1, both George H. W. Bush’s and Bill Clinton’s administrations displayed contempt for and quietly undermined what limited initiatives the Europeans did undertake to manage the problems associated with the unraveling of Yugoslavia. That attitude was especially apparent regarding the initial European initiatives to resolve the ethnic confrontations in Bosnia-Herzegovina.

Despite the Clinton foreign policy team’s feigned official reluctance to have Washington take the leadership reins during the Bosnia situation, U.S. leaders firmly grabbed those reins to affirm the allegedly imperative need for continued American leadership of the transatlantic security relationship. Indeed, the same determination was evident in Washington’s overall global posture. In 1998, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright stated explicitly that “we are the indispensable nation. We stand tall and we see further than other countries into the future….”1 Albright may have been a bit more brazen and undiplomatic (if not downright arrogant) than most of her colleagues in the American foreign policy establishment, but she accurately reflected their views.

Washington’s negative reactions to periodic European suggestions that the European Union undertake a security role as well as its traditional economic role reflect both America’s insecurity about its status as the indispensable power and its determination to maintain a hegemonic role. For decades, U.S. leaders have viewed suggestions of strengthening any competing European institution with barely concealed hostility. Early potential competitors during the post–Cold War years included the Western European Union and the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (later the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe). Brent Scowcroft, George H. W. Bush’s national security adviser, gave a candid U.S. reaction to the position that the French government adopted following Moscow’s acceptance of Germany’s reunification and the membership of a united Germany in NATO. French president Francois Mitterrand, he contended, “appeared to believe, or hope, that NATO would atrophy as the instrument of European security, with political stability increasingly supplied by the [Western European Union and Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe].”2

Scowcroft was not at all pleased with Mitterrand’s apparent views, and nearly all U.S. policymakers in the Bush I, Clinton, and Bush II administrations shared his uneasiness and hostility. Jolyon Howorth, the Jean Monnet Professor at the University of Bath (UK), and John T. S. Keeler, University of Pittsburgh professor of political science, argue that early on in the post–Cold War period, the European governments manifested “independence bordering on insubordination,” chafing under Washington’s continued domination of transatlantic security relations.3 Despite the somewhat humiliating experience resulting from tepid European attempts to manage the Bosnia turmoil, the restlessness actually deepened as the decade went on.

More substantive manifestations of growing European assertiveness regarding security issues took place in 1999. At summits in January and December of that year, NATO’s European members pushed for the adoption of a European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP). The ESDP grew out of the earlier European Security and Defense Initiative (ESDI), which Washington had found little cause to oppose. The ESDI was a classic burden-sharing scheme, in which the Europeans promised to do more in the security arena by creating a stronger “European pillar” within NATO. But the latter point was the crucial caveat: an increased European security role was to occur only within the strict confines of NATO.

Even then, NATO’s new Strategic Concept, approved at the 50th anniversary summit in April 1999, showed continuing divisions regarding the alliance’s proper mission and the appropriate role of ESDI. Much of the language in the final document was an awkward compromise between U.S. (and British) policymakers who insisted on continued undisputed NATO primacy and officials in other European countries who sought greater latitude for security initiatives outside of the alliance.

One key paragraph practically oozed with primacist language. It praised the European members for having made decisions “to enable them to assume greater responsibilities in the security and defense field,” but it immediately stressed that the ESDI would be developed “within NATO.” Another especially convoluted passage sought to balance virtually every conceivable objective of both camps. ESDI would “reinforce the transatlantic partnership”; yet it would also enable the European allies to “act by themselves” in certain (unspecified) situations. However, they could act by themselves only “as required through the readiness of the Alliance, on a case-by-case basis, and by consensus, to make its [NATO’s] assets and capabilities available for operations in which the Alliance is not engaged militarily.”4

The ESDP that evolved from the ESDI promised to be much more worrisome to U.S. officials committed to maintaining the NATO status quo and U.S. dominance.5 With the ESDP, the European countries seemed to be contemplating serious, autonomous, or perhaps fully independent initiatives in the security arena.


STIFLING EUROPEAN SECURITY INITIATIVES AND PRESERVING U.S. HEGEMONY

Whenever proposals to establish even a modest independent European security mechanism have surfaced, U.S. officials and their ideological allies in the American foreign policy community have moved to shoot down such ideas. Washington’s reaction to the ESDP was quite revealing. Texas A&M University professor Christopher Layne concludes that ESDP was “envisioned as the backbone of an independent European security policy, one developed by Europeans without U.S. input.” If that was not enough to unsettle U.S. leaders, Layne writes, “at their November 2000 meeting the EU’s defense ministers gave ESDP concrete expression by announcing plans to create a sixty-thousand-strong Rapid Reaction Force (RRF).”6

The ESDP and RRF plans triggered an intense disagreement between the United States and the EU about how far the “Europeanization” of the Continent’s defense could or should go. Tensions escalated in late 2000 when French president Jacques Chirac and prime minister Lionel Jospin emphasized that, although the RRF would draw on some European military units also assigned to NATO, it would be an autonomous European force. They indicated further that it would be the embryo of an EU army with a chain of command, headquarters, and staff entirely separate from NATO.7

Layne notes that the U.S. reaction to the RRF was “swift and hostile.” There was also an element of panic. Speaking to the NATO defense ministers meeting in Brussels in December 2000, Secretary of Defense William Cohen warned that if the EU created a defense capability outside of NATO, the alliance would become “a relic of the past.”8 Pentagon leaders privately discussed having Washington threaten the European allies that the United States would withdraw its own forces from Europe if the EU created the RRF without embedding it firmly in NATO.9

John Bolton—who would become a senior policy official in George W. Bush’s administration and, later, President Trump’s national security adviser—excoriated the RRF as “a dagger pointed at NATO’s heart.”10 Washington’s countermove soon became, and has consistently remained, a concerted campaign to sabotage any notion of a separate European rapid response force and to develop a similar capability under NATO. The conceptual roots of the NATO Response Force began in the early years of the 21st century with Washington’s effort to thwart the creation of a purely European version.

The plan to develop the NATO Response Force confirmed that the Bush administration was just as committed as its predecessor to diverting European defense efforts and resources away from the ESDP and RRF. Layne is correct that for all the talk of burden sharing, the United States has never desired a truly equal, much less autonomous, democratic Europe when it comes to security matters. “U.S. policymakers’ reaction to ESDP and the RRF,” he contends, reflected “longstanding U.S. fears that an equal and independent Europe would throw off Washington’s tutelage.” The reaction also reflected Washington’s pervasive suspicion that the ESDP and RRF were “the ‘camel’s nose under the tent’”—that they would “become rivals to NATO in European security affairs.”11

The Clinton administration’s policy demands regarding the ESDP certainly indicated an insistence on maintaining NATO’s preeminence—and, therefore, Washington’s domination of Europe’s security architecture. The administration’s approach was based on the “three Ds” that ESDP or any new security initiative must reflect: that is, a new program must not diminish NATO’s role, duplicate NATO’s capabilities, or discriminate against any NATO members that did not belong to the EU.12 Not surprisingly, the administration believed that the ESDP violated all of those strictures.

Officials in the subsequent Bush administration exhibited a similar attitude. In October 2003, Nicholas Burns, the U.S. ambassador to NATO, sharply criticized the EU’s plan to develop an independent military capacity. Burns branded that effort as “one of the greatest dangers to the transatlantic community.”13 Condoleezza Rice, national security adviser in George W. Bush’s first term and secretary of state in his second, noted that British prime minister Tony Blair sought to “get a nod” from the president that the United States would support the creation of “enhanced independent European forces.” Blair’s request constituted a significant shift in London’s position. Previously, Britain had been at least as insistent as the United States that all defense measures be implemented through NATO. Bush did not explicitly reject Blair’s overture, but he worried that the Europeans might “hollow out NATO” by trying to get their “meager forces to do double duty.”14

The Bush administration’s response to the RRF, like that of its predecessor, indicated little receptivity to a more vigorous European commitment of forces if that step occurred outside of NATO. That continuing resistance underscored the self-serving, rather hypocritical nature of the U.S. calls for greater burden sharing. Washington’s countermove to the ESDP and the RRF was to propose creating a military response force within NATO. U.S. officials lobbied intensely for that option, and eventually, France and other powers who favored a European-controlled rapid reaction capability capitulated. The NATO version went into operation in 2003, and it has taken on new relevance—especially as tensions grow between the alliance and Russia.

