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ABSTRACT

NATO s success is partly due to the asymmetric distribution
of power within the alliance between a stronger Anerica and
a weaker Europe. This situation solved nost problens of
role allocation and reduced transaction costs because of
clear Anerican |eadership. Even other characteristics of
the Atlantic Alliance, such as burden sharing and its
benevol ent role in pacifying Wst European relations, can
be directly traced to asymetry. The end of the Cold War
has partly reduced the incentives to maintain this
configuration, because, although the United States is still
as powerful, it can afford to be nore selective now that
the Soviet Union no |onger poses a threat that can only be
countered by America. In turn, this enhances the incentives
for Europe to increase its profile within the alliance.
Al though this trend towards increased symetry may create
coordi nati on problens, because there is no single focal
point for policy convergence, it may still be in the best
interest of NATO as only a nore bal anced rel ati onship can
hope to produce simlar perceptions which are a
prerequisite for conmon policies in an era of multiple and
nore di ffuse threats.







| nt roducti on

NATO s victory in the Cold War has earned it the
prestigious title of “the npost successful mlitary alliance
in history”. The main aim of the coalition -to avoid a
Soviet invasion of Wstern Europe- has not only been
achieved but it has receded beyond inmagination as a ngjor
war in Europe is today conpletely off the agenda.
Furthernore, relations anong the allies, and in particular
between the United States and the nmain European countries,
have been kept w thin reasonable |evels of disagreenent

t hr oughout .

One of the reasons for this success has been the
asynmmetric distribution of power anong allies in favour of
the United States, which has acted as I|eader of the
coalition providing effective protection and guidance to
its allies. Despite the rhetoric of the “Gand Design’
resting on tw equal pillars, the idea of a fully
integrated Europe on a par with the United States has not
al ways been accepted as a positive devel opnent, as it would
have put Europe’'s need for the United States into doubt.

For exanple, according to Henry Kissinger:

“European unity is not a major cure-all for Atlantic
di sagreenents. In many respects it may magnify rather
than reduce differences. As Europe gains structure, it
will be in a better position to insist on differences
whose ultimate cause is structural rather than

personal “.!

More recently, Lawence Kaplan has argued that:




“I'f the European novenment ultimately enbraces a
mlitary conponent, it could be the final act in

NATO s history”.?

The asymretry within the alliance partly exogenous and
partly caused by the systemc circunstances in the
background during the Cold War. It was therefore well
adapted to the prevailing structural incentives. As will be
argued in the paper, the change in systemc conditions
brought about by the disintegration of the Soviet Union is
therefore likely to alter the distribution of relative
power and, especially, of roles wthin the alliance,
contributing to a nore symetric situation, by increasing
the incentives toward EU defence integration and by

reduci ng those toward US invol venent.

Al t hough a nore bal anced relationship wll necessarily
entail new problens, especially of I|eadership and role
al I ocati on, it is probably less dangerous to the

mai ntenance of the alliance than the persistence of
asymmetry. Wiile during the Cold War the presence of a
common and overriding threat ensured that all allies viewed
the world in roughly simlar ternms, the nore diffuse and
selective threats of the contenporary era require in fact a
nore honogeneous perception of global problens which can
only energe from a simlar position wthin t he
i nternational system As Stanley Hof fmann has argued: “The
alternative to a common west European policy to deal with
[defence] is not a NATO policy, it 1is paralysis or

fractured reactions”.3



1. The Causes of Asymetry

The evident asymetry of power wthin the Wstern
Al'liance between a predomnant Anmerica and its smaller
Eur opean and Canadian allies was in part brought about by
the nmere coincidence of Anmerica’s mght. It is quite
obvious that if the allies had had a nore equal and
bal anced distribution of power, they would not have
positioned in a fixed hierarchy. However, part of the
asymmetry was al so due to systemi c conditions. Superpowers,
because of their unique position, tend to differentiate
substantially from other types of states because behavi our
is due to perceived threats as nmuch as to the opportunities
deriving from one’s own position. In a bipolar system as
that of the Cold War, each superpower nust nostly rely on
its own forces to counter the other. There can be no
m sperception of which is the nobst urgent threat nor any
m sunderstanding on which is the state in charge of
countering it, as there are no other superpowers capabl e of
resi stance. Thi s di sti nct characteristic I nduces
superpowers to behave differently than any other and causes

asymretry within each bl oc.

As Kenneth Waltz has argued, this nakes for the
stability of bipolar systens such as that of the Cold War,
whi ch are |l ess prone than nultipolar systems to two cruci al
syndrones.4 On the one hand, as in the period leading to
the Second Wrld War, states may fall victim to the
tenptation of “buck- passi ng” the responsibility of

contai nment onto others. On the other hand, as in the years



before the First Wrld War, states in a nultipolar system
may prefer “chain-ganging” into confrontation with the

other coalition for fear of losing the cohesion of one’s

own alliance.> Both problens are created by the presence of
other major powers in the system weither in the form of
potential alternative sources of security or of potential
defectors. In bipolar systens, on the contrary, the
presence of only two superpowers ensures that threats wll
be neither underestimated in the hope that another pays the
costs of containnment nor overestimated for fear of |o0sing
crucial allies. Equilibrium in other words, is reached
mai nly through the “internal bal ancing” of nobilising one’ s
own resources rather than through the “external bal ancing”
of coalition building because of the absence of suitable
allies. In a non-nuclear setting, this structural incentive
to rearm and to systematically oppose the other superpower
may actually degenerate into a |long and uncertain war, as
t hose between Sparta and Athens and those between Rone and
Carthage. In a nuclear environnment, in which war 1is
extrenely difficult because deterrence is credible due to

