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NATO’s discussion over a new strategic concept is shaped by the quest for a redefini-
tion of both the purpose and the strategic identity of the Atlantic alliance. Is the alli-
ance still primarily a transatlantic alliance for collective defence directed against a
common threat? Or is it developing into an organization of democratic states based
on shared values, which acts wherever it is deemed necessary to assert the validity
of the values and concepts of liberal world order? Among the member states of
NATO a deep divide has opened up on such issues of strategic importance. It is
evident that the alliance lacks a common understanding of NATO’s strategic priori-
ties in the 21st century. Hence, the debate on a new strategic concept is fundamentally
characterized by dissent within the alliance – most notably regarding NATO’s future
global role.1

In the 1990s controversial discussions were still going on between NATO states
on the extent to which ‘out of area’ missions were part of the task of the alliance. This
issue at least has become largely obsolete. The alliance has in fact paid the greatest
attention to missions outside the immediate geographic area of the alliance in recent
years: it maintains an increasingly complex mission in Afghanistan, supports the
African Union in Sudan, or has provided humanitarian relief to Pakistan. Far more
controversial is the question whether the increasing global commitment of NATO,
i.e. the degree to which the alliance globalizes its operational spectrum of tasks
and missions (henceforth functional globalization), should be accompanied by an
institutional and consequently by a strategic globalization of the alliance as an organ-
ization; e.g. the issue of global membership (institutional globalization).2 In the
United States, in particular, the expansion of NATO to include ‘like-minded
states’, that is liberal democracies in other parts of the world, is frequently understood
to be a logical and consistent answer to the changes international order has been
subject to since the end of the Cold War. For years United States representatives to
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization have been pleading for a globalized alliance,
one that would develop from being a regional defence alliance into a globally
oriented security institution and in principle also be open to liberal democracies
outside the North Atlantic area.

In recent past many European states have been very reserved in their reactions to
such American ideas. Up to the present most of them have rejected an extension of
NATO to other areas of the world, pointing to the wording of the North Atlantic
Treaty and the Euro-Atlantic character of the alliance. Before the alliance summit
in Strasbourg and Kehl, German Chancellor Angela Merkel argued along these
lines in the German parliament:
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I cannot see a global NATO. The alliance is and remains primarily concentrated
on the collective security of the North Atlantic partners. This of course also
means that if need be it must also guarantee security outside the area of the alli-
ance. However, it does not mean that states around the globe can become
members, but rather that the member states from the transatlantic area must
fulfil this guarantee.3

The argument here is that in the short term it may prove possible for Europeans to
put off an in-depth discussion concerning the institutional globalization of NATO. To
be sure, Global NATO is an anathema on Boulevard Leopold these days. Given its
unpopularity in most of Europe, even supporters of the idea try to avoid the topic.
However, this article argues that in the long term European states will have to deal
actively with American strategic thought on both dimensions of Global NATO, i.e.
the functional and institutional globalization of the alliance, if the future of transatlan-
tic cooperation in the framework of a stable multilateral institution is considered to be
important. Rather than just being the idée du jour of neoconservative thought, the idea
of a value-based global alliance is embedded in a central line of tradition of Western
security policy. It has gained impetus due to the crisis of (universal) multilateralism
and will – in one way or another – almost certainly force its way back on the
agenda of Western security policy due to a number of important strategic trends.

The aim of this contribution is, first, to place the recent debate on ‘NATO going
global’ in its historical context and to work out the fundamental lines of tradition. The
conceptual assumptions about a Global NATO as the breeding ground for or a first
step towards a Concert of Democracies can be firmly localized in the tradition of
liberal order building, namely of multilaterally oriented security policy cooperation
within the framework of a community of liberal democracies whose intention is to
extend this community further. It can be understood as the expression of a criticism
of and frustration with an inclusive universal multilateralism encompassing both
liberal and non-liberal states.

Building on the insights gained the article sheds, second, light on the strategic
trends, which will most likely increase the attractiveness of the idea of a Global
NATO in the medium and long term. First, changing perceptions of threat and secur-
ity in Western democracies will mean that security policy becomes oriented less
towards defence against military threats of a restricted, mainly regional kind but
will develop instead in the direction of global risk management. Second, the transat-
lantic relationship is undergoing change on account of far-reaching geopolitical shifts
in the international system. For the United States, the European continent no longer
plays a central role in its security policy. An alliance restricting itself to the European
continent will thus be of diminishing importance for American grand strategy. Third,
many analysts expect that the rise of non-Western powers will in future also be
reflected in the institutions and fundamental rules of the international community.
Such a development can be expected to heighten tensions concerning the role of
liberal values Western democracies consider to be absolute and contribute to increas-
ing scepticism concerning a United Nations hampered by disagreements among
liberal and non-liberal states.
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In a third step, the article critically discusses the implications these proposals have
for the future of the Atlantic alliance in particular and liberal order-building in
general. It argues that the debate on Global NATO can be understood as a 21st-
century version of a liberal debate on the way of promoting a liberal world order.
As in earlier versions of this debate, there are daunting dilemmas that are inherent
in different interpretations of liberal order. Evaluating the possible implications of
a global alliance of democracies, the article concludes that totalizing liberal ideas
may prove counterproductive to a more liberal order in the long run. Thus, the glo-
balization agenda for the alliance has quite ambivalent implications at best.
Western democracies will have to try to again console exclusive and inclusive var-
iants in liberal order-building.

Global NATO, a Concert of Democracies and the Crisis of Universal
Multilateralism

The idea of a Global NATO has been taken up regularly for several years now in the
debates on the future of the North Atlantic alliance, but often without any clear defi-
nition. The concept of a Global NATO is used above all in connection with two leit-
motifs – on the one hand the idea of the alliance becoming a global strategic actor
(functional globalization) and on the other the notion of a NATO whose membership
is in principle global (institutional globalization).4 The two dimensions can, however,
scarcely be separated from one another but instead are intertwined.5 As will be
shown, having accepted functional globalization of the alliance, reluctant allies
will feel rising pressure to acquiesce in NATO’s institutional globalization.

