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Abstract  
This paper explores how NATO has transformed from a Cold-War-type 
defence alliance to a multipurpose international security organization, 
adjusting both legal frameworks and strategic doctrine to new challenges 
such as cyber warfare, counterterrorism action or growing Chinese 
influence. NATO, in marking its 75th anniversary, is steadfast in its 
commitment to global security by a combination of traditional defence with 
new responsibilities. At the center of this shift is NATO's extension to the 
east (the third wave of enlargement, comprising the Baltic States as well as 
Finland and Sweden), which has led to a marked deterioration in relations 
with Russia. Nevertheless, while the expansion of NATO has been 
summarized as a topic of concern (history and memory in NATO 
enlargement 2014), the full scale consequences of this enlarged defence 
reality on European security and a balance power for Eastern Europe has 
not yet executed fully enlightened. The research aims to addresses central 
issues on both sides regarding NATO's possible enlargement and its likely 
implications for European and strategic stability with Russia, as well as 
important insights into the changing character of the alliance in an 
increasingly complex global security environment. 
 
Keywords: NATO, cyber warfare, collective defence, cold war, enhanced 
forward presence, hybrid warfare, European stability   
 
Introduction 
On April 4, 1949, NATO was born, signalling the beginning of perhaps the 
most powerful military alliance of the 20th century. While the alliance was 
created in December of 1949 after WWII, its primary mission was to 
prevent any potential Soviet assault on Western nations. NATO in 75 years 
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has undergone a number of changes — including new member nations, 
which had been its main purpose, and its relation to the changing world 
geopolitics. 
 
At first, the objective of the North Atlantic Alliance was to limit the spread 
of communism in the Cold War. Today, its reach has grown substantially, 
covering a broad array of worldwide security concerns such as crisis 
management, counter-terrorism, peace support operations, cybersecurity, 
and space security. NATO's strategic goals and legal basis have been 
shaped by historical occurrences, technological progress, China's 
emergence, and the complicated and sometimes strained interactions with 
Russia.1   
 
On its 75th anniversary, NATO is spotlighted for its growth and efforts to 
address modern security challenges such as cyber warfare and China's rise 
as a global power. The alliance's dedication to mutual defence, stated in 
Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, has served as both a deterrent and a 
stabilizing influence in Europe. Nevertheless, the expansion of NATO, 
particularly its movement towards former Soviet regions in the east, has 
caused considerable tensions with Russia, sparking concerns of a 
resurgence of a Cold War scenario.2 
 
This article illustrated how NATO has changed over the past 75 years, 
highlighting the important legal, strategic, and geopolitical changes that 
have shaped its role in worldwide security. A detailed examination will be 
conducted on the integration of the Baltic States, Finland, and Sweden into 
NATO, leading to strained relations with Russia. Additionally, an in-depth 
analysis will be conducted on how NATO's expansion will impact European 
stability and the balance of power in Eastern Europe in the long term. It will 
also seek to add to the current conversation about NATO's future by 
exploring these issues in a multipolar global environment.3  
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Formation of NATO (1949) 
NATO was created as a direct response to the increasing geopolitical 
tensions between Western democracies and the Soviet Union during the 
early Cold War period. Established through the Washington Treaty, also 
known as the North Atlantic Treaty, NATO was formed with the primary 
goal of developing a security infrastructure to prevent Soviet expansion in 
Europe. The establishment of the alliance marked a significant shift in 
global security dynamics by solidifying a mutual defence pact among its 
initial 12 member countries: the United States of America, Canada, the 
United Kingdom, France, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, 
Norway, Denmark, Iceland, and Portugal.4      
 
Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty forms the foundation of NATO, 
stipulating that an armed attack against any NATO member is considered 
an attack against all. The principle of collective defence aimed to deter 
Soviet aggression and assure smaller European nations of the United 
States' commitment to their security.5 The invocation of Article 5, in line 
with Article 51 of the UN Charter,6 permitted collective self-defence and 
solidified NATO's position within the broader global legal framework 
established after World War II. Notably, NATO's legal structure preserved 
the sovereignty of its member nations, ensuring that the alliance operated 
through mutual collaboration rather than imposing supranational control.7  
    
