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NATO’s Eastern Members & the Haunts of a Cold War 

 

Lukas Cooper 

ACUK Research Analyst 

 

NATO is not the alliance it used to be. The transformation of international security regimes since the 

Cold War, and the demise of its Soviet counterweight, have necessitated the organisation’s 

evolution; both in terms of its physical assets, and doctrinal purpose.1 Yet the extent to which the 

                                                           
1
 Study on NATO Enlargement, (1995). http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_24733.htm. 

Chpt.1.(A.1)..  
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same can be said of its members, specifically those Central and Eastern European states which 

moved westward (politically speaking) following the Warsaw Pact’s dissolution, is contestable. The 

fallout of the Cold War produced an inherently complex environment. Its end, and the birth of a 

multipolar power system marked by the 

fragmented release of previously unified, 

though oppressed, nations in Central and 

Eastern Europe represented international 

anarchy in its purest form. Yet 

contemporary scholarship is guilty of 

having neglected that complexity through 

the continued over-reliance on a 

redundant, and elitist, superpower framework; subtracting from the variety of forces vying for 

change. The 20th century, broadly speaking, was an era marked by elite power contests. The end of 

the Soviet Union, however, birthed a multi-polar structure, the effects of which are still felt today, 

and not yet adequately understood. In an attempt to more closely examine that partition, this article 

shall address the dynamics of change that came to direct continental security relationships; namely 

between Poland and NATO. 

 

The security environments of Poland and NATO after the Cold War are best analysed through the 

employ of two models; one of reformist, and another of reactionary change. The former, which 

concerns NATO’s established Western members, recognises the burden of a Cold War footing and 

the absence of a Soviet counterbalance. Broadly speaking, as is outlined in the Alliance’s 1995 Study 

on Expansion, NATO’s continued existence necessitated the construction of a new security 

architecture. The latter, which was most vividly adopted by Poland, as a re-emerging sovereign state, 

is marked by reorientation rather than restructure. Indeed for Poland change did not resemble the 

dismantling of defence structures as much as it did the opportunity to integrate within them as a 

self-governing member. As has been made clear in the wake of the crisis in Ukraine, there is a lack of 

strategic cohesion between NATO’s western and eastern members regarding a Russian threat. That 

discord, and Poland’s present struggle to align Western security policy, towards Russia, behind her 

own guardedness is rooted in the development of NATO’s expansion and integration following the 

demise of the Soviet Union. 
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The security environment confronting 

Poland in the 1990s was less the new 

multipolar order that preoccupied 

Western elites, and more a depressed 

form of the bipolar regime that had been 

so entrenched since the Second World 

War. For Warsaw, the drive to enter into 

the Western community was fuelled by a 

desire to escape the vulnerability of a 

vacuous region and to reinforce Poland’s sovereignty, against the type of Russian aggression that 

had dominated its recent history. Far from the Idealist reforms preoccupying elite security 

discussions, Poland’s movement westwards marked the creation of her own balancing strategy; 

drawing the protective remains of a Cold War alliance over her, to match and maximise the stability 

provided by traditional bipolar contest. It is 

worth here reminding ourselves of Poland’s 

astonishing transition from a founding Warsaw 

Pact member, to a committed NATO ally. The 

reason for that transformation, in which Poland 

successfully negotiated from one nuclear 

umbrella to another, has quite naturally been 

Warsaw’s continuing perception of a Russian 

threat to European stability. Indeed the 

environment in which Poland operates is still deeply characterised by an East-West divide; a fact that 

is plainly clear from Polish strategic and security policy.  