Although some member states still adopt a critical stance towards out-of-area
operations, it is generally undisputed that the threats to security facing the alliance
can nowadays hardly be delimited regionally, but potentially arise anywhere in the
world. The operational level of NATO is thus in principle the entire globe.6 Or, as
Ivo Daalder, American ambassador to the alliance, succinctly pointed out in
Berlin: ‘In NATO, we used to speak about “out of area” – that’s what was beyond
Alliance territory – and “in area” – Alliance territory itself. Well, today out of
area is in area. It’s the same thing.’7

Whereas the debate on regional restrictions for NATO has become obsolete now,
a majority of members nonetheless continue to insist on a regional limitation of mem-
bership. Although the alliance has in fact initiated a variety of partnership pro-
grammes, all attempts hitherto undertaken to institutionalize cooperation have
regularly failed – such as American plans in regard to a ‘security providers forum’
in the run-up to the NATO summit in Riga in 2006. Nonetheless the idea of a
Global NATO in the sense of an alliance with global membership has been repeatedly
propagated in recent years, particularly in the US. If it is accepted that the new secur-
ity environment requires global commitment, supporters of this idea argue, then a
regional security institution is no longer in keeping with the times. A ‘global partner-
ship’ with non-European states – a possible middle path – is also seen as at best a first
step towards a global alliance: ‘Only a truly global alliance can address the global
challenges of the day.’8 The blurring of distinctions between members and
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non-members of NATO within the context of the International Security Assistance
Force (ISAF) operation in Afghanistan is an indicator that in the wake of the alli-
ances’ accelerating functional globalization pressure towards increased co-operation
and eventually, in some cases, the extension of membership offers to non-European
countries will increase.

Indeed, operations such as ISAF have led a range of observers to argue that func-
tional understandings of security are about to replace regional ones.9 This assertion is
correct in so far as the idea of accepting new members in NATO can be justified in
view of the global scope of NATO. To explain change in the alliance through empha-
sis on the functional dimension of the alliance, however, fails to recognize an essen-
tial point, which characterizes the debate on a ‘globalized alliance’. Membership is
ultimately not envisaged for those states, which are expected to make a particularly
important (military or political) contribution to meeting the challenges of security
policy, but rather for liberal democracies in other parts of the world. The decisive cri-
terion for potential members is their democratic character. Global NATO thus refers
not only to functionally justified cooperation but also to a value-based understanding
of cooperation in security policy.

Advocates of a transformed NATO with global membership refer to its identity as
that of a ‘community of democracies’.10 From this perspective the core identity is the
shared value basis and not the regional coherence of a ‘Euro-Atlantic security com-
munity’. In the words of Daalder and Goldgeier: a ‘shared commitment to shared
values should be a more relevant determinant of membership than geography. Any
like-minded country that subscribes to NATO’s goals should be able to apply for
membership in the alliance.’11 If one accepts this line of argument an extension of
membership to liberal democracies outside the North Atlantic area is only logical.
Here the idea of a ‘globalized NATO’ ties up with the debate on the foundation of
a global organization of liberal democracies. It can thus be seen as a first step
towards a more ambitious reorganization of the institutional structure of world poli-
tics or the nucleus of a potentially universal community of liberal democracies.

Global NATO as a Nucleus of a ‘Concert of Democracies’

Barely registered and taken seriously in Europe, a discussion on the foundation of a
global organization has been ongoing in the United States under a variety of names,
most recently during the electoral campaign for the American presidency in 2008,
after the Republican candidate, Senator John McCain, took up the foundation of a
League of Democracies as a central issue in his foreign policy agenda.12 It is striking
that some of the most influential proposals for a Concert or League of Democracies
during the recent debate (for an overview of the most important proposals, see
Table 1) originally came above all from the camp of the liberal internationalists.13

The integration of the United States in a cooperative structure with other liberal
democracies is here specifically seen as a counter-model to the ‘coalitions of the
willing’ of the Bush administration. Differences between this approach and the (con-
tinental) European discourse on the assessment of multilateral action are revealed
above all in regard to the issue of universal multilateralism within the framework
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of the United Nations: both the vision of a Global NATO and the idea of a global
organization of liberal democracies are based on scepticism concerning the effective-
ness and legitimacy of a universal organization, in which every state, regardless of its
domestic regime, enjoys equal rights. There is at the most a difference in the degree of
this scepticism. Rather than representing inherently different approaches to foreign
policy, some neoconservatives and liberal internationalists act on a number of very
similar assessments of the current deficiencies of international institutions. Their
disagreements pertain to different policy options. Some of its advocates see in the
proposals for a Global NATO or a global organization of liberal democracies the
opportunity for finding a new basis for a multilateral grand strategy of the United
States, for which institutionalized cooperation with other democracies is indispen-
sable, but also insufficient. Others, however, understand it as the possibility to
dispense the right of non-democratic states to a voice in important questions of inter-
national politics. This is nowhere clearer than in one of the central dilemmas of world
politics: who can legitimately decide on the use of military force?