NATO was established due to legal and strategic requirements. In terms of 
legality, the alliance signified the ongoing presence of the post-war global 
system marked by multilateralism and the avoidance of armed disputes. 
The establishment of NATO happened at the same time as other key post-
war organizations like the United Nations, all aiming to avoid another 
expanded war. From a strategic perspective, NATO was established as a 
direct reaction to perceived acts of aggression by the Soviet Union in 
Europe. Incidents like the Berlin Blockade (1948-1949) and the Communist 
takeover in Czechoslovakia in 1948 highlighted the immediate necessity for 
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a unified Western security structure to limit Soviet power.8 Moreover, the 
United States viewed NATO as a crucial part of its overall plan to support 
stability in Europe, including programs such as the Marshall Plan aimed at 
aiding post-war recovery and promoting democratic leadership.9 
 
NATO's legal structure and strategic justification also mirrored the growing 
bipolarity of the post-war era. When the Soviet Union gained control of 
Eastern Europe, NATO emerged as the official symbol of Western efforts to 
maintain power balance. NATO created a durable framework for 
coordinating defence strategies, sharing intelligence, and improving 
military capabilities to deter Soviet aggression through formalized military 
cooperation among member states.10  
 
Evolution during the Cold War 
The Cold War period saw the ongoing battle between the Eastern Bloc led 
by the Soviet Union and the Western one which took shape around the 
United States and its allies. NATO’s creation was meant to thwart Soviet 
aggression and protect Europe from the spread of communism. As the Cold 
War prolonged, NATO’s legal and strategic structure adapted to the 
changes in the nature of the conflict as war transformed NATO into a 
strong military alliance capable of employing both nuclear and 
conventional warfare.11  
 
During the Cold War’s early years, NATO tended to focus on attack-defence 
models. The significant event of the 1952 Lisbon Conference represented a 
watershed moment in NATO’s development, outlining ambitious goals to 
enhance member states’ military capabilities and strengthen the principle 
of collective defence.12  
 
The accession of West Germany into NATO in 1955 was a significant legal 
milestone. This stance completely changed the political atmosphere, to the 
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point where the Soviet Union, in retaliation, established the Warsaw Pact.13 
Thus, the admission of West Germany in NATO marked the 
institutionalization of a divided Europe into the two opposing security blocs 
which only made the situation in the Cold War more exacerbated. 
 
During the Cold War, NATO's strategic posture evolved from an exclusively 
defensive position to a more flexible, dynamic concept of deterrence. In 
the 1960s, NATO officially embarked on the strategy of Flexible Response 
to overcome certain shortcomings in its earlier doctrine of massive 
retaliation.14 The new strategy involved NATO promising to respond to 
Soviet aggression with ever-escalating force, from conventional military to 
nuclear force as a last resort.15 It was in this respect that there was an 
evolution of strategy, given the complex security environment in the Cold 
War, which essentially required stability; hence, besides the acquisition of 
military strength, there was indeed a need for prudent management of 
escalation risk between the nuclear superpowers. 
 
This strategic shift showed that the Cold War security environment was 
complex, where stability could be maintained with military power, and 
cautious handling of risks of escalation between superpowers.16 For 
extended deterrence, NATO allies were dependent on the nuclear weapons 
of the United States. It was at this time when great changes in military 
technologies and intelligence sharing among the NATO members finally 
provided a better shield from possible Soviet aggression.17  
 
During the Cold War, NATO focused on military deterrence but also 
expanded to involve political and economic collaboration among its 
members. This two-pronged approach enhanced connections between 
Western Europe and North America, promoting European stability and 
advancing the US goal of uniting the continent through organizations like 
the European Economic Community (EEC) and programs such as the 
Marshall Plan.18 
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NATO's legal structures have also developed to strengthen military 
collaboration, with member countries promising to boost defence 
expenditures and enhance interoperability within their military forces. This 
institutional adjustment was crucial to make sure that NATO could 
effectively address the challenges presented by a constantly changing and 
sometimes unpredictable global environment.19  
 
The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 signaled the cessation of 
NATO's original goal of countering Soviet communism, marking the end of 
the Cold War. With the ideological split that had characterized the alliance 
now mostly gone, NATO had to redefine its purpose in a post-Soviet world 
with new security issues. This shift signaled the start of NATO's adjustment 
after the Cold War, as it aimed to stay significant in a world with multiple 
powers and ever-changing geopolitics.20  
 
Post-Cold War Expansion and Adaptation 
NATO ended the Cold War with a mixed challenge and opportunity to 
reinvent itself. With the end of the Cold War and the Soviet Union no 
longer its primary adversary, NATO needed to define new purposes and 
missions if it were to remain relevant in peace time.21 At the same time, the 
alliance transitioned from stressing collective defence to collective security, 
expanded its membership and adapted its strategic doctrine for the 
management of growing global risks. 
 