Washington’s negative view of “Europeans only” security proposals has not diminished in the intervening years. Even Trump’s demands for greater European seriousness about collective defense emphasize greater financial burden sharing and a willingness to do more to support NATO’s overall defense efforts. There are few, if any, indications that Washington is even willing to share decisionmaking authority within NATO, much less that U.S. leaders would look kindly on the creation of new European security arrangements that exclude the United States.

Moreover, one reason for Washington’s insistence on expanding NATO’s membership was the perception that most of the drive to implement ESDP came from France and other countries in “old Europe.” Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld and other Bush administration officials believed that Central and Eastern European nations were extremely grateful to the United States for standing firm against the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War and eventually liberating the satellite nations. U.S. policymakers were confident that those new NATO (and EU) members would willingly embrace Washington’s continued leadership.

Rumsfeld’s comment dividing democratic Europe into two distinct categories came in response to a reporter’s observation that the “mood among European allies” was not supportive of using military force against Iraq. But it applied to more than the Bush administration’s Iraq policy. “You’re thinking of Europe as Germany and France,” Rumsfeld replied scornfully. “I don’t. I think that’s old Europe.” He then argued that given the expansion of NATO membership and the imminent prospect of more expansion, the alliance’s center of gravity had shifted east. Those countries, Rumsfeld asserted, are “not with France and Germany on this, they’re with the United States.”15 And he was correct. Ten East European countries, most of which would soon join NATO, promptly rejected the French-German position regarding Iraq and endorsed the U.S. stance of pursuing military action if deemed necessary.

U.S. leaders were already applying a similar strategy of mobilizing their accommodating East European allies to deal with internal NATO and even EU issues. If the United States expressed opposition to the creation of independent EU security entities, American officials were confident that the countries of “new Europe” would endorse Washington’s policy preferences, rather than those of Paris or Berlin. For the most part, that expectation seems to have been borne out; the Central and East European nations have been content with, even enthusiastic about, the continuation of U.S. hegemony. In his memoirs, Rumsfeld contends that he meant to say “old NATO,” rather than “old Europe,” as though the impact of the latter term would have been much different, but his broader reasoning was apparent. Extending NATO membership, he conceded, already had a very important effect. “This shift in the center of gravity of NATO eastward naturally reduced the role of France and Germany.” And Rumsfeld was perfectly happy with that development.16

Washington’s drive to strangle the ESDP and RRF succeeded in the near term—although as discussed below, plans to create an effective and independent European security mechanism are showing signs of renewed life. In the meantime, the U.S. determination to preserve its hegemony in Europe at all costs has needlessly increased America’s defense burdens and risks. Insisting on perpetuating Europe’s security dependence is not a wise policy in the 21st century—if it ever was.

The fault for the perpetuation of an obsolete transatlantic security relationship does not reside entirely with the United States. True, U.S. leaders have manifested their displeasure every time European officials floated trial balloons about the EU undertaking independent security responsibilities. But allied governments have backed off without much of a struggle every time as well. Moreover, despite periodic signs of greater assertiveness and expressed desires for more meaningful policy autonomy since the end of the Cold War, the Europeans themselves have failed to exercise sustained leadership at key moments when opportunities have arisen. The Clinton administration undermined initial European efforts to manage the Bosnian crisis, for example, but leading EU countries did not mount much of a resistance to Washington’s attempts at meddling and its usurpation of leadership.

Sometimes, the European members of NATO have seemed almost as willing to relinquish leadership roles and responsibilities as the Americans have been to continue emphasizing a dominant U.S. role. The unhealthy relationship of patron and dependent that developed during the Cold War, initially out of necessity, has persisted. Even during the early years of the post–Cold War period when the sense of relief at the Soviet Union’s disintegration was at its zenith, European elites as well as their American counterparts were determined to honor NATO Secretary General Lord Ismay’s admonition about “keeping the Americans in,” even if it might no longer be necessary to “keep the Russians out” or “the Germans down.”

The Europeans remain committed to the objective of retaining the American military presence and defense shield, even when they profess to want more independent security capabilities. In other words, they have wanted the best of both worlds: greater policy autonomy, but continued U.S. protection. That balancing act has proven to be quite difficult because U.S. leaders insist on both greater European burden sharing within NATO and continued deference to U.S. leadership and policy preferences.

Indeed, the European allies find themselves under pressure to mute their objections even to U.S. policies that they fear are ill-advised to avoid any risk that the United States might decide to make its role on the Continent a lower priority. That point became evident with George W. Bush’s determination to invade and occupy Iraq to oust Saddam Hussein. With the exception of British prime minister Tony Blair, leaders of most other key NATO members were very uneasy about the U.S. decision. Although some ultimately did provide tepid endorsements, Germany and other countries refused to provide forces for the mission. The European lack of enthusiasm for Bush’s crusade was palpable because, among other reasons, they feared (correctly) that Washington’s regime-change war would cause more turmoil and violence in Iraq and the rest of the Middle East. The spillover from such turbulence inevitably would have a major negative impact on Europe.

Nevertheless, the NATO allies did not challenge Washington’s Iraq policy in a serious manner. European governments have been careful not to offend the United States on other issues as well, such as the open-ended war in Afghanistan or backing the Saudi-led war in Yemen. Even the European resistance to the Trump administration’s relentlessly hostile policy toward Iran has remained carefully measured. Germany and France did refuse to follow Trump’s lead when he repudiated the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action that the United States and other leading powers had concluded with Tehran in 2015 to limit Iran’s nuclear program. The EU has even developed plans to thwart Washington’s reimposition of sanctions.17 Those are encouraging signs of greater policy independence, but how deep or sustained that defiance will be in the coming months and years remains to be seen.

On other issues, the continuation of the traditional patron-dependent transatlantic relationship clearly has continued—and even escalated in some respects. That is especially true as concerns about possible Russian intimidation or aggression deepened in the past few years. Some European members of NATO have become at least modestly more serious about addressing security concerns and boosting their tangible military capabilities. Others, including Europe’s leading economic power, Germany, have not done so.

Nearly all of NATO’s European members make securing a greater, even more reliable U.S. commitment to Europe’s protection a higher priority than strengthening their own military capacities. The emphasis on getting Washington to increase the number and size of its force deployments in Eastern Europe demonstrates the relative priorities. Take, for example, the lobbying effort that Poland and other eastern members of NATO have conducted to induce the United States to establish permanent military bases in their countries. The underlying goal clearly is to make the U.S. tripwire larger and supposedly more credible.

The persistence of the de facto patron-client relationship is toxic for both sides, but especially so for the United States. Washington should recognize that it is unwise to insist on Europe being a perpetual security dependent, as though little has changed from the days of a weak and demoralized democratic Europe in the decade following the end of World War II. Today’s Europe has significant security capabilities of its own and could easily make those capabilities even more robust if its leaders chose to do so. A new European-controlled security association would become a true ally, not a minimally helpful adjunct, if a major threat to the transatlantic community actually did arise—as opposed to the current hyped threat of a revanchist Russia.

Recognizing and encouraging greater European security initiatives, instead of discouraging, obstructing, and torpedoing them would benefit America’s long-term interests. Washington could offload completely onto the major European powers the responsibility for managing subregional security problems, such as the simmering disputes in the Balkans. The United States could even commence reducing the U.S. security profile in the Middle East and transferring the bulk of responsibility for dealing with that troubled region to European powers who are much closer geographically and have far more interests at stake.

NATO’s European members already have impressive strengths as measured in terms of both population size and economic power. With some additional efforts, including setting better priorities and developing more extensive multilateral intra-European defense cooperation and coordination, they could develop impressive military capabilities as well. The foundation for a more serious security role is already in place.



A STRONG ECONOMIC FOUNDATION FOR BUILDING A STRONG MILITARY

Several of the European countries are elite economic powers. According to the World Bank, Germany has the world’s fourth largest economy, behind only those of the United States, China, and Japan. Great Britain has the fifth largest; France, the seventh; and Italy, the ninth.18 The most recent data from the International Monetary Fund put Germany’s annual GDP at $4.21 trillion, Great Britain’s at $2.94 trillion, and France’s just behind at $2.93 trillion. Even Italy at $2.18 trillion and Spain at $1.51 trillion are serious economic players.19 NATO Europe (the alliance membership minus the United States and Canada) has a collective GDP of more than $19 trillion. Compare that total to Russia’s $1.6 trillion: NATO Europe has an economic output literally more than 10 times that of its principal potential adversary.