extrenely high costs of war, stability is reinforced by the

reduced incidence of the uncertainties of diplonmacy.?®

Al lies, even peripheral ones, are far fromirrel evant
in a bipolar world because superpowers are concerned about
defections to the opposite canp. However, it is not the
positive value of allies which drives this worry but the
strategi c preoccupation of denying an inprovenent of the
ot her superpower’s relative position, as the balance of
power, by definition, rests on the two main pillars. Except

for their strategic value as geographic bases, allies were
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often protected nore for fear that the other superpowers
m ght take them over than for their value in adding to the
capabilities of the bloc. A bipolar world, unlike a
mul ti polar one, is in fact strictly “zero-sunf because any
| oss by one superpower can only advantage the other, as
there is no third actor which could benefit.” This is the
reason why both the United States and the Soviet Union
engaged in bitter conpetition even in renote parts of the
world as Southern Africa or Indochina, despite their
dubious intrinsic appeal. A transm ssion-belt mechanism
thus centralised regional security by linking all |ocal
settings to the global balance between the superpowers,
rendering each and every region vital to the nmai ntenance of

equi librium

Equilibrium between the blocs therefore favoured
asymmetry within them as each superpower jeal ously guarded
its own coalition and nmade sure that none of their allies
changed side. In other words, superpowers were “entrapped”’
to defend their allies as well as to guarantee their
continuing loyalty, as is denonstrated by the fact that the
United States and the Soviet Union used force nore often

within their own blocs than in attenpts to encroach each

other’s spheres of influence.8 Furthernore, asymetry was
al so caused by the fact that superpowers posed such an
extensive threat to each other that they were forced by
their structural condition to use all —or at |east nost- of
their power , also because no suitable diplomatic
alternative existed. The automatic reaction by each
superpower to the actions of the other inplicit in a

bi pol ar system therefore provided an incentive to



functional differentiation wthin each bloc. |In other
words, the polar structure and the functioning of an
international system are not sinply the result of an
exogenous distribution of power which selects the great
powers, but it is also the result of how nmany powers the
system di splays overall. In other words, in the sane vein
as a nonopolist prices its products differently than an
ol i gopolist even though its size nmay be exactly thesane,
bi pol ar superpowers behave |ike superpowers not sinply
because they are so nuch larger than their allies, but
because there are only two of them In a different systemc
envi ronnment —-such as a unipolar or a multipolar one- the
same anount of absolute power may not necessarily lead to
the sanme Dbehaviour, because structural incentives are

different.

In the typical action-reaction spiral characteristic
of security dilemras, each superpower in a two-power world
m ght have reached a | evel of def ence quite
di sproportionate to its security needs, as is denonstrated
by the dinmension of their nuclear arsenals at the height of
the Cold War, to which no other power w shed even to get
close to.? These large conventional and nuclear forces
woul d have been involved imediately in case of war, in
order to avoid giving the adversary a chance to nake
substantial gains against |esser allies, and nobst of the
effort of Anmerican strategy during the Cold War was
therefore geared to nake such an automatic involvenent as
credible and realistic as possible. The asymretry between
the superpower and its allies was not therefore due only to

the difference in their potential, but also to the
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different incentive in converting that potential into
actual capabilities, since the absence of options for a
deci sive external balancing forced superpowers to rely on

i nternal bal anci ng excl usively.

In this context, smaller allies had neither the
opportunity nor the need to invest heavily into their own
defence. An independent policy would in fact have been
tolerated only within the strict confines of ultinmate bloc
solidarity, that is, if it was not truly independent. Not
only bipolarity invited superpowers to protect and cherish
their own sphere of influence, but also the presence of
nucl ear weapons forced themto control the actions of their
allies for fear of unwillingly stunbling into an atomc
exchange. Only superpowers, therefore, could and were
forced to devel op an active policy at a global |level, while
their allies were constrained to a quite passive and
| ocalised policy. Intra-bloc discipline was therefore
guaranteed because of the superpowers’ fear of |[|o0sing
decisive positions relative to an adversary which m ght
have exploited them in a general war as well as precisely
to avoid that very war, which was Ilikely to have
apocal ypti c consequences on their hone territories. On the
other hand, smaller powers did not even experience the
necessity to adequately invest in their international
profile, as superpowers guaranteed their defence nuch
better than they could have done autononously. They could
thus safely benefit from their |eader’s provision of

security, without actually contributing nmuch to it.



2. The Consequences of Asymmetry

The asymmetric nature of the Atlantic Alliance was
therefore due as nmuch to the overriding nature of the
bi pol ar system as to the natural endowrents of the United
States. NATO s design reflected the asymetry and its
success in fulfilling its functions is at |least partly due
to this adaptation. In general terns, alliances are forned
for various reasons which enhance their value against a
comon threat. Firstly, they produce an additional
incentive to defend each other. If the expectation of
mut ual support was certain, alliances would be either
unnecessary, because the intervention would be forthcom ng
anyway, or irrelevant, if the prom se was enpty. Alliances
are necessary precisely because there is a margin of
uncertainty in the pledge to nutual support and because a
solemm obligation may increase the chance of its actua
i npl enentati on because “ceteris paribus, a state is nore
likely to join an opposing coalition if it has nade a
commtnment to do so than if no such comm tnent existed;
states have at | east some incentives to fulfi
i nternational obligations”.10 |n an anarchic world | acking
a superior authority capable of enforcing agreenents,
“since governnents with good reputation can nore easily
make agreenents t han gover nnment s W th bad ones,
international reginmes can help to facilitate cooperation by
making it both easier and nore desirable to acquire a good