NATO's eastward expansion after the Cold War was an important landmark 
in its post-Cold War evolution. In keeping with Article 10 of the North 
Atlantic Treaty, NATO offered membership to certain ex-Warsaw Pact 
countries that fulfill sufficient political and military criteria for admission.22 
The PfP initiative was established to serve as a framework for NATO 
cooperation with former-COMECON countries in military matters in the 
1990s.23 It was this effort that eventually led to NATO membership for 
Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic in 1999. In 2004, the organisation 
expanded again with the inclusion of Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania) and other Central and Eastern European nations. 
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NATO Expansion represented a fundamental turn away from the mission 
that had originally defined the alliance. Rather than simply focusing on the 
deterrence of Soviet aggression, NATO expanded in order to stabilize 
Eastern Europe by incorporating former foes into its security architecture. 
This process of enlargement was highly controversial, since Russia 
perceived the NATO encroachment into its traditional sphere of influence 
as a direct danger to Russian security interests. Yet, this relationship 
between NATO and Russia has not been without friction, especially as the 
alliance crept ever closer to Russian borders — notwithstanding assurances 
NATO officials provided that their expansion was geared toward making 
Europe more stable rather than coercing Moscow.24 NATO’s post-Cold War 
adaptation was not limited to geographic expansion. The alliance also 
transformed its mission to address non-traditional security challenges such 
as peacekeeping, crisis management, and humanitarian intervention.25 
NATO's participation in the Balkans during the Yugoslav Wars in the 1990s 
demonstrated this change. In 1999, NATO initiated its inaugural extensive 
military involvement in Kosovo by carrying out airstrikes despite lacking a 
direct authorization from the United Nations.26 This action emphasized 
NATO's willingness to get involved in crises outside its member states, 
raising legal discussions about the validity of humanitarian interventions 
conducted without clear Security Council endorsement. 
 
The 1999 Strategic Concept of NATO formalized these shifts, confirming the 
alliance's dedication to collective defence while highlighting additional 
tasks such as crisis management, peace support, and cooperative 
security.27 This expanded range demonstrated the alliance's 
acknowledgment of the increasingly intricate global security landscape in 
the post-Cold War era. NATO had to change from its Cold War strategies to 
a more flexible and adaptable security approach due to the rise of non-
state actors, increased terrorism, and cyber threats. 
 
During the early 21st century, NATO broadened its focus in reaction to the 
terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001. For the first 
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time ever, NATO used Article 5, showing how the alliance can adjust its 
legal structure to combat the changing threat of terrorism.28  
 
NATO’s subsequent involvement in Afghanistan through the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) showcased its capacity to operate beyond 
its traditional Euro-Atlantic region, albeit with mixed results. The mission 
raised questions about NATO’s ability to effectively engage in long-term 
stabilization efforts outside Europe, a challenge that would persist in future 
operations. As NATO navigated the complexities of the post-Cold War era, 
it also began addressing new domains of warfare, particularly cybersecurity 
and space. Recognizing the increasing importance of these domains, NATO 
declared cyberspace a domain of warfare in 2016,29 marking a significant 
expansion of its legal and strategic frameworks. Similarly, NATO has taken 
steps to enhance its preparedness in space security, reflecting the alliance’s 
commitment to adapting to the full spectrum of modern threats. 
 
NATO in the 21st Century: New Challenges and Expansions 
The dawn of the 21st century presented NATO with a new set of global 
security challenges, many of which diverged significantly from the alliance’s 
original Cold War focus. As the world shifted towards an era marked by 
non-state actors, cyber threats, and emerging powers like China, NATO’s 
strategic objectives and legal frameworks were further adapted to address 
these evolving threats. The attacks on the United States on September 11, 
2001, marked a pivotal moment for NATO, reshaping its role in global 
security.30 
 
