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FOREWORD

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s invocation of Article 5 in the wake of the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001 was a vivid reminder of how fundamentally our security environment has changed. The frozen certainties of the Cold War threat to Europe have given way to an entirely new set of challenges, much different, but no less menacing than those of the past.

The invocation of NATO’s collective self-defense clause, for the first time ever in its history, and in response to a terrorist attack on the United States, also demonstrated how much the Alliance has changed since the demise of communism and the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Originally founded in 1949 to deter Stalin from attacking Western Europe, NATO was then little more than a U.S. promise of protection to a Europe devastated and demoralized by war. But 53 years later, NATO’s Article 5 commitment brought the old world to the aid of the new, to reverse the words of Winston Churchill. If ever one was looking for a demonstration of the undiminished vitality of the transatlantic relationship, this is it.

That NATO could respond so swiftly to the events of September 11 was no coincidence. Throughout the 1990s, the Alliance underwent the most far-reaching changes in its history. And Ron Asmus was one of the key architects of that adaptation. In addition to enlarging to Central and Eastern Europe, NATO reached out to build a new cooperative relationship with Russia, its erstwhile adversary. It also reoriented itself to face new threats beyond its borders and intervened to stop ethnic cleansing and genocide in Bosnia and Kosovo. And it embraced the European Union’s efforts to build a European Security and Defense Policy as a step toward a fairer sharing of the transatlantic security burden. Initially a U.S.-West European alliance designed to meet the Russian threat, the Alliance was being transformed into the foundation for a new pan-European alliance between North America and a Europe whole and free.

Behind this transformation lay the conviction that NATO was not just a temporary Cold War creation designed by necessity to deter Russian power. Two world wars and fifty years of working together during the Cold War led both sides of the Atlantic to conclude that the virtues of their strategic partnership transcended the communist or any other specific threat. The Atlantic Alliance is the expression of a community of North American and European democracies based on common values and interests. As NATO heads of state put it in a declaration at their fiftieth anniversary summit in Washington in the spring of 1999, NATO must be adapted so that it is as good in meeting the threats of the 21st century as it was in fighting the Cold War.

In November 2002, at its summit meeting in Prague, NATO will confront a new set of challenges. It must now complete the vision of a Europe whole and free that stretches, in the words of President George W. Bush, from the Baltic to the Black Sea and enlarge to new members willing and able to shoulder the burdens of membership. The terrorist attacks on the United States have only reinforced the desire to consolidate peace and democracy in post–Cold War Europe. A strong and stable Europe is a key asset at a time when American and Western security is under attack elsewhere.

But the war on terrorism has also highlighted the continuing importance of allies and alliances. Today Western democracies face new, potentially existential threats to their security in the form of terrorism and weapons of mass destruction. Our Alliance must be modernized and adapted to face this threat if we are to live up to the principles NATO was founded on. This modernization must not be confined to developing new strategies or working methods. It must entail, above all, a commitment to build the necessary military capabilities. This is a challenge for NATO Allies as well as for those who aspire to join the Alliance. Our still-young century has already taught us a lesson we must heed as we continue NATO’s modernization: that you cannot have defense on the cheap.

In Opening NATO’s Door, Ron Asmus provides us with a definitive and insider’s account of the first chapter in NATO’s modernization after the end of the Cold War. He takes us behind the scenes in Washington and into the diplomatic corridors of Europe to tell the story of the debates that took place in the early and mid-1990s as the U.S. and its European allies grappled to define the Alliance’s post–Cold War strategic direction in the wake of communism’s collapse. He shows how the initial impulse for NATO enlargement came from dissidents-turned-diplomats in Central and Eastern Europe and how it was eventually embraced by U.S. and European leaders. Above all, he provides us with an insider’s view on how Washington’s own views and those of its allies evolved as NATO grappled with how to turn enlargement from a noble idea into political reality.