reputation”. 1l



Secondly, alliances produce useful information both
for nmenbers and non-nenbers. On the one hand, they signa
to third parties that the conmmtnent to nutual defence is
serious. Even if allies are certain of each others’
| oyalty, adversaries may still count on their defection and
 aunch an attack in the hope of isolating their victim An
explicit agreenent nmay thus be geared nore to outside
deterrence than to internal reassurance. On the other hand,
they contribute to the <consistency of alignnments by
facilitating nultinational relationships. Since there is a
transitive quality in alliances, allies of the sanme country
wll tend to becone allies thenselves. In this sense,
alliances may nodify interests as well as sinply energe
from them because they induce states into fornmal

agreenents while their original contacts were only

i ndi rect. 12

Lastly, alliances allow to construct institutionalised
agreenents which reduce transaction costs. One of the
forempost theorist of transaction costs, the econom st
Aivier WIlianson, has conpared their role to the one of
attrition in physics. Sinplified npbdels excluding the
inmpact of attrition are necessary because they highlight
certain fundanmental processes. However, real physica
elements interact in a world in which attrition exists
Simlarly, social units nust take into account the limts
of rationality, the opportunistic nature of counterparts
and the difficulty of converting resources from one use to
anot her. Institutions and agreenents (“contracts” in
WIllianson’s |anguage) -on top of their specific nerits-

are necessary precisely because they allow states to forego
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transaction costs.1 In particular, peacetine alliances nay
allow advance preparations and the establishnment of
standard operating procedures which accelerate decision-

maki ng and i npl enentati on during the urgency of wartine.

NATO s historical functions, as described by the
famous remark of its first Secretary-Ceneral, reflected
these general characteristics. According to Lord Ismay,
NATO was fornmed “to keep the Soviets out, the Americans in
and the Germans down”. As regard the first and nost
traditional elenment, NATOs role was two-fold. On the one
hand, it reinforced the Anerican conmtnent to the defence
of Western Europe first by solemm pledge and, after the
1950 Summt in Lisbon, by a substantial mlitary presence.
Al t hough Anmerica’ s strategic interest in Wstern Europe was
clear and had been reiterated in the two Wrld VWars, it was
believed that an efficacious deterrence required an extra
commtnment to signal US intentions to the Soviet Union. US
troops were therefore considered necessary to strengthen
Eur opean conventional forces in front of Soviet superiority
but especially to highlight Washington's determ nation of
extending its nuclear wunbrella to Wstern Europe. The
Anerican contingent was therefore partly hostage to the
European allies in their quest for “extended deterrence”
and partly a trip-wire to enhance nuclear deterrence in

case of a Soviet intention to attack. 14

On the other hand, NATO s integrated mlitary commuand
allowed the reduction of transaction costs in preparation
for defence, should deterrence have failed. Mlitary plans

were drafted jointly, common standards for interoperability
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were established and command structures were devel oped in
order to maximse allied effectiveness in the event of war.
These neasures, which were unprecedented in peacetineg,
woul d have been unthinkable outside the framework of a
f or mal i nstitution. In a nore infornal arrangenent ,
integration of this degree would have been possible only
after hostilities had broken out, when it would possibly
have been too |ate because of the expectations of a
decisive Soviet blitzkrieg. The wutility of a custom of
peaceti ne cooperation has also been shown by the Gulf War,
in which British performance was facilitated, conpared to

France’'s, by a habit of collaboration with US troops.

Secondly, NATO was instrunmental in the path-breaking
Anerican commtnent to Europe. Ever since independence, the
United States had been suspicious of “entangling alliances”
and it was ready to fight to protect its neutral rights.
Even in the world wars, Anerica took part only well after
they had begun. The Atlantic Alliance, for the first tine,
was for the United States “a deterrent comm tnment based
upon the belief that if American intentions to prevent the
upset of the European bal ance of power were made clear in
advance, the |likelihood of a challenge to that bal ance
woul d be greatly reduced”. Gven the traditional American
penchant for institutions, it is quite clear that the
actual format of the Atlantic Alliance contributed to

weaken resistance to US participation.

Thirdly, NATO also decisively contributed to the
solution of mlitary conpetition in Wstern Europe.

Germany’s rearnmanment would have been inpossible outside a
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Western framework and it woul d have generated destabilising
insecurities in all of its European neighbours on either
side of the iron curtain. The Anerican presence through
NATO as well as Germany’s participation into the |aunch of
the process of European integration, which was itself in
turn propitiated by the environment created by NATO
allowed the anelioration of these fears. The process begun
in the 1950's, barely a decade after Nazi aggression, has
then culmnated in Germany’s reunification and its full
reintegration into the famly of nations after the end of
the Cold War.