For the first time in NATO’s history, Article 5 was invoked following the 
9/11 attacks, demonstrating NATO’s relevance in countering new security 
threats. The alliance’s collective defence clause, originally designed to 
deter Soviet aggression, was now applied to a non-state actor—al-Qaeda.31 
This shift highlighted NATO’s adaptability and underscored the importance 
of its transatlantic partnership in addressing global terrorism. NATO’s 
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subsequent mission in Afghanistan, through the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF),32 marked its longest and most extensive operation 
beyond Europe. While the mission aimed to stabilize Afghanistan and 
dismantle terrorist networks, it also raised questions about NATO’s ability 
to sustain long-term stabilization missions outside of the Euro-Atlantic 
area.33 The withdrawal of NATO forces from Afghanistan in 2021 reignited 
debates about the effectiveness and scope of NATO’s interventions in non-
European theaters of conflict.  
 
NATO’s engagement with the global war on terror prompted further 
expansions in its strategic and legal frameworks. The emergence of cyber 
warfare as a significant security concern in the 21st century led to NATO’s 
recognition of cyberspace as a domain of warfare in 2016.34 This formal 
acknowledgment of the cyber domain reflected the alliance’s commitment 
to addressing non-traditional threats that increasingly define modern 
warfare. NATO’s establishment of the Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of 
Excellence in Estonia35 and the creation of the Cyber Operations Centre 
within its command structure are testaments to the alliance’s proactive 
approach to strengthening cyber defences.36  
 
Beyond cyberspace, NATO has also turned its attention to space security. 
Recognizing the critical role that space assets play in modern military 
operations, NATO has moved to enhance its capabilities in this domain. In 
2019, NATO declared space as an operational domain, a step that reflects 
the alliance’s ongoing evolution to address a wider range of security 
challenges.37 This change aims to reinforce the capacity of NATO to 
advance its qualitative superiority over its opponents in the context of the 
growing threat to the satellites and space-based assets in the modern 
global security paradigm. 
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Currently, in addition to counterterrorism and protection from the cyber 
perimeter, NATO also directs its strategic capabilities towards the conduct 
of hybrid warfare by both state and non-state actors.38 The evolution of 
hybrid practices of Russia, especially in the annexation of Crimea in 2014, 
made NATO re-evaluate the defence strategies it had in Eastern Europe. 
Hybrid warfare including information warfare, cyber warfare, and the use 
of non-state actors as proxies created another dimension of threat to 
NATO’s traditional model of collective defence. NATO responded through 
the EFP initiative which saw the deployment of multinational battalions in 
Poland and the Baltic States to dissuade further Russian moves, and 
reassure Eastern European NATO members of NATO’s readiness to provide 
adequate defence. 
 
The 2022 Strategic Concept document of NATO elaborates on the alliance's 
further developments and strategic reach. It admits that as a competitor 
and an active player, China needs to be taken into consideration, thus 
NATO’s interest in the Indo-Pacific region is made explicit. It identifies new 
priorities, including climate change and is viewed in wider security terms 
because it causes competition over resources and mass migrations. Thus, 
attending to NATO's further developments, it can be noted that NATO has 
expanded its traditional mission of collective self-defence and has taken a 
broader perspective on security, which now also includes cyber, hybrid 
warfare, and political dynamics conflict due to the rise of China.39 
 
Russia’s Reaction on NATO’s Eastward Expansion  
NATO’s eastward expansion, particularly into former Soviet republics and 
satellite states, has been one of the most contentious issues in post-Cold 
War geopolitics. Guided by Article 10 of the North Atlantic Treaty, which 
allows for the admission of new members that meet specific political and 
military criteria, NATO was positively inclined towards attracting Eastern 
European countries into its fold in the 1990s.40  The alliance’s eastward 
expansion, while legally grounded in NATO’s founding treaty, has sparked 
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significant tensions with Russia, which views NATO’s proximity to its 
borders as a direct threat to its strategic depth and security. 
 
Russia’s opposition to NATO expansion is rooted in its perception of the 
alliance as a vestige of the Cold War, designed to counter Soviet influence. 
For Moscow, NATO’s movement into its former sphere of influence in 
Eastern Europe is seen as an encroachment on its national security and an 
effort to contain Russia’s resurgence as a global power. Russian officials 
have cited agreements,41 such as the 1990 Charter of Paris42 and the 1997 
NATO-Russia Founding Act,43 as evidence of alleged promises made by 
Western powers to limit NATO’s enlargement. However, no binding 
international treaty prevents NATO from admitting new members, and 
NATO’s leadership has consistently argued that enlargement strengthens 
European security by bringing more nations under the umbrella of 
collective defence. 
 