Opening NATO’s Door documents the diplomacy, some of it dramatic, that took place in the run-up to the NATO Brussels summit in January 1994 and, above all, during the run-up to the Madrid summit in July 1997. At the same time, he highlights how, from its inception, NATO enlargement was about more than just consolidating the peace in Central and Eastern Europe. His detailing of the intense negotiations that produced the signing of the NATO-Russia Founding Act documents the lengths to which the Alliance went to create a new relationship with Moscow and to give it a place in a new European security order. He offers some vivid insights into the political battle that took place both in public and behind the scenes in Washington and the building of a true bipartisan consensus for the ratification of enlargement by the U.S. Senate in the spring of 1998.

Above all, Ron underscores how the early proponents of enlargement were trying to develop a rationale for a new NATO that would bind the U.S. and Europe together as closely in the post–Cold War era as they had been during the fight against communism. For the United States, NATO enlargement became the centerpiece of a broader agenda—to transform and modernize the U.S.-European strategic partnership to deal with the threats of a new century. That strategy reflected an American commitment to the spread of democracy and Western values, the premium put on building new alliances in a globalized world and the fact that Washington looked to Europe whole and free as America’s most natural partner likely to share those values and address those challenges.

NATO heads of state will doubtless draw some of the intellectual, political and diplomatic lessons from the events described in this book when they meet in Prague in November 2002. The questions they must grapple with—the scope of the next wave of NATO enlargement, how best to deepen NATO-Russia cooperation and how to build capabilities so that the Alliance serves as an effective tool in the war on terrorism—are the natural outgrowth of the debates and policies described in these pages.

Dean Acheson, one of NATO’s founding fathers, once said that “the really successful international organizations are those that recognize and express underlying realities.” In facing long-term, strategic challenges, there can be no substitute for long-term, strategic partners: Partners you can trust. Partners who trust you. That is the underlying reality which the North Atlantic Alliance has always been about.

Ron Asmus’ fascinating account explains how NATO, by recognizing and expressing these “underlying realities” in post–Cold War Europe, transformed both itself, European security, and the transatlantic security partnership.

Ron Asmus played a key—indeed essential—role, both in and out of government, in ensuring that this effort was enormously successful. For that, I thank Ron and am grateful for the contribution this book makes to documenting this historic story.

Lord Robertson of Port Ellen

Secretary General of NATO

May 2002
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INTRODUCTION

It was March 12, 1999 and I was walking across the tarmac at Andrews Air Force base to the plane of Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright. As the senior representative of the State Department’s European Bureau, I was flying with her to Independence, Missouri to celebrate the entry of the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). As the U.S. Secretary of State, Albright had the honor of receiving the protocols of accession officially marking the entry of these three countries into the Alliance. She had chosen the Harry S. Truman Library for the ceremony. It was her way of emphasizing that the U.S. and our European allies were continuing the original dream of Truman and NATO’s founding fathers by enlarging the Atlantic Alliance to include countries from Central and Eastern Europe who, only a decade earlier, had broken loose from Soviet rule.

It was an important day for the United States and for the Administration of President Bill Clinton. The U.S. and its allies were extending a security guarantee to Central and Eastern Europe—a region that had been at the center of many of Europe’s great conflicts in the past. It was the largest increase in the American commitment to Europe in decades—and came at a time when many people doubted the staying power of the U.S. in Europe and elsewhere around the globe. It was a testimony that America was not becoming isolationist but instead was renewing and expanding its commitment to alliance with the old continent and with the world more generally.

But NATO enlargement was only part of a broader effort to transform and modernize the Atlantic Alliance. Founded in 1949 to defend Western Europe from a Soviet threat, the Alliance was now being used to help unify Europe by opening its door to new members from the Baltic to the Black Sea. In parallel, NATO had reached out to establish a cooperative relationship with Moscow, its erstwhile adversary. While maintaining the core commitment to the collective defense of its members, the U.S. had also pushed NATO to embrace new military missions in response to new threats and to intervene militarily beyond its borders in defense of Western values and interests, starting in the Balkans.

These were some of the most far-reaching changes in NATO in decades. And it was all coming together in the spring of 1999. The enlargement of NATO’s members and missions were the highlight of the Alliance’s fiftieth anniversary summit scheduled for April 1999 in Washington, D.C. The vision was clear: a new NATO between the U.S. and a Europe whole and free committed to tackling the new threats of the 21st century. Enlargement was a centerpiece of a strategy to make NATO effective in meeting the challenges of the future as the Alliance had been in winning the Cold War. While none of us could foresee it at the time, these efforts helped to lay the foundation for NATO’s invoking of Article V on September 11, 2001 in response to terrorist attacks on the United States.