 

We might, for example, look at Warsaw’s military policy, which is punctuated by an ever present 

compulsion to prepare for future Russian aggression. While, following the Cold War, the steep drop 

in NATO’s collective military spending exemplified the unwillingness of member states to consume 

aggressive policy (between 1987-1998 NATO’s collective defence spending fell by $226.635 Billion, 
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and did not rise significantly until after the events of 2001), Warsaw (who’s military expenditure 

since 1988 has never dropped below 1.8% of GDP, and peaked at 2.6% and 2.5% respectively in 1990 

and 1993) has sought to maintain a defensive readiness and strategic deterrence.2 A regional player, 

rather than global, Warsaw’s assessment of her own security is determined by conditions to her 

immediate North, South, East and West. The fact that in official government documentation 

Poland’s outlook is structurally defined by these same compass headings substantiates this; the 

further knowledge that only the latter two headings (East & West) are detailed to have implications 

for security confirms for us the environment within which Poland still operates.3 This analysis is 

further cemented when we consider that, alongside NATO’s role, the other defining pillar of Polish 

security policy is to increase the U.S.’s presence in Europe. Where Europe’s leading members are 

concerned, U.S. military fortification on the continent is an unwarranted and outdated exercise. 

Poland’s National Security Strategy, as well as scholars Marcin Zaborowski and Kerry Longhurst, 

articulates that there exists an ambition to treat the EU as a counterweight to the United States.4 

Certainly US and Franco-German strategy have been at odds in their approach to the Ukraine crisis.  

Yet, Warsaw has striven to fix America’s support through the likes of arms trading and, up until 2012, 

a firm commitment to the extension of the missile defence system in to Polish territory (where after 

the plan was scrapped by President Obama).  

 

Continuing, beyond military capability, Warsaw has expanded its arsenal for stability to include an 

increased investment in regional democratisation. Feeding somewhat off NATO’s post-Soviet 

Idealism, Warsaw has come to realise that the stability of the region is only enhanced by the spread 

of democratic values through closer integration with Western institutions. To that end Warsaw, 

through the Visegrad Group (who’s other members – the Czech Republic and Hungary – acceded to 

NATO simultaneously with Poland) have set about the democratic development of Eastern Europe; 

principally in Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus. In their own words, the events ongoing ‘in Ukraine have 

shown that the fundamental principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity are not granted on the 

                                                           
2 ‘NATO Total’, NATO Members – Military Expenditure Index 1949-2014. SIPRI; ‘Military Expenditure Database 

1988-2014’. SIPRI. 2015. http://www.sipri.org/research/armaments/milex/milex_database. Accessed; 

21/08/15.  
3
 Polish Foreign Policy Priorities 2012-2016. 17. 

4
 NSS 2007. 9. 
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European continent.’5 Such is the current 

European climate that the Visegrad Group, 

which is principally a diplomatic organisation 

dedicated to democratisation, has collectively 

diverted its efforts to the enhancement of its 

defensive military capabilities. We must ask 

ourselves, then, what is it that Poland and her 

Eastern neighbours see that is so overlooked 

by their allies in the west? After all, rather than empathising with Polish trepidations, NATO’s elite 

have cast them aside, ironically, as hawkish.6 

 

On being asked whether the current crisis in Ukraine was a surprise for NATO’s leading European 

members, the alternative being that warning signs were ignored, a senior NATO official wittingly 

remarked that it indeed had been a surprise, because signs were ignored.7 That sentiment succinctly 

encapsulates the issue central to NATO’s discord. Having both been faced with challenges to their 

continued existence after the demise of Soviet power, NATO and Poland have developed as a result 

of their own historical motives; a development that has resulted in an un-cohesive eastern policy, 

despite the importance that each accords to the other. Indeed that perceived ignorance or, 

alternatively, deliberate reluctance to fortify NATO’s eastern European flank has been the precise 

focus of Polish foreign policy. For that Western elite, however, of which Germany and France are 

stood most afar, the growing Eastern concerns over Russia’s resurgence are representative of a 

dated security regime and not beneficial to a reformed order. Indeed there is an elitist consensus 

that a changed model of ‘security in Europe is only possible with Russia’, and any strengthening of 

                                                           
5
 ‘The Visegrad Group Joint Statement on the Eastern Partnership’, Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs of 

the Slovak Republic, (Bratislava. May 15
th

, 2015). http://www.visegradgroup.eu/calendar/2014/visegrad-
group-joint.  
6
 Georgi Gotev and Krzysztof Kokoszczynski. An Interview with Radoslaw ‘Sikorski: If Poland is Hawkish on 

Ukraine, is Russia a Dove?’. EurActive.com. September 12
th

, 2014. http://www.euractiv.com/sections/poland-
ambitious-achievers/sikorski-if-poland-hawkish-ukraine-russia-dove-308392.  
7
 Senior NATO staff member speaking to the author on the provision that source names be kept confidential, 

at a seminar in NATO’s Brussels headquarters. July, 2015.  