The asymmetric configuration of power wthin the
Atlantic alliance was crucial to these functions, and
especially to the first and the last. Anmerican predom nance
erased all problens of role allocation within the alliance,
it provided clear |eadership and, consequently, an
unm st akable focal point around which expectations and
policies could converge. In other words, despite the fact
that NATO conprised sixteen nations, it acted alnost as
coherently as it had been under a single decision-naker,
dramatically reducing the conflicts and transaction costs
associated wth decentralised groups which have to
negotiate from scratch every terns of any agreenent.
Despite frequent quarrels, one of which has even led to
France’s withdrawal fromthe integrated mlitary structure,
the single nost inportant item on the allies’ agenda,

nucl ear policy, has been ultimately dictated from

Washi ngton, fromthe “New Look”™ to “Fl exible Response”. 16
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The disproportionate distribution of power within the
all'iance al so not ori ously | ed to an even nor e
di sproportionate sharing of the burden of comon defence.l?
Not only did the United States spend nore for defence than
its allies conbined, but it even spent nore relatively to
its own GNP. Although the public good of alliance security
was probably under-produced, it would probably have been
provided in even |lesser quantity had not the United States
been so big relative to its allies. According to Oson’s
theory, if there is such a skewed distribution of power,
there may exist a “uniquely privileged group”, conposed in
this instance by the United States, which may enjoy such a
proportion of the benefits of the public good because of
its sheer dinension so as to justify its single-handed
provision, irrespective of the behaviour of the others,
which may thus easily free ride. Unlike its smaller
partners, the United States was so inportant to the conmon
effort that it could not defect fromits comm tnent w thout
irreparably damaging the alliance. According to O son and
Zeckhauser's original paper: “There will be a tendency for
the 'larger' nenbers -those that place a higher absolute
val ue on the public good- to bear a disproportionate share
of the burden“.1® On the one hand, if relative dinensions
had been nore even, neither party wuld have been as
crucial and m ght thus have been induced to |let others pay
the costs of production of the public good. The United
States mght have been tenpted to |et Europeans defend
t hensel ves, whil e Europeans night have resisted Anmerica’s
attenpts to inpose its strategy in Wstern Europe. On the

other hand, the individual share for each of the total
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benefits mght not have been large enough to justify
provi si on, as nei t her power woul d have perceived
sufficient incentive to provide nost of the public good in

exchange for its relatively smaller slice of the cake.

Even nore inportant to the question of asynmetry was
NATO s role in facilitating Germany’'s rehabilitation and
European integration. It should be clear from the above
di scussion that, given the bipolar nature of the system
European integration could not substitute NATO in
i nportance with respect to security affairs because the
special role of the United States was irreplaceable.
Furt her nor e, the conspicuous Anerican political and
mlitary presence hindered foreign policy cooperation anpong
Eur opean states because their views of the matter were
het erogeneous, with the low profile of Germany and Italy,
burdened by a shanmeful past and by difficult denocratic
consolidations, and the polarised and opposite views of
Britain and France with respect to the Atlantic Alliance.1®
However, although NATO was probably responsible for the
limtations of European integration, it was also a
necessary conponent for its beginning. On the one hand, the
static nature of alignnents in the Cold War allowed the
United States to allow and even sponsor economc
unification in the nanme of the comobn cause against the
Sovi ets. The Marshall Plan, for exanple, put a prem um on
trans-national projects.?0 Since European loyalty could be
taken for granted, every inprovenent in European power
allowed the United States to reduce its concern for the
weakness of its allies and it proportionally augnented the

Kremlin's preoccupation. Facilitating European economnc
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cooperation could thus produce a welconme security

externality.?!

On the other hand, the nere American preponderant
presence reduced the European states’ propensity to
conpete, allowing age-old tensions to dissipate and the
Eur opean integration process to begin. Asymretry is in fact
inversely proportional to states’ sensitivity to relative
gai ns, because, as the hegenonic stability theorists have
poi nted out, the stronger can afford to ignore shifts in
relative capabilities because their position is secure
while the weaker mght as well concentrate on other
concerns because their position of vulnerability cannot be
recovered.2? |Imagine a situation in which states are nore
or less equally endowed, wth a difference of two or three
units of a given neasure. In this context, a shift in
rel ati ve power of one unit would represent either a half or
a third of the gap between states. |magi ne now a situation
in which the distribution of power is so skewed that there
is a difference of twenty units between a large state and
its counterpart. In this other context, the same shift of
one unit would only represent 5% of their difference,
thereby triggering a much nore nodest preoccupation
Sensitivity to relative gains therefore depends on the
rati o between the change in relative gain and the asymetry
between the units concerned (fig. 1). In other words, not
only the United States, by being ally both of France and of
Ger many, increased the incentive to ally also between
thenselves, but it also nodified the context of their
interaction by renoving fromthe agenda the issue of their

prom nence in Europe. The roughly equal size of the
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European states had invited anbition, resentnent and
concern at each mniml change in relative position for
centuries; Anmerican |eadership, on the contrary, was so
clear and secure that it could be nore easily accepted,

allowing the sensitivity to relative gains to decline.

[FIG 1 HERE]

3. The Causes of Symmetry

The col |l apse of the Soviet Union has radically changed
the international system Not only the system can no | onger
be called bipolar because there wuld be only one
superpower left, but also the incentive for the United
States to behave as a superpower has weakened, because
superpowers come in pairs. Athough the United States
remains in a | eague of its own, in the new systemthere are
no fixed hierarchies and the energies devoted to foreign
policy are likely to be nmuch nore conparable than before
the fall of the Berlin wall. As the system becones nore
mul ti pol ar, ext er nal bal ancing reacquires inportance
conpared to internal bal ancing and weaker powers nay regain
in the ganme of alignnents what they have may lack in
nat ural endowrents. In a way, therefore, the change brought
about by the disintegration of the USSR has been systemc
i ndeed, because it has reverberated throughout the whole
system and because it has been different than the sum of
its inputs as it has not nmerely concerned only the Soviet
Uni on, but also all the other powers on the internationa