The inclusion of the Baltic States (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) in 2004, along 
with other former Warsaw Pact countries like Poland and Hungary, marked 
a turning point in NATO-Russia relations. For Russia, the presence of NATO 
troops and military infrastructure so close to its borders was seen as a 
threat to its strategic interests. This concern was further exacerbated by 
NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence (EFP) in Eastern Europe, which began 
in 201744 in response to Russia’s actions in Ukraine. The deployment of 
multinational battalions to Poland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania 
underscored NATO’s commitment to deterring Russian aggression, but it 
also deepened the rift between NATO and Russia.45  
 
The 2008 war between Russia and Georgia and the 2014 annexation of 
Crimea were key flashpoints in Russia’s deteriorating relationship with 
NATO. Moscow viewed these conflicts as direct responses to NATO’s 
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encroachment into its sphere of influence, particularly after Georgia and 
Ukraine expressed interest in joining the alliance.46  Russia’s actions in 
Ukraine, including its support for separatist forces in the Donbas region, 
demonstrated Moscow’s willingness to use military force to counter 
NATO’s expansion. The Russia-Ukraine war, which erupted in 2022, further 
strained NATO-Russia relations, with NATO providing military and non-
military assistance to Ukraine under the framework of the NATO-Ukraine 
Distinctive Partnership.47     
 

From NATO’s perspective, eastward expansion serves as a means of 
consolidating peace and stability in Europe by integrating former 
Communist states into its collective defence framework. The enlargement 
process has brought new democracies into the fold, extending the security 
benefits of NATO membership to nations historically caught between East 
and West. However, Russia sees NATO’s expansion as a violation of its 
strategic interests and has repeatedly used this as justification for 
aggressive military actions in its near abroad. 
 
As NATO continues to expand, with Finland and Sweden pursuing 
membership in the wake of the Russia-Ukraine war, the strategic 
implications for European stability and the balance of power in Eastern 
Europe remain a subject of intense debate.48 While NATO maintains that 
enlargement enhances collective security, Russia’s reaction suggests that 
the alliance’s eastward push has contributed to renewed tensions 
reminiscent of Cold War dynamics. 
 
According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 
Russia's defence expenditure grew from approximately $41.1 billion in 
2010 to $84.5 billion in 2014, reflecting heightened security concerns 
following NATO’s expansion and the Ukraine crisis. Public sentiment in 
Russia has also mirrored these strategic anxieties. Surveys by the Levada 
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Center49* in 2015 revealed that only 5% of Russians viewed NATO 
positively, while over 70% perceived the alliance as a threat to Russian 
sovereignty. 
 
Russia has consistently cited the presence of NATO infrastructure near its 
borders—including US missile defence systems in Poland and Romania—as 
justification for military modernization and regional assertiveness. These 
figures and perceptions underline the strategic depth of Russian opposition 
to NATO's enlargement, challenging the alliance’s efforts to promote 
European stability through expansion. 
 
NATO’s Response to the Russia-Ukraine War 
The Russia-Ukraine war, which began in 2014 with the annexation of 
Crimea and escalated dramatically in 2022 with Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine, has profoundly impacted NATO’s strategic posture. This conflict 
has reinforced NATO’s role as the principal security guarantor in Europe 
and brought the alliance back to its original mission of defending Europe 
from Russian aggression. The war has also highlighted the complexities of 
NATO’s relationship with non-member states like Ukraine and the legal and 
strategic challenges that come with providing support without direct 
intervention.50  
 
Ukraine, while not a NATO member, has long had a cooperative 
relationship with the alliance through frameworks such as the NATO-
Ukraine Distinctive Partnership and the Enhanced Opportunities 
Partnership (EOP). These partnerships have facilitated military cooperation 
and defence reforms in Ukraine since the early 2000s.51 However, NATO’s 
involvement in the Russia-Ukraine conflict has remained indirect, primarily 
through military aid, training, and intelligence-sharing rather than direct 
military engagement. This approach reflects NATO’s careful balancing act: 
providing robust support to Ukraine while avoiding actions that could 
escalate the conflict into a broader war between NATO and Russia. 
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NATO has based its legal and strategic reaction to the conflict on 
international humanitarian law and focused on offering defensive 
assistance to Ukraine. The alliance has continuously criticized Russia's 
behavior as breaches of international law, specifically the principles of state 
sovereignty and territorial integrity outlined in the United Nations Charter. 
Simultaneously, NATO has provided aid to Ukraine within legal limits for 
non-member state assistance in conflict, ensuring adherence to 
international law.52 
 