 
 

 
 

6 
 

NATO’s eastern flank is to be forgone as a means of appeasing it.8 Despite alliance, that frustrating 

disharmony is perhaps best demonstrated through the Berlin-led pursuit of negotiated de-

escalation, and the Polish advocacy of preparedness.9 Whilst on the surface that difference might 

seem an inconsequential disagreement within an otherwise strong and coordinated alliance, viewed 

from individual security perspectives to which each respective actor is inherently invested that 

difference, for one implies compromise, and to the other provocative aggression.  

 

The historical significance of Russian 

aggression for Warsaw cannot be 

underplayed. Interviewing Poland’s former 

Foreign Minister Radek Sikorski for Foreign 

Policy, Michael Weiss has written that 

Warsaw’s ‘grim history…has foreclosed on 

any optimistic gloss on neo-imperial 

ambitions.’10 Adding to this, Weiss came to 

the assessment that Warsaw, by 

comparison to Berlin and Western Europe, 

is ‘quicker to apprehend a continental security threat gathering.’11 Though here crediting Warsaw, 

within the context of this discussion Weiss’ analysis raises concerns over Poland’s potential over-

reliance on a historical lens, and the tainted impact it may have on Poland’s modern security 

perspective. Indeed Realist theories, on which Polish security doctrine is predominantly based, has 

an inherent need to produce a threatening other in the international system; it was a reaction to an 

external threat, which by NATO’s evaluation no longer existed, that first drove Poland westwards in 

the post-Cold War environment. That overpowering drive to establish a security guarantee today 

continues to impact the manner in which Warsaw internalises the cooperative security policy 

advocated by its NATO allies. Regional democratisation, as we have seen, serves Warsaw by 

                                                           
8
 Justyna Gotkowska, ‘A Weak Link? Germany in the Euro-Atlantic security system’, A Point of View, No.47, 

(Centre for Eastern Studies; Warsaw. Jan.2015). 6. 
9
 For Poland, see National Security Strategy 2014; and for Germany see;  Gotkowska, ‘A Weak Link? Germany 

in the Euro-Atlantic security system’.  
10

 Michael Weiss, ‘Can Radek Sikorski Save Europe?’, Foreign Policy, (April 30
th

, 2014). 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/04/30/can-radek-sikorski-save-europe/. 
11

 Ibid.  
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emboldening the independence of Central and Eastern Europe from Russian expansion. Yet that 

ambition, and that maintenance of an external threat, has now served on several occasions to 

distract Polish agenda from alternative means of stabilisation. Indeed, not dissimilar to the manner 

in which Warsaw utilises democratisation as a tool for security, Sherman W. Garnett noted in 1996 

that Poland’s ambition to join NATO actively disregarded a concurrent opportunity to diplomatically 

engage the eastern region.12 That Polish repression of ‘ostpolitik’ in favour of a ‘march to NATO’, 

Garnett then claimed, might have invoked a ‘redivision of the region into spheres of interest’ where 

instead Warsaw might have acted as a consolidating bridge between East and West.13 Whilst such 

divisive spheres as entrenched as those in the Cold War are yet to emerge, although there is 

certainly cause for concern given the current context, Warsaw’s ambitions for security have 

maintained the existence of a threatening other.  