scene.
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In particular, the dem se of the main global threat
has decentralised global security by de-Ilinking peripheral
and central equilibria.?2 It is no longer essential to
defend each and every part of the globe because of the
concern that each |ocal advance could be translated into a
general i sed danger as there is no power which at present is
capable of nmounting such a threat. Even though Wstern
i nterventions have not been wanting in the |ast few years,
the lag to take the decision and the willingness to sustain
heavy casualties have increased, as there is no perceived
necessity to balance automatically against an overriding
danger. This nore selective nmood can be highlighted by
conparing Western propensity to deploy land troops in Korea
or Viethnamwth the reluctance to be drawn in the Bal kans.
Each regional balance has therefore regained its intrinsic
value and it has correspondingly lost its appeal as a piece
in the global strategic picture. The decentralisation of
security has, in turn, repercussions on all the nmenbers of

the international system

For the United States, although an incentive toward
mai nt enance of global stability persists, there is no
| onger a gl obal power which can be perceived on a par as a
direct nenace to its national security. Wiile, during the
Cold war, each change in the balance of power, even in a
remote sugar and cigar-producing island in the Caribbean,
could be seen as a strategic shift in favour of the only
power which could possibly challenge Anmerican survival,
nowadays there seem to be no regional contingency which
could justify such a perception. The United States has thus

| ost the nost potent incentive to use all of its resources
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and to remain di sproportionally engaged in t he
international system As the United States is no |onger
entrapped in each and every regional bal ance, its
intervention can be both nore reflective and nore
selective, nore in tune with the behaviour of a “normal”

great power than with that of a superpower.

Furthernore, the fact that threats are |ess intense
and nore | ocalised has dimnished the necessity of American
invol verent as, unlike wth the Soviet Union, nost
contenporary threats can be dealt with —at |east in theory-
even by regional powers. The United States m ght therefore
|ose the sense of responsibility which flowed from its
acknow edgenent, during the Cold War, that it was the sole
power actually capable of countering the main threat to
gl obal stability, and m ght thus be tenpted to reduce its
propensity to be involved. Such a dimnished propensity was
clear, for exanple, in Anerican reluctance to be drawn into
involvenent in the Balkans which, before 1995, has
threatened a mpjor clash with the European allies which

were contributing troops to the UN effort in forner

Yugosl avi a. 24

For European states, on the contrary, there may be a
mrror effect. On the one hand, the weaker Anerican
i ncentive to be involved, now that US security is no |onger
directly at stake, may lead to a proportionally higher
propensity on the part of European states to raise their
profile, also because it is harder to free ride with a
United States which is less willing to be entrapped. This

natural and pendular process is conpounded by Europe’s
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geopolitical position, which is nmuch closer to the “ark of
crisis”, spanning fromMNorth Africa to the Caucuses passing
through the @ulf and the Bal kans, which currently groups
nost of the |l ess intense but nore actual threats which have
energed after the Cold War. In other words, while the
gl obal and overriding threat posed by the Soviet Union
menaced the United States and Europe alike, the new |ess
intense and nore |ocal threats have enhanced the inportance
of geography, thereby “entrapping” the European states to
concern thenselves relatively nore because of their
proximty to potential crises. In the last few years,
European states have nounted nore mnmlitary operations
outside their territories than during the four decades of
Cold War. Moreover, while during the Cold War Anerican
hegenony was easily tol erated because of its inportance to
European defence, today the FEuropean nay feel nore
reluctant to follow Anmerican |eadership blindly now that
the United States is no | onger seen as absolutely essenti al

to deter an i mm nent danger. According to Huntington: “nost

of the world does not want Anerica to be its policeman”.25

On the other hand, Europeans are today, at least in
theory, nore able to produce the |evels of defence which
are adequate for the new threats. Firstly, these threats
are inconparably | ess intense than the Soviet threat during
the Cold War. Secondly, Europeans are today nuch closer to
reaching a comon platform which may allow them to produce
a nore efficient defence. A stronger Europe necessarily
requires closer integration, because a fragnented deci sion
maki ng process and the duplication inplied by separate

defence budgets would otherw se disperse nost of the
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energi es. Even though Europe spends on defence roughly 60%
of the Pentagon’s budget, its capabilities are today not

even close to that |evel and perhaps are even as |low as a
tenth. According to Christopher Hll: “the cartoon which
once showed 12 Prine Mnisters voting on whether or not to
press t he nucl ear but t on pithily sunmmari sed t he
inpossibility of having a genuinely intergovernnental

def ence community” .26

Over the last few years, European positions have
become closer. Italy and Germany have becone “nornal”
powers |ess constrained than in the past by the |egacy of
the Second World War. Wile France has noved closer to NATO
and, in 1995, it has even taken steps to re-enter its
mlitary structure, the United Kingdom has noved closer to
the idea of a common European defence actually endorsing
for the first tinme, in Decenber 1998 at St. Ml 6, the
possibility of a European capability to act even w thout
the United States. The 1999 Cologne EU Summt has thus
called for a EU “capacity for autononous action, backed up
by credible mlitary forces” which, as a first step,
i nvol ves the absorption of the Wstern European Union’s
procedures for cooperation into the EU proper. The
possibility of a higher European profile has also been duly
acknow edged by NATO first at the Bruxelles 1994
M nisterial which allowed the devel opnent of “separable”
European forces if they were not “separate” from the
alliance, and then at the Washington’s 1999 Summt in which
there is the first direct reference to a defence role for

