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Introduction

. ɪɴʀɪɴ

When the NATO members met in Prague at the end of , they agreed on an extensive 

set of initiatives to transform the Alliance’s structure and capabilities. 1e initiatives in-

cluded creating a rapid response force, retooling and streamlining the command structure 

and extending invitations to seven new members.1  1is agenda was adopted as several is-

sues emerged in the transatlantic security discourse. 1e attacks on / put security and 

global terrorism at the top of the priority list in Washington, and spurred support from 

Europe. Within a day of the attacks, NATO invoked Article  of the Washington Treaty 

for the first time since the creation of the Alliance, and the French newspaper Le Monde ran 

an editorial stating that ‘nous sommes tous Américains.’ In spite of this support, the unilateral 

response to the attacks with an ad hoc U.S.-dominated coalition in Afghanistan and in-

creasing American pressure on Iraq, worried several European capitals. 1e National Secu-

rity Strategy (NSS) released two months before the summit in Prague, was further seen by 

many Europeans as a unilateral turn in American strategy. Adding to this concern was the 

rejection of a number of international treaties.2

1e ‘rift’ in transatlantic relations, prompted by divisions over Iraq and disagreements con-

cerning what constitute legitimate strategies to counter the threat posed by global terrorism, 

has been discussed extensively in the academic literature (Cox ; Pond ). 1e aim 

1 1e states that were invited to begin accession talks were, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Slovakia 
and Slovenia. 1ey joined NATO on March  . 1e last round of enlargement was in  when the Czech Re-
public, Hungary and Poland became members after beginning accession talks in . Albania and Croatia were re-
cently invited to begin accession talks at the Bucharest summit.
2 In particular the International Criminal Court (ICC), the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM) and the Kyoto proto-
cols. For a discussion, see Ikenberry ().



of this thesis is not to explore the divisions between Europe and the United States, or 

within Europe. Nor does this thesis aim to analyze whether Europeans are “from Venus” 

and Americans “from Mars.” Rather, this thesis will investigate the transformation agenda 

within NATO and U.S. perception and use of the Alliance in the years after /. 1e aim 

is to analyze how power motivations have influenced U.S. behavior pertaining to NATO, 

by analyzing initiatives and objectives in the transformation agenda, and Washington’s re-

luctant use of NATO in the ‘war on terror.’

1e persistence of NATO has been a topic for academic discussion since the end of the 

Cold War, as early predictions by realist scholars that the Alliance’s years were numbered, 

proved wrong (Waltz : -). Other scholars, in particular within the institutionalist 

tradition, have analyzed the enduring qualities of the Alliance in an attempt to provide a 

theoretical explanation for the continued relevance of NATO (McCalla ; Wallander 

and Keohane ; Wallander ). 1e theoretical focus on the persistence of NATO in 

the unipolar era has predominantly been on hypotheses and variables beyond those dis-

cussed within the realist tradition. 1is thesis takes another approach, asking whether realist 

theory can explain the puzzle of NATO transformation and relevance. Drawing on the con-

temporary developments in the realist literature, this thesis will analyze the extent to which 

the enduring relevance of NATO to the United States can be found within the nexus of 

power politics and security policy.

. ʀʀʜ ɪɴ

1e transformation agenda that was launched in Prague and followed up at the later sum-

mits in Istanbul and Riga, provide the context for the analysis in this thesis. By launching 

this agenda, member states indicated a will to adapt the Alliance to increase its relevance 

despite growing divergences across the Atlantic. From an American perspective, these de-

velopments must be seen in the context of the ‘war on terror.’ Two questions will guide the 

research and analysis. First, which objectives have the United States sought to achieve in the 

transformation agenda and how do these relate to American security policy and its use, or 

nonuse, of the Alliance. Second, how has the Bush administration viewed the relevance of 

NATO in the ‘war on terror.’ 1ese questions will be analyzed from a realist perspective to 
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test the explanatory power of realist theory pertaining to post-Cold War and post-/ 

NATO. 1e objectives for this thesis are reflected in the research question:

Why does the United States support NATO and the transformation agenda?

1e research question must be seen in the broader context of U.S. foreign and security pol-

icy. 1e analysis will therefore follow a three-step process. First, I will analyze the context 

and scope of the transformation agenda and the initiatives proposed to achieve the objec-

tives in the agenda. Second, I will investigate the U.S. vision for NATO and American 

views on the role of the Alliance. 1is will also include a discussion of U.S.-European rela-

tions, and developments in Washington pertaining to the Bush administration’s assessment 

of European capabilities. 1ird, I will discuss U.S. objectives and policy in relation to the 

theoretical framework. 1ese issues will be analyzed in the context of American involve-

ment in and use of NATO in the ‘war on terror.’ By analyzing the transformation agenda 

over a number of years, roughly confined to the start of the ‘war on terror’ following / 

and the Riga summit at the end of , it is possible to evaluate the consistency of U.S. 

policy. 1is is important in order to evaluate the explanatory power of the theoretical 

propositions.

Realist theory defines states as the principal actors in international politics and bases its as-

sumptions on the relative distribution of capabilities. Contemporary advances in realist the-

ory, often labeled neoclassical realism,3  expands the structural emphasis of neorealism by 

including analyses of individual states’ strategic choices in relation to the distribution of ca-

pabilities. Revised realist theories have also relaxed the zero-sum assumptions about states’ 

power motivations that in essence diminish the possibility for cooperation (Brooks : 

, -). Because of neorealism’s failure to explain the persistence of NATO, the trans-

formation process provides a good case to test the limits of realist theory (McCalla : 

-). 1is thesis will investigate if the modification to structural neorealist theory pro-

vides a better explanation for the developments within the Alliance. I have chosen to study 

U.S. objectives in the transformation agenda, as realist theory focus on the power and inter-

  ɪɴʀɪɴ     |     3

3 1e term ‘neoclassical realism’ was first defined by Rose (). Neoclassical realism has been used to describe a range 
of contemporary research by self-described realists. I will use the term neoclassical to highlight the move away from a 
purely structural analysis and the inclusion of other variables beyond the distribution of material power.



ests of states to explain international relations. As Waltz (: ) commentated, the “sur-

vival and expansion of NATO tell us much about American power and influence and little 

about institutions as multilateral entities.”

1e foundation of the theoretical framework for this thesis is based on balance-of-threat 

theory and assumptions about the effect and stability of unipolarity (Walt ; Mastand-

uno ; Wohlforth ). 1ese theories provide the structural context for explaining 

American strategy. 1e framework for explaining U.S. behavior and objectives is based on 

the realist discussion of power as a means to increase flexibility in security policy (Brooks 

). Combined, these developments create a distinction to neorealist theory, and might 

thus provide a better framework for explaining U.S. behavior and the persistence of NATO 

(ibid). Based on this framework, realist theory expect that U.S. policy will be designed to 

prevent European states from balancing against the United States while seeking to maintain 

its influence in European security matters to increase Washington’s own flexibility in for-

eign and security policy (Mastanduno : ; Brooks : ; Wohlforth b: -

).

On the other side of the theoretical scale, constructivist theories offer alternative predictions 

of factors that condition U.S. behavior. While constructivism is a diversified theoretical 

field, to be sure, a constructivist approach would emphasize the effect of identity, shared 

norms and values on policy choices. In this view, interests are not fixed, but are shaped by 

socially constructed identities. Institutionalist theories offer another competing approach to 

realism. In contrast to realism, institutionalism look within institutions to explain policy 

behavior. In this thesis, I will not test competing hypotheses. Rather, the approach to the 

research question is to examine power motivations drawing on modified realist assumptions 

about states behavior and institutional power. However, I will, briefly, discuss alternative 

theoretical approaches in order to evaluate the usefulness and distinctiveness of realist the-

ory.

. ɴʟɪɪɴɢ ɴ ɴ ʀɴʀɪɴ
With the research question defined and the general framework for the analysis established, 

it is necessary discuss how to conceptualize NATO and transformation.

4     |     ʀ ɴ ɪɴʟɴ



Traditionally, at least in the realist literature, NATO has been treated as a military alliance 

created in order to deter against Soviet aggression and expansion into Europe.4  Definitions 

of alliances differ. Stephen Walt defines them broadly as “a formal or informal commitment 

for security cooperation between two or more states (Walt : , cited in Byman : 

).” 1ere are reasons to treat NATO analytically as a security institution, instead of sim-

ply an alliance. NATO has many of the characteristics usually associated with institutions, 

such as a permanent staff and formal procedures.5  Defining NATO as an alliance reduces 

our analytical scope to an investigation of threats and expectations of balancing or band-

wagoning behavior. 1ese are still important issues, to be sure. Indeed the main function of 

NATO is still common defense under Article  and it is still very much a military alliance. 

But one can argue that the transatlantic alliance reflects more than a wish to balance against 

potential threats. Taking into account the institutional qualities of NATO broadens our 

analytical scope and theoretical propositions by reintroducing ‘power politics’ into the dis-

cussion of institutional design.

Considering the institutional qualities of NATO, I find security institution to be a better op-

erational definition.6  Other scholars have used this definition as well (Wallander and Keo-

hane ).7  Institutions vary in scope and structure, ranging from wide variety of issues to 

a single policy area. 1e broad range and definitions of institutions have been subject to de-

bate in the literature, and I will not elaborate on it further here. For the purpose of this 

study it is, at this point, sufficient to assert that NATO should be defined as a security in-

stitution and not only a military alliance.

  ɪɴʀɪɴ     |     5

4 Lord Ismay famously states that the mission for NATO was to keep the “Soviets out, the Americans in and the Ger-
mans down.”
5 1e definition of institutions in the International Relations literature is of a fuzzy character (Keohane : -). 
1ere are several conflicting and overlapping definitions; some includes a wide range of entities and activities into the 
definition, while others are more restrictive. One way to define institutions, is to ask if “we can identify persistent sets of 
rules that constrain activity, shape expectations, and prescribe roles” (ibid: ). It can be further added that these rules 
are often formalized in international agreements, and that the rules usually are embodied in organizations with their 
own personnel and budget (Mearsheimer /: -). It is important to note that while NATO can be defined as an 
institution, it is not a traditional institution in liberal or institutionalist terms, but rather a special case of an institution.
6 It can be further added that NATO is a regional security institutions since membership is not open to all states that 
are interested, but is confined to the Euro-Atlantic area.
7 1ey use this definition in an institutionalist context. My use of the definition of NATO as a security institution will 
therefore not directly follow theirs.



Pertaining to NATO, transformation has been used to describe a broad range of issues 

within the Alliance. 1is thesis employ the term ‘transformation agenda’ to describe initia-

tives aimed at changing the scope and capabilities of the Alliance. Concerning the scope of 

NATO, this thesis will look at the reach, both internally and externally, the United States 

has sought for the Alliance. 1is relates to the question of when NATO should be used, 

how it should be used, what kind of operations it should engage in and how the require-

ments of Article  should be interpreted in the new security environment. Pertaining to ca-

pabilities, this thesis will focus on the military capabilities the United States has sought for 

European states to acquire. 1is kind of transformation is interconnected with the scope of 

the Alliance. Put differently, I seek to explain the strategic importance of NATO in U.S. 

policy, what role NATO has been given in the security environment post-/, and how 

this has affected the transformation agenda.

In advance of the Prague summit in November , the Bush administration defined the 

transformation of NATO as new capabilities, new members and new partners (U.S. Con-

gress : ). As noted above, the primary focus in this thesis will be on capabilities. 

While the policy of enlargement and partnerships will be included in the analysis, this the-

sis will not analyze these policies to great detail, but rather rely on secondary sources. 1is 

choice has been made in part because the focus in this thesis is on capabilities and the use of 

NATO in the ‘war on terror,’ and in part to focus the research on a smaller number of issues 

to produce a tighter, richer and more stringent analysis.

. ʀʀ  ʜ ʏ
1is thesis is organized into six chapters. Following this introduction, the following chapter 

will present the theoretical framework of this study. I will discuss the various aspects of the 

theory that provide assumptions about American objectives concerning the transformation 

process within NATO. I will also discuss the methodology employed in this study. 1is 

discussion will focus on important aspects of a scientific research design, including justifica-

tions of a single case study, data sources, and validity and reliability.

To answer the research question and test the realist hypothesis on power motivations and 

American objectives in the transformation agenda, the analysis will precede in two chapters. 

6     |     ʀ ɴ ɪɴʟɴ



Chapter  will outline the operational and security context in which American priorities in 

the transformation agenda were shaped. Furthermore, it will analyze the goals for the trans-

formation agenda, with a focus on the NATO Response Force (NRF), and discuss the mili-

tary effort in Afghanistan. Chapter  will analyze American objectives in NATO and, by 

building on the analysis in the preceding chapter, discuss trends in American security policy. 

1is discussion will pay particular attention to U.S. relations with European states through 

NATO and the Bush administration’s attempts to mend fences with its European allies.

Chapter  will discuss the findings in relation to the theoretical framework and evaluate the 

validity of the hypothesis. Based on the analysis, the discussion will revolve around the sup-

port for realist assumptions and the validity and explanatory scope of a power-based ap-

proach. 1e chapter will also discuss alternative theories in order to evaluate both the use-

fulness and the distinctive qualities of realist theory. 1e findings and conclusions on 

American objectives in the transformation agenda, and reasons for American use and non-

use of NATO, will be summed up in the final chapter.

  ɪɴʀɪɴ     |     7



ʜʀ 

!eory and Methodology

1e quality of a study depends on several factors. One critically important factor the re-

search design of the study (George and Bennett : ).8  With the problem and research 

objective specified, this chapter explores other aspects of the research design, including the 

theoretical framework, methodology and selection of data sources. 1is chapter will pro-

ceed in three steps. First, it will introduce the theoretical framework and the specific predic-

tions of U.S. behavior. Due to the theoretical focus of this study, the theoretical discussion 

will be extended with a review of criticism and challenges directed at contemporary realist 

theory. 1is discussion will be essential in order to evaluate the theoretical assumptions and 

the distinctiveness of realist theory based on the empirical findings. 1e second step will be 

to elaborate on the case study approach. 1is includes a detailed account of the methodol-

ogy applied for the analysis and a discussion of the process and rationale of the selection of 

data and data sources. 1e chapter will conclude with a discussion of issues of validity, reli-

ability and other considerations important for the quality of the study.

. ʜʀɪʟ ʀʀ
With the central theme and research problem defined, our attention now turns to the theo-

retical framework to analyze U.S. policy. For realists, the international system is defined as 

an anarchy in the sense of the absence of an international authority. A central concept in 

realism is that of balancing, that states balance either the dominant power or the greatest 

threat (Waltz ; Walt ). For realists the fundamental variable that conditions state 

8 George and Bennett (ibid: -) argue that five tasks are important to a good research design; specification of the 
problem and research objective, specification of variables, case selection, describing the variance in the variables, and 
formulation of data requirements and general questions. 1ese tasks correspond to and partially overlap Yin’s (: 
) five components of a research design.



behavior and international outcomes is the relative distribution of material power. 1e dis-

tribution of capabilities and the polarity of the international system are important variables 

to explain foreign policy behavior and the context in which strategic choices are made 

(Wohlforth a: ). In the standard neorealist rendition of balance-of-power theory, 

states will always try to check the dominant power in the system (Waltz ). Subsequent 

revisions of balancing theory have argued that the theory is incomplete and that states do 

not balance against power alone, but against the most threatening state. States thus balance 

against other states when aggregate power, geography, the mix of offensive versus defensive 

capabilities and the intentions of a state make it a perceived threat (Walt : -). Com-

bined with studies on the effect and incentives created by unipolarity, balance-of-threat the-

ory represents the structural framework for which expectations of policy behavior is de-

rived. While unipolarity traditionally has been viewed as unstable according to neorealist 

theory, it has been argued that the current distribution of power, that favors the United 

States, is not prone to balancing behavior (Wohlforth ; a; Brooks and Wohlforth 

).

.. ʜ ʀʀʟ ɴ

1e polarity of the international system and the relative distribution of capabilities create 

opportunities for American decision-makers. Some have argued that today’s system is not 

truly unipolar. However, there are several reasons to assert that the system is indeed unipo-

lar, at least in the sense that is important in realist theory, as the United States is predomi-

nant on a wide range of material power, especially concerning military power (Wohlforth 

). Because of this, the United States is becoming increasingly important to other states, 

as they rely to a greater or lesser degree on the U.S. to reach their economic and security 

goals. At the same time the United States is less dependent on weaker states, and might re-

sist or ignore these states. 1e costs of non-agreement in international matters are lower for 

the United States than for other states (Ikenberry : , ). Because of its power po-

sition at the top of the international system, the United States will have more options avail-

able in its foreign and security policy. 1e incentives produced by the system do not necessi-

tate a policy of engagement, but the theory would be consistent with such an approach 

(Wohlforth b: ). While a disengaged policy would not be inconsistent with the ef-

  ʜʀʏ ɴ ʜʟɢʏ     |     9



fects of unipolarity, there are reasons to expect that the United State would prefer to stay 

engaged in matters of security. A policy of disengagement would reduce Washington’s lever-

age to “effect cooperation, and to build and run institutions that make its dominance 

cheaper and more efficient (ibid: ).” Furthermore, an engaged United States “is in a bet-

ter position” to “respond to a major crisis or unexpected geopolitical challenges (ibid: ).”

Balance-of-threat theory provides another reason to expect a policy of engagement. While 

balancing behavior by other states is unlikely, because American power is so dominant and 

the United States does not pose any threat to the territorial integrity of Europe, we can ex-

pect that the United States will be sensitive to counterbalancing measures or other initia-

tives that constrain U.S. power. Since unipolarity would be the preferred world for the 

United States, we can expect that American policy-makers would employ a strategy to pro-

long the ‘unipolar moment,’ and dissuade others from balancing against the U.S. (Mastand-

uno : , ). While theory cannot predict how the United States would implement its 

policy, balance-of-threat theory suggests that a benign policy would be wise (Walt : 

). Indeed, “aggressively unilateral policies undermine legitimacy, corrode institutions and 

heighten status anxieties, generating higher costs and greater instability over the long run 

(Wohlforth : ).” If states balance against threat, and not power, this can make allied 

coherence more difficult to sustain if the threat perceptions is not equally shared among the 

allies. While European states may fall short of balancing, they can increasingly frustrate 

U.S. policy makers if American power is not viewed as indispensable.

.. ʜ ʀɪ  ʀ

Realists such as Morgenthau and Carr identified the importance of power and argued that 

states are power maximizers. In his structural redefinition of realism, Waltz (: ) ar-

gued that the primary objective of states is to maximize security. Power can be important, 

but will, according to his theory, always be secondary to security. 1e contemporary realist 

debate faults both these arguments. State leaders pursue power because it is the foundation 

to achieve security and national interests. Power is not an end in itself, but a mechanism in 

which to achieve policy goals. States do not seek power in order to dominate others. Rather 

they maximize power because this “allows for maximum flexibility in achieving the nation’s 

instrumental interests (Brooks : ).” In the international arena, power is important 

10     |     ʀ ɴ ɪɴʟɴ



since powerful states have the ability to influence other actors. It is rational to assume that 

states want more, rather than less external influence, and that they will “pursue such influ-

ence to the extent that they are able to do so (Rose : ).” In the neoclassical rendition 

of realist theory, states will seek strategies that enhance their power and thus influence over 

other actors. Since power is a means to achieve national interests, states will pursue power 

subject to cost-benefit calculations (Brooks : ). While conquest is one way to in-

crease power, it is not the only way, and seldom the most cost-efficient way. States will there-

fore be less prone to use military force in order to increase their power. In a system with 

highly industrialized powers and a global economy, we can expect that states will rather rely 

on nonmilitary means to increase their power (ibid: ).