A significant disparity between the EU nations and Russia also exists in terms of military spending. Granted, the spending of NATO’s European members remains far more modest than the huge U.S. defense budget, which is projected to reach $750 billion in 2019. Britain and France have defense budgets of $56.1 billion and $53.4 billion, respectively. Italy spends just $24.9 billion annually, and Germany, despite its status as the world’s number four economic power, spends only $45.7 billion on defense.20

Still, the annual collective defense spending level of those leading European powers exceeds $180 billion. That figure significantly eclipses Russia’s $63.1 billion.21 Moreover, including the spending of the smaller members adds another $84 billion, meaning that NATO Europe out-spends Russia by over a 4 to 1 margin. Moreover, as noted in Chapter 4, if the European nations consider Moscow a truly existential threat, they are fully capable of spending more—much more.

Even given their chronic parsimonious investments in defense, several of the European NATO countries can field militaries with significant conventional capabilities. Many of the newer members are mini-states with extremely small armed forces that would be of little use in a major conflict—especially one with Russia. Other members, though, have the ability to put up a credible resistance to an act of aggression. Turkey, for example, has 355,200 active duty military personnel with another 378,700 in reserve units, plus another 156,800 paramilitary personnel. The Turkish military is equipped with battle tanks, rocket launchers, attack helicopters, jet fighters, and sophisticated air defense batteries (ironically now including the Russian-supplied S-400).22

Germany, democratic Europe’s natural economic and security leader, has unfortunately allowed its military to atrophy to a disturbing extent since the end of the Cold War, creating (among other problems) insufficient readiness levels and shortages of key spare parts. Nevertheless, Berlin’s forces still would pose a barrier to any invader. Germany’s active-duty military of 178,600 can deploy an array of modern weaponry, including Leopard battle tanks, AP-3C Orion anti-submarine aircraft, and 123 Eurofighter Typhoons.23

Before the bulk of an invasion force could even reach Germany, it would have to get through Poland. That task might not be all that easy. Although Warsaw only began a serious push to meet NATO’s 2 percent GDP target for military spending after Russia’s seizure of Crimea and support of separatism in eastern Ukraine in 2014, its spending has now reached that level. Polish leaders may be devoting considerable effort to securing a permanent U.S. military presence in their country, but they also are building up Poland’s own military. Warsaw’s 105,000 active-duty force is backed by 73,400 paramilitary fighters. As with Germany and several other NATO members, Polish ground forces deploy various models of the Leopard battle tank. In Poland’s case, nearly 1,000 of those weapon systems are available. The air force jet fighters are more limited, but several dozen are available.24 Polish defenders certainly could not defeat an invading force on their own, but they seem capable of slowing it down substantially.

The military capabilities on Germany’s western flank are even more impressive, giving a European defense effort strategic depth. France’s active-duty military numbers 202,700, augmented by 103,400 paramilitary forces. Land forces have available some 200 Leclerc battle tanks as well as dozens of front-line artillery pieces, rocket launchers, and other weapons. Air and naval forces are even more capable. In addition to an aircraft carrier, the Charles de Gaulle, France sports a small but significant navy with nearly a dozen modern destroyers. The French air force boasts Mirage 200 and Rafale fighters.25

Additional European countries, such as Italy, Spain, Romania, and others, could (and in the event of a continent-wide security crisis almost certainly would) throw their military weight into the balance as well. Likewise, even if Brexit proceeds and Britain actually exits the EU, London would hardly remain indifferent to a major act of aggression in Europe. Its conventional capabilities are both modern and sizable. The UK’s 85,000 ground force might not add that much to the capabilities of its Continental neighbors, but its naval forces and more than 200 combat aircraft are another matter.26

The bottom line is that Russia (much less a smaller aggressor) would have to consider some serious difficulties and risks if it decided to launch a war of aggression—especially anything that went beyond Russia’s immediate border regions. Even without the United States, the European nations would be capable of mounting a resistance that would not be easy to overcome. And if those countries improved their capabilities by increasing military spending and setting better priorities for that spending, they could mount a ferocious resistance. Any leader in the Kremlin would have to consider the risks and take into account prospects for success that are far from certain. That lack of certainty itself is a rather effective deterrent.

A key challenge for the European powers in building an even more credible collective defense effort distinct from NATO is to increase the efficiency of their military spending, as well as the overall size. That means focusing more on useful, cutting-edge weapons systems and reducing spending on obsolete systems and glorified jobs programs for young, otherwise unemployed citizens. Finally, NATO Europe urgently needs to better coordinate the strategies and capabilities of the various national military forces. The current degree of duplication and waste means that the overall military spending of NATO Europe (or alternatively, the EU in alliance with post-Brexit Britain) does not come close to producing the potential military capability that the current amount of spending should produce.

With sufficient effort on the part of the European governments, those problems and limitations can be overcome or at least greatly diminished. Even in their current state, the collective militaries of democratic Europe would be a serious opponent for a revanchist Russia, if that menace ever emerged. And the existing forces are more than capable of dealing with any lesser threats that might arise from other sources.



THE ISSUE OF NUCLEAR DETERRENCE

Proponents of continued NATO primacy and U.S. dominance of the alliance raise the objection that Russia has a vast nuclear arsenal to augment its conventional military forces. Only two European members of NATO, Britain and France, possess any nuclear weapons, and their arsenals are small compared with Moscow’s extensive array. Advocates of extended deterrence insist that maintaining the U.S. nuclear umbrella over the NATO allies and the tripwire forces in Europe are crucial to deter Russia from attempting to use its advantage in nuclear weaponry to intimidate other nations on the Continent.27

That argument has some validity but less than it might appear on the surface. Nuclear weapons have far more utility for deterrence than for intimidation, much less war fighting.28 If a war breaks out, then that nuclear arsenal has failed in its principal role. The British and French national nuclear arsenals undoubtedly are eclipsed by the size of the Russian arsenal, but they are far from trivial. France has 280 deployed warheads. The principal platform is the ballistic missile submarine Le Triomphant, and several aircraft, including 20 Rafale M F3s and 23 Mirage 2000Ns, also carry such weapons. Britain has an arsenal of 215 strategic warheads, 120 of which are deployed aboard the ballistic missile submarine Vanguard, with the remainder kept in reserve but ready to be deployed on various delivery systems, if a crisis develops.29

Strategic arsenals of that size are large enough to be credible deterrents. Although Russia clearly would prevail in a nuclear exchange, Kremlin leaders know that their country would suffer massive damage from such a conflict. Therefore, only the most reckless Russian leader would contemplate launching an attack on its smaller nuclear rivals. Moreover, for the first time, a serious debate is emerging in Germany about that country joining the global nuclear weapons club.30 Although the option has met with strong public resistance, it can no longer be dismissed as a possible development. Even a modest German deterrent would add to the complications that the Kremlin would face if it contemplated aggression against major European powers. Members of American and European political and opinion elites should at least be receptive to the possibility of a nuclear-armed Germany instead of acting as though that would be the most horrifying development imaginable.31 Germany is a stable, conservative, democratic country; it is not a candidate to launch wars of aggression.

A more serious caveat is that while the British and French (and possibly future German) nukes might be sufficient to deter a Russian attack directly on their countries, they wouldn’t necessarily deter an attack on the nonnuclear NATO members such as Poland, the Czech Republic, or Romania, much less the even more exposed and vulnerable Baltic republics. Extended deterrence inevitably has less credibility than direct deterrence, and it is a valid concern to wonder if Britain and France would risk their countries to defend nonnuclear European partners. Of course, many of the same policymakers, scholars, and journalists who question the credibility of a British or French nuclear umbrella over the rest of NATO Europe seem to have no problem assuming that an extended deterrence commitment from an even more geographically distant United States is indisputably credible.

Even if there are credibility issues with the belief that current British and French national nuclear capabilities could prevent Russian bullying of NATO’s easternmost members, London and Paris could decide to enlarge the size and sophistication of their nuclear forces. Germany and other economically and technologically capable European powers also could opt to join the ranks of nuclear weapons powers—even though deciding to terminate their memberships in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty would certainly entail substantial diplomatic costs.