 

Yet Warsaw’s concern has not been without 

cause. Foreign Minister Sikorski again, responding 

to the accusation of Poland’s hawkishness, stated; 

‘If Poland is a “hawk”, than how are we to 

describe Russia? A “dove” of peace?’14 The 

minister then followed his statement citing 

examples of Russian-Polish cooperation, such as 

the Kaliningrad border negotiations.  Indeed 

Poland has engaged cooperatively with Russia through NATO and, whilst Polish investment in 

regional democracy does serve to embolden its own security, Warsaw’s actions are not comparable 

to any military provocation worthy of Russian aggression. We would be careful, then, to confuse 

Poland’s just reticence as hawkish. Rather Polish preparatory actions are directly relevant to the 

perceived threat, and not emblematic of an escalatory trend. Warsaw’s military modernisation, for 

example, and its aim to expand the capacity of its own defence industry is to be controlled and 

prevented from outgrowing its purpose. Indeed Poland’s 2014 security strategy iterated that the 

                                                           
12

 Sherman W. Garnett, ‘Poland: Bulwark or Bridge?’, Foreign Policy, No.102, (Spring, 1996). 
13

 Ibid. 78; Ibid. 79. 
14

 Gotev and Kokoszczynski, An Interview with Radoslaw ‘Sikorski: If Poland is Hawkish on Ukraine, is Russia a 
Dove?’.  
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industry must be kept ‘balanced’ with its international obligations.15 Further to this, a joint Visegrad 

Group publication necessitates that the region not become a global defence market.16 Poland, thus, 

has no interest in acquiring excessive force, or in militarising the European region, but would 

doubtlessly welcome a genuinely cooperative Russia. What’s more Warsaw’s policy is, in fact, 

representative of a wider regional movement to guard against Russian pressure. Outside of the 

Visegrad Group, for example, the Centre for Eastern Studies reports that Lithuania, Estonia and 

Latvia are maintaining their programmes of conscription, whilst enhancing the readiness of their 

main and reserve forces.17 Atop of this Sweden’s national defence commission, as a result of the 

crisis in Ukraine, has advocated a 12% increase in defence spending, and increased cooperation with 

NATO and Nordic partners in light of what it notes as ‘the greatest threat to the European order 

since the Cold War.’18 Russia has increased its spending by 60%.19 

 

In France by comparison, according to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 

the Ukraine crisis has inspired no increase in defence spending, whilst in Germany, Italy and the UK 

budgets are anticipated to fall.20 Whilst the Western elite might consider Poland hawkish, they might 

reciprocally be viewed as subscribing to, what Marek Garztecki calls the ‘Moscow (or Belgrade) 

perspective’; an elitist diplomatic arch, that surpasses the interests of Central-Eastern European 

nations in favour of accommodating the Russian position.21 Whilst an extreme forecast, such is the 

opinion in Poland that Justyna Gotkowska, extending Garztecki’s term for the Centre of Eastern 

Studies, has suggested ‘Moscow considers Berlin to be a partner who…might be inclined to negotiate 

a change to the European security architecture at the expense of the sovereignty of the eastern 

NATO members.’22 In a similar manner to which Weiss recalled Warsaw’s reliance on history so too 

                                                           
15

 NSS 2014. 47. 
16

 ‘Long Term Vision of the Visegrad Countries on Deepening their Defence Coopertion’, Visegrad Group. 1. 
17

 Piotr Szymanski & Justyna Gotkowska, ‘The Baltic States’ Territorial Defence Forces in the Face of Hybrid 
Threats’, Centre for Eastern Studies, No.165, (March.19

th
, 2015). Pp1-8. 

18
 ‘Military Spending in Europe in the Wake of the Ukraine Crisis’, Media Backgrounder, SIPRI. 4. 

19
 Ibid. 1.  

20
 Ibid. Pp6-7.  

21
 Marek Garztecki, ‘Poland’s Western Dilemma’, The World Today, Vol.50, No.4, (April,1994).. 78. 

22
 Gotkowska, ‘A Weak Link? Germany in the Euro-Atlantic security system’. 7. 
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does Gotkowska caution against elitist strategizing or, as Garztecki puts it, ‘Great Power collusion’ 

synonymous to that following the wars of the 20th century.23  

 

To that end both Poland and the Western elite should adjust their outlook if that disharmony, 

inherent since the end of the Cold War is to be resolved.  Where the latter is concerned, NATO’s 

continental strategy must be decentralised to fully accommodate the legitimate concerns of its 

eastern members. Whilst NATO’s Cold War members advocated reform in their 1995 Study on 