For liberal internationalists an organization of liberal democracies – including as
far as possible members from all regions of the world – needs to be an option, should
the Security Council be unwilling or unable to act. Such a body, they believe, is
clearly more legitimate than all the non-institutionalized ‘coalitions of the willing’,
when international legitimacy for action is required. Although the Final Report of
the Princeton Project on National Security, which was produced under the chairman-
ship of two of the most prominent representatives of liberal internationalism, G. John
Ikenberry and Anne-Marie Slaughter, emphasizes the necessity of a strong American
role within the framework of NATO and the United Nations, it nonetheless makes it
very clear that the United Nations can only maintain its importance in as far as it
shows itself to be capable of reform. If a reform of the world organization proved
impossible, it would be necessary to institutionalize a Concert of Democracies,
which if need be could also legitimize the use of military force.14 For the authors
of the Princeton Project such a Concert as an alternative body is the second-best
option. It does not question the United Nations, in spite of the massive criticism
directed against it. Similarly, McCain also emphasizes that the League of Democra-
cies should not replace but only supplement the United Nations.15 In the end,
however, these proposals show the potential consequences of the creation of a surro-
gate organization. If there is another organization that is seen as more effective and
equally legitimate (as its proponents maintain), it is questionable why Western
countries should turn to the UN at all.

Together with James Goldgeier, Ivo Daalder also refers to the role of a Global
NATO as an alternative body in case the United Nations Security Council should
not be willing to take decisions on the use of force. In a text co-authored with
Robert Kagan, Daalder makes clear that ‘the decision to intervene . . .must lie with
those who take seriously the notion of the responsibility to protect: the world’s
democracies’ while criticising the UN Security Council ‘which includes two
countries that are governed in ways that are antithetical to everything America
stands for’.16 At this point, it becomes obvious that the proposals for the foundation
of a global organization of liberal democracies find support across a wide political
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spectrum in the United States, although the reasons behind it are varied.17 Some on
the political right are hostile towards the United Nations and would prefer to see it
replaced by an alternative body, in as far as the right of other countries to have a
say in American decision-making is at all admitted.18 The idea of an ‘alliance of
democracies’ can therefore also be plausibly communicated to this formation. The
conservative publicist Charles Krauthammer succinctly stated this position in all
clarity in an interview:

What I like about [the idea of the league of democracies], it’s got a hidden
agenda. It looks as if it’s all about listening and joining with allies, all the
kind of stuff you’d hear a John Kerry say, except that the idea here, which
McCain can’t say, but I can, is to essentially kill the UN.19

For the political right an organization whose member states are liberal democracies is
in any case the only conceivable constellation in which other states can influence the
decisions of the United States. If international legitimacy is seen as important, a claim
only some conservative thinkers reject, an enlarged alliance welcoming other democ-
racies outside the traditional West or a new institution consisting of democracies from
all continents may provide more legitimacy for international action. Thus, it comes as
no surprise that proposals mostly refer to the same countries as the ‘usual suspects’
for becoming members of a globalized alliance. In addition to current alliance
members, Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, and Australia, the four Contact
Countries of NATO, are usually mentioned as the first candidates for membership.
Regularly, proponents of an enlarged alliance cite Argentina, Brazil, South Africa,
India, Mexico, or the Philippines, sometimes also Israel or Colombia as potential
members. Including non-Western democracies is seen as a means of countering con-
cerns about a Western imperial agenda. However, it remains unclear whether these
countries would be interested in joining such an institution.20 The same is true for
the actual structure and functions of the organizations proposed. In this regard, pro-
posals remain very imprecise.

Thus, it seems justified to regard the inherent criticism of universal multilateral-
ism as the unifying force. This is precisely the common ground behind the far-reach-
ing support for increased cooperation of the world’s democracies. Melvyn P. Leffler
and Jeffrey W. Legro have already referred to an ‘emerging consensus across the US
political spectrum. . . on a Concert of Democracies’.21 The critiques of the proposals
by a number of prominent scholars notwithstanding, there is good reason to believe
that these ideas will continue to be influential in American strategic thought.22 More-
over, changing circumstances in world politics may lead to their resurrection.

The Roots of the Debate: Universal Multilateralism and its Liberal Critics

The kind of value-based multilateral and institutionalized cooperation between
democratic states advocated by the proponents of Global NATO is by no means a
product of the 21st century. Scepticism about the possibility of cooperation with
non-democratic states is after all only the reverse side of liberal advocacy of
increased cooperation among members of the ‘free world’. On the one hand,
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TABLE 1

PROPOSALS FOR A GLOBAL NATO OR A ‘CONCERT OF DEMOCRACIES’23

Name Global NATO
NATO: An Alliance for

Freedom League of Democracies Concert of Democracies Concert of Democracies

Proponent(s) Daalder/ Goldgeier (2006) Fundación para el
Análisis y los Estudios
Sociales (2009)

John McCain (2007) Ikenberry/ Slaughter (2006) Daalder/ Kagan (2007)

Organizational
form

Enlargement of NATO Enlargement of NATO New organization (no
specification)

New organization (draft of
Charter of a Concert of
Democracies attached to
the report)

New organization (no
specification)

Rationale/
Purpose

‘Global threats cannot be
tackled by a regional
organization.’

NATO ‘must rethink
itself’, ‘NATO must
become a veritable
Alliance for Freedom,
one whose primary
objective is to defeat
terror.’

‘Our organizations and
partnerships must be as
international as the
challenges we confront.’
‘linking democratic
nations in one common
organization: a worldwide
League of Democracies.’

‘both as a vehicle to spur and
support the reform of the
United Nations and other
global institutions and as a
possible alternative to
them.’

‘alternative to multilateral
paralysis and unilateral
action—working with
our democratic partners
in NATO and around the
world to meet and defeat
the global challenges of
our age.’

Scope of
membership

‘membership should in
principle be open to non-
European countries’.
NATO states plus
‘Australia, Brazil, Japan,
India, New Zealand,
South Africa, and South
Korea’.

‘free democratic powers,
regardless of where
they are located,
provided they want to
contribute to
collective security and
are able to do so’
(Japan, Australia,
Israel, South Korea)

‘All democratic partners of
the United States’: NATO
states plus ‘Australia,
Japan, New Zealand, the
Philippines, and South
Korea.’