t he Eur opean Uni on.
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For regional powers, finally, the end of the struggle
between the superpowers has also changed their strategic
| andscape. On the one hand, superpowers had provided
(al nost) total protection and their di sappearance has thus
reduced their security, increasing the incentive to resort
to self help. Wereas an independent policy during the Cold
War m ght have appeared redundant, in the post-Cold War
world it is alnbst a necessity, especially in volatile
regions such as the Mddle East and East Asia, in which a
proliferation of conventional as well of non-conventiona
weapons denonstrates this trend.2” On the other hand, while
during the Cold War superpowers extended bloc discipline
al so because they feared that regional «crises could
escalate into global nuclearised confrontations, with the
end of the bipolar struggle regional powers are |ess
constrained to seek their own alignnments and to devel op
their foreign policy, as the cases of Irag and Serbia have
shown. In other words, the “one-global-unlikely threat” of
the Cold War has gradually given way to a “many-regional -
likely threats” scenarios.?8 This devel opnent is reflected
in NATO s post-Cold War policy in which enlargenent and the
Partnership for Peace initiative have wdened the
geogr aphi cal scope of the alliance while the 1991 and 1999
Strategic concepts envision the possibility of nultiple
threats from a wvariety of regions requiring power

proj ection outside of the alliance traditional “area”.

In turn, an environnment in which threats are |ess
intense and nore diffused is likely to produce | ess uniform
perceptions and priorities. This heterogeneity conpounds

the aforenentioned incentives to symmetry because each
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individual threat is unlikely to provoke a unified general
response involving the whole system but rather a nore
selective “coalition of the willing” establishing an ad hoc
hi erarchy which may not actually correspond to the overal

hierarchy in the system It is much nore possible today, as
happened in K-FOR in 1999, that the United States accepted
to participate in a mlitary operation even w thout being
its leader than during the Cold War, in which such an
eventuality would have been wutterly unthinkable. More
probable still is that the United States did not
participate at all into an operation involving other
Western countries, which also would have been inpossible
during the Cold War either because, as in Vietnam
Washi ngton woul d have perceived its interests even nore at
stake than other powers, or because, as during the Suez
crisis, it wuld have perceived the operation as
detrinmental to overall Western interests and it would have
accordingly stopped it. Formal nenberships and power
hierarchies, in short, are less static and this is of
course enshrined in NATO s Conbined Joint Task Forces’
(CQJTF) concept introduced at Berlin's 1996 ministerial
which allows a sub-group of allies to nobunt an operation
even without the participation of all others and with a
command structure reflecting actual contribution to the
specific contingency rather than standing wthin the

alliance in general.

4. The Consequences of Symmetry

.23



The system c change brought about by the end of the
Cold War, unlike others before it, has been insufficient to
radi cally change alignnents as NATO, as far as we can see
today, has not disappeared like the threat that gave rise
toit. However, it is quite certain that the inner workings
of the alliance have changed and will do so even nore, due
to the different environnment to which they have to adapt.
Speci fically, the alliance nmechanisnms wll be less
asymmetric and |ess automatic, because the less intense
threats it has to face require a less constant and
general i sed effort. Although this change will surely bring
about new problens, it is certainly nore suited to face the
chall enges of the new international system Persistent
asymmetry in front of radically new circunstances may in
fact be even nore detrinental to the survival of the

al li ance.

A nore symmetric alliance relationship my create
probl ens of coordination as there is no recogni sed |eader
dictating rules followed by everybody el se. Deci sion nmaking
is thus decentralised anong a nunber of allies, which incur
into transaction costs because, |acking an obvious focal
point, they have to negotiate each decision on an ad hoc
basis.?2? Uniquely privileged groups, that is conposed by
just one nenber, are not the only possible solution to the
probl em of collective action as there may still be a small -
N “K group” which may find it appealing to produce a public
good. 30 Nevertheless, it is quite obvious that transaction
costs increase when there is nore than one deci si on-maker,
especially if interests and perceptions diverge. Intra-

allied relations are in fact non-linear in the sense that
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an increase in the potential of individual nmenbers does not
necessarily lead to an increase in the aggregate capability
of the alliance. This is especially so if the increase is
t he source of a nore conplicated and costly deci sion-nmaki ng
process which can offset the increased collective potenti al
which follows from the enhancenent of one or nore nenbers’
power. The lack of a clear hierarchy may create frictions
about who is the | eader and, since the contribution of each
is approximately equal, each is also tenpted to |et others
pay the costs that they would otherwise have to pay

t henmsel ves.

A simlar reasoning was devel oped by the m croeconom c
theories of non-collusive oligopoly. For exanple, the
stability of the equilibrium in Stackelberg's nodel of
duopoly relies on the idea that one of the two firns takes
a leading role while the other sinply follows. If both
firms behave in a strategic manner, either they collusively
agree on a way to share the profits or they will engage in
a price war until one of the two sides surrenders. |If
neither acts strategically, as in Cournot’s nodel, the
collective result is even nore sub-optimal. This 1is
substantiated by the fact that transatlantic rel ations over
the last few years have been -—paradoxically- nore
conflictual in the economc than in the security sphere
despite the fact that the first type of issue is generally
regarded as inherently nore cooperative.3l In the trade
area, in fact, Europe is, unlike in the defence one, on a
par with the United States, as it is stronger and nore
cohesive (fig. 2). The lack of a clear |eader within the

alliance for those issues which involve the use of economnc
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statecraft has thus generated many nore frictions in this
area than in the defence one. This was the case already
during the Cold War, as the disputes over COCOM and the
Siberian Pipeline (in which Europeans had their way)
denonstrate.32 After the Cold War, this trend has
accentuated, as is shown by the disputes over the Hel ns-
Burton and D Amato Acts, over the future of the aeropl ane
industry and over trading relations wth China.3 O her
anal ysts have expressed concern over a com ng Euro-Doll ar
clash.3% By contrast, difficult issues relating to
cl assical defence instruments -such as NATO enl argenent or
t he managenent of NATO s m ssion in Bosnia- have been nore
snoothly and successfully dealt wth under decisive

