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In the 4:1 series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers give a 
short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and economics. 
Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote dialogue among 
experts. In this issue, our topic is: “NATO anniversary: will there be another 70 years?”

Zoltán Martinusz

Let’s Not Get Rid of The Old West Before We Build A New One

As NATO enters the family of septuagenarians, the outlines of a new political 
era are emerging. The post-Westfalian dream is edging towards a rude 
awakening, core pieces of the international order are breaking apart, major 

players are intent on revising the principles, rules and institutions of the past 
seven decades. Statecraft is back with a vengeance, competition and coercion 
are as relevant as ever. The once irresistible charm of democratic governance is 
seriously challenged by systems built around authoritarianism, and not just beyond 
the borders of Europe. While economic might, innovation and soft power still play 
crucial roles, the brave new world is increasingly characterised by the dictum of 
Queen Cersei from the Game of Thrones - “power is power”. 

The Transatlantic community enters this new age with divisions put in painfully 
obvious display, with serious risk of a disastrous fracture. A loud and growing 
chorus of analysts and politicians declare the end of the West as a strategic 
community, call for dumping NATO or even pronounce that it is already dead.

NATO was created to address the central strategic issue of the time. Over time, 
it has grown to be one of the most powerful symbols of the West. For many in 
the East, including Hungary, joining NATO symbolised a historic homecoming to 
a community of both strategy and values. Less than a generation after the end 
of communism another epochal shift presents its challenge and questions. Does 
the West still have a place and function in the emerging new order? Do we still 
define ourselves as part of the West or hedge on the self-fulfilling prophecy of its 
demise? Shall we trust our values or do we discard the concept of value-based 
foreign policy as a farce invented by large countries for the less fortunate? Do we 
consider NATO as the family silverware to be preserved for future generations or 
as cheap cutlery disposable at the next moving?

The world in which NATO was created no longer exists and will not return. 
Some argue that broad networks of mutually beneficial bilateral relations provide a 
better approach to the emerging new order. But networking and interdependence 
are not power neutral either. Outdated reflexes of nationalism and tired slogans of 
old-fashioned sovereignty will hardly offer refuge in a time of global sea change. 
On the contrary, the shifts in global power make Europe and the U.S. more rather 
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than less important allies for each other. We should better heed the parting words 
of (former) Secretary Mattis - no ally, neither the strongest nor the weakest, could 
claim that its strength as a nation is stronger on its own than with the unique 
system of solidarity and commitment within NATO.

Yet, as much as allies and alliances matter, they should not be taken for 
granted. As the West needs to adapt to a new world, so do its institutions. Shared 
values remain the most convincing argument on why the Transatlantic relationship 
differs from any other. A weakening commitment to freedom, democracy, the rule 
of law would just as well lead to the hollowing out of NATO as neglecting defence 
capabilities. Take away the commonality of values and the very foundations crack.

If Europeans and Americans still want to address strategic challenges 
together, the renewal of Transatlantic relations must take place on realistic terms. 
NATO should not be afraid of taking a sober look at the future and get out of its 
comfort zone. In the globalised world, the idea of Atlanticism needs to break 
out of its geographically limited strategic mindset. The next alliance must be a 
global partnership to which each side contributes in order to protect their mutual 
security and economic interests. NATO could follow the example of McDonald’s 
- the Big Mac remains the defining feature while the rest of the menu keeps 
developing in line with the changing taste of generations.

Achieving these goals will require investment and trust. We must invest 
most of all into re-building the human infrastructure and network of Europe-
U.S. relations, particularly for the younger generations. We must trust that the 
West has the right values for the brave new world and that NATO is up to the job. 
A “misplaced nostalgia for the old West” will no longer work. Let’s just not get 
rid of the old West before we build a new one.

“The author is an official of the Council of the European Union. The views 
expressed are solely those of the author and may not be regarded as an official 
position of the Council of the EU.”

Zoltán Nagy

NATO’s mission was best formulated by its first Secretary General, Lord Ismay 
who famously said that “the purpose of the alliance is to keep the Russians 
out, the Americans in, and the Germans down”. Let us have a look at this 

statement, whether it is still relevant today.
Keep the Russian out. Is it still relevant today? Yes, it is, however, the mission 

has become more complex. Even in the early days of NATO, this statement did not 
refer and still does not refer to Russia only, but rather to the importance of collective 
defence in general. Article 5 of the Washington Treaty is the NATO’s fundamental 
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mission and raison d’être. During the Cold War, the main threat to NATO was 
posed by the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact, but the NATO had prevailed and 
saw the dissolution of both. Then, in the early 1990s, NATO extended a hand of 
friendship to its former adversaries, launching the Partnership for Peace (PfP), 
the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council and the Study on NATO Enlargement. 
From the late 1990’s, NATO evolved further and launched crisis management 
operations in the Balkans, Afghanistan, Iraq and the Mediterranean. Collective 
defence, crisis management and co-operative security have become the NATO’s 
three core tasks, and, while collective defence has always been the pre-eminent 
task, the balance among the three have significantly evolved and continues to 
evolve. Since 2014, the strengthening of NATO’s deterrence and defence posture 
has yet again become the privileged goal, particularly following the illegal and 
illegitimate annexation of the Crimea, the conflict in Eastern Ukraine and the 
incident near the Azov Sea, which show that the threat or use of force is still not a 
relic of the past. Furthermore, regional crises are still present in our Eastern and 
Southern neighbourhood. Hence, there is a need for a powerful military alliance 
that can confront any potential adversaries and ensure crisis management with 
a 360 degree approach.