It had not been easy or without controversy. At a time of general indifference to foreign policy following the end of the Cold War, NATO enlargement sparked one of the most passionate and fierce national security debates of the decade in the United States. The reasons went beyond the issue of the fate of those Central and East Europeans nations. Instead, the debate revolved around America’s vision of Europe, relations with Russia, as well as NATO’s future purpose now that communism was gone. Initially, much of the American foreign policy establishment opposed it; most Europeans were lukewarm at best; and the Russians were almost unanimous in their opposition to it. Critics claimed that it was a strategic blunder that would derail Russia’s democratic reforms, provoke a new Cold War, and dilute or weaken America’s premier military alliance. And they doubted President Clinton’s commitment to this project and insisted that the U.S. public and Senate would never consent to extend a U.S. security guarantee to these countries.

But President Clinton overcame opposition to the idea—first in his own Administration, then among our European allies and, finally, in Russia—and successfully enlarged the Alliance. And he did so without the crisis in relations with Russia or the evisceration of NATO as a military alliance critics had predicted. Both major political parties supported NATO enlargement and the U.S. Senate ratified it by a vote of 80–19. In doing so, the Administration laid a cornerstone for a new NATO that reflected the realities and threats of a new Europe—an accomplishment that was likely to be one of the Administration’s most enduring foreign policy legacies.

Why had the Clinton Administration done it? There were three key reasons. First, President Clinton was attracted early on to NATO enlargement as a means to help create a democratic, peaceful, and secure Europe whose future, as he often put it to visitors, could be better than the continent’s bloody past. He believed that the U.S. had a unique chance to help do for Europe’s eastern half what the generation of Truman and Acheson had done for the continent’s western half. He wanted to extend NATO’s security umbrella to lock in peace and democracy in Europe as a whole and complete the overcoming of Europe’s Cold War divide that had started with the crumbling of the Berlin Wall ten years earlier. And he wanted to do so while also embracing and integrating a democratic Russia.

Second, the President believed that one of the great lessons of the 20th century was that the United States and Europe should stick together. Although the old Soviet threat had gone away, America’s interest in an alliance with Europe had not. He wanted to modernize NATO in a way that would keep the U.S. and Europe tied together and the Alliance relevant in a way that publics on both sides understood. Clinton believed that there was perhaps no other part of the world with which the U.S. had more common values and interests. By locking in peace and security on the continent once and for all, the U.S. could create precisely the kind of stability in Europe that would better allow it to address new challenges elsewhere. This would in turn allow the U.S. and its European allies to focus on the new challenges they needed to confront together in the years and decades ahead in a globalized world.

Third, the Clinton Administration viewed the fight over NATO enlargement as part of the larger battle over what America stood for in the world. It was part of the broader foreign policy struggle over whether the United States would remain internationally engaged or retreat into a new kind of isolationism or unilateralism. President Clinton wanted to modernize the Alliance to deal with the threats of the future because he believed the U.S. should not go it alone but had to act together with its partners on the global stage. He wanted to reform NATO so that the American public would understand why it was still relevant in a new era and support its continuation. To be sure, not all opponents of enlargement were isolationist or unilateralist. But there were voices advocating a U.S. disengagement from Europe either to focus on domestic problems, or to free up American attention and resources to act elsewhere in the world. The Clinton Administration believed that these were the false and wrong choices.

As the Secretary of State’s plane took off from Andrews Air Force base, I thought about the key individuals who had made this day possible. That vision and strategy were not the result of a sudden epiphany. Instead, they had evolved over time and resulted from intellectual and political battles waged and won. The idea of enlarging NATO had originated in Central and Eastern Europe where former dissidents turned diplomats and statesman saw it as the logical extension of their struggle against communism and the culmination of their fight for freedom, democracy, and national independence. It was then picked up by a handful of Western intellectuals and politicians who recast the issue in broader terms of the Alliance’s overall future and survival. In doing so, they put the NATO enlargement issue front and center on the West’s strategic agenda.