Moreover, contrary to the conventional wisdom that nuclear proliferation is inherently destabilizing and that all forms of proliferation are equally bad, prominent foreign policy scholars—including John Mearsheimer, Christopher Layne, and the late Kenneth Waltz—have made strong arguments that proliferation, by raising the potential costs and other adverse consequences of initiating even small conventional wars among major powers, actually has stabilizing effects.32 That thesis is expressed in colloquial terms as “an armed society is a polite society.” As a variation on the proliferation of national arsenals, democratic Europe can make a decision to use the British and French arsenals as the core for establishing a new, multilaterally controlled deterrent to protect all of the member states.

None of those possibilities involves easy decisions, but the Europeans should have the responsibility to address the problems and options to move beyond the sterile policy of relying on the United States to preserve the security status quo. Such a reliance is especially unwise when conditions are eroding the credibility of the U.S. global extended deterrence guarantee by the day.



SIGNS OF NEW, INDEPENDENT EUROPEAN SECURITY INITIATIVES

One, perhaps inadvertent, benefit of President Trump’s periodic negative comments about NATO is that some European leaders are again considering more seriously Europeans-only security options. As early as August 2016 at a meeting of the Central European Visegrád countries, Hungary’s prime minister, Viktor Orbán, proposed creating an independent European Union army. The Czech Republic’s prime minister seconded that idea. Lower-level European political figures had floated that scheme previously from time to time, but it had not gone far, nor had such a prominent leader endorsed it.33

Not surprisingly, France seems to be taking the lead in promoting options for a more substantive and independent European security posture. France has long been NATO’s maverick member. That has been true since the days of President Charles de Gaulle, who both developed an independent nuclear deterrent despite Washington’s complaints and pulled France out of the alliance’s integrated military command. And as noted in Chapter 2, Paris initially pushed for alternatives to NATO being the exclusive security institution for post–Cold War Europe.

Now Washington’s habitual insistence on NATO (U.S.) primacy is being tested again. President Emmanuel Macron has seized the initiative in the latest manifestation of greater European security assertiveness. In particular, he has made several proposals for a European Union military. Macron explicitly revived the idea for an independent EU army in the fall of 2017.34 In a speech to French ambassadors in late August 2018, he expanded on his idea, stating that Europe needed to take more responsibility for its own defense and stop relying on the United States for its security. In a subsequent speech to an EU gathering later in the week, Macron called for a “nearly automatic” mutual security guarantee within the EU in light of Washington’s apparent wavering commitment to international (including European) security.

Although he denied that such a scheme was designed to undermine or supersede NATO, Macron clearly sought a vigorous European military capability to operate outside of NATO. Macron contended that Europe had depended far too long on the United States for protection. “Our aim is clearly for Europe to achieve strategic autonomy and reinforce defence solidarity,” he stated bluntly. Such a goal required only “minor changes” to the Lisbon Treaty (the EU’s governing document), Macron insisted.35

Although France is taking the lead in proposing a substantially more independent European security policy and capability, it is hardly alone. In June 2018—just before the tense confrontation with Trump at the Brussels NATO summit—nine EU nations signed onto the French plan to establish a “Defense Intervention Group” to facilitate an independent military intervention in the event of aggression or disorder inside or outside EU territory. The measure also sought to facilitate continued defense cooperation between EU nations and Great Britain following that country’s expected implementation of Brexit. Notably, Angela Merkel gave Germany’s support for Macron’s plan for such a European intervention force.36

Merkel has seemed nearly as uncertain as Macron about the continued reliability of the U.S. commitment to protect Europe. She stated that greater EU unity, a common foreign policy, and a more robust focus on security issues “is what we will need for our own survival because the nature of conflicts has changed completely since the end of the Cold War. A great many global conflicts are taking place on Europe’s doorstep. And it is not the case that the United States of America will simply protect us. Instead, Europe must take its destiny in its own hands. That is our job for the future.”37

Other European political figures are voicing similar, sometimes even more assertive, views about the need for a serious EU security role. “Only together, we are strong,” Michael Gahler, a German member of the European Parliament, said in July 2018 after the approval of a €500 million fund for research and development of defense industrial products. “Only united will Europeans face the challenges that emanate from Russia, disintegrating states in the neighborhood and, unfortunately, the currently incalculable U.S. foreign and security policy.”38 In December 2017, the European Parliament endorsed the creation of a “directorate general for defense” to more effectively implement a common EU foreign policy and security policy.39

Such sentiments and expressed objectives could prove as hollow or stillborn as the proposed European Defense Community (EDC) in the 1950s or the previous push for the ESDP in the late 1990s and early 2000s. The idea of a European army dates back to the 1950s when French prime minister Rene Plevin first proposed the EDC. Under that plan, a European army would have responded to a defense minister who in turn responded to the EDC. The logic was that the capabilities of an integrated European defense were far greater than those of any one state individually. Collaborating countries would integrate their defense personnel and equipment into a European defense force, which would become a European military in a common uniform and recruited by common practices. A high commissioner for European defense would report to an EDC body made up of individual national defense ministers.

At the time of the EDC proposal, a key obstacle to an effective, integrated European defense was the task of agreeing to a division of labor and responsibility on a multilateral level. As long as EU members each insisted on maintaining national defense establishments with minimal multilateral coordination, except to some extent through NATO, establishing a credible Continental defense force was difficult. The reluctance to engage in the necessary intra-European defense sharing and collaboration was a key reason (along with resistance to West German rearmament) that the EDC plan failed.40

The same coordination problem has been a major factor in why subsequent proposals for a European army have similarly failed to launch. Given the daunting obstacles regarding a division of defense capabilities and responsibilities (along with the prospect of greater overall military spending), it simply has been easier for the European countries to continue to rely on NATO as the principal institutional mechanism for their defense—and rely on the United States as their ultimate security guarantor.

Nevertheless, dissatisfaction with the EU’s military impotence has flared with greater frequency during the post–Cold War era. Tony Blair surprisingly abandoned the position that his predecessors had long adopted against autonomous European security initiatives and began working with French president Jacques Chirac to focus on a common EU defense outside of NATO. NATO’s interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo during the 1990s also highlighted European defense deficiencies. The 60,000-man force would not—or could not—act as an EU standing army. Instead, units were pulled from national militaries on an ad hoc basis when necessary. The general inability to operate effectively with U.S. forces greatly troubled Blair.

His concerns were shared in other EU countries. But progress on rectifying those problems and establishing greater integrated capabilities was painfully slow. In May 2003, EU leaders came up with a European Capability Action Plan to attempt to close the gap between U.S. and European capabilities. Washington’s NATO allies clearly had fallen far behind, and that realization was more than a little humiliating.

Given the long record of false starts and frustrations regarding the creation of an independent European defense capability, it is important to avoid getting carried away by recent moves toward that objective. But there are subtle indications that those ambitions may be more substantive and enduring than previous episodes. For example, in June 2018, the European Commission proposed a €13 billion budget for a European Defense Fund. The stated justification was “to increase the EU’s strategic autonomy, bolster the EU’s ability to protect its citizens and make the EU a stronger global actor.”41 More European nations than ever before seem to be echoing the traditional French contention that Europe must operate in a more serious manner, and independent of the United States, than has been the case with earlier episodes.

It remains be seen, of course, whether an association of diverse countries actually can find the requisite unity to implement a common foreign policy, much less develop a unified EU military capable of operating as a cohesive, coordinated force. But worries about Washington’s intentions and reliability are very real, and they are stimulating serious discussions about Europe’s security role.

Entrenched defenders of the NATO status quo on either side of the Atlantic should not assume that nothing significant has changed or is likely to change. Signs are mounting of a new attitude about security issues and the role that Europe ought to play. Three experienced defense analysts detected a significant new element in the various moves regarding EU defense issues over the past year or so: “The mood in the European Union on military affairs is undergoing a seismic shift. Policymakers across the Continent finally agree that hard power—long viewed as antithetical to the EU’s raison d’être—is now essential to the bloc’s survival.”42 That shift is not trivial, and if it continues, it may have dramatic implications for the transatlantic security relationship and the future of NATO.