Keep the Americans in. Is this relevant today? Absolutely, more than ever! 
What does it mean in the broader sense? First of all, American commitment to 
the security of Europe. Secondly, American military presence on European soil, 
including Central Europe. Thirdly, active U.S. engagement in European crisis 
management. And finally, American leadership on the full range of issues on 
NATO’s agenda. The U.S. is the NATO’s most powerful nation, both politically and 
militarily. It has contributed tens of thousands of troops to NATO’s operations 
and missions, including in the Balkans and – thanks to its membership in the UN 
Security Council, its nuclear weapons and enormous defence budget – it plays 
an irreplaceable role in maintaining the NATO’s credibility and strength. This is 
why we continue to need the U.S. by our side, while not forgetting that the first 
and last invocation of Article 5 took place after the 9/11 terror attacks against 
the United States. NATO is the essential forum for Transatlantic dialogue and 
security co-operation which will continue to be needed to confront conventional 
and hybrid threats, regional conflicts, WMD proliferation, terrorism, illegal migration 
and threats to our critical infrastructure. 

Keep the Germans down. Is it relevant today? Well, quite the contrary. Keeping 
Germany under control was, of course, a very important goal after World War II. 
But NATO has always aspired for more: to secure its member states by facilitating 
collective efforts and preventing the renationalisation of defence policies. NATO’s 
unique defence planning process, that marks NATO out of all other international 
organisations, sets a collective level of ambition, transforms it to NATO capability 
targets, and apportions them to nations. While implementing this process, we can 
see through and even influence each other’s national defence plans. Interestingly, 
NATO members try to encourage, rather than restrict each other’s defence 
modernisation these days, and fairer burden sharing has become the name of the 
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game. At the Wales Summit in 2014, NATO nations committed themselves to 
spend 2 percent of their GDP on defence. We are still implementing this pledge, 
while measuring our own performance against the 3Cs, i.e. cash, capabilities 
and contributions (to operations). It seems to be a long and uphill battle, not 
only because of other budgetary needs, but also due to the constantly evolving 
security environment. That said, the general outlook is positive: NATO is the single 
most successful military alliance in history. It has proved its strength, relevance 
and adaptability for 70 years, and is still the best available collective asset in our 
globalised world. If it did not exist, it should be (re-)invented…

András Simonyi

Without Vision NATO Dies

As we celebrate the 70th anniversary of NATO, and indeed the accession 
of Hungary, Poland and the Czech Republic twenty years ago, of course, 
we must contemplate the future of the alliance. It is an institution that 

has served Western democracies since 1949, that has been the ultimate pillar 
for maintaining a strong Transatlantic relationship and that has been the single 
and most important guarantee for the security of Europe. NATO provided 
the security backdrop to the rise and prosperity of Western Europe after the 
devastation of WWII, and the protection against the aggressive Soviet Union 
during the Cold War.

After the fall of Communism, Hungary set the accession to the Euro-Atlantic 
institutions as its number one foreign and security policy priority. This was driven 
by pragmatism, its desire to be fully integrated with the West. However, it was 
also driven by the foresight of a few Prime Ministers including József Antall and 
Gyula Horn, who were worried about the possibility of a resurgent Russia as 
well as about the possibility of a backsliding in the democratisation process. 
The difficulties of transition from an authoritarian, Soviet dominated system to a 
market-based democracy, were grossly underestimated. While even the level of 
complacency and the level of naiveté of western elites were unexpected. Just a 
decade after the changes, the possibility of the erosion of Hungary’s achievements 
and the threat from Russia became unfortunately a reality. Therefore, it is not so 
difficult to imagine how worse things could turn out without the NATO, without 
the continuous presence of the United States in Europe.

Nevertheless, to stay relevant, NATO needs to evolve. The challenge first and 
foremost is political and intellectual. NATO must become yet again the most 
important platform for the West to discuss the threats and the challenges to its 
security. The rethinking of what constitutes an Article 5 situation is long overdue: 
new threats demand to see this commitment as a dynamic, rather than a static 
one. It needs to make energy security, terrorism, cyber and AI part of its thinking 
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in a much broader way. It needs to adjust its capabilities to future, perhaps yet 
unknown, threats faster. And it cannot allow these threats to challenge its political 
integrity and solidarity from within.