That debate fell into the lap of the Clinton Administration shortly after it assumed office in early 1993. And it was President Clinton who personally set the tone within the Administration by responding positively when first confronted with the issue by Vaclav Havel, Lech Walesa, and Arpad Goncz—the presidents of the Czech Republic, Poland, and Hungary—in the spring of 1993. Tony Lake, Clinton’s first National Security Advisor, was perhaps the first proponent of NATO enlargement in the President’s inner circle along with Sandy Berger. Warren Christopher, Albright’s predecessor as Secretary of State, was initially cautious but gradually became a strong supporter, toiling in the diplomatic trenches to lay the groundwork for the successes that followed after his departure. Richard C. Holbrooke was brought back to enforce the President’s will on a reluctant bureaucracy, especially the Pentagon, and to get reluctant allies on board. And Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott, while initially skeptical, took on the arduous task of negotiating a new cooperative NATO-Russia relationship that would enable enlargement to move forward while avoiding a train wreck in Russia’s relations with the West.

But this was also a very special moment for Albright. The daughter of a Czechoslovak diplomat driven from his homeland by Stalin, she was committed to using America’s power and influence to overcome Europe’s Cold War division. While much of the groundwork for NATO enlargement was completed during Clinton’s first term in office, it was Albright who became the Administration’s champion on enlargement and pulled together the ideas, the diplomacy, and the politics to successfully get the job done. Her tenacity helped keep the Atlantic Alliance on course. And her passion on the issue, knack for public diplomacy, and personal relationship with Republican Senator Jesse Helms allowed her to reach across the political aisle and build bipartisan support to ensure Senate ratification. To use a sports metaphor that Albright would have frowned on as “boy’s talk,” she came in as the quarterback in charge of the red zone offense to put the ball in the end zone.

But credit for NATO enlargement clearly extended across the political aisle and beyond the Administration. Without President George Bush’s successful reunification of Germany in NATO, the Alliance would never have been able to reach out further to the East. The leaders of Central and East European ethnic groups helped draw early attention to the issue and elevated it on the agenda of both the Administration and Congress … and played a key role in providing support in the ratification process. The Republican Party embraced enlargement as one of its goals in the Contract with America in the summer of 1994 at the same time the Clinton Administration was deciding to move forward on enlargement. The Clinton Administration disagreed with many Republicans on the overall strategy and timing of enlargement and, above all, on how to handle Russia and the NATO-Russia relationship. But at a time of growing partisanship in Washington, both parties came together to produce a bipartisan 80–19 vote on enlargement. Forty-five of those Senators were Republicans. It was an affirmation of a strong bipartisan commitment to U.S.-European relations and trans-Atlantic cooperation.

As we flew toward St. Louis on a dreary March day in the spring of 1999, NATO was bracing to go to war in Kosovo. Albright had kept a grueling schedule in the preceding weeks trying to keep the NATO Alliance together and the Russians on board while the West ratcheted up the political and military pressure on Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic to halt his barbaric “ethnic cleansing” campaign. She was in the front line of fire for what the press would soon dub “Madeleine’s war.” But it was time to put the problems of Kosovo aside for a day to welcome the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland into NATO. Albright’s Chief-of-Staff, Elaine Shocas, tapped me on the shoulder and said Albright wanted to see me. As I entered her private cabin, she broke out into a smile and gave me a huge hug. “Madeleine”—as we all referred to her—had been waiting a long time for this day, and her ebullient mood showed it.

We were joined on the plane by the Foreign Ministers of these three countries—Bronislaw Geremek of Poland, Jan Kavan of Czechoslovakia, and Janos Martonyi of Hungary. Each came up to Albright’s cabin to spend a few private minutes with her and to congratulate her. Geremek, a former Solidarity dissident and a close personal friend of Albright’s, reminded her that during Poland’s first post-communist election campaign, Solidarity had used an election poster with a picture of Gary Cooper from High Noon to symbolize the triumph of good over evil. “Madeleine,” Geremek said, “this is the fulfillment of that dream.” “NATO enlargement,” he continued, “is the most important event that has happened to Poland since the onset of Christianity.” This was a remarkable statement considering that it came from a Polish medieval historian of Jewish origin. After Geremek left the cabin, Albright turned to me and said: “Ron, it doesn’t get any better then this. We are making history.”