States do not always activate their full power potential and behave differently in similar cir-

cumstances. 1e link between structural incentives and policy-making is not always clear or 

straightforward. To account for this, neoclassical realism opens up the ‘black box’ of 

decision-making by analyzing how policy-makers understand their situation and investi-

gates their policy calculations (Rose ). Wohlforth () argues that the main inter-

vening variable that determines policy choices is the perceptions, or misperceptions of 

power by state leaders. 1e complexity of power and the difficulties of measuring it are not 

only an analytical problem, but also a problem decision-makers face every day. How key 

state officials perceive their situation affects state behavior. To arrive at better explanations 

of foreign and security policy, we therefore need to explore in more detail how decision-

makers understand their situation (Rose : ).

Shifts in systemic variables do not affect policy behavior unless they are perceived by state 

decision-makers (Brooks and Wohlforth /: ). 1e influence material capabilities 

have on state behavior is translated through central decision-makers’ perceptions, calcula-

tions, and estimates. 1e link, or the transmission belt, between material capabilities and 

the perceptions of these capabilities, is not smoothly functioning or accurate. As a conse-

quence, the translation of capabilities into national behavior is seldom as straightforward as 

a structural analysis would assume. However, Wohlforth (: , ) suggests that per-

ceptions are not random, but follow a pattern. Differences in perceptions are related to the 

mix of resources available, and the position in the international system. In a competitive en-
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vironment, state leaders will interpret changes in capabilities opportunistically, emphasizing 

their comparative advantages. For a dominant power, its rank and power in the system per-

mits its leaders to “indulge in endless opportunism” to justify their policies (ibid).

.. ʀ ɴ ɪɴɪɪɴ

Institutional power entails an actors’ control over others in indirect ways (Barnett and Du-

vall : ). However, power and security cooperation has traditionally posed a puzzle for 

realist theory, as the theory on a basic level assumes that states exists in an anarchy and re-

lies on themselves for security. 1is is true in particular for structural and ‘offensive’ defini-

tions of the theory (Müller : -). It is further challenging as realist theory often fo-

cuses on conflict and the absence of cooperation. Contemporary strands of realist theory are 

more optimistic about the possibility for cooperation in international relations. One reason 

for this is an emphasis on the probability of conflict, and not merely the possibility of conflict 

(Brooks ).9 Instead of discussing if institutions matter, the focus is more on how they 

matter, and which policies states pursue in institutions.

However, realism differs from other approaches that predominantly exclude the perspective 

of power motivations in the creation and maintenance of institutions (Gruber ). Real-

ist theory stresses that international institutions are rooted in the interaction of power and 

national interest (Simmons and Martin : ). Institutions matter because they reflect 

and enhance state power. 1ey are important tools of statecraft, and they are only estab-

lished when state leaders believe that there are mutual benefits to be gained. In other words, 

from a realist perspective, institutions are arenas where states act out power relations (ibid; 

Evans and Wilson : ; Jervis : , ). Furthermore, realist accounts of institu-

tions differ from liberal, institutional and constructivist accounts as they view institutions 

as a form of collusion among powerful states. Institutions are set up to serve the participat-

ing states’ interests at the expense of ‘others’ (Schweller and Priess : ).
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Since states pursue power because power enables them to achieve their national interests, 

and because states will rely on nonmilitary power as well, we can expect that the United 

States will also look to institutions to extend or maintain its power and influence. A domi-

nant actor within an institution cannot only set its agenda but also influence the distribu-

tion of benefits and costs among the members (ibid). A dominant actor can exert its influ-

ence through a number of strategies. One such strategy is that of ‘binding’. Institutions can 

make it more difficult and costly for states to defect in the future by binding them to keep 

their commitments. A state can exercise control over another state’s or group of states’ poli-

cies, by incorporating them into a web of institutional arrangements (ibid: , Jervis : 

). States might also choose to bind themselves. Such behavior is not inconsistent with the 

theoretical propositions, as long as states bind themselves not to do what they do not intend 

to do anyway, or if this does not significantly reduce the freedom of action a state might 

seek later. Germany’s self-binding to European and Atlantic institutions would therefore 

not be a surprise (ibid). However, American self-binding to international institutions in a 

way that constrain its power would be inconsistent with the theory (Wohlforth a: ). 

Binding effects exists only because state decision makers want them to be there. Institutions 

cannot be fully binding, and might come apart when faced with strong conflict ( Jervis : 

-). Institutions can thus matter, but as Jervis (ibid) notes, even institutions that involve 

giving power to autonomous actors, “are not autonomous in the sense of overriding or shap-

ing the preferences of those who established them.”

While we can expect that the United States is able to exert influence in international insti-

tutions, this does not imply that the interest of the dominant power equals the outcome of 

an institutional process. Other states might oppose the dominant state’s policies for various 

reasons (Brooks and Wohlforth : -). Pertaining to security cooperation in NATO 

it would be preferable for the United States to take the role as a benevolent leader. Such an 

approach would be more successful since other states both benefit from and accept U.S. 

leadership. 1e arrangement would in other words be seen as legitimate, in the sense that 
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no great powers are dissatisfied insofar as they would seek dramatic changes (Schweller and 

Priess : , ).10

..  ʟ ʀ ʟɪɴɪɴɢ .. ʟɪʏ ʜɪ

Because of the sheer power of the United States and its position at the top of the interna-

tional system, we can expect that the United States will have a wide range of security inter-

ests throughout the world. We can further expect that the United States will seek ways in 

which to increase its flexibility to implement its preferred security policy. One path to such 

increased flexibility is through security institutions. Because institutions give power to 

states that control them, we can expect the United States to support institutions that serve 

its interests. As a security institution, NATO provides a platform to extend U.S. influence 

over security policy, while it as a military alliance provides an instrument for collective re-

sponse to security threats. In the light of the / attacks these qualities of NATO should 

not become less important for the United States, but rather more important. NATO is pri-

marily a military alliance, and while the institutional aspects can be attributed to the endur-

ing interest for NATO in American policy, the core mission of the Alliance is still to defend 

against an external threat.

Realist theory assumes that the mix of relative capabilities, in particular military capabili-

ties, and security threats are the important variables that affect the calculations of policy 

choices. 1e assumptions of how and why states pursue power and the role of institutions 

provide the micro-link for explaining policy behavior. From the theoretical framework dis-

cussed above, we can hypothesize U.S. policy behavior pertaining to NATO.

H: !e United States will maintain NATO and support the transformation agenda because 

NATO can increase Washington’s flexibility and influence in security policy.

Anarchy and polarity of the international system provides the structural context in which 

policy is created and strategic choices are made. Anarchy is not a critical variable. It serves as 

a contextual precondition where the effect is a concern for national security (Heier : 
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). With the security threat posed by international terrorism, we can expect that the 

United States places a greater weight on national security. 1e dominant position in the in-

ternational system makes the Unites States less reliant on others to provide for its security.

From the hypothesis we can derive two predictions of American objectives and behavior 

within NATO. First, we can expect that the United States will have an interest in maintain-

ing NATO because it can be an instrument to increase American flexibility in its security 

policy. Second, we can expect that the United States will further have an interests in main-

taining NATO because it provides a framework to influence European security policy and 

prevent balancing and power competition. As Waltz (: ) noted, “NATO is first of all 

a treaty made by states.” With the external threat to the Alliance gone, realists view NATO 

“mainly as a means of maintaining and lengthening America’s grip on the foreign and mili-

tary policies of European states (ibid).” Because NATO offers a means to extend the flexi-

bility of American security policy, we can expect the United States to stay engaged in 

NATO rather than to abandon it. Furthermore, NATO stands forth as the primary in-

strument for the United States to influence European states to spend money on capabilities 

that are consistent with U.S. preferences (Heier : ). We can also expect that the 

United States will oppose competing European military structures if these decrease Ameri-

can influence and flexibility.

Pertaining to the transformation agenda, we can expect that initiatives will be linked with 

American security priorities. Since the terrorist threat is global in nature, we would expect 

that the United States would not only work through NATO. However, Europe will still be 

important in American security policy. While one consequence of the attacks on / is 

that Europe is less relevant, or rather not the only or necessarily preferred security partner, 

we can still expect that the United States will have priorities in Europe because of the mili-

tary capabilities in Europe relative to other potential partners (Byman : -; Daal-

der : ).

1e role and relevance of NATO in American security policy is conditioned by overall stra-

tegic objectives and U.S. perceptions and calculations. However, we can expect from theory 

that the United States will act through institutions only when they add to the American 
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effort. As Glaser (: ) notes, working through “international organisations should 

not be confused with necessity.” When choosing among institutions is an option, a decision 

to work through the larger one “may not reflect a willingness to accept its constraints, but 

instead prior confidence that they would not be imposed (ibid).” 1is does not imply that 

the United States will always prefer unilateral action, since other consequences will be con-

sidered (ibid: ).

. ɴɪʀɪɴ ɪɴ ʟɪɴɢ ʜʀʏ
Besides testing the validity of the hypothesis, this thesis will discuss the usefulness of real-

ism in analyzing power motivations and to explore the mechanisms of institutional power 

(Barnett and Duvall : -; Gruber ). Critics have argued that the modifications 

to the structural realist conception of power and the inclusion of variables beyond material 

factors render the theoretical propositions incoherent to the traditional realist paradigm, 

and indistinctive relative to other approaches (Legro and Moravcsik ). In order to have 

confidence in a theory, it must be internally coherent, but it should also be consistent with 

the broader theoretical paradigm. 1e theory should also be distinctive in order for us to 

correctly label what constitutes ‘realist’ theory. Another prominent debate in the contempo-

rary debate in the study of IR concerns bridge building between theoretical paradigms. A 

central proposition in this debate is to dismiss the ‘zero-sum’ interpretation of theories of 

International Relations. Rather, the point is to identify the scope conditions of the theory. 

1is thesis will evaluate these issues. 1e purpose of this thesis is to discuss whether and 

how realism can contribute to explain NATO’s persistence and American behavior within 

the Alliance by analyzing American policies and objectives. In order to conclude on the use-

fulness of realism, it is important to examine the distinctive elements of the theory.

.. ʜʟʟɴɢ  ɴʀʀʏ ʀʟɪ

Critics of realism are plentiful, and contemporary renditions of the theory have been chal-

lenged on the status and value of the theory. Critics have asked whether realists are still real-

ists, or if they have ever been realists (Müller ; Legro and Moravcsik ; Guzzini 

). In addition to the internal logic of a theory, advances in a theoretical paradigm 

should be coherent with its core assumptions. A theoretical paradigm should not include 
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internal contradictions that “permit the unambiguous derivation of contradictory conclu-

sions (Legro and Moravcsik : ).” While theoretical paradigms are often incomplete, 

and thus leaves room for varying predictions based on different auxiliary assumptions, such 

contradictions should not be frequent.

When theoretical explanation of empirical findings within a paradigm consistently relies on auxil-
iary assumptions unconnected to core assumptions to predict novel facts or clear up anomalies, we 
learn little about the veracity of those assumptions. When it relies on auxiliary assumptions contra-
dictory to underlying core assumptions, our confidence in those core assumptions should weaken 
(ibid).

1is argument is connected with the demand that a theory must be distinct, meaning that a 

theory’s assumptions must clearly differentiate it from recognized alternatives. 1e power 

and usefulness of a paradigm relies on “its ability to rule out plausible competing assump-

tions and explanations about the world (ibid: ).” Having nearly as many ‘realisms’ as there 

are realist protagonists question the coherency of the tradition in itself (Guzzini : -

). Realism must remain distinct from other theoretical paradigms in order to be more than 

a generic form of rationalism.

A formulation of realism that subsumed all the core assumptions underlying these other theories 
would be a misleading guide to theoretical debate or empirical research. Perpetually underspecified, 
perhaps internally contradictory, such a formulation would evade rather than encourage potentially 
falsifying counterclaims thereby defeating the basic purpose of grouping theories under paradigms 
in the first place (Legro and Moravcsik : -).

Legro and Moravcsik argue that contemporary realism has become too theoretically and 

conceptually ‘stretched.’ Realism has lost its coherence since recent variants of the theory 

contradict the paradigm’s core assumptions, and it has lost its distinctiveness since it adds 

insight from other theories in an ad hoc manner.11  1eir remedy is to clarify realist prem-

ises with greater precision based on theoretical foundations clearly distinct from other ra-

tionalist theories. While their critique can be disputed, both the argument itself and the 

consequences of the remedy they suggest, they raise some valid concerns that will be impor-

tant in the theoretical discussion of this thesis.
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.. ʙʀɪɢ ʙɪʟɪɴɢ ɪɴ ɪʀ ʜʀʏ

Discussions among scholars of International Relations often resembles ‘balkanization,’ 

where defenders of one approach or ‘school’ argue that their approach is better or more 

‘right’ than other approaches. Some view theoretical differences as ‘great debates’, with the 

last debate standing between rationalism and constructivism (Fearon and Wendt : ). 

1ese ‘war of theories’ have ruined the potential for a lot of fruitful and interesting research.

1ere is an ontological reading, according to which rationalism and constructivism are different sets 
of assumptions about what social life in general comprises. … A second reading sees the divide in 
empirical terms, “as a disagreement about substantive issues in the world, like how often actors fol-
low a logic of consequences or logic of appropriateness [Fearon and Wendt : -].” A third, 
pragmatic reading sees the divide as one between analytic tools or lenses with which to theorize 
about world politics (Zürn and Checkel : ).

1e ontological and empirical interpretations of the divide treat rationalist and constructiv-

ist theories in a zero-sum manner. 1e latter interpretation is more inclined towards a 

positive-sum picture of the rationalist–constructivist divide, and can be a more fruitful 

guide to empirical research. Instead of arguing which theory is ‘right’, we can discuss how we 

can utilize theory in order to better understand an empirical and analytical puzzle (Fearon 

and Wendt : ). A pragmatic framing of the divide does not rule out one or the other 

approach. Rationalism and constructivism are seen as analytical lenses for looking at social 

reality, and “the question of what lens to use … should be left open (ibid: ).”

All theories have scope conditions, that is conditions under which the outcome a theory 

predicts is more likely to occur. Examining and defining the scope conditions of a theory 

contribute to differentiate it from other alternatives, and specify when a theoretical ‘lens’ 

should be employed. Further, by examining the causal mechanisms that clarify the relation-

ship and structure of events between a cause and its effect, we can explore potential bridges 

between different theoretical approaches. One theory might explain a piece of an empirical 

puzzle. By specifying the scope conditions of each theory independently, and identifying 

how each theory work, we can identify the domain of application of each theory. Both 

strategic-choice approaches and cognitive approaches can be utilized to analyze how policy 

choices are made. By ignoring one or the other approach, we can reach more tightly focused 

research. However, politics includes both a situational context and an actor’s perception of it 

(Lepgold and Lamborn : ). 1e purpose of this thesis is not to create a kind of ‘super-
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theory’ that combines variables and assumptions from various theories. Rather, the purpose 

is to discuss the explanatory limits of realist theory by investigating the scope conditions of 

the theory in relation to American policy within NATO. 1e discussion of the usability of 

the theoretical framework adopted in this thesis will be examined in this context.

. ʜ ʟɪɪ ʜ
With the general theoretical framework and the specific study variables and theoretical 

propositions defined, I will in the following discuss the methodology for analyzing Ameri-

can objectives and principles guiding the data selection. 1is study is inherently qualitative 

in fashion with a case study approach. In part because of theory and in order to evaluate the 

theoretical assumptions, the methodology is based on process tracing. 1is calls for a close 

examination of the various initiatives and political statements by key officials in the Bush 

administration concerning NATO and the transformation agenda, and review these in the 

strategic context.

1e data for this study is based on a number of both primary and secondary sources. 1e 

overriding principle for the analysis has been that of triangulation. To achieve a higher de-

gree of confidence in the findings and conclusion, the strategy employed in the process of 

gathering data, has been to include several types of sources, both primary and secondary. An 

analysis of the official policy documents has been supplemented by a large number of 

statements and speeches by key policy officials. To supplement these data sources, I have 

also conducted several interviews with both experts on security and transatlantic policy and 

NATO officials.

.. ʏ   ʏ

Gerring (: ) defines a case study as “an intensive study of a single unit for the pur-

pose of understanding a larger class of (similar) units.” Case studies are preferred to answer 

“why” or “how” questions, “when the investigator has little control over events, and when the 

focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context (Yin : ).” 1ey 

are particularly strong in providing insights into the causal mechanisms that link the ob-
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served outcome of a process or several processes with the observed initial conditions.12  A 

case study examines one, or a set of, case(s) in greater detail, and can uncover mechanisms 

and processes in the chain of events that are unavailable in statistical methods. While statis-

tical methods can estimate the causal weight of variables across a range of cases, case studies 

are strong at identifying the scope conditions of theories, and the causal necessity or suffi-

ciency in a particular case. In other words, case studies are stronger at assessing whether and 

how a variable mattered, rather than how much it mattered (George and Bennett : ).

1is study reviews a single case in order to investigate U.S. security policy. 1e case, or unit, 

can be defined to belong to the subclass of ‘cooperation in regional security institutions.’ A 

rationale for conducting a single case study is when the case represents a critical case. A sin-

gle case might confirm, challenge, or extend the theory when the theory has “specified a clear 

set of propositions as well as the circumstances within which the propositions are believed 

to be true (Yin : ).” As such, the single case study can determine whether the propo-

sitions made by the theory in question are correct or whether an alternative set of explana-

tions are more relevant. As discussed in the introduction, a justification for the choice of 

case and theory, is that NATO can be regarded as a deviant case since both the persisting 

nature of NATO and continued American engagement have been inconsistent with the 

standard prediction of neorealist theory. Deviant case studies are “studies of single cases that 

are known to deviate from established generalizations (Lijphart : ).” 1e selected 

case provides a test for amendments to realist theory and the scope conditions of the theory 

(George and Bennett : ). 1is produce a stronger test of the validity of the theory, 

since the selection of a deviant case, “weaken the original proposition, but suggest a modi-

fied proposition that will be stronger (Lijphart : ).”

In order to evaluate the theoretical propositions, and to focus the analysis, I have chosen to 

investigate two aspects of American policy within NATO in greater detail. One of these is 

the creation of the NATO Response Force (NRF). 1e other is the operation in Afghani-

stan. An ideal approach to the research question would be to examine the range of initia-

tives in more detail. Because of the constraint of this study, such an approach is not feasible. 
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1e approach in this thesis is designed to achieve a more stringent and detailed analysis of 

American objectives and behavior. Of the initiatives proposed at Prague in November , 

the NRF related directly to the transformation agenda as a blueprint for future force struc-

tures and capabilities. 1e operation in Afghanistan was the first truly ‘out-of-area’ opera-

tion conducted by NATO, and the first allied military operation related to the Global War 

on Terror (GWOT). 1e case of Afghanistan is of further interest because of the initial use 

of an ad hoc coalition. Because of the importance of the NRF and the military operations in 

Afghanistan, these cases can clarify issues important to the research objective, while provid-

ing a basis for evaluating the theory.