Anmeri can | eadership

[FIG 2 HERE]

| ncreased European cooperation and a higher profile in
the defence field wll therefore generate problens of
coordination within NATO, but the failure to rebal ance the
transatlantic relationship could inply even bigger problens
for two reasons, both of which originate in the new
systemc incentives: the changed nature of the good of
international security and the link between capabilities
and intentions. Firstly, security has lost sonme of its
purity as a public good, and it is now closer to a “common
pool resource” (or a publicly provided private good), which
requires a different production nmechanism because it is

nmore difficult to produce it in adequate quantities (fig.
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3).3% NATO s security during the Cold War approximted a
public good because both of the critical characteristics
were provided by the Soviet threat. Security was non-
excludable (that is once a good is produced, no-one can be
kept from consumng it) because an attack on one could not
possi bly take place, also because of the Alliance s article
5 wthout involving all the other allies. Security was
al so non-rival (that is its consunption did not dimnish
the anount available for other uses) because the bipolar
threat was both centralised and global, inplying a single
titanic struggle between East and Wst. In front of a
single adversary, each effort at containment did not
therefore subtract fromthe general ability to contain, but

rather added to it.

[FIG 3 HERE]

On the contrary, security from global instability in
the post-Cold War period is also non-excludable, but it is
a nore rival good, that is its consunption reduces the
anmounts available for other wuses. It is non-excludable
because none of the mmjor contenporary threats is exercised
against the territory of a nenber state, and thus no ally
can be forced to pay the costs of containnent or to
renounce sharing the benefits irrespective of the costs it
has paid. Once a regional conflict, such as the invasion of
Kuwait, has been solved, it has been solved for al
nations, including those which have not participated to the

war or have restricted thenmselves to “checkbook diplomacy”.

.27



Whereas the Cold War threat was indivisible because it was
ained against all, the post-Cold War one is simlarly
i ndi vi si bl e because it is ained agai nst none. Post-Cold War
production of security is nore rival, scarce and finite
because, since the threats are nore nunerous and
decentral i sed, containing one nmay not necessarily help to
contain another, which nay arise conpletely independently.
Furthernore, the dimnished intensity of the general |evel
of threat has also inplied an increased difficulty in
justifying defence expenditure in an era of *“peace
di vi dends” and fiscal stringency. 36 Finally, t he
het er ogeneous nature of today's threats inplies the fact
that arned forces are not as fungible as in the past, de-
linking the relationship with (an increasingly irrelevant)
nucl ear deterrence and creating difficult trade-offs
between forces which are geared to mpjor |land warfare,
forces for rapid power projection and forces for |ow

intensity peace keeping.?3’

A non-excludable but rival comon pool resource
presents even tougher uncertainties than a public good,
because while the first elenent ensures under-production
the second adds an incentive to over-consunme the good,
because it is in scarce supply.38 A npore symetric
di stribution of power anong allies may provide a partia
solution, as already recognised by dson and Zeckhauser,
who called for “a greater ratio of private to collective
benefits”.39 Private elenments could in fact be introduced
in the security good by separating the various (rival)
conti ngenci es allocating responsibility to different

partners. Europeans and Anericans would thus define
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respective spheres which would effectively be treated as
private goods, in which over-consunption is curbed because
it is possible to exclude who has not been charged. If the
all'iance remai ned asymmetric, European would be too weak to
deal with any area outside their own territory, and would
thus free ride and over-consunme Anmerican invol venent, which

woul d in turn increasingly becone scarcer.

This leads to the second danger of asymetry in a
world of multiple and diffused threats. Anmerican continued
prom nence could in fact generate a process of noral hazard
by systematically reducing the costs of Eur opean
i rresponsi bl e behaviour. Mral hazard is generally defined
as a perverse incentive to behave in an undesired nmanner
which originates from the attenpt to limt the damage of
undesirabl e behaviour. The <classic exanple is that of
safety belts in cars, which may have actually increased the
rate of traffic incidents by lulling drivers into a false
sense of security and into driving nore recklessly. In this
view, part of the reason why it is difficult to organi se an
effective European defence would rest precisely in the
presence of an effective American power projection
capability which offers a cheaper alternative (for
Europeans). [If such a capability was absent, Europeans
woul d probably perceive the necessity to raise their

profile nore urgently.