At the ceremony at the Truman Library, each of the three Foreign Ministers spoke eloquently about what NATO membership meant to them and their nations. The table used for the signing ceremony was the same one President Truman had used on March 12, 1947 to sign legislation that provided assistance to Greece and Turkey under the Marshall Plan to help defend them against a possible communist takeover—a first step in a U.S. commitment that would lead to the creation of NATO two years later. After the Foreign Ministers handed their signed protocols to Albright, she held them above her head in triumph and beamed. “Hallelujah,” she proclaimed. “Never again will your fates be tossed around like poker chips on a bargaining table.” NATO enlargement, she said, was erasing “the line drawn in Europe by Stalin’s bloody boot.” Looking at the three Foreign Ministers, she said to them: “You are truly allies; you are truly home.”

I looked over at the Polish, Czech, and Hungarian delegations. A number of them had been imprisoned under communism in their fight for democracy and freedom. They had always dreamed of the day when they could join the West. For them this day was the culmination of a struggle that had started with the founding of Charter 77 or when a young Polish electrician by the name of Lech Walesa had jumped the fence at the Lenin shipyards in August 1981 in Gdansk to lead the strikes that would lead to the creation of Solidarity and eventually topple the Soviet empire in Central and Eastern Europe. When these Poles, Czechs, and Hungarians had initially raised the issue of joining NATO in the early 1990s, many in the West had dismissed them as hopeless romantics. But they had persevered. They had always been part of the West in spirit. Now they were joining its premier military alliance. It was the fulfillment of their dreams and their triumph as well. Many of them were in tears.

Returning home from Independence on the evening of March 12, I also thought about how my own life had become intertwined with the NATO enlargement debate. Central and Eastern Europe had been a part of my life since childhood. My parents were German immigrants, driven by the aftermath of war and destruction to start a new life in Milwaukee. My family had roots in various parts of Central and Eastern Europe—Bohemia, Pomerania, Lower Saxony, and Silesia. My first exposure to Central and Eastern European politics came at home in the evenings when I would listen to my grandmother tell me about what Berlin, Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest had been like before World War II destroyed and divided Europe.

My education continued on to the soccer field. Our local soccer league—organized along ethnic lines with German, Polish, Italian, Czech, Hungarian, and Serbo-Croatian teams—reflected the large number of Central and East European immigrants who had landed in Milwaukee. While children kicked the ball around the field, parents yelled at them and each other in a multitude of tongues, only to retire to the tavern afterward to talk about life in the old country. Like many young Americans, I went to Europe to study during my college years. During that time, I visited the battlefields where World War II had been fought and the concentration camps where millions of Jews and other victims had perished. I saw the reality of Europe’s division in a divided Berlin where I searched for the home in which my grandmother had lived in the 1930s.

That reality—complete with barbed wire, armed towers manned by soldiers with guard dogs, and orders to shoot to kill—was a pivotal experience that changed my life and future career path. Simply put, it horrified me. I began to ask questions: How could this have been allowed to happen? How long would it endure? What could be done to end it? To the great consternation of my parents, I returned home to announce that I was abandoning a planned engineering degree and instead wanted to study European and Russian History and International Relations.

My first job after graduate school was with Radio Free Europe (RFE) in Munich, Germany. There was hardly a better microcosm of Central and Eastern Europe for a young American interested in the region. Many of the most knowledgeable experts on communist affairs in the world worked at or visited RFE. Solidarity was on the rise in Poland. It and other dissident movements in Central and Eastern Europe were signs that the Soviet bloc was starting to crumble. The émigrés and experts there taught me a great deal about the aspirations and fears of the people of this region. Several colleagues would return to their native countries following communism’s collapse and reappear in my life as diplomatic counterparts after I joined the State Department.