‘the United States, NATO
and non-NATO European
democracies, Japan,
South Korea, Australia,
and New Zealand’; ‘new
democratic partners like
India, South Africa,
Brazil, and Mexico’

‘not only Western
democracies that have
long cooperated within
NATO and other security
alliances but also India,
Brazil, South Africa, and
other democracies from
around the world’

(Continued)
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TABLE 1
CONTINUED.

Name Global NATO
NATO: An Alliance for

Freedom League of Democracies Concert of Democracies Concert of Democracies

Functions and
tasks

Collective self-defence Multiple (e.g.
preservation of
freedom and
democracy, combat
Islamic jihadism and
the proliferation of
weapons of mass
destruction)

Multiple (e.g. confrontation
of environmental crises,
provision of market
access, impositions of
sanctions, support for
struggling democracies)

Enhancing ‘security
cooperation among the
world’s liberal
democracies’

Authorization of the use of
force

Legitimacy and
relations to the
United Nations

No substitute for the UN,
but ‘a more capable and
legitimate adjunct to the
UN by helping to
implement and enforce
its decisions’. May serve
as surrogate institution
for authorization of use
of force

No reference to the UN,
relationship remains
unclear.

‘This League of
Democracies would not
supplant the UN or other
international
organizations but
complement them by
harnessing the political
and moral advantages
offered by united
democratic action.’

Possible ‘alternative body’,
an ‘equally legitimate and
acceptable alternative’. In
lieu of UN reform, it
‘would provide an
alternative forum for
liberal democracies to
authorize collective
action, including the use
of force, by a
supermajority vote.’

More legitimate than the
UN: ‘Instead of the
United Nations, the
decision to intervene [. . .]
must lie with those who
take seriously the notion
of sovereignty as
responsibility: the
world’s democracies.’
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shared liberal values are central for the development of a community and collective
action; on the other hand, this in-group defines itself against an ‘other’, the non-demo-
cratic out-group.24

The idea of an organization of democratic states can already be found in Imma-
nuel Kant’s tract Perpetual Peace – as a foedus pacificum, a federation for peace of
‘free states’, to which contemporary authors discussing NATO’s globalization regu-
larly like to refer: ‘Might the allies someday conceive NATO as a growing federation
of democracies, not confined to any particular geographic space, as Immanuel Kant
appears to have envisioned in Perpetual Peace?’25 Although the Kantian vision of a
growing community of democratic states as a stepping-stone towards perpetual peace
has inspired peace research up to the present day, it does not provide an ‘instruction
manual’ on how the final goal of a liberal peace order can be achieved. It is not
surprising that this 200-year-old tract can be used to justify a wide variety of
liberal policies. Whereas some writers emphasize Kant’s reference to the prohibition
of intervention, others see in his mention of the ‘unjust enemy’ a precursor of a
‘humanitarian intervention’ or a ‘just war’. It is also a disputed question whether a
Kantian version of the United Nations could only consist of democracies. Whereas
some argue that Kant’s ‘pacific federation’ also accepts non-democratic states,
others declare that this is out of the question.26

Reading the German philosopher of the Enlightenment thus already reveals the
ambivalence of liberalism,27 which even today is still a source of essential tension
within the liberal tradition and in particular turns upon the question of the way in
which the democratic states should cooperate with the non-democratic states
outside the zone of democratic peace. Basically two ideal types can be made out:
on the one hand the idea that cooperation with non-democratic states within the fra-
mework of international organizations is indispensable and that the spread of liberal
values should take place within these institutions by means of positive examples and
international socialization; and on the other hand the idea that the democracies of the
world should form exclusive organizations whose legitimacy and contributions to
peace are much greater than those of organizations with mixed membership. Further-
more, these organizations should propagate the spread of liberal values in the non-
democratic world, even when this may involve the use of force. One can definitely
speak here of an inclusive and an exclusive liberalism when the emphasis is on the
scope of membership, or of a ‘liberalism of restraint’ and a ‘liberalism of imposition’,
when the focus is on the manner in which liberal values are to be spread.28 All ver-
sions of liberalism, however, share the idea that liberal values possess a universal
character and that the spread of democracy and human rights is a basic condition
for a peaceful world order. In addition liberal states are seen on principle as posses-
sing greater value, which on the positive side facilitates the formation of a security
community within the framework of the democratic ‘in-group’ and creates sustain-
able peace, but on the negative side promotes delimitation in regard to the non-demo-
cratic out-group and can tend to encourage conflict.29

This ambivalent character of liberalism can be seen not least in the historical
genesis and development of the most important multilateral institutions created by
Western democracies. If NATO is understood primarily as an anti-communist
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bulwark, whose existence is owed solely to the East–West conflict, there is a danger
of overlooking important elements of its previous history. Against the perceptions
frequently encountered in public debate, it must be said that ‘Atlanticism’ did not
first arise in the middle of the 20th century.30 Ideas on how to bring the ‘experienced
democracies’ on both sides of the Atlantic together as a common force already existed
at the end of the 19th century and took on a concrete form at the latest shortly before
the outbreak of the Second World War with Clarence Streit’s Union Now. Streit saw
in the formation of an Atlantic Union the first step towards a gradually expanding fed-
eration, which would comprise democracies from all parts of the world and ultimately
all humanity.31 While generally seen as a proponent of universal liberalism, Ameri-
can President Woodrow Wilson had also expressed thoughts for the post-war order
after the First World War according to which the League of Nations should be
restricted to democratic nations, because they alone were in a position to ensure a
peaceful future.32 The logic of the League of Nations did, however, ultimately lead
to a universal liberalism, because the organization did not on principle exclude
non-democratic states. Two and a half decades later, the representatives of the
various forms of liberalism presented conflicting views in the negotiations leading
to the foundation of the United Nations. On the one hand it was argued that the
aims of the United Nations could only be achieved with a membership limited to
democracies; and on the other hand it was emphasized that only an inclusive organ-
ization could prevent the twofold division of the world into a zone of law and a zone
of chaos.33 With the formulation that all ‘peace-loving nations’ could become
members of the United Nations the representatives of an inclusive liberalism success-
fully asserted their position, although its limits soon became obvious. Due to the
experience made with the League of Nations, the Atlanticists concluded that the
weaknesses of the universal system could only be overcome by means of increased
cooperation between the democratic states:

Broadly speaking, Atlanticists were those. . . who believed that the viable
solution to the problems of international instability and war was to induce
the democratic nations to team up and become the nucleus of world order,
the underpinning and supplement for the weaker universal system, and the
engine of reform for the rest of the world in the direction of greater political
and economic freedom.34

But in contrast to the situation before the Second World War ideas for stronger
inter-democratic cooperation were now realized in the form of the North Atlantic
Pact. As a form of Atlanticism, NATO clearly saw itself as an organization whose
claims passed beyond its existence as a regional defence alliance and justified this
position with the weaknesses of the Charter system.35 The ideas expressed at the
time on an at first regionally anchored nucleus of a liberal world order, which
would be sustained primarily by the Atlantic democracies, are echoed today in the
demands for a global organization of democracies – with very similar justifications.36

The alliance already emphasized its character as an organization of liberal democ-
racies in the preamble to the North Atlantic Treaty, the foundation document of
NATO: The Parties to this treaty [. . .] are determined to safeguard the freedom,
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common heritage and civilization of their peoples, founded on the principles of
democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law.’37 In this sense the North Atlantic
alliance was from the outset not ‘just another military alliance’ that is held together
by a common threat and dissolves again as soon as this threat disappears.38 The char-
acter of NATO as the institutional core of that ‘pluralistic security community’ of
liberal democracies can also explain the continuance and the eastern enlargement
of the alliance after the end of the Cold War.39 Against the predictions of the advo-
cates of realism, NATO did not break up but developed into the central security insti-
tution of the whole of Europe. In the process the shared identity as a community of
democratic states was used as a justification for the expansion eastwards and for the
realization of the vision of ‘Europe whole and free’.40 The focus on the construction
of an identity as a ‘community of democracies’ also may serve to explain the inter-
ventions in the Balkans since a failure to intervene would have massively called into
question the shared liberal identity.41

However, the role of NATO since the end of the East–West conflict also illus-
trates the ambivalent liberal approach to cooperation within the framework of inclus-
ive organizations. Indeed, in the first euphoria after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the
dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, the belief was prevalent that the tension between an
inclusively and an exclusively organized order had disappeared. The UN Security
Council’s authorization of the coalition in the Gulf War also gave cause for hope
that a functioning system of collective security could be achieved. Liberal democratic
values found expression in the official documents of the United Nations. The Clinton
administration emphasized the role of democracy for security and development:
National Security Advisor Anthony Lake proclaimed that ‘[t]he successor to a doc-
trine of containment must be a strategy of enlargement – enlargement of the
world’s free community of market democracies’, while Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright proposed to create the Community of Democracies, a forum for the world’s
democracies, that should form a Democracy Caucus within the UN.42 Liberal democ-
racies provided the lion’s share of the troops, particularly for peace missions, and thus
acted, so to speak, as the backbone of the ‘international community’ in the implemen-
tation of liberal values.43 In Haiti and Sierra Leone, the Security Council even auth-
orized interventions for the reinstatement of a democratically elected government.44

In consequence, some authors already speak of the emergence of a new ‘standard of
civilization’.45

However, the rise of liberal norms in the 1990s also had its limits. In the Kosovo
crisis a NATO intervention was blocked in the Security Council by the threat of a
Russian veto, so that alliance members finally decided to intervene without the
approval of the United Nations. Liberal values perceived to be absolute prevailed
over established procedural norms of the international community. Whereas most
of the European states hastily denied that the decision could in any way create a pre-
cedent, American policy makers made it clear that they regarded the decision of a
community of democratic states as perfectly legitimate. Why, the argument ran,
should Western democracies accept the veto of authoritarian regimes against the
use of force to prevent something worse from happening, particularly as they had
reached their decision by consensus?46 A few years later, diverging interpretations
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of the moral and legal value of a decision by the United Nations Security Council also
informed the debate in the run-up to the Iraq war. Contrary to prevailing wisdom in
public debate, American foreign policy under the Bush administration was not prin-
cipally defined by a preference for unilateralism. Rather, as usually, the domestic
debate in the United States contrasted different versions of multilateralism.47

While American diplomacy was certainly marked by more than a change in style
and a new degree of assertiveness, it was based on an old narrative of liberal Amer-
ican exceptionalism that has shaped American identity and thus American foreign
policy for throughout the last century. Central to this narrative is America’s concep-
tualization as the ‘leader of the free world’ responsible for the promotion of democ-
racy and human rights always oscillating between leading by example and active
engagement. Often referred to as Wilsonianism, some ideas of the liberal purpose
of American power have continuously guided its foreign policy during the 20th
century, which historian Frank A. Ninkovich calls the Wilsonian century.48 A
number of recent studies have underlined that the ‘Bush revolution’ in foreign
policy should not be interpreted as a radical break with the history of American
foreign policy, but rather as the radicalization of some of its traditional elements.49

To be sure, the means employed were different and the determination to act militarily
without the blessings of the wider international community reached unprecedented
levels – so that Pierre Hassner referred to it as ‘Wilsonianism in boots’.50