NATO's deterrence and defence capabilities have been put to the test by 
the conflict, especially on its Eastern Flank, where countries like Poland and 
the Baltic States are closely monitoring for possible Russian aggression. In 
reaction, NATO has greatly increased its military force in Eastern Europe, by 
sending more soldiers and strengthening its Enhanced Forward Presence 
(EFP) to reassure member countries and discourage more Russian 
invasions.53 These missions show NATO's dedication to collective defence, 
as stated in Article 5, and its preparedness to protect member countries 
from attacks. 
 
The conflict in Russia and Ukraine has also sped up Finland and Sweden's 
efforts to join NATO. For many years, both nations stayed neutral in terms 
of military but have now changed their security strategies due to Russia's 
aggressive behavior.54 Their accession to NATO would not only expand the 
alliance’s geographic reach but also enhance its strategic depth in Northern 
Europe, further complicating Russia’s security calculations. Russia has 
reacted sharply to these developments, viewing NATO’s potential 
expansion into Finland and Sweden as another example of the alliance 
encroaching on its sphere of influence. 
 
NATO’s strategic response to the Russia-Ukraine war underscores the 
alliance’s enduring relevance in European security. The conflict has 
reinvigorated NATO’s traditional deterrence role while also highlighting the 
complexities of supporting non-member states like Ukraine. As the war 
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continues, NATO’s challenge will be to maintain unity among its members, 
ensure effective deterrence, and support Ukraine’s sovereignty without 
crossing the line into direct conflict with Russia.55   
 
The Role of the United States in NATO 
The United States has been central to NATO since its inception in 1949, 
contributing most of its military power and influencing its strategic path. 
The North Atlantic Treaty formalizes this role, specifically through Article 
5's dedication to collective defence, which was activated for the first time 
following the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. This significant 
event highlighted the US's impactful position in NATO's security goals.56   
 
In the past, the US aimed to avoid one European power taking control of 
the continent, which originated from its early 20th-century focus on 
preserving a divided balance of power in Europe. This goal influenced 
NATO's formation in the Cold War era, initially prioritizing to counter Soviet 
impact and incorporate West Germany into Western defence systems. 
Currently, given Russia's limited economic and military strength, there is a 
chance to reevaluate the United States' position in Europe. Despite 
showing a readiness to use military power, Russia's ability to present a 
threat to the entire continent is restricted. Some analysts propose that 
NATO should adjust its focus to allow for more European leadership in 
defence issues and promote a security approach centered around Europe.57 
 
An ongoing issue in NATO has been the division over burden-sharing, as the 
US pushes European allies to reach the 2% of GDP defence spending goal 
established during the 2014 Wales Summit. During the Trump 
administration, this position became more firm, with language implying 
that American backing could decrease if allies did not provide their "fair 
share." The Biden administration has once again confirmed its strong 
dedication to NATO, commending the alliance's growth to incorporate 
Finland and Sweden. Nevertheless, shifting additional responsibilities to 
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European allies could potentially cut billions from the US military budget 
each year, which would help address the country's current fiscal issues.58 
 
One possible strategic change may include the US giving European allies 
more operational duties, urging them to enhance their defence-industrial 
capabilities and reducing their usual dependence on American military 
gear. This shift would involve backing European defence capabilities 
without relying too heavily on American input, in line with efforts such as 
Germany's recent boost in defence expenditures as part of its Zeitenwende 
strategy.59 In the future, the US may shift from leading defence in NATO to 
offering strategic support, possibly allowing a European Commander to 
have a more important role within the organization. 
 
Even though the US continues to be crucial to NATO's existing structure, 
there might be a need to adjust American obligations in order to tackle 
new global challenges, such as those in the Indo-Pacific region. A well-
balanced transition would enable NATO to stay strong in protecting Europe 
while also providing the US with more freedom to handle its worldwide 
interests and resources. 
 