In the late 1980s I joined RAND, the leading think tank in the U.S. at the time on European security issues. It was an exciting time: the Berlin Wall would soon fall and much of the conventional wisdom on European security went out the window. RAND was a beehive of debate over future U.S. strategy toward Europe and Russia. The Czech Republic, Poland, and Hungary had turned to RAND for assistance in developing new national security strategies. Working with them provided a unique window into their thinking and aspirations to join NATO. Many of our new colleagues and friends were as pro-western and committed to the values NATO was pledged to defend as any of us. How could the U.S. say “no” to their desire to join the Alliance?

During the 1992 Presidential campaign, I was attracted to then Governor Bill Clinton’s “New Democrat” philosophy. I joined one of several groups of foreign policy experts attached to the campaign. The purpose of such ragtag groups was as much to keep us would-be foreign policy advisors feeling involved as producing anything of use to the campaign. But the battle lines on NATO enlargement were already being drawn. Several colleagues and I argued that the U.S. should enlarge NATO as the natural extension of the American commitment to democracy and integration in Europe, while others argued that such a move would alienate Moscow and that the Central and East Europeans should be encouraged to look to European structures instead. Such discussions foreshadowed the debate that would unfold in the years to come.

The selection of Clinton’s initial national security team did not fill me with confidence that the issues I cared about were high on the Administration’s agenda. Along with two RAND colleagues, Steve Larrabee and Dick Kugler, I decided to go public with the case for enlarging NATO in an article in Foreign Affairs in the fall of 1993 that quickly became a cause célèbre in policy-making and diplomatic circles. German Defense Minister Volker Ruehe, the first major West European politician to publicly advocate NATO enlargement, now turned to RAND for help in developing his ideas. So did the Polish government. The debate over NATO’s future was launched and my colleagues and I were in the center of it.

In late December 1993, the phone rang while I was at home in Santa Monica. On the line was Rose Gottemoeller, a former RAND colleague then at the National Security Council. She was calling on behalf of Strobe Talbott who was about to become Warren Christopher’s new Deputy at the State Department. Rose had just returned from Moscow with Vice President Gore and Talbott. During a stopover in Bonn, Richard Holbrooke had recommended me for a job. Talbott wanted to know if I could come to Washington as soon as possible for an interview.

I had met Holbrooke some months earlier. He was known for his audacity. He was also keen on getting me into the Administration. He once sent me a postcard saying: “Ron, I will be in touch to let you know how you can best serve your country.” It was vintage Holbrooke. But Talbott’s interest left me even more curious. I had met him at several seminars but did not know him well. He was reported to be the leading opponent of NATO enlargement in the Administration’s inner circle. Why would he want to hire me? As I walked into the lobby of the State Department two days later, I couldn’t help but wonder what I was getting myself into.

But Talbott and I had an immediate personal and intellectual rapport. I quickly realized that his views were different than the caricature presented in the media—including on NATO enlargement. At one point he remarked that while he had not read all of my writings, he did know one article quite well, the Foreign Affairs article that he had been arguing about for the past three months. I could not help but ask him: “Strobe, if you have been fighting my ideas for all of these months, why do you want to hire me?” He answered: “Because we have a Russia policy but we do not yet have a European policy. And we need to have both and they need to fit together. We need to find a way to meld our European and Russian policy requirements. I want you to help me figure out how to do that.”

The job offer did not work out. When Talbott offered me a less senior slot, I declined. I knew Washington well enough to understand that rank mattered if one wanted to have an impact. Talbott sat me down in one of the Department’s ornate seventh-floor rooms to make a final pitch. He pointed out that I had no previous government experience and asked me to consider taking a staff position with a promise of a promotion down the road. When I noted that his lack of government experience had not prevented him from getting a very senior post, he laughed and said: “But you haven’t known the President for twenty-five years either.” As we parted, he told me: “You will end up working for this Administration before it is over. I will make sure of that.” He later hired me as a consultant to the Department so that we could stay in touch.