Expansion, the continued elitism of the Alliance’s eastern policy prevents the true realisation of that 

reform and, rather, invites the re-establishment of geopolitical divisions in Europe should tensions 

continue to rise. Indeed through the continued dismissal of eastern concerns, rather than their valid 

inclusion within continental strategizing, amid continued hostilities Poland and its neighbours would 

once more occupy the satellite position between East and West. NATO’s Europe should yet more 

thoroughly engage the policy concerns of its members.  Were it to do so, Russo-European 

cooperation would be far more decisively structured in the form of consolidated continent and 

dependable Russian nation. If true reform is to be achieved, Poland, with its partners in the Visegrad 

Group, should be channelled as regional leaders, engaging in a cooperative and non-exclusive 

‘ostpolitik’. Yet to that end Poland must also develop further, transferring from its traditional 

Neorealist perspective towards a genuine internalisation of Constructivist socialisation, if it is to 

legitimately and cohesively consolidate the eastern region. That is not to belittle Warsaw’s 

Rationalist perception of threat, but merely recognise the limits of its application. There is a threat 

to the stability of Europe; the tensions of the 20th century have not yet cooled. Their cohesive 

resolution must recognise the multiple dynamics at hand. 

 

  

                                                           
23

 Garztecki. 78.  
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NATO Expansion: 

High Time for a Rethink 

 

Brin Najzer 

ACUK Junior Research Analyst 

 

The policy of dual enlargement, 

the enlargement of numbers and 

mission still lies at the core of 

NATO. While the enlargement of 

mission has its own set of 

problems it is perhaps the 

enlargement of numbers that is 

more worrying at present. As the 

recent invitation extended to 

Montenegro shows, a greater number of member states is still viewed as a goal within the Alliance. 

But should NATO continue its seemingly endless expansion or should barriers other than the Urals or 

the Pacific Ocean put a stop to the expansionist ambitions? The current membership map clearly 

shows the great geographical extent of the Alliance as well as the political, economic and cultural 

diversity subsumed within its member states. While the ideals that hold members together are 

undoubtedly strong they are increasingly counter-balanced by the frictions and a divergence of 

interests of an ever growing number of states. Recent crises on NATO’s periphery and the 

organisation’s response to them provide a good lesson that a greater number of member states 

might not bring about a stronger alliance. NATO exhibited deep splits over the intervention in Libya 

and the war in Syria, almost akin to the controversial operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. But it was 

the crisis in Ukraine that most clearly exposed the dangers of the continuation of such a policy.  

 



 
 

 
 

11 
 

It is of course not a new argument. Many 

authors over the decades have raised concerns 

about the continuous expansion as a policy that 

could eventually lead to a deterioration of 

relations with NATO’s neighbours, chiefly Russia. 

One of the most famous examples of these 

warnings if George Kennan’s 1997 article “A 

fateful error” but he is by no means the only 

analyst blowing the warning whistle. During the 

1990’s there was much debate over the expansion into Eastern Europe and some of the warnings 

then expressed have certainly come true in more recent times. The idea behind the expansion was 

based on promoting democracy and establishing a secure and prosperous post-Cold War Europe. 

This vocal promotion of democratic ideals brought many states into the fold but it caused the 

greatest concerns with some others, chiefly Russia. NATO-Russia relations, always fraught with 

difficulties, suffered enormously as a result and have resulted in a number of unfortunate 

consequences.  

 

Ever since the collapse of the Soviet Union NATO has edged closer and closer to Russia’s borders but 

perhaps without really understanding what the results might be. When Georgia and Ukraine were 

almost invited to join NATO in 2008 it should have become clear that Russia would do anything in its 

power to prevent it. It should also have given the Alliance pause to think if such a policy was really in 

its best interests. The Russo-Georgian war in 2008 was in part caused by Georgian hopes that NATO 

would come to its aid or at least make 

moves to deter Russia from intervening. For 

Ukraine the situation was even more 

serious as Russia had long made it publicly 

clear that it would not tolerate the states 

accession to NATO. The democratic ideas 

that NATO embraces sound wonderful and 

can have great appeal but they should not 
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be applied indiscriminately. Individual cases, particularly in a state as strategically important as 