.. ʀ ʀɪɴɢ

1e methodological approach to the analysis is based on the method of process tracing 

(George and Bennett : -). To evaluate the theoretical predictions, the analysis will 

be separated into smaller steps. Each step of the analysis will build on the previous to pro-

vide a rich analysis in which to evaluate the validity of the hypothesis and realist assump-

tions. 1e objective in the analysis, in particular chapter  and , is to achieve a thorough 

investigation of the research question. 1e purpose of this approach is to test the validity of 

the theoretical assumptions while not excluding alternative interpretations of the empirical 

data.

Process tracing involves an attempt to trace the links between possible causes and observed 

outcomes. “Tracing the process that may have led to an outcome helps narrow the list of 

potential causes (ibid: ).” 1e aim is to examine whether the causal processes a theory 

implies is “in fact evident in the sequence and values of the intervening variables (ibid: ).” 

1e case is divided into smaller steps where the researcher can look for evidence in the se-

quence and structure of events.

In process tracing the investigator explores the chain of events or the decision-making process by 
which initial case conditions are translated into case outcomes. 1e cause-effect link that connects 
independent variable and outcome is unwrapped and divided into smaller steps; then the investiga-
tor looks for observable evidence of each step (Van Evera : )

1e theoretical assumptions discussed above do not make explicit predictions on the 

sources of American policy decisions concerning NATO in order to give a detailed expecta-
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tion of the link between structure, state interests and observed behavior. However, the 

method of process tracing is still valuable since this method can suggest further develop-

ment of the theory (George and Bennett : , ). 1e strategy employed to evaluate 

the hypothesis is based on an analytical explanation of the objectives in the transformation 

agenda and the role of NATO in the ‘war on terror.’ 1is strategy has also been adopted be-

cause of the focus on realist theory, and not a set of competing hypotheses. It is important 

to examine the evidence not only against the hypothesis of interest, but to evaluate the evi-

dence by considering other possible explanations, since not doing so can create confirmation 

bias (ibid: ). Rather than examining to hypotheses against the empirical record, this the-

sis aim to produce a more detailed analysis of American decisions and initiatives concerning 

NATO. By testing the hypothesis through an extensive narrative, the analysis will also re-

main open to alternative explanations of American behavior.

.. ʜ ʀɪɴ ʀ

Written sources provide the bulk of the evidence for this study. 1e documentation data 

gathered for this study include official documents, both U.S. and NATO documents, re-

marks and speeches by key members of the American administration, and secondary 

sources. On security policy, the National Security Strategy (NSS) is especially important as 

it sets out the security priorities and guiding principles in the overall security policy. During 

the period under investigation, the Bush administration has released two strategy docu-

ments, in September  and March . In addition to the NSS, the Quadrennial De-

fense Review (QDR), released by the Department of Defense (DoD), details the central 

principles defining American military policy. Two such reviews have been released by the 

Bush administration, one shortly after /, and one in . In addition to these policy 

documents, the Bush administration has issued other relevant policy documents. 1ese 

documents provide the bulk of the written documents and offer a context in which to 

evaluate U.S. NATO policy.

1e official policy documents are only valuable as they provide a context for which to ana-

lyze U.S. initiatives in NATO. To supplement the official documents, I have looked at re-

ports to Congress and the congressional record. 1e Congressional Research Service (CRS) 

provides reports and analyses to Congress on a variety of policy issues. A number of reports 
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have focused on NATO, U.S.-EU relations and the ‘war on terror.’ 1ese reports offer fur-

ther insight to strategic choices and policy evaluations. Both the House of Representatives 

and the Senate have held several hearings each year on transatlantic relations and U.S. ini-

tiatives at NATO. 1ese hearings have proven to be a valuable source for this thesis. 1e 

congressional hearings have the benefit of being more open and detailed than speeches or 

press briefings. Although the available hearings from the period are all open hearings, and 

thus might put a constraint on the openness of the testimonies, the format of the hearings is 

generally more detailed and thorough than in other settings. To add to this material, I have 

also reviewed a large number of policy speeches, press briefings and op-eds by key officials 

in the Bush administration. 1ese policy documents have been supplemented with secon-

dary sources, including academic papers and news articles.13  Together, these sources provide 

an extensive and detailed look at the policy considerations during the period.

Written sources have their strengths as data sources for qualitative case studies, but there 

are also important weaknesses that need to be addressed and minimized. 1e most prob-

lematic weakness is that of bias (Yin : ). Concerning policy documents, they provide 

a good first cut to investigate the rationale behind American security policy, although they 

can be declaratory rather than reflecting actual policy (Ripsman and Paul : ). Cau-

tion has been exercised to ensure the quality of the sources used in the analysis. With few 

exceptions, the documents, remarks and transcripts have been retrieved from official inter-

net sites or other official channels. While the number of sources cancel out some of the po-

tential problem of bias, this is still an issue that has been considered in the selection process.

.. ɪɴʀɪ

To supplement the written sources, I have also conducted a series of interviews. 1e pur-

pose of these interviews has been to clarify priorities in the transformation agenda and the 

objectives the Bush administration has pursued within the Alliance. 1e interviews have 

thus provided both a supplement to the other sources, and helped to narrow the scope of 

the analysis. 1e interviews have proved to be valuable, both because of the additional in-
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formation they provided and because they were, along with other secondary sources, ad-

vantageous in sorting out relevant information pertaining to the research objective.

In order not to excessively frame the discussion and the respondents’ presentation of the 

data, the interviews were designed as semi-structured interviews. A few broad questions 

were prepared in advance, 14  with more specific follow-up questions if the respondents pro-

vided short answers or strayed away from the original topic. 1e topics concerned the objec-

tives in the transformation agenda, and American priorities within NATO. In addition to 

these broader topics, the interviews also focused on the NRF, and to a lesser degree Af-

ghanistan. Requests for interviews were sent by e-mail and included a broad description of 

the topic for the interview. Both experts on NATO and American foreign policy, as well as 

people working at NATO or within the national delegations, were contacted with requests 

for interviews. At NATO, a representative with the International Staff handled the re-

quests.

In total,  interviews were conducted, half with experts and the other half with people 

working, or formerly working, at NATO. It can be argued that more interviews would have 

been preferable. However, with the limited resources available and issues of availability and 

time constraints, it was not possible to include more respondents. Since the analysis in this 

thesis rests upon a large number of different sources, both primary and secondary, the lim-

ited number of interviews is less of a problem. An issue that has received more attention is 

the potential problem of bias. Interviews must be considered as verbal reports only. Inter-

views can be “subject to the common problems of bias, poor recall, and poor or inaccurate 

articulation (Yin : ).” 1e strategy to alleviate these issues has been to compare the 

data from the interviews with other data whenever possible.

. ʟɪɪʏ ɴ ʀʟɪʙɪʟɪʏ

Issues of validity and reliability might compromise the quality of a study. Good research is 

supposed to represent a logical set of statements, and it is important that the conclusions 

are supported by the empirical data, and that the conclusions can be tested (Yin : ). 
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To further ensure the quality of this study, I need to address potential issues of validity and 

reliability. Issues on correct measures and the validity of the data are important in the quali-

tative method. It is necessary to establish correct operational measures for the concepts that 

are being studies. An investigator might fail to develop a “sufficiently operational set of 

measures and that “subjective” judgments are used to collect the data (ibid).” Measures have 

been taken to minimize the problem of construct validity. 1e method of process tracing and 

the triangulation of sources contribute to this end (ibid: ). Each data source might give a 

limited, and even distorted picture of the events I seek to explain. Combining several types 

of data will decrease the risk of a biased analysis, and as an effect, invalid conclusions, since 

“multiple sources of evidence essentially provide multiple measures of the same phenome-

non (ibid: ).”

External validity refers to the ability to generalize the findings for a study to other cases. 

1is study does not aim to produce general knowledge about state behavior, but rather to 

test a deviant case for realist theory. By defining the case to a smaller subclass of a general 

phenomenon, power motivations in security institutions, this thesis can examine the scope 

conditions of realist theory. In other words, this thesis moves down the ‘ladder of generality’ 

(George and Bennett : ).

A connected issue to validity is the reliability of the data. A high degree of reliability in-

creases the validity of the study. Reliability refers to the precision of the study. A central 

question regarding reliability is if we would arrive at the same conclusions if the study was 

performed with the same methods. 1e principle of triangulation is important for the reli-

ability of this study. 1is is even more important as the subject for this thesis is a contem-

porary case. 1e guiding principle, both to increase the validity and reliability of the study, 

has been to review an extensive set of both primary and secondary sources.

.. ʜɪʟ ɴɪʀɪɴ

As a student and researcher of international relations it is important to follow strict ethical 

guidelines for empirical research. Ethical considerations are primarily important pertaining 

to the interviews in this thesis. It is important to respect the wishes and demands of the 

participating respondents. When issues of reliability and ethical considerations come into 
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conflict, ethical considerations outweigh potential reliability issues. All respondents were 

asked whether they would stay anonymous, and how much information that would be re-

vealed in the list over respondents. 1ey were also given the opportunity to review quotes in 

order to correct misquotes or misunderstandings. Information was also given in advance 

about the purpose of the study, how the material would be used, and essential aspects of the 

thesis and my own background.

Another issue that must be adhered to, is to respect the work of others. Attention has been 

given to ensure that citations are used correctly and in a precise manner throughout the the-

sis. Combined, this thesis adheres to the strict ethical considerations required by the Uni-

versity of Oslo.
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ʜʀ 

American Perspectives on

NATO and Transformation

In November , Heads of Government meet in Prague to discuss the future direction of 

NATO. 1e summit launched the ‘transformation agenda,’ aimed at overhauling the struc-

ture and capabilities of the Alliance. 1e decisions in Prague to transform the Alliance were 

a continuation of earlier efforts to restructure the Alliance and set targets for new capabili-

ties. 1e first transformational initiatives were proposed shortly after the Cold War ended. 

During the ies the gap in capabilities were exposed in the Balkans, and increased 

European capabilities became a top priority at the Washington summit in  when state 

leaders agreed on the Defense Capabilities Initiative (DCI).

As mentioned in the methodological discussion, the analysis will provide a detailed account 

of the context and rationale behind American objectives to answer the research question. 

1e focus in this chapter is to analyze the initiatives in the transformation agenda and 

NATO’s role in the ‘war on terror.’ 1e attention will be on the objectives in the transforma-

tion agenda, and how the United States have sought to achieve them. Concerning Afghani-

stan, this chapter will investigate the reasons for the limited role of NATO and the subse-

quent change in policy. 1e analysis will proceed in three steps. First, it will place the trans-

formation agenda in a historical context. Second, it will investigate American perceptions of 

NATO and the use of the Alliance in the ‘war on terror.’ Lastly, this chapter will analyze the 

various initiatives in the transformation, with a focus on the NATO Response Force. 1e 

findings in this chapter will provide the context for further analysis in the succeeding chap-

ters.



. ‘ʙɪʟɪɪ, ʙɪʟɪɪ, ʙɪʟɪɪ’
1e transformation agenda launched at Prague was extensive. A recurring theme in Wash-

ington has been to get European allies to modernize their armed forces in order for them to 

be usable in modern war fighting. While European forces are well trained, they have lacked 

the high-tech equipment to operate alongside American forces and the capacity to transport 

them to a distant theater. Lord Robertson, the former Secretary General of NATO said 

numerous times that his three main concerns for the future of the Alliance were ‘capabilities, 

capabilities and capabilities,’ a call he reiterated at the Munich security conference in ad-

vance of the Prague summit.15

In the months before the Prague summit in November, the issue of capabilities emerged as 

the number one priority of the Bush administration. Other issues were important as well, 

such as the long-standing American interest in further enlargement and the policy of part-

nerships. However, while the United States sought a broader agenda, capabilities were a top 

priority and several of the high profile initiatives proposed or supported by the United 

States were designed to close the capabilities gap. Testifying before the United States Sen-

ate, Marc Grossman, a senior official at the Department of State, identified new and in-

creased capabilities, new members, and a renewal of partnerships and relationships, in par-

ticular with Russia and Ukraine, as the three themes defining the Prague summit (U.S. 

Congress : ). Of these, capabilities were emphasized as “a very, very important issue 

(ibid).” While the Washington summit in  had refocused the Alliance’s mission to 

emerging threats with the adoption of a new strategic concept, the priority in Prague was to 

prepare NATO to meet these new challenges (ibid: ).

.. ɪɴɪɴɢ ʀɴ ɪɪɴɪ

Boosting Allied capabilities was not a new theme in NATO at the time of the Prague 

summit. At the Washington summit in , NATO launched the Defense Capabilities 

Initiative (DCI) aiming at reducing the growing capabilities gap between the United States 

and its European allies. However, the success of the DCI was questionable. In  the 

United States was still among the few states in the Alliance that were able to conduct high-
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intensity operations. 1is was demonstrated in full force in Afghanistan. As the New York 

Times observed, the United States was so much more technologically advanced than most 

NATO allies, that the Americans “increasingly doesn’t need them to fight a distant war 

(Friedman ).” Charles Krauthammer () made a similar observation, noting that 

the “swift and crushing victory” in Afghanistan “made clear America’s military dominance 

and Europe’s consequent military irrelevance.”

1e capabilities gap between the United States and Europe became increasingly evident 

during the ies. European militaries lacked the mobility of U.S. forces and did not have 

the capabilities to fight at strategic distance and with high precision. While European forces 

numbered in excess of  million men and women in uniform, the militaries were designed 

to protect European borders, and not to move beyond their own territory. 1e use of con-

scription in several European states was also an issue. Because of this, highly trained forces 

that could move quickly to distant theaters were not available in sufficient numbers. 1e 

military and stability operations during the ies exposed these deficiencies. During 

NATO’s Implementation Force (IFOR) and Stabilization Force (SFOR), the Alliance ex-

perienced “grave operational deficiencies in fields such as strategic mobility, effective and se-

cure communication, as well as operational sustainability (Heier : ).” 1e Kosovo 

experience further added to the perception of the capabilities gap. 1e operation revealed a 

number of shortfalls in the Alliance, including precision-guided munitions, secure in-

teroperable communications, heavy airlift, aerial refuelers, night-vision capability and iden-

tification systems (Gallis : ). 1e wide gap in capabilities shocked both Washington 

and European capitals.16  1e capabilities gap that was exposed in the Balkans provided the 

context for the French-British agreement at St. Malo in  to boost European military 

capabilities. 1ey came to the shared understanding that “if Europe is to be relevant in in-

ternational politics, it is necessary to increase military capabilities.”17

In his speech at the Munich security conference in , Lord Robertson concurred that 

“American critics of Europe’s military incapability are right,” and that all European states 

“must show a new willingness to develop effective crisis management capabilities.” 1e pri-
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ority at Prague was to get NATO members to agree to fix the most critical shortfalls in the 

Alliance. 1ere was recognition both in Washington and at the NATO headquarters that 

the Defense Capabilities Initiative (DCI) had not produced the desired results. One reason 

for this was that the DCI identified a wide range of capabilities as critical shortfalls. A total 

of  classified capabilities were identified, leading to a lack of prioritizing. 1e areas of ca-

pabilities the Prague Capabilities Commitment (PCC) and the United States focused on 

was more specific than the preceding initiative it replaced. As Douglas Feith, under secre-

tary of defense for policy at the Department of Defense, explained in his testimony before 

the United States Senate, the DCI had been too diffuse, and there “were so many capabili-

ties cited as deficient, that we did not concentrate attention on the highest priority problems 

(U.S. Congress : ).”

To address the capabilities issue, and in an attempt to fix European shortfalls, the United 

States recognized that it was necessary to “narrow our focus to the highest priority prob-

lems (ibid: ).” Colin Powell also made this point at the foreign ministers meeting in May. 

He argued that it would be wise to pick “five or six” capabilities that “you are really going to 

focus on and you’re going to be serious about and you’re going to invest in.”18  While the 

PCC was designed to focus the transformation agenda on a set of high-priority capabilities, 

the Bush administration also favored structural changes to institutionalize the transforma-

tion process. Allied Command Transformation (ACT) was created in order to continue the 

transformation of military capabilities and promoting interoperability (NATO : ). 

1e ACT also provided a link to the American transformation process, as the commander 

of ACT was dual-hatted as the commander of the American transformation process.19

Based on the new QDR, released in , the United States conducted their own transfor-

mation of their armed forces. 1e new defense strategy, in which the foundation for the 

transformation effort was defined, shifted emphasis from waging two regional wars to a 

flexible force structure that could “be deployed in a wider range for geographic areas and 

contingencies (Binnendijk and Kugler : ).” 1e transformational effort in the 
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United States thus provideds a context for the scope and direction of the transformation 

effort in NATO and among European militaries.20

.. ʜ ɴ ʀɪʏ ɴ

1e attacks on / put terrorism at the top of the American security agenda. 1e National 

Security Strategy (NSS) defined terrorism and proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-

tion as the gravest threats to American security. 1e attacks also had a profound impact on 

American security policy (Daalder : -). Policy-makers were convinced that the 

United States and NATO needed to go ‘out of area.’ Furthermore, the attacks prompted a 

strategy of active engagement in American security strategy. In a speech in early , Paul 

Wolfowitz claimed that treating terrorism as a problem of law enforcement was flawed, and 

that the administration’s approach aimed “at prevention and not merely punishment.” He 

further added that in the war on terror, the “best defense is a good offense,” and that the 

United States would “take the war to the enemy.”21  1e response in Washington to the / 

attacks was to follow a zero tolerance policy against terrorism. 1is included denying ter-

rorist financing and training (Byman : ). 1e National Security Strategy (NSS) 

released in September , affirmed that the United States would defend its interests “by 

identifying and destroying the threat before it reaches our borders (1e White House : 

).” It further stated that the United States “will not hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to ex-

ercise our right to self-defense by acting preemptively against such terrorism (ibid).”

1e Bush administration’s approach to security policy further affected its evaluation of 

NATO. In order to “stay relevant” NATO needed to transform and acquire the high-end 

capabilities that would be needed in the ‘war on terror.’ 1e message was, as Ronald D. As-

mus, a former deputy assistant secretary of state for Europe remarked, that if “NATO 

doesn’t address the central strategic issue of our time, … it will cease to be America’s pre-

mier alliance (Erlanger a).” 1e fight against terrorism was, in the words of Wolfowitz, 

“part of NATO’s basic job description” of collective defense.22  In his prepared statement 

before the United States Senate, Marc Grossman made it clear that unless “the disparity is 
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substantially narrowed, NATO will be increasingly less able to play its part in countering 

the threats that now face us (U.S. Congress : ).” 1e importance of transformation 

was also a defining element of the National Security Strategy. 1e document emphasized 

the need for NATO to develop new structures and capabilities, including a capability to 

field a highly mobile and specially trained force. 1e importance of the transformation 

agenda is underscored with the conclusion that if NATO is able to enact on the proposed 

changes, “the rewards will be a partnership as central to the security and interests of its 

member states as was the case during the Cold War (1e White House : ).” U.S. 

ambassador to NATO, Nicholas Burns, also warned of the consequences if European mili-

taries did not reform and procure modern capabilities. He argued that without “these im-

proved capabilities,” European states would not “be able to contribute meaningfully to mod-

ern military operations, making hollow any plans for a serious European-American security 

partnership.”23

1e call for reform emphasized that NATO and European allies needed to recognize the 

threat posed by terrorism and rouge states, and adopt their defenses accordingly. 1e Bush 

administration asserted that collective defense, as defined in Article , was still the central 

pillar of the Alliance. However, following /, collective defense had taken on a new mean-

ing. As Douglas Feith argued in a written statement to the Senate Foreign Relations com-

mittee, “there is room and need for change in how NATO fulfills its responsibility to pro-

tect the Alliance’s interests and promote its principles (U.S. Congress : ).” 1e at-

tacks on / also created a sense of urgency in the transformation agenda. Deputy Na-

tional Security Adviser Stephen Hadley pointed out that these “capabilities are needed 

soon. Not in  years, not  years. 1ey need to be fully funded, they need to be available 

promptly.”24

. ɴ’ ʀʟ ɪɴ ʜ ‘ʀ ɴ ʀʀʀ’
1e military effort in Afghanistan consisted of two operations. 1e objective of the initial 

military operation launched on October  , Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), was 
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to root out the Taliban government and continue the counter-terrorism mission against the 

Taliban and al-Qaeda. 1e operation focused less on stability, reconstruction and counter-

narcotics since this might come at the expense of the primary objective (Oakley and 

Hammes : ). A second operation, focusing on stabilization and reconstruction, the 

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), was approved by the Security Council in 

Resolution  on December   following the Bonn agreement. 1e original man-

date for ISAF was to assist the Afghan Interim Authority in the maintenance of security in 

Kabul and its surrounding areas.