However, it is remarkable that many liberal internationalists had initially supported
the war on Iraq – even without a UN mandate, drawing a comparison between the
Kosovo intervention in 1999 and the looming conflict in Iraq 2003.51 In this regard
the self-empowerment of the coalition in the run-up to the Iraq War was only the cul-
mination of a liberal scepticism concerning the procedural limits imposed on the
implementation of values that were felt to be absolute. Crucial are normative assump-
tions about a higher moral value of liberal democracies.52

The tendency of liberal thought to produce some form of ‘liberal hierarchy’53 is
also evident in proposals for a Global NATO or a Concert of Democracies. In this
sense, a Spanish think tank refers to the alliance as a ‘moral force of universal
scope’, while Daalder and Kagan claim that

Democracies know – in a way that nondemocracies do not – that real sover-
eignty, like real legitimacy, resides with the people rather than with the
states. That is why the decision of states to intervene in the affairs in another
state can be legitimate only if it is rendered by the people’s democratically
chosen representatives rather than the personal whims of autocrats or
oligarchs.54

Proposals for a global organization of democratic states that if need be may provide
a seal of legitimacy for military action can thus be understood as the attempt to
provide the institutional foundation for an exclusive multilateralism that is thought
to defend liberal values. While unilateralists would not accept a binding of American
power, proponents of such an organization on the contrary welcome American multi-
lateralism within a community of democracies.
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Thus, it is not surprising that prominent adherents of increased institutionalized
cooperation among liberal democracies assumed important ranks in the Obama
administration, too. While President Obama’s position on the issue remains
unclear, it is noteworthy that Daalder has assumed the post as America’s permanent
representative to NATO and Slaughter serves as the head of the State Department’s
Policy Planning Staff.55 As some commentators have already noted, Obama’s foreign
policy may represent more continuity than often recognized. Specifically, the new
administration’s stance on international institutions appears to be pragmatic,
guided by the idea of ‘effective multilateralism’.56 Given the liberal origins of
Global NATO outlined above, it would come as no surprise if the idea continued
to lurk in the background of American foreign policy in the years or decades to come.

NATO’s Reformist Tier: ‘Going Global or Going out of Business?’

The central role of the United States within the alliance notwithstanding, the idea of
an enlarged NATO including liberal democracies from Asia and Oceania would be of
limited significance if it were not supported by at least some of its alliance partners.
Kagan even concedes that a Concert of Democracies or the like ‘will not come into
being unless the world’s great democracies want it to. This is one idea that the US
cannot impose’.57 While many countries in the Alliance harshly refuse even minor
steps towards a more global NATO, other countries accept the rationale behind the
proposals. The debate on NATO’s globalization is thus the starkest example of the
emergence of a multi-tier alliance, whose member states are unable to agree on a
common purpose for the Alliance.58 In contrast to those who argue that NATO
should return to its roots, that is, re-focus on the European continent, a solid ‘refor-
mist tier’ supports the increasingly global agenda of the alliance. Seen from this per-
spective, the agenda preferred by the ‘reformist tier’ may also be understood as a
return to NATO’s roots as a capable liberal-minded enforcer of order for the inter-
national community in the absence of a functioning universal liberalism. The globa-
lizers, ranging from the United States to the United Kingdom, Denmark, the
Netherlands, and – to a certain degree – Canada, ‘subscribe to the vision of an Atlan-
tic Alliance intervening and integrating globally’.59 Security policy elites in these
countries have concluded that the alliance will only remain significant if it is able
to take on new tasks on a global scale.60 For them, the alliance should be an active
provider of global security and liberal order. NATO should serve – in the words
of a Canadian senator – as a much needed ‘armed global defence and police force
with serious strategic capacity’.61 Not surprisingly, these countries are those allies
that have assumed most of the burden in Afghanistan. For them, the Afghan
mission is not an exceptional task for NATO but rather a foreshadowing of things
to come. It is no coincidence that those NATO members advocating that the alliance
become a forceful global strategic actor are prepared to put large contingents at high-
level risks whilst those that have adopted a more sceptical perspective on NATO’s
global ambitions have remained hesitant about putting their forces at risk in Afghani-
stan. Within the context of the Afghan operation, risk adversity correlates with the
lack of strategic ambitions for NATO. Accordingly, the assignment of regional

UNAVOIDABLE TENSIONS: THE LIBERAL PATH TO GLOBAL NATO 307

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
O
l
d
 
D
o
m
i
n
i
o
n
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
1
5
:
4
5
 
1
6
 
S
e
p
t
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
1
0



responsibilities within ISAF has not been accidental. NATO forces assigned to the
northern and western part of the country are facing a far lower degree of threat poten-
tial than those troops operating in southern and eastern Afghanistan, i.e. regions that
constitute the heartlands of Pashtun nationalism and thus of the Afghan insurgency.
Those alliance members hesitant of global strategic ambitions for NATO have con-
sciously put their forces at lower degrees of risk than those wholeheartedly supporting
the alliances global ambitions: a practice that has put a constant strain on alliance
solidarity. Afghanistan has become the culmination point for friction within the alli-
ance about NATO’s strategic scope and ambitions.62

The majority of countries supporting a global role for the Alliance are also open to
the idea of inviting countries outside NATO’s traditional region, although frequently
they do not appear to be keen on extending full membership. Consensually they
support intensified and formalized global partnerships.63 In their view, the alliance
is not so much defined by its geographical bounds, but rather by its common
values. As will be shown in the remainder of this article, there are sound reasons
to expect these countries to wield growing influence on the reform of the Atlantic
Alliance.

Strategic Trends as Catalysts of the Debate on Global NATO

If proposals for a world wide organization of liberal democracies can be said to have a
strong liberal pedigree that brings to light dilemmas inherent in liberal thought, a
second group of questions immediately emerges: Why is it that advocates of
increased institutionalized cooperation among liberal democracies appear to have
renewed momentum nowadays? And why should we expect the idea of Global
NATO to increasingly gain traction?