With Clinton’s reelection in November 1996 and the nomination of Madeleine Albright as Secretary of State, that time had arrived. I knew Albright through my former RAND colleague, Jim Steinberg, who was about to become President Clinton’s Deputy National Security Advisor. She was looking for someone to be her point person on NATO enlargement. Talbott and Steinberg convinced her I should be it. I joined the Clinton Administration later that spring as a Deputy Assistant Secretary of State in the State Department’s European Bureau under Assistant Secretary John Kornblum and, subsequently, Marc Grossman. On my first day on the job, Talbott took me to see Albright. “Ron,” she told me, “I am looking to you to help us enlarge NATO, work out this deal with the Russians, and come up with a strategy for the Baltic States.”

Talbott took me back to his private office. He told me that he would look to me personally to be his representative on all issues related to NATO enlargement. I was to have direct and personal access to him. But Talbott underscored the need to work NATO enlargement and NATO-Russia in tandem and with equal commitment. “You need to commit to bringing the same amount of intellectual commitment and passion to the building of a NATO-Russia relationship as you have brought to NATO enlargement,” he told me. “It is what the President, the Secretary, and I all want.” As he put it, we needed to think “bi-lobally”—with one lobe of the brain working on enlargement and the other on NATO-Russia. It was a phrase I would hear many times over the next three years.

A Deputy Assistant Secretary, or DAS in the nomenclature of the U.S. government, is a key link between the political leadership and the working level of the State Department. He or she is not in the innermost circle of power, but is senior enough to observe and at times participate in high-level policy decisions and to help carry them out. For the next three years I was part of the senior staff at Albright’s and Talbott’s sides as the United States enlarged NATO, negotiated the NATO-Russia Founding Act, and steered enlargement through the U.S. Senate. I was the U.S. negotiator for the U.S.-Baltic Charter and was part of the team that put together a new strategic concept for the Alliance’s fiftieth-anniversary summit in the spring of 1999 and NATO’s air campaign in Kosovo. For someone who had spent his professional career writing about NATO and European affairs, it was a unique perch from which to witness how policy really is made.

As we returned from Independence and prepared to land at Andrews Air Force base, I realized it was time to leave the world of diplomacy. Much of what I had set out to accomplish when I joined the Administration had been achieved. Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic were free and safe in NATO. We had laid the foundation for a more modern Atlantic Alliance that was reshaping itself for a new era, changes that would be embraced at the Alliance’s Fiftieth Anniversary Summit the following month.

Most importantly, the Europe my son would grow up to visit would be a different and better one. The line that had cruelly and artificially divided families, countries, and an entire continent for half a century was being erased. Whereas I as a young student had traveled across a continent divided by barbed wire and guard dogs, my son would never think twice about visiting Berlin, Warsaw, or Budapest. He would never know the divided Europe I had grown up with and what it was like to cross a Cold War boundary where great armies stood in an ideological and military standoff for some four decades. Thank God, I thought to myself.

Rarely does one have the opportunity to contribute intellectually to the origins of a major policy initiative as well as to implement it in practice. I was fortunate to have that opportunity. This book is a history of that experience—the intellectual origins of the NATO enlargement debate, the diplomacy that turned those ideas into real policies, and the politics that shaped the battles and final outcome. This story is told from the perspective of someone who was involved in that debate—as a scholar, policy activist and a diplomat. It does not attempt to cover every aspect of the debate, though I have tried to be comprehensive in my treatment of many issues. Additional insights will undoubtedly emerge as the memoirs of many of the key participants are published, the archives of other countries open, and as other scholars in the United States and abroad unearth additional insights.

This book is also unique in one final regard. My library at home has one section for memoirs and another for scholarly studies. They are very different genres. But this book seeks to combine the two. It is written first and foremost as a diplomatic and intellectual history. But my perspective has inevitably been shaped by the fact that I participated in the debates and was a witness to many of the events described in these pages. I have tried to use my personal experience to capture the passion, drama and occasional messiness of the diplomacy as it happened. For me personally, this was the most honest and accurate way to tell this story. I hope it will contribute to a deeper understanding of how Europe’s divide was overcome.

R.D.A.