.. ʀɴ ɪɪɴɪ ɴ ʀɪɴ ɴʀɪɴɢ ʀ

In Operation Enduring Freedom, the United States relied on allied contribution only to a 

minimal extent, even though most allies offered military contributions.25  1e limited role of 

European allies in general and NATO in particular came as a culmination of the growing 

distrust of European abilities in Washington and at the Pentagon. 1e United States de-

clined help from its allies because they lacked the capabilities that were needed in a high-

technological and intelligence-based war, and did not have the abilities to deploy troops to 

distant theaters (Heier : -, ). European forces participated in the operation, but 

they were “plugged into” the American operation. Neither NATO nor European headquar-

ters were included in the chain of command (Ulriksen : -). Senior officials in the 

United States also cited time constraints as a reason for the limited use of allied contribu-

tions. 1e swift response to the / attacks required intra-agency cooperation in the 

United States in order to prepare for the military campaign. In a testimony before Con-

gress, Douglas Feith commented that the military establishment had thought of how to 

“best make use of these very generous offers that we got from many allies,” but that it was 

“not the easiest thing … to organize the receipt of those offers, the integration of those 

forces, into our own war effort (U.S. Congress : ).”

American perceptions of the utility of NATO were also affected by the experiences from 

Kosovo.26  1e war in Kosovo created a sense of ‘war by committee.’ 1ere was an impres-
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sion that military decisions had become politicized in the North Atlantic Council (NAC) 

and that the military effort became subject to political micro-management. 1is further cre-

ated a distrust of the ability of NATO to wage a concerted military effort. 1e sources are 

mixed on the validity of this argument and the impact it had on the decision to bypass 

NATO. One respondent pointed out that this view was held by the minority, and that it 

“did not prevail.”27  A report prepared for Congress concluded that the decision-making pro-

cedure did not result in micro-management of the target-selection process during the Ko-

sovo campaign. Targets were attacked in three phases, where each phase marked an escala-

tion over the previous one. Furthermore, “it was the Pentagon and the White House, as well 

as the British government that … raised barriers and sought delays (Gallis : ).” Never-

theless, there were officials that were skeptical of NATO because of the experiences from 

Kosovo. Former SACEUR Wesley K. Clark reported that senior officials in the DoD had 

learned the lessons form Kosovo, and “that nobody is going to tell us what we can or cannot 

do (U.S. Congress : ).”

At the very minimum, the experiences from Kosovo had a negative impact on the Bush ad-

ministration’s perceptions of NATO. As one respondent explained, the reactions from Ko-

sovo “influenced to a great extent the cynical and negative attitude the administration had 

on European will and capabilities.”28  Senator Joseph Biden also noted that he increasingly 

had to “make the case” for NATO among his colleagues (U.S. Congress : -). 1e 

Bush administration sought to maintain a greater degree of control and wanted to be able to 

pick their allies rather than to work through an institutional framework. 1e Washington 

Post reported in  that the president privately had argued that he “didn’t want other 

countries dictating terms or conditions for the war on terrorism (Woodward and Balz 

).” Washington officials were wary that coalition or alliance considerations could tie 

down American power. As Daalder (: ) observed, “few in the current administration 

believe there is much to gain from constraining the use of … power by subordinating the 

planning and execution of a military campaign to the dictates of alliance considerations.”
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.. ɪɴʀɪɴɢ ɴ ʀʟ ɪɴ ɢʜɴɪɴ

1e focus in Washington was initially on the counter-terrorism operation in OEF, and less 

on stabilization and reconstruction. While the Bush administration supported the creation 

of ISAF at the UN, the United States did not initially contribute to the force (Tyler and 

Sciolino ; Margesson : ). Prior the Security Council’s decision to create ISAF, 

State Department officials said they did not expect the United States to have a major role in 

the peacekeeping mission. 1e United States would only “consider taking on a modest role 

to help enable such a force – to facilitate it (Mufson ).” In Washington, the time-

horizon for the operation was relatively short.29  1e stabilization force “would only be a 

“gap-filler” before an all-Afghan force … could take over (ibid). However, security remained 

an issue in Afghanistan. It became apparent that more security forces were needed, and the 

United States increasingly supported a larger role for NATO. In the words of one respon-

dent, “the United States got to the point where they wanted a military presence in Afghani-

stan,” and with ISAF, “they found a new mission for NATO.”30

ISAF was initially commanded by Britain, and then by Turkey and jointly by Germany and 

the Netherlands in six-month rotations. During , the Bush administration favored the 

Alliance taking a lead role in Afghanistan, something also several European states called for. 

NATO took over command of ISAF in August , and was given a mandate by the Se-

curity Council later in October, to expand beyond Kabul, using Provincial Reconstruction 

Teams (PRTs) (Sloan : ).31  An important factor that influenced American support 

for an increased NATO role, and a greater European presence, was limited resources. “1e 

United States wanted a broader European involvement, in order to get military assistance in 

Afghanistan.”32  While the United States had initially declined a role for the Alliance, the 

Bush administration “eventually saw that having the alliance lead there would both lessen 
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the US burden and enhance prospects for success (Daalder and Goldgeier ).” Although 

the United States has the highest percentage of expeditionary forces, resources have still 

been limited. With two long-term operations running simultaneously, American forces have 

been stretched thin (Sveastopulo ). 1is has created a greater need for allied contribu-

tions.

. ʜɪɢʜ ɪɴɴɪʏ ɴ ‘  ʀ’

In the transformation agenda, the focus was to amend critical deficiencies. 1e underlying 

problem was limited European defense spending, but at Prague the new capabilities com-

mitment, “at least identified areas where available funds should be concentrated (Sloan 

: ).” 1e United States emphasized four priorities; () chemical, biological, radio-

logical, and nuclear (CBRN) defenses and missile defenses, () capabilities to transport 

forces rapidly and supply them, () communication and information systems, and () mod-

ern weapons systems, including all-weather weapons (U.S. Congress : -). 1ese ar-

eas of capabilities were more or less mirrored as critical shortages by NATO, when defense 

ministers met in June  (Shanker ). To achieve these new targets, the United States 

proposed several initiatives. Increasing European defense spending was a major issue, as it 

also had been before, but it was not the only one. Rather, the United States was a bit more 

realistic in its expectations for European military spending.33  While the Bush administra-

tion reiterated earlier calls for European states to spend more on defense, they also focused 

on initiatives to alleviate shortfalls given flat spending rates.

.. ɪ ɴɪɴɢ ɴ ɪʟɪɪɴ

At Prague, the United States persuaded its allies to set a goal for each nations defense 

spending to be no less than two percent of GDP. As table . illustrate, few allies spent  

percent or more in  or . However, a common denominator for the series of initia-

tives proposed and supported by the United States, was to look at options to boost capabili-

ties in a political reality where achieving higher spending would be difficult. In other words, 

a key definition of the American policy was not only to achieve greater spending, but also to 

get European allies to spend more wisely and to create multinational consortia to procure 
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expensive capabilities. Assistant Secretary for Europe and Eurasian affairs, Daniel Fried 

noted that it “is possible through military reform to get more of the expeditionary capability 

without massive or really any increases but it takes a while and it takes a lot of will.”34  In a 

speech shortly before the Prague summit, President Bush declared that “NATO forces must 

become better able to fight side by side,” and that the allies were in need for more “special 
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Table 3.1: Military expenditures 1999-2006 (in m. constant 2005-$ and % of GDP)

Country 1999 2002 2004 2006
Belgium 4,783 1.4 4,434 1.2 4,409 1.2 4,331
Bulgaria 542 2.5 624 2.7 622 2.4 665
Canada 11,603 1.2 11,771 1.2 12,441 1.1 13,507
Czech Republic 2,019 2.0 2,140 2.0 2,231 1.9 2,264
Denmark 3,673 1.6 3,728 1.5 3,638 1.5 3,770
Estonia 106 1.3 175 1.7 213 1.8 225
France 50,979 2.7 51,257 2.5 54,018 2.6 53,091
Germany 41,822 1.5 40,604 1.5 38,816 1.4 36,984
Greece 8,245 4.8 8,350 4.2 8,456a 3.9a 9,642a

Hungary 1,401 1.7 1,621 1.7 1,612 1.5 1,353
Italy 31,969 2.0 34,459 2.0 34,853 2.0 29,891
Latvia 73 .8 188 1.6 234 1.7 308
Lithuania 147a .9a 264 1.4 319 1.4 335
Luxembourg 190 .7 256 .8 272a .8a 319a

Netherlands 9,557 1.7 9,344 1.5 9,549 1.5 9,751
Norway 4,506 2.1 5,269 2.1 5,194 1.9 4,891
Poland 4,989 1.9 5,073 1.9 5,615 1.9 6,330
Portugal 3,378 2.0 3,719 2.0 3,882a 2.1a 3,980a

Romania 1,696 2,7 1,684 2.3 1,868 2.0 2,100
Slovakia 650 1.6 771 1.8 760 1.7 873
Slovenia 369 1.3 457 1.5 505 1.5 610
Spain 10,690 1.2 11,483 1.2 11,741 1.1 12,328
Turkey 15,832 5.4 13,265 4.4 10,778 3.1 11,291
United Kingdom 47,529 2.5 50,949 2.5 60,234 2.7 59,213
United States 329,421 3.1 387,303 3.4 480,451 4.0 528,692

Non-U.S. NATO 253,165b 257,722b 272,260 268,052
EU-3 140,330 142,810 153,068 149,288

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), http://www.sipri.org
Iceland is excluded as it does not have a military
aSIPRI estimate
bExcludes Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia



operations forces, better precision strike capabilities, and more modern command struc-

tures.” He noted that this could partly be achieved by specialization and wiser spending.

Ours is a military alliance, and every member must make a military contribution to that alliance. For 
some allies, this will require higher defense spending. For all of us, it will require more effective de-
fense spending, with each nation adding the tools and technologies to fight and win a new kind of 
war.35

In his testimony before Congress on the future of the NATO alliance, Douglas Feith called 

the notion “that there is something belittling about a country having less than the full range 

of military capabilities” an “attitudinal problem” within the alliance (U.S. Congress : 

). Instead, the Bush administration argued that European states could create consortia to 

pool their resources. Stephen Hadley argued that European states “will need to find the 

wallet to build these capabilities and the will to use them when they are needed. Few na-

tions will possess all these capabilities, but every nation should be prepared to develop 

some.”36  As Nicholas Burns explained, “smaller nation need not feel that they have to have 

fully fledged and fully constructed armies, navies, and air forces.” Instead, they, “ought to 

pool their resources, four or five or six of them, to purchase some of these military capabili-

ties that they could not on their own (U.S. Congress b: ).”

With the prolonged operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, the United States reiterated the 

call to increase spending. 1e Bush administration also criticized how European states allo-

cated their defense spending. A large percentage of European defense allocations are spent 

on manpower, and not new capabilities. Deputy Assistant Secretary Robert A. Bradtke, ar-

gued that the “problem is not just the huge spending gap.” Since the United States devotes 

more to research and development, it receives “a greater return from its defense investments 

than out Allies, who still devote a considerable portion of their budgets to territorial de-

fenses and personnel costs (U.S. Congress : ).” In advance of the Riga summit in the 

fall of , NATO-ambassador Nicholas Burns argued that the continued flat spending 

rates among most NATO members had the consequence that the Alliance “[has] a lack of 

strategic lift and of air-to-air refueling and of combat service support and of special forces, 
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and these are the necessary ingredients for modern warfare, for counterinsurgency 

warfare.”37

.. ɴ ʀɴ ʀ

At Prague, the principal initiative to encourage transformation was the creation of the 

NATO Response Force. 1e summit declaration described the NRF as “a catalyst for focus-

ing and promoting improvements in the Alliance’ military capabilities (NATO ).” 1e 

United States wanted the force to spur transformation within European militaries. “1ere 

was a hope that this might spread over to other areas of the European militaries, and that it 

would result in an internal process within national militaries.”38  1e force would be com-

pleted with states committing troops and equipment to NRF rotations. Troops would first 

go into a six-month training program, where it would be certified to the highest standards. 

After the training period, the force would be put “on call” for another six months, and then 

be replaced by a fresh set of forces (Bell ). 1e goal for the NRF was to reach its initial 

operational capability in October , and to reach full operational capability (FOC) by 

October .

1e NRF was the vehicle in which to transform European forces and alleviate European 

deficiencies, “as a means to an end for high-intensity war fighting.”39  1e creation of the 

NRF originated from the National Defense University (NDU), and was circulated among 

the allies by the United States in advance of the Riga summit.40  1e white paper, that was 

first introduced at the Warsaw meeting in September, called for a force of up to , 

troops, and a capability to “deploy quickly a response force that can go in or out of area to 

take on the full spectrum of NATO missions,” and that the NRF “would provide a needed 

sharpening of NATO’s capabilities (U.S. Congress a: ).” As Hans Binnendijk and 

Richard Kugler (: ) of the NDU argued, the NRF should “not be a ‘paper force’ or a 

loose collection of units that seldom exercise together.” Rather, it should be “a real force 

maintained at high readiness, capable of swiftly projecting power to distant areas … and 
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then conducting demanding combat operations with US forces in a wide spectrum of con-

tingencies (ibid).”

1e goal with the NRF was to have a mechanism in which to close the capabilities gap, and 

at the same time have a NATO force that could be deployed to the full range of potential 

alliance missions.

Rumsfeld argued that the Allies should provide ‘one good brigade’ through the NRF, in order for the 
United States to go to war together. 1is way one would not experience the same as in Kosovo, 
where there were problems even with secure communications. 1e idea was to gain true 
capabilities.41

1e white paper suggested several potential missions for the NRF, including “deployment as 

[a] stand-alone force that is reacting to an immediate crisis,” “deployment as a proactive force 

package,” and to “serve as an initial entry force for a large-scale deliberate operation (U.S. 

Congress a: ).” 1e focus here is clearly on the proactive side of engagement, in con-

trast to the traditional defensive nature of the transatlantic alliance. According to the New 

York Times, Rumsfeld argued at a defense ministers meeting in the summer of , that 

NATO should adopt a more proactive stance, and that “absolute proof cannot be a precon-

dition for action,” warning his colleagues that NATO members have “consistently underes-

timated” the new threats facing the alliance (Shanker ). 1e concept of the NRF con-

formed with the revised American security doctrine, as it would be a high-readiness force, 

able to deploy within five to  days. At the defense ministers meeting in advance of the 

Prague summit, Donald Rumsfeld told his NATO colleagues that if “NATO does not have 

a force that is quick and agile, that can deploy in days or weeks rather than months or years, 

then it will not have capabilities to offer the world in the st century (Erlanger b).”

.. ʜ ɴʀ   ʀɴ ʀ

1e NRF was not only about creating a NATO asset that could be used in high-intensity 

conflict, but it was also a means to transform European forces. An objective with the force 

was to institutionalize a mechanism to alleviate the issue of interoperability. As one respon-

dent at the U.S. mission to NATO explained, “there is a high standard for certification for 

NRF rotations. All forces that are committed for NRF rotations must be deployable, and 
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they are thoroughly checked. It requires real investment for forces to be deployable.”42  1e 

focus in Washington was to ensure that the NRF was mainly filled with European forces. 

Donald Rumsfeld wanted European states to contribute forces before committing Ameri-

can forces to rotations, in order for the initiative not to end up as a “new way for the U.S. to 

carry Europe (Erlanger c).” In a testimony before Congress in , Ian Brzezinski, 

deputy assistant secretary of defense for European and NATO affairs at the Department of 

Defense, shared this sentiment, noting that “there has been a tendency in the past for 

NATO initiatives to be totally filled out by U.S. forces,” and that the United States rather 

“want to put the burden mostly on the Europeans (U.S. Congress : ).”

1e American commitment to NRF rotations would be on a smaller number of capabili-

ties. 1e intention was never for the United States to have a large share of the forces in the 

NRF, but rather to contribute unique ‘enablers’, such as strategic airlift. 1e rationale for this 

was to alleviate the shortfalls within the Alliance. As one respondent explained it, if “one 

includes the United States there is no shortage, but this diminishes the need to maintain 

burden sharing within the Alliance.”43  1e white paper presented by the United States also 

emphasized that American commitments would “be a function of Allies interests.”

An Allied force of this kind should not depend disproportionately on U.S. forces and capabilities. 
1is initiative will not succeed unless Allies make serious commitments. Indeed, that is the only way 
NATO can emerge from the Prague Summit with increased relevance to today’s threats and chal-
lenges (U.S. Congress a: ).

However, the United States increased its contribution to NRF rotations as the deadline to 

reach full operational capability (FOC) approached. As with a number of the initiatives in 

the transformation agenda, the reaction force has been difficult to sustain.44  A part of the 

problem is that the mission in Afghanistan has “overwhelmed the concept.”45  Achieving 

FOC was partly possible because the United States stepped in to fill the missing forces re-
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quirements for upcoming rotations. As one respondent remarked, this indicates that the 

Bush administration saw the NRF as an important initiative in the transformation agenda. 

“[Rumsfelds] commitment was so strong that he went against the original plan for the force 

in order to fill the rotations.”46  1e NRF has been important in American policy not only 

because it provides the Alliance with a high-intensity force, but even more because the po-

tential for the force to act as a mechanism for transformation. Indeed, the NATO Response 

Force has not yet, both for political and economic reasons, been used in large scale 

operations.47  As one respondent explained, the United States is not driven by the NRF for 

its own transformation, but “is a strong advocate of the NRF, because of how it influences 

and assists member nations in the transformation of their forces.”48

. ɴʟɪɴ
From the discussion of the transformation agenda in this chapter, we can draw three con-

clusions concerning U.S. priorities and means in the transformation agenda. 1e first con-

clusion is that capabilities have been a high priority. 1e United States has focused on get-

ting European states to enhance their military capabilities, either through increased spend-

ing or by specializing in certain capabilities and by pooling resources with other allies. As 

one respondent argued, the “United States is interested in NATO as long as it is a relevant 

instrument. 1ey are constantly emphasizing efficiency as the most important criterion, and 

not necessarily traditions.”49 1e focus in the transformation agenda have mainly been high-

intensity capabilities, such as precision-guided munitions and secure communications. 1e 

lessons learned and deficiencies exposed in operations have been important contributing 

factors to the selection of critical capabilities. Kosovo highlighted the shortfalls in high-

intensity operations, while Afghanistan proved the importance of special operation forces.
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A second conclusion is that the experience from allied missions during the ies led to 

the conclusion that the capabilities gap was real and needed to be addressed. 1e policy of 

transforming NATO by focusing on European capabilities were thus a continuation of ear-

lier American policies. However, the attacks on / created a new sense of urgency in the 

transformation agenda. 1e attacks also meant that the United States would follow an en-

gaged policy beyond the transatlantic borders. 1is has led to an end of the ‘out of area’ de-

bate as far as Washington was concerned.