Ukraine should be studied with much more care. The events of 2014 clearly show the end results of 

hasty political decisions based on incorrect assumptions. While it is false to claim that the cause of 

the Ukrainian crisis falls squarely at NATO’s doorstep it would be equally untrue to absolve the 

Alliance of any wrongdoing. The unwillingness to admit that mistakes were made when dealing with 

Ukraine and Russia in the past and to accept part of the blame for those (other organisations like the 

EU are also partially responsible) is irresponsible. Rather than fix the underlying problems and re-

examine its own policies NATO seems to indulge itself in great amounts of Russia bashing. But such 

policies are akin to treating the symptoms rather than the disease. The fact that both Ukraine and 

Georgia are still mentioned by leading Alliance officials as potential member states is almost absurd. 

It would of course be impolitic to close the door on any possible membership for these states but a 

realistic appraisal would show that not only are they a long was away from fulfilling membership 

criteria it would be a strategic error of great proportions to admit them without normalising 

relations with Russia beforehand.  

 

Expansion does of course not only affect 

NATO’s external relations but has and impact 

on its internal politics as well. A larger 

number of member states means there are 

more voices to take into account, more 

arguments raised and more conditions to be 

satisfied before action can be taken. It is one 

of the great hallmarks of NATO as an equal 

alliance that its decisions are based on 

consensus. Historically it has shown great capability to build and maintain consensus, reinventing 

itself in the process, however a greater number of members means that this process becomes ever 

more difficult. Viewing this position in the light of NATO’s operations in Libya and Syria it becomes 

clear that even at current membership levels the internal divisions are enormous and very difficult to 

bridge. Splits amongst the East-West axis or the North-South divide are more and more visible as 

individual states face greater security challenges. Because NATO requires consensus to act 

effectively it is now caught between too many differing and dissenting interests to be able to clearly 
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articulate which crisis should be given strategic priority. Operation Unified Protector in Libya very 

clearly demonstrated these internal divisions since a number of members (led by Germany did not 

take part or were particularly unenthusiastic about it. The situation was further exacerbated by the 

lack of clear US leadership that had helped to build a consensus on man previous occasions such as 

the Balkans for example. These internal problems might cause the US to side-line NATO, preferring 

to act unilaterally or with ad hoc coalitions rather than to deal with such a large number of states 

that need convincing. Adding more states, particularly Easter European states which bring their own 

particular historical grievances and fears (further complication intra-alliance negotiations) could 

potentially be the final blow that renders NATO unable to act decisively in almost any scenario that 

does not clearly fall under Article 5.  

 

While the policy of expansion does indeed present NATO with a number of problems it can be 

difficult to turn away from it. It has been the basis of Alliance policy for so long that changing it 

might be nigh impossible but a careful re-examination is absolutely necessary. Admitting to past 

mistakes and learning from them is the only way to move forward and NATO has shown itself 

capable of great change in the past. Over its lifetime it had reinvented itself numerous times in order 

to maintain its relevance in a fluid international arena. Russian actions in Ukraine or those of ISIS in 

Syria, based on hybrid strategies, have shown to be very effective in discouraging a NATO response 

or confusing the decision-making process. In light of this, perhaps the time has come to rethink this 

core ideal in order to minimise the potential weaknesses that NATO’s opponents can exploit in the 

future. 
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The Secretary General's Annual Report 2015 

 

 

Please find the link to the second annual report 

drafted by Jens Stoltenberg as NATO Secretary 

General. The report provides an overview of how 

NATO promoted and supported peace and 

security in 2015.  It includes details on how NATO 

is enhancing deterrence and defence, investing in 

security, transforming capabilities, building 

relationships, sharing expertise, advancing the 

role of women in peace and security, and adapting 

as an institution. 

 

 

This year’s report provides broader, more detailed 

coverage of what NATO does. The report also 

includes updated figures on the defence 

expenditures of NATO countries.  

 

 

 

 

The full report is available here: http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_127331.htm 

 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_127331.htm

