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NATO: Cold War Relic or Meaningful

Rebirth?

Anthony Near

“T know that many people here in Ukraine still think of the Cold War when they think
of NATO. I spend a lot of time, wherever I go, asking people to take a fresh look at the
Alliance. Because it is a very different organisation.” —Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, Speech.

Kyiv, Ukraine: June 27, 2005.

Adaptation is a key element of Charles
Darwin’s revolutionary Origin of the
Species; if an organism were to survive in
a particular area, it had to adapt or else
run the risk of extinction. Written more
than 100 years ago, this same principle
can be applied to international
organizations. Under a realist view of
international affairs, the world is in a
constant state of chaos where political
and military power can quickly shift
between states. Because of this constant
change, groups must continuously adapt
in order to remain relevant. Failure to do
so leads to ineffectiveness, obsoleteness
and dissolution.

The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), a consensus based
alliance of 26 countries founded with the
primary purpose of collective defence, is
one organization that has been adapting
over the past two decades. Throughout
much of the Alliance’s history, the
organization functioned as a deterrent to
possible Soviet aggression against
Western Europe. In the past quarter-
century, the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the terrorist attacks that occurred on
September 11, 2001 have forced NATO to
evaluate its position in the modern
dynamic global security environment. At
the outset of the 21st century, the threat

of conventional conflict between NATO
and other states was deeply diminishing
while the threat of terrorism was on the
rise. This change in threat, from
conventional, symmetrical war to
unconventional, asymmetrical terrorism,
is the catalyst that forced NATO to
institute fundamental changes to ensure
its continued relevance.

To help evaluate the changes that
NATO is undergoing, Boutros Boutros-
Ghali’'s Agenda for Peace is a useful
document. In it, the former United
Nations (UN) Secretary-General, inter
alia, gave clear definition to the terms
‘peacemaking’,  ‘peacekeeping’, and
‘peacebuilding’. As part of the Alliance’s
transformation, NATO has positioned
itself as an influential actor in each of
these categories. From  stopping
atrocities in the Balkans, to maintaining
peace in Kabul, to training Iraqi security
forces, the Alliance has already
demonstrated its ability to be effective in
different mission types and different
geographies. Nonetheless, pundits and
politicians continue the naive and
pessimistic view of NATO as little more
than a Cold War relic. Without a doubt,
the transformations experienced by
NATO have allowed it to address the
international security demands of the
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