U.S. officials and their allies in the broader American foreign policy community show no increased receptivity toward the efforts of France and Germany to revive the European Union’s security ambitions, though. John Bolton certainly has not altered his hostility to independent European security efforts over the years. He even repeated the “dagger aimed at NATO’s heart” phrase in a September 17, 2016, op-ed in the Boston Globe—when he was angling for a high-level policy post if Republican presidential nominee Donald Trump won the upcoming election. “We can count on enthusiastic support from Britain and much of ‘new Europe’ for reforming and strengthening the alliance,” Bolton wrote, “but when European governments place renewed emphasis on a purely European solution, we are seeing a dagger pointed at NATO’s heart.” He added, “If the EU, rather than its individual NATO member countries, really did develop a robust military capability, it would inevitably challenge the alliance’s foundational concept.”43 When Bolton occupied an office in the West Wing just a few doors down from the Oval Office, he likely continued peddling that same animosity regarding independent European security initiatives to President Trump.

Washington needs to renounce its traditional antipathy to a strong European defense entity. Whether insisting on NATO primacy and U.S. hegemony made sense in the bipolar strategic environment of the Cold War is a moot point. Today’s world is different in fundamental ways. Not only is democratic Europe much stronger and more capable of providing for its own defense, but not all security problems affect all portions of the West equally. To assume that disorders in the Balkans or elsewhere on Europe’s periphery should be as important to the United States as to the EU countries is irrational. Such an assumption is no more logical than believing that the EU countries should be as concerned as the United States about the ongoing political struggle in Venezuela or possible problems in Central America or the Caribbean.44



DIVERGING SECURITY INTERESTS

As NATO increasingly pursued “out of area” missions during the 1990s and early 2000s, some NATO traditionalists in Europe became very uneasy about the implications for the Continent. Comments like those of Madeleine Albright, who suggested that NATO become a force for peace “from the Middle East to Central Africa,” did not ease such apprehension.45 Indeed, Albright’s former Clinton administration colleagues Warren Christopher and William Perry urged the alliance to be an instrument for the projection of force anywhere the West’s “collective interests” were threatened.46

French Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine cautioned against that approach, warning that it ran the risk “of diluting the alliance.”47 Without a reasonably tight geographic focus, NATO could become a global crusader, endangering European interests in remote arenas. Spanish Foreign Minister Abel Matutes was even more specific that Europe did not have a stake in every geopolitical problem the United States might want to address somewhere else in the world. He stressed that what happens “8,000 kilometers from us—in Korea, for example … cannot be considered a threat to our security.” Vedrine echoed that point, saying that NATO “is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, not the North Pacific.”48 Such comments indicated an explicit recognition that American and European interests were distinct and separable, not identical or even always compatible.

Charles Krauthammer, Henry Kissinger, and other opinion leaders who adopted a restrictive view of NATO’s proper mission also made that important distinction from the American side two decades ago during the Kosovo crisis. Kissinger argued that “Kosovo is no more a threat to America than Haiti is to Europe—and we never asked for help there.” He worried about blurring such important differences and having Washington deal with every manner of parochial problem in or near Europe. “Is NATO to be the home for a whole series of Balkan NATO protectorates?” Kissinger asked.49

The answer to his question was not clear at the time, but it is now. The United States is still entangled in the Balkans, trying to help resolve quarrels between Serbia and now-independent Kosovo. Washington even dispatched a 500-person troop contingent in 2017 to bolster the international peacekeeping force there when tensions flared sharply.50 The U.S. government also is on the front lines of dealing with Russian-Ukrainian and Russian-Georgian disputes. U.S. leaders still have made no meaningful distinction between the interests of the United States and Europe.

That approach is illogical, excessively burdensome and needlessly dangerous. And recognition appears to be growing among populations in both Europe and the United States of diverging interests within the alliance. Public opinion surveys confirm that there are substantial and widening differences between American and European perspectives on a range of foreign policy issues.51 That realization might well have taken root and grown after the first round of dissent about NATO’s “new missions” surfaced in the late 1990s. The 9/11 attacks and the onset of the so-called war on terror temporarily reinforced a sense of transatlantic solidarity, thereby stifling debate and needed policy changes. But that effect is fading.

The interests of Europe and America overlap, but they are not congruent. Creating a capable European security organization to handle purely European contingencies makes sense for both sides. Developing such a capability also would transform Europe into a true ally instead of a glorified U.S. protectorate, which could prove crucial if it ever became necessary to confront a serious menace to the entire transatlantic community. Admittedly, that scenario appears to be unlikely, despite overblown concerns about Russia’s intentions, but such a development can’t be ruled out. U.S. leaders should encourage European ambitions for an independent security capability, not blindly follow previous administrations and seek to sabotage those ambitions. And the United States should insist that such an organization take primary responsibility for the Continent’s security affairs.





CONCLUSION
TOWARD A FLEXIBLE, 21ST-CENTURY TRANSATLANTIC SECURITY RELATIONSHIP

It would seem self-evident that wise leaders should always seek to maintain the maximum degree of flexibility and choice in foreign policy. Commitments and strategies that may make sense under one set of conditions can become obsolete and even counterproductive when circumstances change. Therefore, locking one’s country into a set of rigid, long-term obligations is imprudent and potentially very risky.

Unfortunately, NATO is the premier example of U.S. leaders’ willingness—indeed eagerness—to violate that important principle. NATO was created to deal with the Cold War; it is not only obsolete for the conditions of the 21st century, it has become a dangerous albatross around the neck of the American republic. U.S. leaders continue going out of their way to limit America’s policy options in order to “reassure” an expanding roster of European security dependents that the United States remains willing to incur any risk and pay any price to protect its alliance partners. That policy badly needs to change.

Rigid, obsolete commitments have caused problems for great powers throughout history. Perhaps the most tragic example occurred during the years leading up to World War I. Europe’s major countries had divided themselves into rival security blocs, the Triple Entente and the Triple Alliance. When tensions soared in 1914 following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, those alliances transformed an emotional, but limited, dispute between Austria and tiny Serbia into a continental crisis.

Germany concluded that it must back its shaky, increasingly decrepit Austrian ally’s attempt to coerce Belgrade. When the Russian Empire chose to protect its Serbian client, Germany responded with warnings to Moscow. France then felt pressured to back its Russian ally, and the die was cast for war between the Triple Entente and the Triple Alliance as rival military forces mobilized for action. The process illustrates Georgetown University professor Earl C. Ravenal’s later trenchant observation that alliances are “transmission belts for war.”1 A bilateral, subregional quarrel became a monstrous global conflict that consumed millions of lives. Today’s NATO is the potential incubator for a similar catastrophe.

The fear of being locked into unjustified and dangerous security commitments was a key reason why America’s founders were so averse to “entangling alliances.” In his Farewell Address, George Washington made an important distinction between permanent and temporary alliances.2 He asserted that the United States should “steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world.” Such obligations would tie the republic to partners for unforeseen contingencies far into the future. Conversely, Washington acknowledged that “we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extra-ordinary emergencies.” The distinction was astute and in no way reflected the simplistic notion of “isolationism.” Instead, the strategy embodied the principle of selectivity, and it expressed a shrewd note of caution that is even more relevant today than it was in Washington’s time. NATO, in particular, has become the ultimate “permanent alliance,” with all the defects and perils of such an arrangement.

Later influential American political figures echoed Washington’s admonition to preserve the maximum degree of choice and flexibility in U.S. foreign policy. Both in his Senate speeches opposing ratification of the North Atlantic Treaty and in his subsequent book, A Foreign Policy for Americans, Sen. Robert A. Taft (R-OH) stressed those points. He dubbed his approach the policy of “the free hand.”3 That standard also should be the core principle of a new U.S. transatlantic security policy in the 21st century.


OVERCOMING STALE THINKING AND VESTED INTERESTS

A more limited and flexible approach would not imply U.S. indifference to geostrategic developments in Europe. It certainly would not be based on the silly notions that knee-jerk advocates of the policy status quo always trot out—the canard that a more selective strategy amounts to “isolationism” or “turning our backs on the world” or renouncing all aspects of “U.S. leadership.” We are long past the time to move the NATO policy debate beyond such overwrought, mind-numbing clichés and discuss meaningful policy choices.