A third conclusion from the analysis is that the limited role given to NATO in particular, 

and European militaries in general, was connected with the capabilities gap and a lack of 

trust in the willingness and ability of European forces. 1e United States accepted contri-

butions to the military effort in Afghanistan, but only in an ad hoc manner, where Washing-

ton could ‘pick and choose’ among military commitments. As security in Afghanistan, and 

later Iraq, has become a higher priority, the need for more resources have increasingly be-

come more important. 1e analysis indicate that this is an important factor influencing the 

shift in American willingness to include NATO on a more formal basis in Afghanistan.
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Analyzing U.S. NATO Policy

With the discussion of the transformation agenda and the various initiatives supported by 

the United States as a context, the analysis shifts focus to answer the question of why the 

United States has supported the transformation agenda, what Washington’s objectives have 

been, and trends in the transatlantic relationship. In order to answer these questions, this 

chapter will analyze the overall trends in Washington’s perceptions of European allies and 

NATO, the pillars of the ‘new’ NATO and the strategic and political importance of the 

transatlantic relationship in Washington. 1e purpose of this chapter is to investigate fac-

tors that have influenced American policy and strategy within NATO. Following the meth-

odological approach, this chapter will build on the previous discussion. 1e aim is to ana-

lyze initiatives discussed in the previous chapter in relation to American objectives in the 

transformation agenda and perceptions of the value of the Alliance. Concerning the latter 

point, an important focus in this chapter is to investigate the scope of the Bush administra-

tion’s renewed ‘multilateral ambitions.’ 1is discussion will provide the context for evaluat-

ing the theoretical framework and hypothesis in the following chapter.

.  ʟɪʏ ɪɴ ʀɪɴ ʟɪʏ

American policy pertaining to NATO has been, as one respondent pointed out, character-

ized by a duality in Washinton’s approach. “On one hand, the United States is engaged in 

NATO and press for transformation. On the other hand, there is less interest for 

NATO.”50  In the transformation agenda, American objectives have been fairly consistent. 

While the intensity and agenda have varied, in part because of operational demands and 

50 Phone interview with Ståle Ulriksen



Europe’s slow adaptation of the agenda, a consistent theme in Washington has been to 

make NATO more usable. 1e United States actively sought initiatives that were aimed at 

abating the capability and usability issue at the Prague, Istanbul and Riga summits, either 

through initiatives that were meant to spur transformation or political agreements and 

commitments to acquire specific capabilities or spending targets. 1e previous chapter in-

vestigated the context in which the duality in American policy was shaped. 1e focus here is 

on the consistency of American policy.

..  ɴɪɴ ʟʟ ʀ ʙɪʟɪɪ

American objectives in the transformation agenda have been more or less consistent. New 

initiatives have been proposed and the intensity in the agenda has changed, but this is in-

dicative more of an evolving policy, rather than a change in objectives. By looking at the pe-

riod as a whole, the analysis reveals that the American policy has been both realistic and 

pragmatic. It has been realistic in the sense that the focus of the initiatives proposed by the 

United States has been to alleviate the capabilities gap by identifying the most critical short-

falls that could be addressed under budget constraints. Although the United States put 

pressure on its allies to increase spending, the initiatives were focused enough to be achieved 

given the limited resources available. Furthermore, the policy was pragmatic in the sense 

that the United States has tried to fix shortfalls without abandoning the initiatives entirely.

New initiatives proposed or supported by Washington have in common that they have been 

designed to strengthen previously identified shortfalls, procure new capabilities or include 

capabilities that have been proven valuable in operations. 1e Special Operations Forces 

initiative launched at Riga is one example of this. In his testimony before the Senate, Marc 

Grossman explained that “Afghanistan has … demonstrated the importance of Special Op-

erations forces (SOF) in combined land-air operations,” and that the United States would 

propose the creation of a SOF coordination center at SHAPE to “enhance NATO capabili-

ties in this area (U.S. Congress : ).” Another example is the Comprehensive Political 

Guidance (CPG) agreed on at the Riga summit. 1e CPG was aimed at specifying the op-

erational environment the Alliance was facing and support the strategic concept adopted at 

the Washington summit in . One of the objectives with the CPG was to add “political 

weight behind members’ commitments to strengthen their capabilities and help harmonize 

  ɴʟʏɪɴɢ .. ɴ ʟɪʏ     |     45



the various disciplines involved in designing, developing, and fielding capabilities (CSIS 

: ).” 1e CPG was an “operationalization of the strategic concept,” and the United 

States was very active in the process of defining the guidance, with senior officials present at 

seminars on the new document.51  In other words, the CPG was an initiative to strengthen 

the vision the United States had for the Alliance. While the initiative was not as ambitious 

as some would have wanted, in part because of the political climate in the Alliance,52  it was 

a step in the new direction for NATO. As one respondent put it, “the Comprehensive Po-

litical Guidance provides the foundation for further NATO transformation, and most new 

initiatives are linked to it. 1e primary focus is more expeditionary forces.”53

1e CPG identified several issues that were already incorporated within the Alliance such 

as the need to confront security threats beyond the borders of Europe and a declaration of 

terrorism and the spread of weapons of mass destruction as the gravest threats facing the 

allies (Economist b). In Washington the debate over ‘out of area’ was declared dead. In 

the American perspective, Afghanistan proved that NATO needed to go far beyond 

Europe’s borders. Afghanistan was thus the model, and not the exception, for future allied 

missions. Victoria Nuland, U.S. ambassador to NATO, stated the Bush administration’s 

view in advance of the Riga summit, stating that “we have wanted since Prague to be able to 

meet [the declaration] that we would be able to go wherever and whenever the threat con-

fronted us, and that we would have the capability to do it when allies agreed that NATO 

was the instrument.” On the ‘out of area’ debate she noted that while member states strug-

gled with the language in communiqués and strategy, this was already a reality in the Alli-

ance. “We are doing it on the ground in Afghanistan – we’re also doing it in Kosovo – and 

that is far more important.”54  Daniel Fried expressed similar sentiments at a roundtable 

with European journalists shortly before the Riga summit in .

Americans tend to go from practice to theory. 1e French go from theory to practice. 1ere is no 
reason that one is intrinsically better then the other, but theoretical debates are usually easier to 
resolve when life itself has resolved them for you, and that’s what’s happened … Look at the in-area/
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out-of-area debate. 1at was resolved in practice. Partly because of Kosovo, partly because of Af-
ghanistan, and now it’s over. 1at was practice determining theory.55

..  ɴ ʀɪɴ

While NATO has struggled to meet the desired goals of the transformation agenda, there 

are several indicators that the United States has gradually focused less on transformation 

and more on the ongoing military operations. High ranking officials within the Bush ad-

ministration repeated that the process of military transformation had to continue. From the 

American perspective, transformation never reaches an end-state, but is a process of con-

stantly adapting to new missions. Allied capabilities were among the issues emphasized by 

the United States both at Istanbul and Riga. However, there are several indicators that the 

transformation process was left, as one respondent put it, “on autopilot.”56

1e analysis suggests that the reduced urgency of transforming European and NATO ca-

pabilities reflect the demands of the military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, rather 

than a de-emphasis of the need for transformation. 1e insurgency in Iraq shifted the focus 

in Washington to salvage the mission and thus shifted the main priority to ongoing opera-

tions. When Rumsfeld left office, the priority of the new secretary, Robert Gates, became 

Iraq, and leaving Iraq with as much honor left as possible.57  For NATO, Afghanistan has 

also become a more acute priority than the transformation effort. Kurt Volker, a senior offi-

cial at the Department of State, remarked in a prepared statement to Congress in advance 

of the Riga summit, that NATO’s “success in leading [ISAF] in Afghanistan is the Alliance’s 

number one priority (U.S. Congress b: ).”  In other words, the change of tempo in 

the transformation agenda is caused by the operational demands and political fatigue, rather 

than a change of policy in Washington. Transformation is still a high priority in Washing-

ton, especially pertaining to deployability, sustainability and defense spending, but current 

operations have naturally taken a higher priority. As one respondent explained, “it’s like 

charging the wolf that is right outside the door, and not one that might be out there.”58
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Afghanistan has also had an impact on the transformation agenda in other ways that can 

explain the direction and intensity of the transformation agenda in U.S. policy. Several of 

the objectives set for the transformation agenda has been achieved first through European 

participation in OEF and later in ISAF. 1e European participation in the military effort 

has put pressure on European states to acquire lift capacity and other important capabili-

ties. In time for Riga, an airlift initiative was launched where a number of member states 

plus Sweden announced a consortium to buy C- transport aircraft. In Washington, this 

was seen as a “very big deal,” that made “a tremendous amount of sense because countries 

know they need to be able to lift their troops.”59  Victoria Nuland shared the view that Af-

ghanistan was forcing NATO members to invest more in new capabilities, saying that “it is 

partly the necessity of today’s operation that are leading allies to buy smarter, deploy 

smarter, and be more willing to commit on some of these high-end systems.”60

.. ɪɪ ɴ ɴɴ-

In Washington there have been a skeptical view of NATO and European states’ abilities. 

After September , Europe lost some of its importance in U.S. policy. 1e strategic focus 

in Washington shifted away from Europe and towards new areas. 1e role for Europe was 

no longer the most important strategic ally, but that of a partner. As Ivo Daalder (: 

) observed, seen from Washington, “Europe can be a partner – even a crucial one – in 

US efforts to defeat this new threat, but only to the extent that it supports the fundamental 

course that Washington is embarked upon.”

Events and European behavior reinforced, or at least didn’t help, U.S. perceptions of 

Europe. 1e lack of political will in European capitals to provide enough troops has re-

sulted in American policy-makers both in the Bush administration and elsewhere in Wash-

ington to question the value of the Alliance (Economist a; Cox : ). 1e analysis 

indicates that the United States has not worried about counter-balancing by European 

states. One reason for this can be found in the formidable capabilities gap between the 

United States and individual European states. Even if European states significantly increase 

their capabilities and spending, as Washington has advocated, they would still not match 
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the military power of the United States. Second, the United States has not treated Europe 

as a block on its own in security matters. European policy has fueled this view further. In-

deed, Europe has been divided on a series of policy disputes over the Atlantic. Iraq illus-

trates the point, but also on issues such as missile defense and more recently on whether or 

not to recognize the independence of Kosovo, there have been intra-European divisions.

American skepticism towards European ability and willingness to contribute to operations 

has continued throughout the period. Speaking shortly after the reelection of President 

Bush, U.S. NATO ambassador Nicholas Burns stated that “my government believes that 

NATO has a leading role to play in the war on terrorism,” but emphasized that “we need to 

work hard to ensure the alliance has both the political will and the military capabilities to 

meet today’s daunting security challenges.”61  Speaking at the Munich Security Conference 

in , Secretary of Defense Robert Gates demanded that European states needed to do 

more in the war on terror.

But now we have to back up those promises with money and with forces. An Alliance consisting of 
the world’s most prosperous industrialized nations, with over two million people in uniform – not 
even counting the American military – should be able to generate the manpower and materiel 
needed to get the job done in Afghanistan – a mission in which there is virtually no dispute over its 
justness, necessity, or international legitimacy. Our failure to do so would be a mark of shame.62

He further argued that there is a distinction between the “members who do all they can to 

fulfill collective commitments, and those who do not.” In his view NATO is not a ‘paper 

membership,’ a ‘social club’ or a ‘talking shop,’ but “a military alliance – one with very serious 

real world obligations.”63  In particular, the differing views within the Alliance have been on 

display in Afghanistan. 1e United States, along with Britain and Canada, has supported 

an active role for NATO, where ISAF undertake tasks “from the lowest level of peacekeep-

ing to combat operations against the Taliban and warlords (Gallis : ).”

. ɪʟʟʀ ɪɴ ʜ ‘ɴ’ ɴ
American objectives in the transformation agenda from Prague to Riga have been character-

ized by three trends. 1e first is a rejection of the old view that the United States does the 
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fighting, while the Europeans clean up afterwards. Instead, the focus in the transformation 

agenda in Washington has been to get European states to invest more in high-intensity ca-

pabilities so that they are able to contribute in the initial phases of military operations. An-

other objective has been to get other NATO members to agree that the military relevance 

of the Alliance increasingly lies outside of Europe and not at its borders. Connected with 

this objective is the push to further enlarge the Alliance and bring in more partners. 1e 

United States has emphasized that while membership should be confined to the Euro-

Atlantic area, although this has come to encompass the Caucasus as well, NATO should 

have global partnerships with states that share the Alliance’s democratic values and contrib-

ute to NATO’s missions.

.. ʀɪɴɢ  ‘ɪɪɪɴ  ʟʙʀ’

During the Kosovo campaign, the military burden was disproportionally shared, with the 

campaign being conducted largely by American forces with high-tech capabilities (Sloan 

: ). An important aspect of the transformation agenda that the United States pur-

sued during , was a rejection of the sense of a ‘division of labor’ between the United 

States and its European allies. While the United States did not embrace the allied offer to 

contribute militarily in the aftermath of /, the American administration did not seek a 

division of labor in which the United States takes responsibility of the initial high-intensity, 

technologically demanding operations, while leaving reconstruction efforts to the Europe-

ans. As the analysis of the initial phase of the Afghan campaign indicate, other factors such 

as the timeframe for operations, the ability of allies to contribute on a substantial level, con-

trol over the operation, and the institutional hurdles of a multinational approach were more 

important. In the context of the transformation agenda and the experiences from Kosovo, 

the rejection of Allied contribution in Afghanistan is more an indication of American skep-

ticism towards European allies than an acceptance of a division of labor within the Alliance.

1e focus of the transformation agenda was to make European allies able to fight with the 

United States, in operations like Afghanistan, in the future. Marc Grossman, a senior offi-

cial at the State Department, outright rejected the idea of a division of labor in a testimony 

before the U.S. Senate’s foreign relations committee in . He argued that if it got to a 

point “where it is the truth that the United States fights and NATO cleans up,” that would 
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be “bad for us,” and it would be “very, very bad for our European allies (U.S. Congress : 

).” 1en Ambassador to NATO, Nicolas Burns, reiterated the same policy, stating that 

the administration did “not want to see a two-tiered alliance where the United States is 

uniquely capable of projecting force, of doing the fighting, and our European allies cannot 

be with us (U.S. Congress b: ).” He further added that this “is why the emphasis on 

spending more money, for our European allies spending more wisely, arriving at niche capa-

bilities is the focus of our efforts (ibid).” Douglas Feith argued when questioned in a Senate 

hearing that “specialization does not mean that the United States would have a monopoly 

on the high-end work.” Rather, the Bush administration would “be delighted if some of our 

allies could provide some of the highest-end military capabilities to the Alliance (U.S. Con-

gress : ).”

1e various initiatives in the transformation agenda, and in particular the NRF, add further 

corroboration to a rejection of two-tired policy. Although the overall U.S. foreign policy 

emphasized coalitions of the willing, one of the goals behind the transformation agenda was 

to make NATO more able. 1e focus in the NRF was on high-intensity war fighting, in-

cluding rapid deployment, precision guided weapons, sensors and logistics. 1ese were the 

kind of capabilities that U.S. allies were lacking during the Kosovo campaign just three 

years earlier, and the same kind of capabilities that the American administration deemed 

most necessary in Afghanistan. 1e certification process within the NRF would further en-

sure that forces that have participated in an NRF rotation would be up to American stan-

dards. With the creation of a rapid reaction force within the Alliance, the Bush administra-

tion sought to institutionalize the transformation of European militaries, and anchor it to 

NATO.

..  ɢʟʙʟ ʀʜ

A second pillar in the transformation agenda was to move away from Cold War security 

thinking. 1is effort added to the usability argument, but was also largely driven by the new 

security environment in the aftermath of the / attacks. While earlier transformation ef-

forts, such as the creation of Combined Joint Task Forces (CJTF) had also stressed the need 

to move away from Cold War forces and structures, the post-/ ‘out of area’ debate was 

increasingly defined as ‘out of Europe.’ With security threats largely defined as arising from 
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rouge states far beyond the European continent the focus in the transformation agenda was 

to a greater extent a debate of a global role for NATO. In advance of the Prague summit, 

Stephen Hadley, the deputy National Security Adviser, stated that while NATO’s core mis-

sion had not changed, the source of the threats to transatlantic security had changed.

1ese threats are likely to come less from massing great armies than from small shadowy bands of 
terrorists. Less from strong states than from weak or failed states, including those led by aggressive 
dictators. Less from inside Europe than from exotic locales beyond Europe.64

1is corresponds with the objective to get more deployable and sustainable forces within 

the Alliance. As one respondent put it, “it would be beneficial, and logical, to raise the us-

ability targets for deployability and sustainability.” “Given the growing global security inter-

ests of NATO, there is no credible reason not to continue making a larger percentage of Al-

liance forces more expeditionary.”65  One of the most critical deficiencies in this respect was 

the lack of strategic lift capacity. At the NATO summit in Istanbul in , the United 

States pushed for more concrete targets for deployability and sustainability. National minis-

ters agreed to make  percent of their forces deployable and eight percent instantly deploy-

able (Economist b). Reaching such a goal would be a major boost for European forces. 

In March , SACEUR General James Jones suggested that only  to  percent of Euro-

pean forces were expeditionary deployable (Archick and Gallis : ). Nicholas Burns 

added that these targets were a minimum; they “would be the floor, not the ceiling.”66

1is goal is consistent with the new American security strategy, and the perception in 

Washington of the nature of international security threats. For American policy-makers, 

the Alliance should be capable of projecting power and provide a basis for ad hoc coalitions of 

willing partners. A resolution passed by Congress67  shortly before the Prague summit, 

made it clear that NATO must be able to act in order to address “new post-Cold War risks 

emerging from outside the treaty area in the interests of preserving peace and security in the 

Euro-Atlantic area (House of Representatives : ).” 1e language mirrors that of the 

National Security Strategy, which also calls for the alliance to act “wherever our interests are 
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threatened (1e White House : ).” While the Bush administration has been careful 

to emphasize that the cornerstone of the Alliance is still Article  and that the main mission 

of the Alliance is to secure the transatlantic peace,68  the focus in Washington has shifted 

more towards collective security, rather than collective defense. As Binnendijk and Kugler 

(: ) observed, the old distinction between Article  and Article  “is becoming obso-

lete.”