It is first and foremost in Europe’s interest that the U.S. stays involved, 
and that the NATO remains the institution of choice for the Transatlantic 
relationship. The unquestionable leadership of the United States must be shored 
up. For much too long, America’s presence in Europe has been taken for granted. 
True, American foreign policy towards allies can be demanding and at times 
abusive, even brutal, but no matter what, the United States is not an enemy or an 
adversary and it is not out to disrupt European democracies. Of course, the U.S. 
could and should at times be more understanding to its allies, but then America 
is right to demand a higher level of burden sharing by the Europeans. The idea 
that Europe needs a stronger independent defence because of the U.S., because 
it is about to abandon Europe, is outright stupid and dangerous. Do it for the right 
reasons. It is counter-intuitive, but the more Europe spends on its own defence, 
the more likely the United States will stay involved!

Europeans and Americans need to understand that our way of life, our democratic 
societies do have enemies from both, inside and out. On long-term, there is no doubt 
that China poses the bigger threat. It has already eyed our critical infrastructure as 
a means to strategic influence and control: our communication, ports and roads. 
However, on short-term Russia is the greater challenge, with its culture of disruption 
and revenge, its desire to drive a wedge between the U.S. and Europe, and among 
the Europeans as well. There is no way of telling whether NATO will be relevant in 
70 years from now. Some thought it was obsolete already 20 years ago, while it is 
still around. However, as we celebrate, the one single element, more important for 
NATO to stay relevant than any other, is vision. If that vision eludes us and there is no 
in-depth soul searching inside the alliance, as long as some members see America 
as a bigger threat than Russia or China or Iran, we are in trouble.

And make no mistake, Hungary’s future as a prosperous nation, particularly 
regarding its security, is tied to the United States, therefore it is in our best interest 
to keep NATO strong for the rest of this century.

Péter Sztáray

Just a little more than thirty years ago, I would not have even dared to dream 
that Hungary would one day become a full-fledged member of NATO. At 
that time, Hungary was part of the Soviet bloc, with NATO portrayed as an 

aggressive imperialist military organisation. Yet, just a little more than a decade 
later, Hungary found itself being a member of NATO, the most successful political-
military alliance in history. Our accession became possible due to the revolutionary 
changes that had taken place in Central and Eastern Europe and as a recognition of 
the courageous reforms implemented by our country.
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I still feel very privileged to have been personally involved in the efforts that led 
to our accession. Having become a member of NATO meant that we irrevocably 
became part of the mainstream of European development and the community of 
Euro-Atlantic democratic nations. For two decades, we have now been a respected 
and reliable ally.

Will there be another 70 years for NATO? My answer is a clear yes, provided 
that NATO will remain capable of adapting to the constantly changing European 
security environment. So far, the alliance has been successful in doing so, inter 
alia, by opening up to admitting more and more formerly communist countries, 
and by assuming new missions and developing its capabilities, while upholding 
collective defence as its most fundamental feature.

We have a clear interest in seeing this adaptation process continue successfully. 
It is up to all member states, including Hungary, to make sure it does. This, however, 
requires not only strong political commitment, but also an active contribution to 
the further enhancement of NATO’s capabilities. Hungary is committed to take its 
proper share of this undertaking.

This is all the more necessary as today, NATO, and Hungary as part of it, faces 
the most complicated and complex security challenges ever since the end of 
the Cold War, with threats to allied security emanating from both East and the 
South. Collective defence has again come to the foreground, along with such more 
recent challenges as illegal migration and terrorism. Countering these challenges 
successfully requires resolution and commitment, and not just lip service.

There can be no doubt that countering the threats Europe is facing is not 
possible without a continued active engagement of the United States in Europe, 
for which NATO continues to provide the proper framework. Maintaining a credible 
military deterrent remains essential and cannot be imagined without Washington’s 
active involvement. The latter also remains of crucial importance also for handling 
traditional conflicts. Suffice it to remember the history of the 20th century to see 
what may happen without a genuine U.S. engagement in Europe.

At the same time, we share the view that a stronger Europe is indispensable 
for making NATO stronger, too. We do agree that Europe needs to do more for 
its own defence, that is, to enhance its own capabilities. Here again, Hungary is 
doing its homework, modernising its own defence forces and gradually increasing 
defence expenditure so as to meet the 2 percent of the GDP, as required, by 2024.

Efforts to increase NATO’s, including European capabilities must, of course, 
go hand in hand with the enhancement of our political dialogue. Respect for the 
member countries’ sovereignty as well as the consensus principle, on which 
decision-making is based must remain key principles in this undertaking.

Based on the experiences of NATO’s enlargement, we may conclude that 
admitting countries ready and able to fulfil the obligations going along with 
membership has made the alliance stronger. Enlarging NATO has made Europe 
a safer place. We therefore will remain ardent supporters of NATO’s Open Door 
Policy and the respective efforts of aspirant countries.
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