Unfortunately, pro-NATO types cling ever more tenaciously to an outdated status quo. Indeed, many of them express a sneering resentment toward the mere suggestion that NATO has outlived its usefulness or that Americans should consider alternative policies.4 An especially ugly (and increasingly frequent) allegation is that any proposals along those lines play into the hands of Vladimir Putin—and, at least in President Trump’s case, are intended to do so. Retired Admiral James Stavridis, former supreme allied commander at NATO, made that argument explicitly. In a January 2019 Time article, he even asserted that a U.S. withdrawal from NATO would make “only Putin happy.”5

Notably, passionate NATO defenders like Stavridis typically have had careers in which the alliance has played a central role. For such people, phasing out a U.S.-led NATO threatens their careers, institutional missions, and professional identities. The negative effect would be a wider version of the shocking impact on Soviet studies specialists when the USSR disintegrated. Not surprisingly, NATO careerists resist ferociously any prospect of such professional irrelevance.

The financial dimension to the campaign to preserve and expand NATO also is extensive. It was hardly a coincidence that one of the top leaders of the U.S. Committee on NATO—the principal lobby for enlarging the alliance in the late 1990s—was Bruce L. Jackson, who happened to be vice president of Lockheed. That company and other defense firms benefited handsomely when NATO added Central and East European nations to the alliance.6 The new members became eligible to purchase state-of-the-art weapons systems to upgrade their defense forces, and U.S. officials promptly prodded them to take such steps so that their militaries would become fully compatible with the alliance’s defense strategy and capabilities.

The financial stakes involved in retaining and expanding NATO as the leading component of Washington’s security strategy are not confined to defense firms, however. An array of think tanks, university departments, and consulting firms would find their roles diminished—perhaps greatly diminished—if the United States left the alliance and adopted a more limited, selective posture toward Europe. It is striking that much of the shrill opposition to any change in America’s NATO policy comes from entities such as the Atlantic Council and the Marshall Fund, which enjoy generous funding from not only U.S. defense-related firms but European governments and their thinly disguised front organizations as well.

Finally, some of the biggest beneficiaries of a continued dominant U.S. role in transatlantic security affairs are the Pentagon and intelligence agencies. Justifying a $750 billion annual military budget (which the White House has proposed for fiscal year 2020) would be extremely difficult if the United States adopted a more limited posture regarding Europe—especially if that new policy also entailed a major reduction in Washington’s Middle East involvement. An enhanced focus on East Asia (especially China) might offset such changes to some extent, but shrinkage in budgets, personnel levels, and career opportunities would be inevitable. And the prospect of such changes would be deeply threatening to an array of entrenched interests throughout those bureaucracies.

None of that means there is a vast organized conspiracy to discredit NATO critics and do whatever is necessary to preserve and enhance NATO. But the various incentives do foster group think and a herd mentality in favor of the alliance. Such a phenomenon is unhealthy for any policy debate, but it is especially so regarding the future of U.S. security policy toward Europe. Continuing the blunders that have marked Washington’s European policies since the demise of the Soviet Union is not only wasteful but increasingly perilous. Rote invocations of the alleged need for an endless U.S. commitment to NATO do not change that reality.

Despite the obstacles, we must overcome the stifling influence of stale thinking and vested interests regarding NATO. Article 5 is a de facto automatic commitment to go to war if an ally (however trivial or strategically irrelevant) becomes embroiled in an armed conflict, and such an obligation is more imprudent than ever before. The costs and risks of Washington’s security obligations to European allies now substantially outweigh any existing or potential benefits. When a great power reaches that point with regard to any policy, the need for drastic change becomes imperative. America’s NATO commitment has arrived at that point. U.S. leaders must craft a more nuanced and selective security relationship between the United States and Europe.

A fresh strategy would embody several important principles. The outcome of the debate about those principles may well determine whether the United States enjoys a prolonged era of peace or finds itself repeatedly drawn into conflicts that have little or no relevance to the fundamental interests of the American republic. Even more important, embracing the correct principles may determine whether the United States can avoid a cataclysmic military collision with Russia.



DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN ESSENTIAL AND NONESSENTIAL EUROPEAN DEVELOPMENTS

A worthwhile new security strategy would recognize that although the United States has some important interests in Europe, not everything that occurs on the Continent is essential to America’s well-being, much less to its survival as a secure, independent democratic society. The difference is vast between preventing a hostile would-be global hegemon from gaining control of Europe and trying to resolve every incident of political upheaval or every dispute among European nations. Most incidents, however disagreeable or disorderly, do not pose a potential existential (or even meaningful) threat to the United States.

The turmoil that accompanied the break-up of Yugoslavia in the 1990s is a prime example of a development that warranted no more than a minimal, purely diplomatic, U.S. effort. It certainly did not require America’s military involvement, much less the assumption of the leadership role to micromanage the distribution of political power within the former Yugoslavia’s successor states.

In addition to excessive involvement in a subregional conflict, Washington’s Balkan policy was marked by inconsistency and double standards bordering on incoherence. U.S. leaders were tolerant and understanding about the cascade of secessions—except for such ambitions on the part of the Serbs. Clinton administration policymakers could never articulate a reason for tolerating—and even fostering—various separatist movements but insisting simultaneously that Serbs in newly minted independent Bosnia must be prevented from seceding and forming their own state. Moreover, the ultimate effect of Washington’s micromanagement was to help establish and perpetuate two dysfunctional political entities, Bosnia and Kosovo, which then required ongoing (and apparently eternal) international aid and supervision.

A well-conceived strategy would have avoided such pitfalls. It would have realized that sorting out post-communist political arrangements in the Balkans did not constitute a systemic crisis that could create chaos throughout Europe and arguably impinge on crucial American interests. The nature, severity, or scale of the turbulence (much less all three factors combined) never came close to reaching the point that the United States needed to intervene. The events that did occur were modest, subregional changes that the major European powers, either through the European Union or on an ad hoc basis, could have—and should have—managed on their own. U.S. involvement, especially military involvement, should be reserved for negative developments that pose a serious problem for the entire transatlantic region, not merely a parochial conflict, however unfortunate, in a strategic backwater like the Balkans.

The counterargument that Balkan events triggered World War I does not alter the current reality. The geopolitical map and the power alignments it reflects is vastly different today from what it was in 1914. Squabbles in the Balkans have little potential to trigger a great power war—unless Russia and the United States foolishly link their fortunes to rival Balkan clients. Obsessing about past eras is a key symptom of a foreign policy based on nostalgia, which is perhaps the principal underlying defect in current NATO policy. America’s policy needs to look forward, not back.

What would constitute a European development that warranted a decision by Washington to intervene and take decisive action? If a global power and would-be European hegemon like Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union arose and began to make moves that indicated an extensive expansionist agenda, that development would clearly be a worry for the United States. Few Americans would be willing to tolerate the emergence of a hostile power capable of dominating Europe and intent on that goal. Washington’s assistance to the Allied powers during an undeclared naval war against Germany in 1940 and 1941 (before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor brought the United States formally into World War II) reflected that unwillingness. So too did the four-decades-long containment policy against the USSR. Indeed, U.S. concern about the potential threat that a European hegemon might pose to the republic was evident long before the awful conflicts of the 20th century. Even Thomas Jefferson, who normally opposed U.S. entanglement in Europe’s quarrels, was uneasy about a possible threat from Napoleonic France, given the extent of Napoleon’s military triumphs.

In the unlikely event that a European security entity could not contain the rise of another hostile hegemonic power on the Continent, the United States might well have to intervene. But in the world of the 21st century, that scenario is exceedingly remote. NATO partisans are inclined to hype much more limited problems in an effort to preserve their cherished institution (and their own prominence), but such an approach is contrary to a prudent, sensible U.S. transatlantic policy appropriate for 21st-century realities. Americans should not allow such hyped fears to be a pretext for preserving an obsolete policy that perpetuates Washington’s attempted micromanagement of Europe’s security affairs.



ACCEPTING AND ENCOURAGING AN INDEPENDENT EUROPE

Another badly needed feature of a new transatlantic policy for the United States is a willingness to treat the European Union (or even an alliance limited to the handful of major European powers) as a credible security actor, not a perpetual U.S. dependent or obedient junior partner. European military capabilities are far from trivial, although they can and probably should be enhanced. Most security problems that have arisen on Europe’s perimeter are not major threats that bring important American interests into play. The roster of more modest problems includes the mundane territorial disputes between Russia and its neighbors, Georgia and Ukraine.