.. ʀɴʀʜɪ ɴ ɴʟʀɢɴ

In addition to capabilities, partnerships have been an important factor in American 

NATO-policy. Preparing for the Riga summit in , the United States increasingly fo-

cused on strengthening NATO’s relations and partnerships. While partner nations do not 

have a say in the decision-making process, or share any of the common defense responsibili-

ties or protection, they participate in NATO training exercises and operations. In Afghani-

stan, several nations that are not included in the partnership program (PfP), such as Aus-

tralia, New Zealand and Japan, have contributed in some way to the ISAF mission. In  

the United States and the United Kingdom circulated a proposal to allow NATO to work 

together with global partners on areas of shared strategic interest (U.S. Congress b: ). 

1e purpose of the proposal was to develop “an enhanced partnership with a core group of 

key U.S. allies who are not in NATO, but want to develop a greater practical relationship 

with the Alliance (ibid: ).”

1e Bush administration stressed that the proposal to develop more formal partnerships 

was not an attempt to create a global alliance. Rather, the purpose was to extend the Alli-

ance’s working conditions with states that had contributed to NATO operations in the ‘war 

on terror.’ Testifying before Congress, Kurt Volker, senior official at the Department of De-

fense, remarked that:

NATO is and should remain rooted in the transatlantic community, based on our Article Five col-
lective security guarantee, and shared history, culture, and values. Allies have made a solemn treaty 
commitment to mutual defense, and nothing can replace or weaken that. But this should not exclude 
NATO from working with others who share our interests and values, and who are ready to contrib-
ute to common action well beyond the North Atlantic area (U.S. Congress b: ).
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1e administration stressed that focus of the new partnerships would be on practical coop-

eration, military and political exchanges, joint planning and participation in NATO exer-

cises, and certification of partnership forces. It was also in favor of the possibility for partner 

nations to provide forces, although not core contributions, to NRF rotations (ibid: ). 1e 

proposal can be seen as a measure to broaden NATO’s bonds to include other nations that 

are more positive to the United States, or at least more willing to contribute to missions. 

1e fear of this also caused the French government to oppose the plan (Dombey b). At 

the Riga summit the United States gained support for extending partnerships and relations 

with other nations. 1e summit declaration stated that the NAC should further develop 

NATO’s policy to “increase the operational relevance of relations with non-NATO coun-

tries,” “in particular to strengthen NATO’s ability to work with those current and potential 

contributors to NATO operations and mission, who share our interests and values (NATO 

).”

. ɴɪɴɢ ɴ

1e bickering over Iraq marked a low-point in transatlantic relations (Pond : ). 

While the Bush administration was committed to the transformation agenda, it grew in-

creasingly frustrated over European efforts to block consensus within NATO. 1is frustra-

tion was coupled with harsh rhetoric when France, Germany and Belgium blocked defen-

sive aid to Turkey under Article .69  1e United States “kept threatening that the Alliance 

would be dead” if the issue was not resolved and the allies showed solidarity with Ankara 

(ibid: ). 1e high tensions in the transatlantic dialogue during the run-up to the Iraq war, 

stand in contrast to American rhetoric in the aftermath of the war.

After the Iraq crisis, and in particular during the Bush administration’s second term, mend-

ing fences with Europe became a top priority (Archick : ). Concerning NATO, this 

meant a change of view in Washington, from perceiving the Alliance as a ‘toolbox’ for coali-

tions of the willing and able, into granting the Alliance a greater strategic role where build-

ing consensus and conferring with allies on a broader set of security issues became impor-

tant. Other developments correspond with the shift in rhetoric and dialogue. 1e United 
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States sought more contributions to Afghanistan and a larger role for the Alliance. As the 

military operations went on, the renewed focus on political dialogue and allied contribu-

tions, have intensified with a shift in military strategy.

.. ɪɴʀɪɴɢ ʟɪɪʟ ɪʟɢ

1e political role of NATO became an issue when German chancellor Gerhard Schröder 

asserted in  that NATO “was no longer the primary venue where transatlantic partners 

discuss and coordinate strategies (Bell ).” 1e underlying critique was that the United 

States had not been willing to discuss fundamental strategic decisions within the NATO 

framework (ibid). Angela Merkel continued to call for an expansion of the alliance’s political 

scope and coordination of European and American strategy (Peel ). While Schröder’s 

remarks were at first met with skepticism, the idea that NATO should play a greater politi-

cal role increasingly resonated among senior officials in Washington. Victoria Nuland, 

Washington’s ambassador to NATO, argued that it is “time to get back to using [NATO] 

for an effort to build strategic consensus,” and that the United States and Europe had “re-

understood” the need to work together (Dombey a). According to Daniel Fried:

Unilateralism is out. Effective multilateralism is in. We are working to make NATO the centerpiece 
alliance through which the transatlantic democratic community deals with security challenges 
around the world. 1is is not a global NATO, but is a NATO capable and actually, in fact, dealing 
with global challenges.70

In Afghanistan, the United States changed its position on NATO and ISAF’s role in the 

conflict, from a purely peacekeeping and limited role, as the United States favored in  

and , to a much more active role, both in scope and intensity. In , when ISAF ex-

panded into the South and East, the United States further placed a large portion of their 

own forces under NATO-command. 1is was an “unprecedented” move by the Americans. 

While there are other reasons for this move, one respondent suggested that this was “a po-

litical, rather than military move.”71  1e emphasis on a political role for NATO and a re-

turn to consensus-building must be seen in the context of the political bickering that set off 

the crisis in transatlantic relations in late  and . 1at the United States sought to 

mend fences with its European allies after the torn-filled debates over Iraq is not surprising. 
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While the merits of the argument that European leaders sought to actively counterbalance 

American dominance are debatable,72  there is not doubt that the crisis in transatlantic rela-

tions was highly unproductive.

Even though the United States sought a rapprochement with Europe and the Bush admini-

stration argued in favor of a reinvigorated NATO and NATO-EU relations, the United 

States did not commit itself to be bound to NATO as the only option for multilateral mili-

tary efforts. As one respondent remarked, the “United States is not necessarily willing to 

share power even if someone else is willing to hare the burden, at least not to the extent 

European states would like to see.”73  1e Bush administration has also rejected the Euro-

pean insitence that a UNSC resolution is needed to legitimatize the use of force. A senior 

official within the Bush administration argued that sometimes “the UN can act too slowly,” 

and that for “this and other reasons, it is important to view the UN and other multilateral 

institutions as one option of many. 1e United States in every case must judge the value of 

an approach by the results it achieves.”74  Assistant Secretary for Arms Control, Stephen G. 

Rademaker explained that Security Council authorization is not a “sine qua non for the use 

of force in a manner that might be termed preemptive, as the doctrine of self-defense may 

be available to justify use of force in cases where the Council has not acted.”75

..  ʜɪ ɪɴ ʀɢʏ

1e change in policy pertaining to NATO and Afghanistan correlated with a shift in U.S. 

strategy and thinking. In the first term of the Bush administration there was a sole focus on 

high-intensity capabilities, and much less focus on nation building. Senior officials in the 

administration viewed nation building as a failed time-consuming policy of the past. In Af-

ghanistan, “Rumsfeld wanted to go in, destroy al-Queda and Taliban, and then pull out 

again.”76  In advance of the  presidential election, Condoleezza Rice wrote that nation-

building was a flawed policy, and that the “president must remember that the military is a 

special instrument, … it is most certainly not designed to build a civilian society (Rice : 
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).” In an op-ed in the Washington Post in September , Rumsfeld argued that past 

attempts at nation building had failed, and emphasized the superiority of a “modest foot-

print” and the use of precision-guided weapons in order to reduce coalition and civilian 

casualties. On Afghanistan and Iraq, Rumsfeld stated that the United States “does not as-

pire to own or run those countries,” and the U.S. mission is to help them so that “they can 

build their own nation (Rumsfeld ).”

During the second term, there are several indications of a shift in policy and strategy. 1e 

United States moved away from a strong focus on military capabilities to a more compre-

hensive approach. In fact, ‘comprehensive approach’ can be seen as a buzzword for the new 

policy. 1e United States concluded, as one respondent highlighted, that the “missions can-

not be won by military means alone, but require a political approach, solutions to the prob-

lem of drugs, and a social approach.”77  1e Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) released 

by the Department of Defense in  illustrates the shift in strategy. 1e QDR states that 

the DoD in partnership with the State Department and other agencies must “become as 

adept at working with foreign constabularies as it is with externally-focused armed forces, 

and as adept at working with interior ministries as it is with defense ministries (DoD : 

).” 1e document adds that this is “a substantial shift of emphasis,” that requires a “more 

flexible legal authorities and cooperative mechanisms (ibid).”

When work on the new QDR began, classified documents outlining the new strategy em-

phasized that the United States “cannot win a conflict against terrorist-extremists unilater-

ally.” 1e contemporary challenges posed by international terrorism were of such character 

that the United States “cannot succeed by addressing them alone,” according to the docu-

ments (Shanker ). Earlier documents, such as the  NSS, also noted the impor-

tance of “sustained cooperation” with allies and friends. However, the focus was mainly on 

the military end. 1e QDR rejected such a priority, emphasizing instead that the United 

States cannot win the war on terrorism or “achieve other crucial national security objectives” 

by military means alone. Rather, it suggests that the “application of unified statecraft, at the 

Federal level and in concert with allies and international partners, is critical (DoD : 

).” A similar emphasis is found in the National Security Strategy from , which states 
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that military involvement “may be necessary to stop a bloody conflict, but peace and stability 

will last only if follow-on efforts to restore order and rebuild are successful (1e White 

House : ).”

1e shift away from military power and the break with the Rumsfeld doctrine of high-

intensity and technologically advanced military operations are striking. Robert Gates, who 

replaced Rumsfeld, supported the comprehensive strategy that combined “a muscular mili-

tary effort with effective support for governance, economic development, and counter 

narcotics.”78  1e shift back to include nation building as a long-term strategic objective is 

evident in a speech given by Kurt Volker in Sweden.

Today, we think of terrorism. We think of weapons of mass destruction. We think about narcotics 
trafficking. We think about the movement of people and how that affects us. And at the bottom of 
all this, what we think about is the building of free, democratic, market economic, law-abiding socie-
ties that are good for their people and good for the international community: because that is the 
foundation that real security will rest on, and that is something we have to build.79

Volker further added that while the military is still important, but “policy and law enforce-

ment and other forms of cooperation [also] have a role.” Concerning NATO, a comprehen-

sive approach to security and achieving long-term security objectives in allied operations, 

has received more attention. Denmark first proposed an initiative on comprehensive ap-

proach, which the United States later supported. 1is was decided to be put on the NATO 

agenda at Riga (Petersen and Binnendijk ).80  1e United States has also sought better 

stabilization and reconstruction capabilities in NATO. In advance of the Riga summit, the 

Bush administration argued that NATO should not be limited to high-intensity combat 

operations, but also have the capacity for low-intensity conflict and stabilization operations 

(U.S. Congress b: ; CSIS : ).

. ɴʟɪɴ

In summing up the trends analyzed in this chapter, we find both support for American in-

terests and unipolar tendencies, although the shift in strategy has been more profound than 
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we can expect based on the theory. A consistent theme in the transformation agenda has 

been to increase European capabilities in high-intensity and high-readiness capabilities. 

However, the transformation agenda has been “put on the backburner.” 1e highest priority 

has shifted from transformation to operations. 1ere are several reasons for this, but two 

interconnected explanations stand out. It has been increasing difficulties to achieve the 

transformation objectives because of the high operational tempo, and the need to sustain 

operations has also become more critical. As a result, the transformation agenda has been 

put “on hold” with operations taking center stage.

A second conclusion is that an important pillar in the transformation agenda has been to 

make NATO, and European forces, capable of projecting power outside of Europe. 1e ob-

jective has been to adapt NATO to the new security threats based on an American defini-

tion of the security environment. 1e old ‘out of area’ debate has been declared dead in 

Washington. Within the Bush administration, NATO, while not becoming a global alli-

ance, has become global in reach. 1e policy to push for global partnerships is on indication 

of how Washington envisions NATO’s future.

1e analysis also demonstrate the duality in American NATO-policy, something that was 

mentioned by several of the respondents. 1e Bush administration has been reluctant to 

use NATO structures and place its own forces under NATO command, while at the same 

time urging more contributions and an increased role for the Alliance. As one respondent 

explained, “NATO gives legitimacy in Afghanistan, but the United States desire to preserve 

control. 1ere has been a thin balance between these goals.”81  From the analysis, we can 

conclude that this duality, and the shift in favor of a multilateral turn in American policy, 

and thus a greater role for NATO, must be seen in the context of a larger shift in both mili-

tary and security strategy in Washington.
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ʜʀ 

Realist !eory and the Transformation 

Agenda

In order to assess the validity of realist theory, it is practical to recall the hypothesis as de-

fined in the second chapter.

H: !e United States will maintain NATO and support the transformation agenda because 

NATO can increase Washington’s flexibility and influence in security policy.

1e hypothesis rests on the assumption that the polarity of the system creates the context 

in which American policy is defined. Realism would expect that the United States will sup-

port the transformation agenda to increase American flexibility in its security policy. As 

Waltz (: ) argued, institutions are created and maintained by stronger states to serve 

their interests. A second prediction discussed in chapter  expects that the United States 

will use NATO to prolong the ‘unipolar moment’ and dissuade others from balancing 

American power (Mastanduno : ). 1e preceding chapters have focused the analysis 

on objectives in the transformation agenda and the role of NATO in U.S. policy in the con-

text of American security strategy. From the findings and discussion in the analysis we can 

evaluate the validity of the hypothesis.

To conclude on the usefulness and distinctive aspects of realist theory, this chapter will also 

evaluate other approaches. 1e survey into the usefulness of the realist approach will begin 

by examining the support for ‘power motivations’ in American policy. Following this discus-

sion, I will evaluate other factors that have influenced American perceptions of the useful-

ness of NATO. 1e chapter will conclude with a discussion of the explanatory power of the 



realist model in relation to other approaches. 1e context of this discussion is the debate on 

the distinctiveness and coherence of modern realist theory and the bridge building litera-

ture. 1e goal is to review the findings of the analysis to specify realist theory while staying 

within the scope conditions of the theory.

. ʜʀʏ ɴ ʜ ɪʀɪʟ ɪɴ
1e trends and objectives in American policy both provide support for the hypothesis on 

power motivations, but also point to additional factors that need to be considered. In rela-

tion to the transformation agenda, the analysis reveals that the United States has played an 

active role in defining the future of the Alliance and the military requirements for NATO 

to stay relevant in transatlantic security policy. Indeed, the vast number of transformational 

initiatives have either been of U.S. origin or strongly supported by Washington. One re-

spondent argued that those who say that the United States is not committed to NATO are 

“wrong,” and that the “United States is very active, push their allies, and propose new 

initiatives.”82  Another respondent replied that many of “the ideas for reform come from the 

United States. While France also brings some ideas to the table, it is usually the United 

States which bring far more than its share.”83 1e analysis also reveals the American empha-

sis on the preeminence of NATO in security policy. While there have not been many at-

tempts to create a European alternative to NATO, the United States has resisted even the 

slightest attempt at such an endeavor. One objective with the transformation agenda has 

been to define transatlantic security policy, in addition to a burden-sharing element, as evi-

dent in the rejection of a division of labor between the United States and Europe within 

NATO.

1e initiatives in the transformation agenda, as well as the political message key officials in 

the Bush administration have conveyed to their European counterparts, indicate that the 

United States has sought to make NATO more usable in the ‘war on terror,’ and that this, at 

least partially, has conditioned American policy and strategic choices. However, the analysis 

also indicates that the need for political legitimacy has increased. In a marked change from 
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the initial behavior and approach to security policy following /, the United States has 

increasingly sought to go back to build consensus within the Alliance and discuss a range of 

security issues, varying from Iran’s nuclear ambitions to energy security, with European al-

lies and within the NAC. Concerning military transformation, U.S. policy has been consis-

tent, with new initiatives either refining or adding existing and new capabilities. 1e change 

has been in Washington’s willingness to bring more political dialogue to NATO.

.. ɪɴɪɴɪɴɢ ɪɴʟɴ ɪɴ ʀ

 From the analysis it is evident that the United States has both security and geopolitical in-

terests in NATO. A central pillar in the transformation agenda has been to increase the 

relevance of the Alliance by making it more able to contribute to ‘out of area’ operations. 1e 

Bush administration has made it clear that an alliance that does not have the capacity to 

fight alongside American forces and that is not willing to take on the new security threats 

posed by terrorism and proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, would seize to be 

relevant for to the United States. 1e argumentation used by key senior officials within the 

administration supports the argument that the focus of the United States has been to main-

tain American influence in European security discourse. Writing in advance of the  

presidential election, then future security advisor to the President and later Secretary of 

State, Condoleezza Rice, wrote that “NATO is badly in need of attention in the wake of 

Kosovo.” “NATO’s own evolution, its attention to the definition of its mission, and its abil-

ity to digest and then defend new members have been neglected (Rice : ).” She added 

that the United States “has an interest in shaping the European defense identity,” and em-

phasized that greater European military capability would be welcomed by the administra-

tion “as long as it is within the context of NATO (ibid).” 1e conservative group Project for 

the New American Century (PNAC)84  expressed a similar viewpoint. A paper titled Re-

building Americas Defenses noted that pertaining to transatlantic security, “it is important 

that NATO not be replaced by the European Union, leaving the United States without a 

voice in European security affairs. In addition, many of the current installations and facili-

ties provide critical infrastructure for supporting U.S. forces throughout Europe and for 

reinforcements in the event of a crisis (PNAC : ).”
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1e geopolitical element of U.S. policy can further be seen in the enlargement policy. While 

enlargement can be analyzed from several different perspectives, the analysis support the 

argument that considerations of extending Washington’s sphere of influence and the added 

benefit of new allies in the ‘war on terror’ contributed to the support for an ‘open door’ pol-

icy. Testifying before Congress, Nicholas Burns argued that “we ought to look at NATO 

enlargement not as how many countries we are obligated to defend, … but rather how many 

countries can we count on to stand with us (U.S. Congress b: ).” In the enlargement 

debate, officials in the Bush administration also emphasized the support for American poli-

cies among aspirant members and their contributions to Operation Enduring Freedom and 

the coalition forces in Iraq. In the words of one official from the Department of Defense, 

aspirant countries had “conducted themselves as we want our Allies to act (U.S. Congress 

: ).” 1e Bush administration also emphasized the added capabilities new members 

could bring to the Alliance if the expansion was done properly. “New members have the 

ability to be not a drag on resources, but a revitalizing and valuable contribution to the Alli-

ance (ibid: ).”

.. ʜ ʀɪʏ  ɴ ɪɴ ʀɴʟɴɪ ʀɪʏ

1e United States has championed the preeminence of NATO in European security 

through arrangements such as the “Berlin plus” agreement reached between NATO and the 

EU in December . In a written statement to Congress, Nicholas Burns argued that 

with the Berlin Plus arrangements, the United States “now have the opportunity for a coop-

erative – not competitive – relationship,” and that the United States “should seize this op-

portunity while recognizing that NATO will remain Europe’s preeminent security organi-

zation. We must preserve and protect NATO’s interests as we move ahead with the EU 

(U.S. Congress b: ).”