To be sure, it is probably counterintuitive to claim that such a project should
become influential just when the power of the Western world appears to be in
decline. However, combined with a number of long-term developments, both the
rise of liberal values and decreasing Western dominance of world politics at the
end of the ‘liberal moment’ will make the formation of such an organization more
likely. Alternatively, the liberal order will most likely undergo a thorough process
of informalization. Interestingly, countries such as Germany that have made their
commitment to ‘multilateralism’ within common institutions a cornerstone of their
foreign policy seem to argue in favour of such a development, i.e. the acceptance
of coalitions of the willing as the favoured security instrument outside the North
Atlantic region. A statement by a former German ambassador to NATO is telling
in this regard:

Germany believes that cooperation should be pragmatic and flexible. We do not
want a new ‘global partnership’ that would develop into an excessive and
unwieldy format of more than 50 countries. We want each of our partners to
be able to participate in operations and training programmes on a case-by-
case basis, depending on the regional and thematic context and in accordance
with their own wishes and aims. That is what we agreed on at Riga, and we
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consider this to be a satisfactory outcome. To make it very clear and avoid any
misunderstanding: The core of the Alliance remains transatlantic.64

Thus, sticking to the concept of a ‘transatlantic’ alliance, such viewpoints only
accelerate America’s endorsement of coalitions of the willing for the solution of
global problems. In addition, a range of strategic trends can be identified that will
most probably serve as catalysts of the debate on Global NATO.

Conceptual Shift: From Regional Threats to Global Risks

First of all, Western security policy has undergone dramatic changes. For decades,
NATO forces were focused on territorial defence against a potential Soviet threat.
‘Security’ was thus essentially understood in terms of territorial defence and with a
predominant military dimension. Today, the defining trend for contemporary
Western security policy is a shift from the provision of defence against clearly ident-
ifiable regional threats to the tackling of more diffuse global risks. Since risk manage-
ment is an enduring engagement without clear (temporal, material or geographical)
limits, it requires massive financial and military resources. Given the global nature
of the challenges identified, a regional alliance may increasingly appear as an out-
dated framework when other liberal democracies could also reasonably be expected
to contribute to burden-sharing on a global scale.65 The most relevant risks Western
societies today perceive as ‘security concerns’ for them are non-geographic.

The far-reaching consequence of the shift of Western security policy towards risk
management has been subject to thorough scholarly analysis.66 The new security
environment clearly favours the emergence of flexible ‘coalitions of the willing’
instead of an institutionalized and often rigid security institution such as NATO.67

Given the already present critiques in the United States proclaiming ‘the end of alli-
ances’,68 this background may render Global NATO more attractive to European
NATO member states as an ‘institutionalized’ platform for multilateral initiatives,
in which they can at least influence American decisions and institutionally bind the
United States. Obviously, however, a NATO with regional focus will only play a
minor role in the new security environment.

Geopolitical Shift: From the North Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean

Linked to this more general trend of changing perceptions of security is a second
long-term development, which will also put pressure on European members resisting
a more global role for the Atlantic Alliance. As the ‘reformist tier’ has long argued,
NATO’s continuous health will depend heavily on the worth the United States
attaches to it.

Most commentators agree that ‘the global center of political and economic
gravity is shifting away from the North Atlantic toward Asia and the Pacific’.69

While it can be debated whether the rise of new great powers such as China or
India is sometimes overrated,70 it is clear that the perception of it has already led
the US to a substantial shift in focus.71 President Obama recently described
himself as ‘America’s first Pacific president’.72 Europe, in general, has ceased to
be a central concern for the United States – not least due to the fact that the continent
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is probably more peaceful than ever. Daalder claims ‘[t]he end of America’s Euro-
centrism’.73 New security challenges are expected to emerge outside of Europe,
partly in the so-called ‘crescent of crisis’ from the Middle East to South Asia,
partly in the Pacific region itself. Consequently, new partners in this region are of
vital importance to the United States. Liberal democracies such as Japan, Australia,
New Zealand and South Korea would add their political, financial and military capa-
bilities to a ‘global alliance’. These countries have already contributed to alliance
missions and could increase NATO’s leverage in the region. A membership in the
alliance might potentially give these countries leverage in return for increased
burden-sharing as well.74 Although it is far from clear whether potential candidates
would actually be interested in applying for membership at all, it is most likely
that the by far most influential member state of the alliance, the United States, will
continue to shift its strategic focus from the Atlantic to the Pacific area. Thus, if
NATO is to remain – or regain the role of – the central alliance for the United
States on a global scale, the North Atlantic Alliance will have to deal more actively
with the Pacific region.

Ideological Shift: A Re-Ideologization of World Politics at the End of the Liberal
Moment?

Thirdly, and probably most importantly, the end of the ‘liberal moment’ may render
the vision of Global NATO more attractive. At first sight, this claim is surprising
since the proposals – as shown above – can be understood as the radicalization of
an exclusive liberalism. Given the ‘rise of the rest’ and the decline of the West, it
could be argued that Western democracies will lower their ambitions for a more
liberal order and renegotiate an international order that takes into account changing
power relations. However, a thorough examination of the liberal origins of Global
NATO provides a different answer.

Many scholars have referred to the post-Cold War period as the unipolar era with
the United States being the sole superpower. While the unipolar moment may have
adequately described the unique position of the United States, it overlooks the chan-
ging ideological context of world politics.75 Above all, the 1990s can be referred to as
the ‘liberal moment’ with an unprecedented acceptance of liberal values that were
increasingly understood to be universal.76 With the rise of liberal values, however,
the impatience of many liberals relating to the procedural limits of realizing a
more liberal order within universal institutions increased, too.