As in the case of instability in the Balkans, such developments are far more relevant to the European nations than they are to the United States. Europe’s principal powers not only can handle those challenges on their own, they should be expected to do so. Insisting that all security issues be addressed and resolved through NATO—with Washington in charge of policy—is a manifestation of obsolete thinking that imposes needless burdens and responsibilities onto the United States. It is a strategy based on national narcissism.

Not only should the major European powers, through either the EU or another Europeans-only mechanism, be in charge of dealing with all mundane disruptions on the Continent itself, they should have responsibility for addressing adverse developments in the Middle East and North Africa (the Greater Middle East). That region is adjacent to Europe but thousands of miles from America. For Washington to take charge of efforts to preserve stability, protect the oil flow, prevent human rights abuses, and confront the multitude of other problems that bedevil that chronically volatile part of the world is unfair and unrealistic. Events in the Greater Middle East clearly have a direct impact to varying degrees on the well-being of European countries. The wave of refugees fleeing war-torn Middle East nations and causing political, economic, and social strains throughout Europe is an example of the region’s substantial relevance to the Continent.

The impact of unpleasant Greater Middle East developments on the United States is far milder by virtue of greater distance. America’s minimal dependence on oil from that area also gives this country more options than those available to European powers. Moreover, Washington’s track record in trying to manage Greater Middle East affairs to maintain stability there is dismal. Even before the recent U.S.-created fiascos in Iraq, Libya, and Syria, America’s meddling in the Middle East created far more problems than it solved. A half-century of Washington’s geostrategic bungling in the Middle East was a major contributing factor to the rise of anti-U.S. terrorism, culminating in the 9/11 attacks, an especially graphic manifestation of blowback from Washington’s clumsy, tone-deaf behavior. Similarly, the current refugee crisis—and the domestic political fissures it has created or worsened in numerous European nations—is largely the result of unwise geopolitical initiatives that the United States has pursued, often dragging its NATO allies along for the ride.

Given their own history of colonial misdeeds in the 19th and early 20th centuries (especially by Britain and France), the European powers would confront significant obstacles of their own to developing a united, coherent policy regarding the turbulent Greater Middle East. But they could scarcely do worse than the U.S. record in recent decades. Because they have more at stake than does America with respect to Middle East affairs, they should have responsibility for policy toward their difficult neighbors. American involvement, to the extent that it takes place at all, should be confined to a marginal, supportive role.



RECOGNIZING THAT SPHERES OF INFLUENCE REMAIN A GEOPOLITICAL REALITY

The most plausible case for preserving a dominant U.S. role in transatlantic security affairs through NATO is that it would be an insurance policy against the reemergence of a rogue great power that could pose a pervasive security menace. U.S. leaders and those in some European members of NATO clearly have designated Russia for that role already. But their view is based on either misperceptions or a deliberate attempt to create a new rationale for preserving and strengthening NATO.

Whatever the motive, the strategy is both dangerous and unnecessary. A willingness on the part of the Western powers to accept a modest Russian sphere of influence and treat that country’s government with a modicum of respect would solve most of the current problems in East-West relations and greatly reduce tensions. Adopting a less confrontational course, however, requires more realistic thinking on the part of U.S. and European policymakers. In particular, it means recognizing that spheres of influence are still very much a part of the international system and that major powers are likely to insist on enjoying that prerogative. Indeed, Russia is hardly the only power to do so.

Unfortunately, too many U.S. officials seemingly regard the idea that major powers will insist on maintaining spheres of influence distasteful and illegitimate. Both Condoleezza Rice, George W. Bush’s second secretary of state, and John Kerry, Barack Obama’s second secretary of state, made that argument explicitly. They were adamantly unwilling to acknowledge that Russia could have such a zone of preeminence.7 Indeed, Rice condemned the entire concept for any country as “archaic.”8

Adopting a more realistic, nuanced position regarding spheres of influence would require modifying the professed faith of U.S. officialdom that the United States is the leader—and has been since the end of World War II—of a liberal, “rules-based” international order. Under that system, all countries are supposed to abide by the strictures of international law. Among those strictures is the insistence that a country not threaten, intimidate, or bully other countries—much less use military force to seize territory.

The history of the post–World War II era, however, confirms that the United States and its allies have violated those principles whenever it seemed convenient to do so.9 It is very hard to square a liberal, rules-based international system with episodes such as the U.S.-led military interventions in Vietnam and Iraq, NATO’s military missions in the Balkans, the NATO-assisted overthrow of Libya’s Muammar Qaddafi, or the ongoing military meddling by the United States and several allies in Syria. The same point is true about sleazy covert actions that the CIA and allied intelligence agencies have undertaken, including military coups in such places as Iran and Guatemala during the Cold War. Finally, U.S. officials have shown no qualms about shielding allied countries when those allies commit blatant violations of international norms, even when violations include brazen land grabs or the commission of war crimes. Thus, Washington has remained content with Turkey’s seizure of northern Cyprus, Israel’s acquisition of the West Bank and annexation of the Golan Heights, and Saudi Arabia’s atrocity-ridden war of aggression against Yemen. Indeed, both the Obama and Trump administrations actively assisted the Saudi war effort.10

Respecting the traditional concept of spheres of influence would require a reduced application of the power prerogatives that the United States has exercised since the end of World War II and intends to continue exercising. U.S. leaders implicitly assert the right to intervene anywhere in the world to advance America’s foreign policy objectives. In practice, recent generations of policymakers have globalized the Monroe Doctrine; to them, America’s rightful sphere of influence is “the sphere”—planet Earth.

But Russia and other major powers are not willing to accord the United States the status of global hegemon. They are digging in their heels and insisting that Washington respect their own (much more modest) spheres of influence. For Russia, that means asserting preeminence with respect to nations along its borders in both Eastern Europe and Central Asia. Moscow’s position already is obvious regarding Georgia and Ukraine; a more subtle version is apparent in the Kremlin’s dealings with the Central Asian republics.

Russia is not alone in pushing back against Washington’s attempts at asserting global hegemony. China’s behavior in the South China Sea and the Taiwan Strait provide ample indications that Beijing is setting limits to what it will tolerate from the United States.11 The potential for miscalculations and unpleasant consequences in that part of the world are at least as great as they are in Europe between NATO and Russia.

To prevent the escalation of dangerous tensions with Moscow (and Beijing), U.S. leaders must dial back their insistence that all nations, even great powers, must adhere to the principles of a U.S.-led liberal, rules-based, international order. That system has been more fictional, or at least aspirational, than factual in any case. To maintain peace, American policymakers must accept that Russia and other great powers will insist upon and act according to the reality of spheres of influence. The objective of the EU powers, with Washington’s quiet, limited support, should be to place some limits on the extent of the Russian sphere of influence, since at some point, Russia’s concept will impinge on significant EU interests. The mission of effective diplomacy is to sort out such matters and set workable, recognizable limits on the ambitions of contending parties. But seeking to delegitimize the entire concept of spheres of influence is a nonstarter for even reasonably cordial East-West relations.

Worse is the apparent U.S. attitude that Russia is not entitled to even a minimal security zone adjacent to its homeland. Pushing to bring Ukraine and Georgia into NATO, after already incorporating the Baltic republics, reduces any Russian security buffer to a nullity. Conducting NATO military exercises within mere miles (and in at least one case, barely hundreds of yards) of the Russian border highlights such menacing arrogance. A fundamental change in Washington’s approach is essential.



A PRUDENT, SUSTAINABLE 21ST-CENTURY TRANSATLANTIC SECURITY POLICY

The basic principles of an improved transatlantic security relationship are reasonably easy to discern. One key component recognizes that while American and European security interests overlap, they also diverge in many cases. It also requires a more flexible security structure so that the United States does not intervene in every unpleasant development that Europe might encounter. Only when vital interests on both sides of the Atlantic are at stake is joint action warranted. Less severe and more geographically limited problems in Europe can and should be addressed by regional or even subregional actors.

A second component acknowledges that the European Union already is a leading global economic player, and that the European nations acting either through that body or another Europeans-only mechanism should play a security role commensurate with that economic power. In particular, the United States needs to accept democratic Europe as a capable, independent geostrategic player, not an American junior partner at best and security protectorate at worst. Accepting that change in the transatlantic power structure means understanding how much the world has changed since the United States put a weak, devastated Europe behind the American security shield seven decades ago. Instead of attempting to obstruct that change, U.S. leaders should encourage Europe to become a robust, independent actor in world affairs. Although that change would reduce Washington’s preeminent status and even dilute its influence, the potential rewards, especially the long-term rewards, greatly outweigh such losses.