When Germany, France, Belgium and Luxembourg proposed a plan to increase European 

defense planning in , the United States fiercely resisted the idea. While Schröder and 

Chirac emphasized that the plan was not intended to duplicate NATO structures, the plan 

caused frustration in Washington (Sciolino ). Speaking at the Konrad Adenauer 

Foundation in May , U.S. ambassador to NATO Nicholas Burns expressed that the 

United States “hopes this call for a new brand of European unilateralism will be repudiated 
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by the majority of European countries that want to preserve NATO as the preeminent se-

curity organization on the continent.”85  Under Secretary for Political Affairs, Marc Gross-

man, reiterated the American position in November in a speech before the NATO Parlia-

mentary Assembly, stating that “the United States supports ESDP,” and the “EU undertak-

ing military operations that conform with Berlin Plus arrangements or occasionally as 

autonomous operations,” but argued that “planning should be anchored at NATO,” and that 

NATO “is and should always continue to be” the preeminent transatlantic security 

structure.86

Concerning European military integration and a stronger European defense, the United 

States has maintained an ambivalence in its support. 1e American approach to this issue 

has been described as a “yes, but” policy, where, during the ies, “the “but” … received 

more emphasis (Sloan : ).” 1is latter focus is evident in the Bush administration’s 

policy. Addressing the call from several European states to create a stronger European de-

fense, Nicholas Burns responded that Europe already has it, “and it is called NATO (U.S. 

Congress b: -).” Furthermore, the United States has refused to treat Europe as a 

block in security policy.87  French hopes that the European Union would develop its com-

mon foreign and defense policy (ESDP) to the point where the EU would speak with one 

voice within NATO have been “deeply unpopular with the Americans.” One senior Ameri-

can diplomat went “so far as to say that the formation of a European caucus within NATO 

would be “the death” of the [Alliance] (Economist ).”

With the transformation agenda, the United States has sought to bind European states to 

transform their militaries and invest in new capabilities. 1rough the Prague Capabilities 

Commitment and the NATO Response Force, the United States hoped to persuade Euro-

pean leaders to commit more resources to defense and modern military capabilities. How-

ever, a number of the goals in the transformation agenda have not been met, and the United 

States and the Secretary General experienced difficulties getting European states to provide 

the force requirements. As explored earlier, both the high operational tempo, the need for 
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‘ leadership by example,’ funding mechanisms and dual-hatted forces have contributed to 

this situation. As one respondent explained, “the United States cannot command others to 

follow through, only urge them to.”88  Nevertheless, the PCC has given states “a justification 

to go to their finance ministers and tell them that ‘we need to deliver’ as part of commitment 

to NATO.”89

.. ɴɪɴʏ  .. ʟɪʏ

1e analysis indicates that the American objectives of increasing European capabilities and 

maintaining NATO as the premier security institution in Europe has been consistent with 

the policies pursued during the Clinton administration. 1e priorities in Washington’s pol-

icy have been significantly different under the Bush administration. Indeed, the focus on 

amending the capabilities gap and urging the European Union not to duplicate NATO-

structures were at the center of American policy during the late ies. Secretary of State 

Madeline Albright famously introduced the three ‘D’s,’ that there should be no diminution, 

discrimination or duplication of NATO. Both the Bush senior administration and the 

Clinton administration saw NATO as an instrument for maintaining American domina-

tion of European foreign and military policies (Waltz : ). 1is adds support for the 

hypothesis, as the effect of changing administrations seem to be minimal. Nevertheless, the 

importance and sense of urgency in the transformation agenda has intensified under the 

Bush administration. It has also been more negative and cynical towards European capabili-

ties, even before /, but in particular after, with the doctrine of ‘coalitions of the willing.’90  

1is can potentially explain why American policy has been less successful, as a less confron-

tal style to foreign policy would have been wise (Mastanduno : ; Walt : ; 

Wohlforth : ).

1e evidence from the Congressional record also indicates strong bipartisan support in 

Washington for the administration’s priorities in NATO. 1e discussions during hearings 

on transatlantic security point to bipartisan support for the enlargement process in NATO 

and the transformation initiatives. 1ere have been calls from both sides of the aisle that 
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European states should contribute more to current and future operations. Pertaining to ca-

pabilities and burden sharing it can be expected that a Democratic administration will con-

tinue the pressure on Europeans to do more. Writing in Foreign Affairs, Democratic presi-

dential candidate Barack Obama (: ) expressed that he will “rally our NATO allies to 

contribute more troops to collective security operations and to invest more in reconstruc-

tion and stabilization capabilities.” However, there have been divergent views concerning 

foreign policy strategy. During a Senate hearing, Senator Joseph Biden argued that the 

United States had sent the wrong signal to its European allies when the Bush administra-

tion gave NATO a peripheral role in the Afghan campaign (U.S. Congress : ).

1is does not suggest however, that the guiding principles in American policy, at least not 

concerning NATO, would have been significantly different with another administration, 

given the consistency of American objectives. Rather, it can be argued that the relative 

power position of the United States in the world is a conditioning factor on American secu-

rity interests and its unwillingness to use international institutions and bind itself to inter-

national norms. Indeed, several aspects of American foreign policy both during the ies 

and after / have been consistent with realist predictions (Mowle : -). A report 

for Congress, argued that in a post-/ world, “the United States is likely to be much more 

activist in confronting potential threats and more inclined to view multilateral efforts to 

tackle [the terrorist threat] as only one option, regardless of who controls the White House 

(Archick : ).” It’s not possible to conclude with any certainty on this matter without 

embarking on a bold counterfactual analysis. Nevertheless, there is support for the realist 

assumption that power matters in security policy and cooperation within security institu-

tions. American policy can thus be explained in part as discouraging competing European 

security and military structures, and in part to extend American influence over European 

security policy. 1is is consistent with both the policy of the Clinton administration and 

the findings in this thesis.

. ʟɪɪʟ ʟɢɪɪʏ ɴ ɪʟɪʀʏ ʀ
In NATO, the United States has sought further and intensified transformation to increase 

the relevance of the Alliance and its usability in U.S.-led military operations. 1e United 
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States has also emphasized the preeminent role of NATO in transatlantic security and op-

posed European developments to create military structures outside of NATO that would 

undermine the status of the Alliance. Furthermore, in response to the terrorist attacks, the 

Bush administration forged a foreign and security policy that focused more on maintaining 

control over military operations than allied cohesion. Realism, as it has been defined in this 

thesis, thus seem to account for the duality of pressuring for increased capabilities while re-

lying on ad hoc coalitions to do the fighting in U.S. policy. 1e United States has interests in 

maintaining NATO, but will at the same time resist multilateral cooperation is this is 

viewed as constraining U.S. abilities.

Nevertheless, the reorientation towards Europe in the second term indicates shortcomings 

in the realist model. 1is is not to say that realist theory has nothing to offer, or that U.S. 

behavior is inconsistent with realist assumptions. Indeed the transatlantic crisis was hardly 

productive for achieving U.S. foreign and security goals, and a prolonged crisis could also 

undermine U.S. status in European capitals. 1e lack of effective diplomacy, choosing in-

stead to override allies, caused concern even among supporters of the United States (Asmus 

: ). 1e political disputes across the Atlantic are not inconsistent with the theoretical 

framework either. One effect of unipolarity, and a dilemma for American policy makers, is 

that the absence of great power conflicts increases the possibility for lower-level political 

disputes (Wohlforth : ). Reassuring allies of U.S. multilateral intentions could 

minimize the probability of counterbalancing, or maybe more appropriate, reluctance to 

bandwagon, and thus serve long-term American interests (Daalder : ). If the 

United States were to continue to focus on ‘coalitions of the willing,’ European allies may 

not have “sufficient incentives to significantly improve their defense capabilities because they 

would be reluctant to be viewed as a “toolbox” that the United States uses as it pleases (Ar-

chick : ).” 1e analysis is consistent with this explanation. 1e Bush administration 

turned its focus on rebuilding its relations with Europe both bilaterally and through 

NATO, shortly after the Iraq debate. However, the analysis also indicate that two intercon-

nected factors have further intensified the need to work with Europe and NATO; political 

legitimacy and the decreasing utility of military force.
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.. ɴ ɴ ʟɪɪʟ ʟɢɪɪʏ

As Robert Kagan () observed, in order to “address today’s global threats, Americans 

will need the legitimacy that Europe can provide.” 1e presence and support of allies adds 

to the legitimacy of American military operations and reduces local opposition. 1is is even 

more important in areas where the United States is unpopular (Byman : ). As one 

respondent explained, “the administration realized that they need allies, and that allies bring 

political legitimacy to the table. Allies need to be on side with the Americans not only on 

paper, but also on the ground.”91  NATO gives Washington a ready set of partners, and an 

‘international flavor’ to decisions. As one respondent put it, “decisions that are taken by con-

sensus in NATO are arguably better than bilateral decisions by the United States and indi-

vidual allies, such as Britain.”92  Another respondent also noted that political support is im-

portant, “in the sense that it shows support for the operation in the international commu-

nity. It’s not possible to get far today without this. An operation without a minimum of in-

ternational political backing will be hard to sustain over time.”93

1e method in which NATO reaches decisions both signal allied unity and gives flexibility 

for states that have minor objections to a proposal. As a report for Congress concluded, the 

consensus rule within NATO, “connotes a certain international “legitimization” of a policy, 

especially if it involves the use of military force (Archick : ).” 1e decision-making 

process is flexible in the sense that there are no formal voting procedures. No individual 

state has to actively support a given proposal. In order for a proposal to reach consensus, no 

state must state their opposition to the proposal. Whenever the status of a proposal is ques-

tioned, the Secretary General can trigger the ‘silence procedure.’ If no state declares their 

opposition to the proposal in written form within a given timeframe, the proposal is consid-

ered approved. If one or more allies ‘break silence,’ the proposal is normally referred back to 

the relevant body for further work to reach consensus (Michel : -). 1e United 

States has maintained that the consensus procedure provides member states with a flexible 

decision-making process. However, as Nicholas Burns explained, the Bush administration 
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has warned that “allies should think hard before they decide to block a consensus,” and 

rather rely on the ‘footnote’94 tradition.95

Former SACEUR Wesley K. Clark emphasized the importance of political support in his 

testimony before the Senate in , stating that beyond “simply attacking al-Qaeda and 

Afghanistan and elsewhere,” the United States has to ensure it maintains its “legitimacy 

throughout the process (U.S. Congress : ).

[We] must concert our work in dealing with conditions in failed states wherever poverty and ex-
tremism may provide the breeding grounds for future threats … And all of this is simply more than 
the United States can do by itself. In fact, U.S. efforts that are perceived as unilateral can set us back 
in our efforts. We need to work with and through multinational institutions, taking full advantage of 
the backing of international law and seeking the deepest possible commitments from our friends 
and allies (ibid).

Besides European opposition, lack of legitimacy in operations has in some cases placed con-

straints on contributions due to popular opposition. Indeed, approval of the Bush admini-

stration policies has steadily declined among European publics since  (Transatlantic 

Trends ).96  1e lack of adequate troops levels in Afghanistan has also created a cycle 

“whereby NATO uses airpower against insurgents to compensate for a lack of boots on the 

ground,” which “inevitably increases the likelihood of innocent civilians being caught in the 

crossfire.” 1is again prompts public outrage (Smith and Williams : ). Victoria Nu-

land acknowledged that concerning operations, NATO is doing “a lousy marketing job,” and 

that the Alliance must become an organization “that the population sees as keeping it safer 

every day (Dombey b).”

.. ʜ ɪʟɪʏ  ʀ

Some of the reorientation in U.S. policy can be attributed to the policy of dissuading Euro-

pean aspirations of a separate security policy, detached from NATO and the United States. 

1is policy is consistent with expectations that U.S. strategy is not only designed to in-

crease Washington’s flexibility and power in Europe, but also to discourage balancing be-

havior. However, if we look at the U.S. military strategy, there is a significant change in pol-
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icy and doctrine between  and . 1e language in the QDR and other documents 

place much more emphasis on counterinsurgency strategies and a comprehensive approach. 

It can thus be argued that military capabilities are less important in a world where security 

threats increasingly stems not from other great or rising power, but from distant terrorist 

groups and rouge and failed states. 1is has implications on how the United States ap-

proaches its security policy, making it more dependent on international backing in order to 

gain support for the multi-organizational approach needed. 1is is not to say that military 

capabilities are not important. 1ey indeed are, and an important part of American security 

policy has been defined through traditional military means (Ripsman and Paul : -

, ). However, in the current American security strategy, military power is but one op-

tion to engage the security threats.

Rupert Smith has argued that in modern combat, the utility of military force has changed 

significantly from the industrial wars of the past. In a war amongst the people, “the ends to 

which we use military force are changing to something more complex and less strategic 

(Smith : ).” While the industrial wars were of a more strategic nature, where adver-

saries fought on the battlefield to take control over territory, the objectives are more com-

plex and far-reaching in modern wars. 1e main preoccupation in military conflicts is not 

longer to keep territory, but rather to leave it. States intervene “in order to establish a condi-

tion in which the political objective can be achieved by other means and in other ways 

(ibid).” Indeed, both in Afghanistan and Iraq, the objective for the U.S.-led interventions 

were not only to bring down the regimes that posed a threat to American security, but to 

create a condition for democracy and long-term developments that would reduce the ability 

for organized terrorist networks to have a safe-haven in which to operate, plan and train.

While the initial military operation to root out the Taliban, as well as the first six weeks in 

the war in Iraq, were examples of how the military might of the United States can bring 

about quick and decisive victories, the aftermath in Afghanistan illustrate that high-

technological warfare is not enough to foster long-term stability and reconstruction. A sus-

tained effort on the ground, including stability operations, reconstruction efforts and a con-

certed effort requiring multilateral and multi-organizational cooperation, is needed for the 

operation to be effective. As Daniel Fried explained shortly before the Riga summit in , 
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in Afghanistan, “high-end battlefield, cutting-edge technology” is not so much of an issue. 

What is needed is “well-trained, capable, modern troops.”97  In other words, the operations 

that are currently undergoing in the GWOT and potentially future military operations as 

well, place a greater value on political support and a concerted multilateral and multi-

organizational effort. Former SACEUR Wesley K. Clark noted this in a testimony before 

Congress in .

Bombs, bullets, and bases alone are not going to be adequate to win the war against terrorism. And 
in some ways it may be counterproductive in facing the broader challenges that the United States is 
going to face in the st century. … Instead of just looking for additional manpower, ships, and air-
craft, we need to focus on the problems of eliminating al-Qaeda through the exchange of informa-
tion and sensitive intelligence, through the harmonization of legal and judicial standards and proce-
dures and the coordination of law enforcement activities. We need to make the international envi-
ronment as seamless for our counterterrorist efforts as it is seamless to the terrorists themselves 
(U.S. Congress: : ).

. ʜʀ ʀʜ
So far, this thesis has focused on realist assumptions and not looked at alternative ap-

proaches. As noted in the introduction, the purpose has not been to test competing hy-

potheses on American behavior and objectives concerning NATO. However, to evaluate the 

usefulness and distinctiveness of realist theory, I will briefly discuss alternative approaches 

to institutions and state’s interests. 1is is relevant to conclude on the unique aspects of re-

alist predictions (Legro and Moravcik ). In this brief discussion, I will evaluate institu-

tionalist and constructivist theory. 1ese offer the most compelling alternative to the theo-

retical framework adopted in this thesis. Institutionalist theory emphasizes the assets and 

structure of institutions as having an independent effect on state behavior and priorities, 

while constructivist theory focuses on the importance of norms, values and identity. Of the 

two, constructivist theory represents the most dramatic departure from realist expectations 

of U.S. behavior.

.. ɪɴɪɪɴʟɪ ʀʜ ɴ ʜʏʜɪ

Institutionalist theory does not significantly depart from the theoretical expectations of re-

alism discussed in this thesis. Keohane (: ) argue that institutions will only persist 

as long as members have incentives to maintain them, and that institutions reflect the rela-
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tive power positions of its actual and potential members. Nevertheless, institutionalist the-

ory places a greater emphasis on the assets, procedures and rules within an institution. To 

draw a distinction between the institutional and realist approaches, I will base the discus-

sion of the institutionalist model of Wallander (). In her analysis of NATO’s persis-

tence and adaptability after the Cold War, she argues that NATO has continued to exist 

because its institutional form “included specific assets for achieving transparency, integra-

tion, and negotiation among its members, and because it developed general assets that could 

be mobilized to deal with security missions (ibid: ).” Her model corroborates the institu-

tionalist extension of realist expectation proposed by McCalla (: ), that “where the 

organizational development of an alliance is high, we would expect the impact of the loss of 

a threat on an alliance to be mitigated and hence slowed.” In other words, we would expect 

that the assets within NATO can explain American, and European support for the Alli-

ance, and that the loss of a common threat does not lead to the expectation of its demise. 

Based on this we can define a hypothesis on U.S. behavior within NATO. HALT: !e 

United States supports NATO because it has general and specific assets that can be mobilized in 

a new security environment.

1e analysis is, to some degree, consistent with the hypothesis that NATO’s institutional 

structure has been important in American policy. 1e consultation process at NATO 

headquarters and the NAC, and the decision-making procedure have been important for 

the United States, in particular as it sought to mend fences in the transatlantic relationship. 

Other assets have also been important. In his speech at the Munich security conference in 

, Lord Robertson highlighted NATO’s joint training exercises, its focus on interoper-

ability and the logistic support to “provide bases, fuel, airspace and forces,” as important al-

lied assets.98  1e analysis of U.S. initiatives in the transformation indicates that these assets 

have been important to the United States, and that the administration has emphasized 

these assets and their utility in new mission and operations. Marc Grossman stated in a 

Senate hearing on NATO in  that without “ years of practice and working together” 

in NATO, the United States “would still be trying” to set up the allied response to / 

(U.S. Congress : ). 1e positive effects joint training has had on military cooperation 
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can also be seen in the push by the United States to include more partners, in particular 

those contributing in Afghanistan, into NATO training exercises. One respondent empha-

sized the value of the institutional framework within NATO. “1ere will always be new 

kinds of operations, and new military doctrines and force requirements. 1ese challenges 

will always be on the horizon. NATO provides an excellent framework for member nations 

to respond to these new challenges.”99

In Washington, the objective in the transformation agenda was to shed the last remains of 

Cold War assets, and transform existing assets to handle the new security challenges from 

terrorism and rouge states. Nonetheless, this does not indicate a significantly different con-

clusion that predicted by the institutional hypothesis. Rather, we can conclude that the 

United States has turned to NATO in part because the Alliance provides the U.S. with an 

instrument to influence European states, and in part because NATO provide a framework 

for interoperability in coalition operations. 1e United States has sought initiatives that not 

only create new assets for NATO to deal with new security problems, but also align NATO 

assets with its security priorities. From an American perspective, the Alliance is only as 

valuable as the added flexibility the Alliance gives the United States in its security policy. If 

NATO should fail this test in the future, the United States might choose to de-emphasize 

the Alliance. A less relevant NATO might not be dependent solely on the institutional 

framework it provides, but European states ability and willingness to provide resources and 

military contribution to the Alliance. Power and security motivations are thus important to 

explain U.S. behavior and objectives. American interests have shaped the scope and inten-

sity of the transformation effort. 