Some scholars already warn that the rise of authoritarian great powers will trigger
a re-ideologization of international relations.77 The influential pundit Robert Kagan
has claimed that the new century will be shaped by ‘global divisions between the
club of autocrats and the axis of democracy’.78 So far, the jury is still out on the ques-
tion whether the liberal international order is able to accommodate or integrate rising
(non-democratic) powers. While some theorists are quite optimistic that the liberal
order will persist,79 others have argued differently. Most realists, for example,
expect a traditional great power rivalry between China and the United States –
John Mearsheimer is almost certain that China’s rise will not be peaceful.80 In any
case, universal institutions such as the United Nations will be under enormous
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pressure. Given liberal scepticism concerning the effectiveness and legitimacy of a
universal organization encompassing both democratic and autocratic states, it is
likely that institutional frameworks such as a Global NATO or a global organization
of democratic states will become more attractive to Western democracies. Since
current deficits of the United Nations are often blamed on the participation of non-
democracies, more assertive behaviour by rising autocratic states will probably
heighten Western frustration with universal institutions. As a result, the idea of a
global organization of liberal democracies may regain momentum.

Conclusion: The Vision of Global NATO and the Future of Liberal Order-
Building

This article has argued that we need to understand the proposals for increased
cooperation of liberal democracies within a common institution such as the Alliance
as the contemporary version of one strand of liberal order-building.81 In a way, liberal
frustration with universal multilateralism results in a renewed attempt to pursue a
more exclusive liberal grand strategy based on common liberal values. Given the
unprecedented rise of liberal values expressed by revolutionary developments in
international law and institutions, new frictions in ideology will most likely result
in a growing crisis of authority if the new assertiveness of rising authoritarian
powers further complicates the implementation of liberal innovations such as the
‘responsibility to protect’. Dealing with Iran, the Burmese dictatorship, or the geno-
cide in Darfur already exemplifies tensions that may even become harsher. It is there-
fore likely that the inherent ambivalence within liberal thought – particularly in
regard to the pursuit of exclusive or inclusive models of liberal order – will continue
to preoccupy Western grand strategy and may also shape strategic discourse on the
future of the alliance. Not least for this reason, a better understanding of the
sources, opportunities, and limits of cooperation among liberal democracies is
necessary. Given their relevance, proposals for a Global NATO or a Concert of
Democracies deserve critical attention.

On the one hand, liberal democracies joining forces will be an indispenable
factor for liberal progress. A world order, in which human rights play a central
role, has to rely on the expansion and consolidation of liberal democratic govern-
ance.82 Even critical observers of Western security policy like the German philoso-
pher Jürgen Habermas concede that ‘the world organization will only live up to its
task when all member states will have stripped off the only nominal democratic
character of their constitutions’.83 Empirical research on democracy and inter-
national institutions has also shown that in order to promote peace effectively, inter-
national organizations must consist of democracies, i.e. they have to be
interdemocratic organizations.84 Such organizations may also serve as a second-
best solution for tackling challenges on a global level. As long as ‘collective secur-
ity’ in the framework of the United Nations is marked by fundamental deficiencies,
it will provoke liberal critique. Can an organization be legitimate, it is asked, which
permits the violation of basic liberal norms, and hence acts ineffectively in this
respect? And are liberal democracies not obliged to implement values they attribute
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universal character to precisely when autocratic states oppose them?85 Can the
approval of states which, from a liberal point of view, lack legitimacy themselves
be in any way decisive for the legitimacy of collective action at the international
level?86

Making liberal values the central point of departure for a transformed and globa-
lized NATO would potentially revitalize an organization whose continuing existence
will be in the interests of all its members. However, whether shared liberal values are
sufficient for providing new ‘political glue’ in a multi-tier NATO, increasingly
marked by strategic divergence among its members, is far from certain. NATO
members will to have find consensus over a new strategic narrative for the organiz-
ation: one that would reconcile differing levels of strategic ambition amongst its
membership and in particular the degree to which the organization may engage as
a global strategic actor, i.e. the extent and limits of the organization’s functional
and institutional globalization.

On the other hand, as already mentioned, liberal identity construction has always
taken place against an ‘other’ and has thus produced new boundaries.87 Too often,
international action based on liberal intentions has proven counterproductive when
the pursuit of absolute values led to illiberal results.88 The project of Global
NATO or even a Concert of Democracies may thus also trigger conflict and new
boundaries in world politics, which may serve to strengthen coherence within the
community of liberal democracies but also would come at the expense of broader
international cooperation and thus potentially prove counterproductive: ‘great
power accommodation must precede liberal order-building. Paradoxically, unrest-
raint liberal order-building subverts the necessary precondition for its own realiz-
ation’.89 In addition, Western democracies do not have the luxury of always
carefully choosing their partners since often cooperation of non-democracies
is essential for tackling issues of global security that are vital to the future of
international order.

If strategic worldviews of NATO member states continue to drift apart, pushing
NATO’s functional and institutional globalization will heighten tensions among the
different tiers and thus contribute to a further disintegration of the Alliance. Unless
member states are able to strike a new balance among the different tiers within the
alliance, ‘the global agenda which American policy favours could well be NATO’s
undoing’.90 Without the build-up of an institutional set-up that allows for some
degree of institutional flexibility while still maintaining a general consensus on
NATO’s strategic posture, the ambition of transforming the alliance into a global alli-
ance is unlikely to result in a new strategic narrative that would ensure the vitality of
the most important Western security institution.

Tensions between exclusive and inclusive variants of liberal order-building are
here to stay. Neither a stubborn focus on universal institutions as the only framework
for Western security policy will be adequate, nor will the foundation of a Concert of
Democracies as the ‘better United Nations’ advance a more liberal order if it does not
take into account its impact on the non-democratic world. Therefore, there will be no
alternative to the daunting task of trying to console exclusive and inclusive forms of
liberal order-building.
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