A third component of a more enlightened, effective policy recognizes that Russia, for all its flaws, is not a messianic expansionist power. Treating Russia as merely a more recent incarnation of the Soviet Union has been counterproductive, if not corrosive, to prospects for regional and global peace. Moscow does not pose an existential threat either to the United States or to Europe. Russia may behave from time to time as a somewhat boorish—even overbearing—power, and that posture can make some of its neighbors uncomfortable. But Moscow’s conduct is not out of the ordinary in how major regional powers tend to treat smaller, weaker neighbors. Such pressure is far more limited both in intensity and scope than the kind of threat that such countries as Napoleonic France, Nazi Germany, or the USSR posed. It is imperative that both the other European powers and the United States comprehend that crucial difference. A robust, engaged European security entity is quite capable of balancing a relatively mundane, if somewhat prickly, regional power like Russia. The United States should let such balancing behavior take its normal course.

The fourth component steps away from an exaggerated, inconsistent, and largely aspirational liberal international order as the operational reality in global or even European affairs. Longstanding features of international politics still apply, despite Western rhetoric to the contrary. Such features as security zones and spheres of influence are key aspects of international relations, however much some policymakers wish to deny that reality. A new, more effective transatlantic security strategy must acknowledge and respect a reasonable Russian sphere of influence on its perimeter, including in Eastern Europe. This policy would be based on both realism and restraint.

Abandoning the vain quest for U.S. global primacy includes no longer attempting to dominate Europe’s security affairs. The United States is badly overextended militarily, politically, and economically. Embracing a more limited, selective role focusing on a reduced roster of policy goals has become urgent. One of the most feasible places to offload excessive responsibilities is Europe, which means it should also be one of the first. To do that, American leaders should propose a new relationship with an independent European security organization.



A POST-NATO TRANSATLANTIC SECURITY RELATIONSHIP

Transforming the European Union into an organization with security as well as economic responsibilities and powers would not be without its difficulties. Establishing a workable decisionmaking system involves a variety of challenges. One is whether consensus would be required, as is theoretically the case in NATO. (The reality is that Washington largely prevails on all issues that it regards as crucial; no other member has seemed strong enough or determined enough to engage in outright defiance in such cases, and Washington has shown a willingness to use brass-knuckles tactics, if necessary, to ensure that such a challenge does not take place.)

Since no member of the EU is powerful enough to exercise U.S.-style dominance in decisionmaking, consensus on security matters might have to be real, not just theoretical. As an alternative, EU members could collectively authorize the largest, most significant players to make the necessary security decisions, as long as those players are fully in accord. Whether within the EU or in a new security organization, the Europeans themselves would need to work out the specifics of a workable decisionmaking process.

In the absence of a purely European security body, NATO will likely soon face some of the same decisionmaking dilemmas, however. The growing discontent of France, Turkey, and Germany (among others) with Washington’s domination of the alliance and questionable policy preferences indicates that the days of the United States exercising de facto control over all major decisions may be coming to an end.

Another problem that a Europeans-only security organization would have to resolve is whether to require members to maintain certain standards of human rights and democratic governance. Since Turkey is not an EU member, the rest of the EU would not necessarily have to decide whether to exclude that country. But what about the accelerating authoritarian trends in such existing members as Hungary and Poland? The overall membership of the European Union would have to decide whether or not rigorous political standards would be required for participation in a European defense alliance, or whether common security interests would be sufficient.

Trying to maintain the status quo of NATO primacy does not make resolving such problems much easier. The alliance still will have to confront the question of whether NATO is purely a security association or a league of democracies that insists upon certain internal political standards of all members. The growing demands in the United States and some other member states to discipline or even expel Turkey for the Erdoğan government’s rogue behavior confirm that intra-NATO dilemma.

Similarly, questions about how to deal with Russia and how to address Middle East troubles are just two of the issues that will bedevil either NATO or a new European security institution. Indeed, the widening fissures between the United States and some of its leading NATO partners on both issues are harbingers of trouble. Trying to overcome such policy differences through NATO rather than the EU or a new European-controlled alliance may prove even more difficult and contentious, especially if American and European interests and policy priorities continue to diverge. Simply repeating mantras at every NATO conclave about enduring transatlantic solidarity is not a solution.

The European powers must address security challenges on their own and learn to live with the results. It does not help for the United States to encourage, if not insist upon, continued European dependence on U.S. protection—and continued deference to Washington’s dominance. That approach merely retards the needed steps toward greater European policy independence and responsibility. Washington should encourage that maturation, not seek to obstruct it.



A PATH FORWARD

Washington ought to adopt a strategy based on an orderly but prompt transfer of responsibility for Europe’s security to the nations of democratic Europe. The Trump administration should give notice that the United States intends to withdraw from the North Atlantic Treaty in April 2024, the 75th anniversary of the treaty. It is important not to extend the withdrawal process beyond such a deadline. A longer time frame would merely tempt many of the European allies to spend the first several years lobbying the United States to reverse its decision. The 2024 deadline still gives the allies sufficient time to forge a credible defense and foreign policy successor—if they move promptly to adjust to the new reality.

In addition to the comprehensive policy shift, U.S. leaders must commence a withdrawal of U.S. forces from the European theater. The United States ought to complete the withdrawal of all ground units within two years. It also should reduce its naval and air forces in Europe by at least 50 percent by that same date, with the goal of ending a permanent presence of such forces on the treaty’s termination. The option of occasional deployments of U.S. air and naval units should be kept open, depending on the specifics of agreements with the responsible European security organization and Washington’s own assessment of the overall security environment. Care must be taken, though, that such periodic, limited deployments do not become perpetual, large-scale “rotational” deployments that amount to a permanent U.S. military presence in all but name.

Unfortunately, the desperation of NATO partisans to preserve their institution seems to know no bounds. The House of Representatives’ passage of the NATO Support Act in January 2019, barring the use of funds to facilitate U.S. withdrawal from the alliance in any way, is symptomatic of that attitude.12 The constitutionality of such legislation is highly suspect. Presidents have enjoyed wide latitude regarding both troop deployments and continued adherence to treaties throughout America’s history. A transparent congressional attempt to usurp that authority and seek to micromanage U.S. foreign policy warrants a challenge in the courts if necessary. Whoever occupies the White House over the next five years should—and certainly should have the legal latitude to—implement needed policy changes regarding NATO.

Great wailing and despair from the NATO preservation crowd on both sides of the Atlantic will inevitably accompany any meaningful policy shift. But 75 years is an exceedingly long period for any policy to be relevant and beneficial (much less optimal), and America’s NATO membership is no exception. Indeed, it seems to epitomize the problem of policy entropy. A U.S.-led NATO is now well beyond its appropriate expiration date. It is time to accord the alliance the retirement celebration that should have been held when the Cold War came to an end and the Soviet Union dissolved.

Moving to a new, more restrained posture does not mean that the United States will take no interest in Europe’s affairs. We need to reject the simplistic “light switch model” of America’s engagement in the world, with only two possible settings: “off or on.”13 There are many settings between those two extremes, and there are multiple forms of engagement—diplomatic, economic, and cultural, as well as security.

Every effort should be made to preserve a robust, mutually beneficial transatlantic economic relationship. The United States also can and should maintain extensive diplomatic and cultural connections with Europe. And Washington should establish a consultative body either with a new European security organization or with the Continent’s main military powers to address issues of mutual concern. Beyond that aspect, there is nothing to prevent joint military exercises and even temporary deployments of U.S. air and naval units, if the security environment turns more threatening. The point is just that America should not seek to be Europe’s permanent security blanket and hegemon.

This more flexible approach would constitute an updated version of Robert A. Taft’s policy of the free hand. Moreover, it would be one component of a U.S. global grand strategy based on realism and restraint.14 America would no longer shackle itself to commitments that have more drawbacks than benefits or those that lock the republic into obligations that no longer make sense. It would end the thankless, unproductive strategy of trying to micromanage the security affairs of both Europe and the neighboring Middle East. For U.S. leaders to seek to deny their own country the essential element of policy choice is perverse. Indeed, a sustainable transatlantic policy for the 21st century must rest firmly on the principle of maximum choice for the United States.
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