1e institutional hypothesis on the importance of institutional assets can help explain why 

the United States has turned to NATO and supported the transformation process within 

the existing institution instead of creating new institutional frameworks for the ‘war on ter-

ror.’ Nevertheless, while this perspective is compelling, it is also incomplete. From the analy-

sis of American objectives in the transformation agenda, it is evident that a ‘power politics’ 

perspective provide valuable insight to explain the continued relevance of NATO in Ameri-

can policy. Furthermore, the United States has shown a willingness to abandon existing in-
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stitutional structures and assets in favor of creating new ones that are adept to respond to a 

fluctuating security environment. 1is indicates that, at least for the United States, the abil-

ity to advance its security and political interests have been more important for its support, 

than existing assets. NATO assets have not increased American use of the Alliance in the 

‘war on terror.’ Indeed, in Afghanistan, the United States did not use the military assets and 

institutional structures until later stages of the conflict, when a more concerted effort was 

needed. As we have seen, structure and power are important factors. A realist approach can 

account for the “other side” of developments in security institutions, which concern the 

struggle to achieve and maintain power, and national security interests (Gruber : -

).

.. ɴʀɪɪ ʀʜ ɴ ʜʏʜɪ

1e renewed emphasis on mending fences with Europe and reinforcing the political dia-

logue in NATO deserves a more thorough examination. Constructivist theories can poten-

tially help explain American behavior pertaining to the Alliance. Constructivists place a 

greater value on norms and identities in shaping policy behavior. Institutions are not only 

tools for statecraft and power politics, but can alter states identities and interests over time 

(Simmons and Martin : ). 1ey are important because they can help to establish 

collective identities and shared interests and practices. Institutions affect states interests 

since, “socialization, learning and emulation may enable international institutions to estab-

lish, articulate and transmit norms across nations, to define what constitutes legitimate be-

havior, and shape the identities of their members (Adler : ).” Constructivist studies 

of NATO have focused on shared norms, principles and identity to explain the persistence 

of the Alliance.

From a constructivist perspective, NATO is not only a security institution to counter an 

external threat, but a community of liberal democratic values and norms. 1ese features are 

crucial to understand allied cohesion and the turn in focus during the ies to democratic 

promotion (Sjursen : , ). When states are faced with, and act upon security 

choices, these choices are not only made in the context of material capabilities, but also on 

the basis of normative understandings (Adler : ). Since institutions can help build 

these understandings, we can expect that American policy, at least to some extent, is shaped 

74     |     ʀ ɴ ɪɴʟɴ



by the common norms and identity within NATO. HALT: !e United States supports 

NATO because of the shared norms and identity developed within the Alliance.

While both key officials in the Bush administration, as well as official policy documents and 

NATO communiqués, often emphasize the shared democratic values within the Alliance, 

the analysis does not provide support to conclude that shared identities have had an effect 

on U.S. policy within NATO. 1ere is also little evidence that shared norms have had an 

impact on American policy. Rather, the United States has emphasized its prerogative to act 

alone. Indeed, the limited use of NATO contributions in Afghanistan illustrate that the 

United States did not consider allied cohesion as more important than maintaining 

autonomous control of operations. 1e American policy towards Iraq also illustrates that 

the Bush administration did not view UN backing, or NATO backing, as necessary (Mowle 

: ). Neither has the United States committed to fixed multilateral institutions as its 

foreign policy framework. As Richard Haass, director of policy planning, explained; “What 

you’re going to get from this administration is ‘à la carte multilateralism’ (Shanker ).”

1e issue of political legitimacy proves perhaps to be the most compelling argument in fa-

vor of the constructivist approach. 1e kind of regimes the United States has partnered 

with in the GWOT might have undermined American policy to some extent. U.S. coopera-

tion with states that are infamous for human rights abuses and U.S. policy on rendition and 

its treatment of detainees at Guantanamo have been questioned by more traditional Ameri-

can allies (Economist a). As one report has noted, with “such examples, the world per-

ceived a disconnect between America’s core values and foreign policy (Sanderson and 

Nikitin : ).” However, the analysis does not indicate that the lack of political legiti-

macy has altered American policy behavior, as one would expect form a constructivist per-

spective. Rather, the analysis indicates that the United States has sought increased interna-

tional support not because it has felt obligated to follow international or institutional norms, 

but because more political support would benefit the American agenda. Resources are a sig-

nificant factor for this. Legitimacy, or rather, political support, have thus become more im-

portant for the United States because of the need for greater military assistance and non-

military assistance to achieve the long-term strategic objectives in the ‘war on terror.’ Per-

taining to NATO, there has not been a shift in American objectives in the transformation 
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agenda. Furthermore, it is the lack of success of the initial strategy in Iraq and Afghanistan 

that have influenced American legitimacy and esteem. As some of the respondents re-

marked, if Iraq had been a successful operation, “things may have looked very different.”100

In discussing constructivist theory, two issues are important to comment. First, the con-

structivist literature is vast, and a discussion here is bound to be limited and incomplete. It 

is therefore not possible, based on the discussion here, to conclude that constructivism is 

irrelevant as an explanatory theoretical framework for the research question adopted. 

Nonetheless, there is less support in the evidence that common norms and identity have 

had an impact on American objectives in the transformation agenda and use of NATO in 

the ‘war on terror.’ 1us, to answer the research question in this thesis, constructivism seem 

to provide less insight than realism or institutionalism. Second, even if there is less support 

for a constructivist explanation of the research problem in this thesis, this does not exclude 

explanatory power in other aspects of the Alliance. Indeed, constructivist theories have been 

adopted to explain socialization effects on applicant and new member states.101  On this ba-

sis, “NATO is described as the most important democratizing agent in Europe (Sjursen 

: ).”

. ɪɴɢ ʀʟɪ ʜʀʏ
1e theoretical framework employed in this thesis relaxes two aspects of neorealism. First, 

it relaxes the assumption about balancing. Instead of predicting that states will balance 

against power, modifications to neorealist assumptions see balancing as a more complex be-

havior. States will not balance a dominant power unless it poses a security threat. Further-

more, since balancing is costly, states will not balance unless there is a probability of success. 

Second, while security is still a concern, states make choices based on the probability of 

conflict. Since power is a means to achieve national interests, states will be more deliberate 

in their pursuit of power, and extend their power through other means than military.

1ese modifications to neorealist theory provide a better model to explain the persistence of 

NATO and American policy and power. Since states will not automatically balance the 
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United States, and because NATO can be defined as a security institution, the theory will 

predict that NATO can remain relevant in transatlantic security policy even in absence of 

its original raison d’être. 1e United States still has an interest in shaping European security 

policy, and NATO provides a link across the Atlantic for the United States to influence 

European policy and defense investment. As the analysis of American objectives in the 

transformation agenda has shown, there is support for this power based approach to 

NATO’s continued relevance.

A remaining issue that needs to be adressed is the question of the coherence and distinct-

iveness of realist theory. While the modifications to traditional neorealist theory relaxes 

predictions about balancing and state’s priorities, assumptions about the primacy of states 

and anarchy as the defining core of the theory. A tougher challenge is that of the distinct-

iveness of realist theory. As critics have pointed out, the modifications to the structural 

balancing-argument makes the theory less distinct as it relies on variables besides material 

power that are included in other approaches as well. Guzzini (: ) dubs this the 

identity dilemma, where “realism can be either distinct or determinate, but not both.” A 

question is whether the lack of uniqueness proves realist theory to be ‘degenerate,’ or, as 

Walt () argues, that the adaptability of realist theory proves the ‘progressive power’ of 

realism.

While a ‘purer’ definition of realist theory might make it more coherent and distinctive, this 

would also reduce the explanatory power in a deviant case like the one explored in this the-

sis. It can be argued that it is better that a theory is more determinate than unique. While 

institutionalism emphasize assets and mechanisms within an institution that conditions 

cooperation, and constructivism primarily concern socialization effects, realism will investi-

gate conflictual power interests among actors within an institution. 1is is necessarily a 

simplification. Realist theory is not the only theory that concerns discussions of power 

(Barnett and Duvall ). However, the focus of institutionalist and constructivist theories 

is often on variables beyond power and balancing. Realism can thus provide useful insights 

into the development, or lack of development, within institutions. While neoclassical real-

ism needs to be better specified to provide more determinate hypothesis on power through 

institutions, there is potential for a power based approach to international institutions 
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(Gruber : -; -). Furthermore, the modifications discussed in this thesis also 

makes “realism … more amenable to productive discussion with nonrealist theories (Brooks 

: ; Guzzini : ).” As we have seen in this chapter, to explain American sup-

port for NATO we can both look at institutional assets and power motivations. While this 

thesis has focused on the latter, support for one approach do not rule out the other. Indeed, 

these explanations are more congruent than contradictory.
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ʜʀ 

Summary and Conclusion

NATO’s persistence have been a topic for academic discussion since the end of the Cold 

War. 1is thesis has sought to investigate if assumptions about power and interests can 

contribute to the explanation of the continued relevance of the Alliance. 1e research ques-

tion asked why the United States has continued to support NATO and the transformation 

agenda. Two questions have guided the analysis. First, this thesis has asked what the Ameri-

can objectives in the transformation agenda have been, and how these objectives relate to 

the use and nonuse of NATO in the ‘war on terror.’ A second, and interconnected question 

guiding the research, has asked how the United States has viewed the relevance of NATO 

in military operations.

1e research question has been analyzed from a realist perspective. 1e purpose of the 

analysis has not been to invalidate non-realist accounts of NATO’s persistence. Rather, the 

aim has been to investigate whether realist theory can contribute to the question of the 

transformation and relevance of the Alliance. Traditionally, realist theory has expected that 

NATO would sink into irrelevance, as the threat that created it disappeared. Drawing on 

contemporary realist theory, this thesis has sought to test assumptions about power motiva-

tions concerning American policy within NATO. In other words, this thesis has tested real-

ist assumptions about state’s interests in security institutions.

To answer the research question and evaluate the theoretical propositions, I have based the 

analysis on the method of process tracing. 1is has produced a detailed analysis of the 

transformation agenda and American priorities. Chapter  analyzed the background for and 

priorities in the transformation agenda, as well as a discussion of the NATO Response 

Force and the military operations in Afghanistan, while chapter  analyzed the themes and 



objectives in American policy. Following the analysis and the evaluation of the theoretical 

assumptions, we can conclude that realism indeed can provide useful insights to the rele-

vance of NATO. However, based on the findings, I propose that considerations of the util-

ity of military force to achieve strategic security objectives should be included in the discus-

sion of the future role of NATO.

. ʀ ɴ ɪɴʀ – ɪɴɢ ʜ ɪɴ

Drawing on the theoretical assumptions of balance-of-threat theory, the effect of unipolar-

ity, and assumptions about state’s interests and the role of institutions, this thesis has tested 

the hypothesis that the United States has supported NATO and the transformation agenda  

because NATO provides both flexibility in American security policy, and influence over 

European policy. Based on this hypothesis, two predictions on American objectives and be-

havior have been defined. First, the United States will have an interest in maintaining 

NATO, because the Alliance can add flexibility to American security strategy. We should 

therefore expect that American initiatives in the transformation agenda are connected with 

the U.S. security strategy. Second, and related with the first prediction, the United States 

will further have an interest in maintaining NATO because it is the primary instrument for 

the United States to influence European policy and preventing competing security ar-

rangements.

On the validity of these predictions, we can answer mostly in the positive. 1e United 

States has been active in defining the ‘new’ NATO. Even during the midst of the ‘transatlan-

tic crisis,’ the Bush administration laid plans for reforming NATO’s structures and capabili-

ties. As we have seen in the analysis, the focus in the transformation agenda has predomi-

nantly been on high-intensity operations. A central pillar in the transformation agenda has 

been to increase European capabilities, through pressure on higher spending and initiatives 

that require transformation and the acquisition of new capabilities. 1is was the main focus 

with the creation of the NRF. Concerning capabilities, initiatives have been linked with the 

transformation efforts in the United States and the focus of the American security strategy. 

1e United States has sought to have the Alliance go ‘out-of-area.’ As we have seen in chap-

ter , a pillar in the transformation effort and U.S. policy has been to obtain the capability 
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to project power, in order for NATO to stay relevant in American security strategy. An im-

portant objective in the transformation agenda has been to acquire modern capabilities in 

order for NATO to be a flexible instrument to counter new security threats.

1e analysis has pointed to a duality in American policy, where the Bush administration on 

one hand has been skeptical of European ability and willingness to contribute to military 

operations in the ‘war on terror,’ while at the same time pushing for transformation within 

NATO. 1is skepticism concerning European will and abilities can explain why the United 

States did not want a larger role for the Alliance in Afghanistan, where the allies where 

ready to contribute. 1e Bush administration has also continued the policy of emphasizing 

NATO’s status as the premier security institution in Europe. As we have seen in the analy-

sis, the United States has been critical of European defense initiatives that could potentially 

duplicate NATO structures or purpose. 1e emphasis on the EU not to duplicate or de-

value the preeminent role of NATO has also been consistent. While the United States has 

become more understanding and supportive of a more active and independent military role 

for the union, this support has been confined to mission where the United States do not 

seek any part. It is also important to note that while the United States has revised its strat-

egy and rhetoric within the Alliance, its objectives in the transformation agenda has not 

changed. 1e Bush administration has continued to press for more and wiser defense 

spending and for the Alliance to take on global responsibilities. 

. ʟɪɴɪɴɢ ɴ’ ʀʟɴ

Concerning the validity of the realist predictions to explain the research question, we can 

conclude that maintaining power and influence in Europe can, at least to some degree, ex-

plain why the United States has continued its support for NATO. Indeed the consistency 

of this policy in spite of questions concerning the utility of the Alliance, indicate that power 

considerations are important to explain the continued relevance of NATO in American se-

curity policy. Furthermore, the rejection of a division of labor within the Alliance, indicate 

that United States has sought to increase the utility of NATO as a military instrument to 

achieve American security objectives. While we cannot rule out alternative explanations 

based on the discussion in the analytical and theoretical chapters, we can conclude from the 
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analysis that realist theory provide important insight to why NATO is still relevant in 

American and transatlantic policy. 1is is interesting as the continued relevance of NATO 

has been defined as a deviant case for realist theory.

However, the analysis leaves us with a mixed picture concerning the factors that shape and 

constrain American policy choices and disposition to work through multilateral institu-

tions. As the analysis has shown, American policies within NATO cannot be explained only 

by assumptions about power motivations. 1is point to a shortcoming the explanatory 

power of the realist model. Gaining political support form the international community has 

become a higher priority in Washington. While the Bush administration remained skeptical 

of European will and abilities, issues that were important in the decision not to use NATO 

initially in the ‘war on terror,’ the decision to include the Alliance more formally was in part 

based on the need for greater military resources.

1e analysis indicate that the mix of military and civilian resources needed to achieve long-

term strategic objectives in the GWOT have been important in reorienting American secu-

rity and military policies. While the United States sought to mend fences with Europe and 

reaffirm its ‘multilateral preferences’ in order to gain support for the transformation process 

and the ‘war on terror,’ the shift in overall policy cannot be explained by realist variables 

alone. Rather, the explanatory model must be amended by incorporating discussions of the 

utility of military force in operations like the ones in the ‘war on terror.’ Both military re-

sources and civilian resources are important in the ‘war on terror.’ Counterinsurgency capa-

bilities are important because the political objectives are usually attained “as the result of a 

long operation against opponents using the method of the guerilla or terrorist (Smith : 

).” At the same time, the nature of the operations have the consequence that the United 

States and Europe “also need competence in long-term peacekeeping to aid in the demo-

cratic reconstruction of these countries (Asmus : ).” Because of the mix of resources 

needed to achieve long-term strategic objectives in the ‘war on terror,’ the ability for the 

United States to ‘go-it-alone’ has decreased.
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. ɴʟɪɴɢ ʀʀ
1is thesis began with asking what the American priorities and objectives have been con-

cerning the transformation agenda within NATO. 1is question was asked in the broader 

context of the transatlantic crisis that emerged during  and , and continued ques-

tions about the relevance of the Alliance. 1e intention in this thesis has been humble, but 

still important, namely to test modified realist assumptions in what has been identified as a 

deviant case for realist theory. 1e purpose has been to investigate how considerations 

about maintaining power and influence can explain American strategies within NATO. 1e 

research design adopted for this thesis have only analyzed American objectives in the trans-

formation agenda. Since the analysis has not focused on European responses and strategies 

to American initiatives and dominance, the scope of the conclusions need to be somewhat 

limited. However, this is a limitation by choice.

1e findings in this thesis indicate that the United States has both strategic, security and 

geopolitical interests in continuing the transatlantic Alliance, and that these interests have 

been important in defining the direction and scope of the transatlantic cooperation within 

NATO. However, several of the transformation efforts have not been successful or in other 

ways have not produced the desired results. While NATO can be defined as a security in-

stitution, and not simply an alliance, we can still expect that the ‘laws of alliances’ apply. 

While power considerations can increase the incentives for the United States to maintain 

NATO as an instrument to prolong Washington's influence in Europe, the Alliance will 

only be relevant as long as it is usable for American security priorities. As several officials in 

the Bush administration have explained, when arguing in favor of increased spending and 

new capabilities, NATO is primarily a military alliance. Furthermore, European states 

might also be hesitant to agree to the American strategy if they do not view the cooperation 

as increasing their security. Indeed, the European response to the transformation agenda 

has been below American ambitions.

Further research is needed to conclude on the validity of realist assumptions on the future 

direction of the transatlantic alliance and the crisis in NATO over Iraq. A question is if the 

political bickering over the Atlantic constitutes balancing behavior or if it simply indicate 

politics as usual and disagreements over policy (Brooks and Wohlforth : -). 
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European responses to American foreign and security policies have been far from unified. 

While most European states have not been able, or willing, to reach the goals in the trans-

formation agenda, it does not seem to be a single variable that can explain this outcome. If 

the severity of the threat from terrorism is not equally shared among the allies, this could 

potentially account for some of the observed behavior. Furthermore, when “the patron suf-

fers from lack of international legitimacy, small states are more likely to follow [Kenneth] 

Waltz’ argument of balancing a dominant actor (Heier : ).” However, a more exten-

sive analysis of European behavior is needed to conclude on this issue, and thus further 

validate or invalidate, realist assumptions.

1ese issues might simply indicate that with the absence of common threat like the Soviet 

Union, allied cohesion cannot be taken for granted. As one respondent pointed out, 

“NATO has to get used to the fact that there are greater divergences within the Alliance,” 

and that members of the Alliance,” has to accept these disagreements without questioning 

the very existence of NATO.”102 Predicting future developments is a risky business. How-

ever, the support for a modified realist hypothesis on U.S. motivations and structural dy-

namics paints less grim prospects for the future of the Alliance. While failure in Afghani-

stan would most certainly have a negative impact on American perceptions of the political 

will in European capitals and the cohesion of the Alliance, other U.S. interests will still be 

important both in the short and long term. As former SACEUR Wesley Clark pointed out, 

if NATO did not exist, the United States would probably be in the midst of creating it 

(U.S. Congress : ).
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Appendix

ɪɴʀɪ ɢɪ

1. How would you describe the objectives in the transformation agenda launched at the 

Prague summit in 2002?

2. In your opinion, how would you describe Washington’s priorities in the latest transfor-

mation effort?

3. How would you describe the objectives in creating the NATO Response Force, and 

how has it contributed to the transformation process?

4. How would you describe NATO’s role in Afghanistan and the ISAF-mission in rela-

tion to the transformation agenda?

5. How do you view NATO’s future in the near-term, and in particular, which challenges 

confront the Alliance, and what kind of role will the Alliance play?