The crux of the mtter 1is that intentions and
perceptions are, at least 1in part, a function of
capabilities, as classic diplomatic historians and

practitioners knew when they defined great powers as those

states whose interests went beyond those of inmediate
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contiguity. During the Cold War, the overriding nature of
the threat and the fact that it was directly ained at the
territory of the European allies (which could not therefore
sinply ignore it) contributed to a unified view of the
problem and its solutions. On the contrary, persistent
asymmetry in capabilities in a |less conpelling environnent
would in tinme lead to asymmetric perceptions of the world
and het erogeneous responses between a gl obalist Anerica and
a parochial Europe. European weakness, due either to
di sunion and insufficient critical mass or to a self-
i nposed restraint, would in fact inevitably lead to a
timd and Ilimted policy, which is Ilikely to remain
| ocalised and abstentionist as when Holland or Sweden
renounced their great power status. In turn, this nmay have
repercussi ons even on the United States, which are today as
sensitive to costs as they were sensitive to threats during
the Cold War, because the alienation of its partners would
erode the basis of legitimacy for its involvenent and
inevitably raise questions about retreating back into
i solationismand unilateralismrather than paying al one al

of the costs of global stability. Only a nore bal anced
distribution of capabilities may, in the long term foster
a comon perception of interest and of global problens,

with a higher probability of devel opi ng common poli ci es.

In general terns, therefore, asymmetry is not
necessarily always the best distribution of power within an
alliance (fig. 4). If the level of external threat is high,
as before the collapse of the Soviet Union, internal
cohesion is ensured and asymmetry may thus provide usefu

solutions to questions about coordination and role
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al l ocation. Fromthe points of view of alliance naintenance
and effectiveness, this nmay indeed be the best situation

If, on the other hand, the |level of external threat is |ow,
as in the contenporary period, asymmetry may further reduce
i nternal cohesion because it may induce allies to view the
world fromdifferent vantage points. This may indeed be the
worst situation possible. Viceversa, a nore symetric
distribution of power anmong allies may create problens of
coordination and role allocation even in a world in which
the level of external threat is high, but it may also
ensure nore internal cohesion in terns of conmon
perceptions and interests if the |level of external threat
is less demanding. W are today at an uncertain point
between a situation of |ow threat and asymmetry and one of

| ow threat and nore symmetry between the partners.

A son and Zeckhauser argued that: “a union of smaller
menbers of NATO, for exanple, could be helpful, and be in
the interest of the United States. Such a union would give
t he people involved an incentive to contribute nore toward
the goals they shared with their then nore nearly equal
partners. Whatever the disadvantages on other grounds of
these policy possibilities, they at |east have the nerit
that they help to nake the national interest of individual
nations nmore nearly conpatible wth the efficient
attainnment of the goals which groups of nations hold in
common” .40 Stanl ey Hof fmann agrees that “the alternative to

a west European security entity is not the pre-1989 NATO

but a renationalization of defense policies”.4

[FIG 4 HERE]
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Concl usi on

Contrary to the nobst pessimstic predictions, which
woul d have expected the demise of the Atlantic Al liance
wthin years of the end of the Cold War, NATO has not
di sappeared and it appears capable of adaptation to the new
international system in terns of nenbership, geographic
scope and institutional nechanisns.?4 Partly, this may be
due to the common cultural, econonmic and political heritage
of the allies, which bind them even beyond commopn strategic
interests.4 Partly, this nay be due to the energence of
new threats and instabilities, which nay have spurred the
continued collaboration of those states belonging to the
“Western civilisation”.4 This nmay also be due to the
continuing utility of the alliance, which allows to its
menbers policies otherw se inpossible. The European Union,
despite a nore efficient integration, would in fact stil
be unable to operate independently outside its immediate
proximty while the United States would not easily do so
W t hout any outside support or the legitimacy it entails.4s
Rat her than constructing a new institution to serve these
pur poses, NATO allies may prefer to spare thenselves the
sunk costs that a new alliance would involve and to adapt

the existing structures.46

In particular, adaptation requires a nore balanced
relationship within the alliance through a hi gher European
profile. Nevertheless, the fact that there is a strong
incentive to devel op European defence capabilities does not

necessarily nean that a united Europe will energe nor that,
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if this happens, NATO wll not need further radical
reform4’ Alliance nechanisns constructed under conditions
of internal asymmetry and a strong and unique external
threat are unlikely to function effectively in a conpletely

different situation.

Specifically, enphasis on the automatic activation of
NATO, inmplicit in Article 5 should not be pursued, as an
automatic nmechanism wuld risk to strain a nore
het er ogeneous consensus or to be incredible in a nore
fragnented environnment in which threats are nore renote.
Secondly, decision making should becone nore flexible to
avoid constant tensions about responsibility and role
allocation, as already inplied by the CITFs concept,
because not all states will necessarily want to participate
to every operation and because Europeans and Anericans need
to informally divide responsibilities if they want to avoid
by
providing individual incentives in the form of valued

excessive free riding. CJTFs enhance NATO s prospects

command responsibilities, and by reducing the nunber of
participants in specific operations enough so that
overl appi ng preferences can be identified and realised nore
easily”.4 This adaptation may still create problens of
coordi nati on between the two sides of the Atlantic and may
spur doubts because asymmetry has been so successful during
the Cold War. However, in the new systenmi c circunstances,
it my still be the best chance for the Atlantic Alliance

to survive into the XXI Century.
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Fig. 1 Asymmetry and sensitivity to relative gains

A

K =2 (A-B) / (A-B)
sensitivity to
relative gains

(K)

asymmetry
(A-B)

Fig. 2 A conparison between the US and the EU in defence
and international trade

Import and Exports Defense Expenditure
2000 300
|:| EU EU
|:| us |:| us
B —_— B
n n
200 I
D D
a ¢}
° 1000 T =
| |
| |
a a 100 7 =
r r
s s
0 0
1994 1994
source: WTO source: lISS

234 -



Fig. 3 Types of goods
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