As of 2023, NATO reported that only 11 of its 31 member states had met 
the defence spending benchmark of 2% of GDP, a goal set at the 2014 
Wales Summit. The United States remains the largest contributor, 
accounting for nearly 70% of the alliance's total defence spending. In 
contrast, many European allies, including Germany and Italy, have 
historically lagged behind this target. 
 
This disproportionate spending has been a persistent source of friction 
within the alliance. The Trump administration vocally criticized this 
imbalance, while the Biden administration has adopted a more diplomatic 
stance, continuing to encourage increased European defence investment. 
Recent efforts, such as Germany's "Zeitenwende" defence strategy and the 
European Defence Fund, represent steps toward rebalancing the 
transatlantic burden. Nevertheless, a strategic shift that entrusts European 
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members with greater operational roles could potentially reduce US 
expenditures while preserving NATO’s collective deterrence capability. 
 
Conclusion 
As NATO reaches its anniversary of more than seventy years of security in 
the Atlantic region, consideration should be taken into what the future of 
the alliance is, and its expansion in view of stability in Europe and around 
the world. The recent enlargements to the east significantly influenced 
NATO's strategic priorities and capabilities, with the respective 
consequences it entails in its relation with Russia and the wider regional 
security setting. In the early days of NATO, its open-door policy was dual-
purposed: to strengthen European unity and keep the Soviets at bay. Now, 
it serves as reassurance for would-be members but a source of irritation 
with Russia. This places NATO in a critical dilemma in its mandate—to strike 
a proper balance between its core values of collective defence and open 
membership—set against the rapidly changing security environment in 
Eastern Europe and traditionally tense NATO-Russia relations.  
 
The possibility of further expansion, much more around regions near 
Russia's sphere of influence, is quite touchy. For Russia, the mass expansion 
of NATO has been viewed as one of the biggest threats to its survival, with 
heightened tensions and security complications. It has responded to the 
fact that NATO is moving eastward by reinforcing its military capabilities on 
its western border and employing hybrid-warfare methods in its vicinity, as 
a way of demonstrating, from the Russian perspective, the destabilizing 
effect of continuous NATO enlargement. Consolidation of collective 
security through NATO enlargement is considered one way, but this 
demands a shift in the defence strategy toward more investment in 
deterrence and resilience, especially in NATO's eastern side. This strategic 
shift also forms part of NATO's commitment to stability, gesturing at the 
same time that advances into areas which Russia believes are strategic will 
not be tolerated.  
 
The expansion goes beyond security and has wide-ranging implications for 
political and economic stability throughout Europe. NATO enables 
countries seeking membership to have a way to achieve security while at 
the same time strengthening democracy. Throughout accessions, very 
profound changes in internal affairs and a reordering of foreign policy 
involve sacrifice in most cases, incurring burdens on local resources, 
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exacerbating internal clashes, as seen in Ukraine and Georgia. This NATO 
expansion also entails increased levels of military expenditure and logistical 
cooperation among member states. All this has been a little problematic 
for countries that have less money to spend. While the burden-sharing 
mechanism stimulates collective resilience, it also demands of the 
countries an amount of internal cohesion which had sometimes been hard 
to achieve among the diversity that comprised NATO's membership. 
 
It now falls upon NATO to stand against the challenge of relevance and 
cohesion in a security environment evolving with the changing world order. 
Clearly, such complexities of scenarios may even obligate NATO to ponder 
over more flexible partnership models with non-members, extending 
security assurances sans membership formalities. This approach would 
allow NATO to achieve a greater stabilizing effect without the significant 
geopolitical backlash attached to full membership. It also centers 
diplomatic relations with Russia - essential but vexing - for the prevention 
of further division within Europe and for restraint on the risk of accidental 
escalations. Strong deterrence, blended with diplomacy, is perhaps the 
road to lasting stability in which the Alliance can protect its core values 
while being responsive to contemporary security challenges. 
 
In conclusion, NATO’s expansion and reaction to Russia's concerns about 
security will continue to play a decisive role in shaping the European 
security landscape for the coming years. First and foremost, NATO needs to 
continue to act as a balancing force through prudent behavior, 
remembering alliance expansion and diplomatic steps. After all, the secret 
of NATO's future lies in adapting to new challenges without playing with 
European stability or its relationship with Russia. The success, thus, of the 
alliance would depend on its capability for growth in membership and the 
creation of an environment which can foster collective security and 
strategic stability. 