Washington, D.C.,

May 2002


Book I

THE ORIGINS

On October 3, 1990, tens of thousands of Germans had gathered in front of the Reichstag in Berlin to celebrate the final step in the official unification of Germany. Less than a year earlier, on November 9, 1989, the world had watched with amazement as the Berlin Wall—the symbol of Germany and Europe’s partition—crumbled when East German border guards, confused over their precise orders, had opened the border to allow a gathered crowd of East Germans to cross over to West Berlin. What started out as a trickle soon became a torrent as joyous Germans began to tear down the hated wall that had divided their country, and no one stopped them. It was the beginning of the end of the division of Germany. Ten months later Germany was unified—and in NATO.

I was among those standing in front of the Reichstag, a young American academic who had returned to Berlin to witness this event for both personal and intellectual reasons. My grandmother had lived in Berlin in the 1930s. I had been a Research Fellow at the Free University in West Berlin while writing my doctoral dissertation on the division of Germany. During the course of my research, I had visited East Berlin many times. My first job out of graduate school had been as a cub research analyst on East Germany at Radio Free Europe before joining RAND. The German Democratic Republic, as East Germany was officially known, was one of the most repressive regimes in the Soviet bloc. Now, it along with the Soviet bloc was disappearing! Rarely has someone witnessed the vanishing of one of his academic research topics with a greater sense of satisfaction.

But it was not only the division of Germany that was passing from the scene. A mindset and way of thinking about European security was being shattered as well. During the post–World War II period, the belief that security in Europe was built on the partition of Germany and the continent had increasingly become conventional wisdom in the West. While both Washington and Moscow claimed that they wanted to overcome Europe’s divide, the reality was that many people had not only become comfortable with but even saw virtue in a divided continent. In a widely read book in the late 1970s called Europe Between the Superpowers: the Enduring Balance, for example, A. W. DePorte wrote that the division of Europe had created a security system that was quite stable and stood independently of its Cold War origins.1 One of our best known diplomatic historians, John Lewis Gaddis, had titled his study of the Cold War, The Long Peace, reflecting the widespread view that the Cold War, while certainly unsatisfactory in many ways, had nevertheless created a degree of stability in a part of the world where two world wars had originated.2

NATO had originally been created to deter a Soviet military threat posed by Stalin and to provide a security umbrella under which Western Europe could rebuild and integrate. It had brought peace and stability to Europe’s western half, but left the continent’s eastern half in the Soviet orbit. The Alliance’s founding fathers had held out the hope that one day the Soviet Union would mellow and release its grip on the eastern half of the continent and allow Europe to again come together. But as the Cold War division of Europe deepened in the 1950s and 1960s, the existence of two opposing military alliances—NATO and the Warsaw Pact—increasingly seemed to reinforce the continent’s division as opposed to fostering the overcoming of that divide.

In Central and Eastern Europe that system was known as Yalta—a metaphor for an unjust division of Europe that had left the eastern half of the continent under Soviet domination. While different in their origins and nature, NATO and the Warsaw Pact were increasingly seen as confirming Europe’s division into hostile military camps. The rise of détente in the 1970s in Europe was in many ways an effort to ameliorate the impact of that division. While governments in West and East continued to support their alliance affiliations, unofficial voices started to bubble up, questioning whether western policy was effective and arguing that these two military alliances were part of the problem and had to be abolished if Europe’s divide was to be overcome. On both the left and the right, Ostpolitik was accompanied by calls for a drawdown or even withdrawal of U.S. and Soviet troops and the loosening of alliance ties in order to help knit Europe back together.

I was part of a generation of Western academics raised with the conventional wisdom that a divided Germany and continent was a more or less permanent feature of Europe’s geopolitical landscape. When I opted to write my doctoral dissertation on overcoming the division of Germany in the mid-1980s, several colleagues suggested that I consider a less esoteric and more topical issue. No one imagined that by the time I had completed my thesis that division would be no more. Conventional wisdom not only underestimated Moscow’s willingness to let go of its satellites. It also misjudged the strong desire among the people of what was then still called Eastern Europe to liberate themselves and become part of the West. It was a lesson I would remember in the years ahead as the NATO enlargement debate raged and cautious diplomats argued that fulfilling Central and East European aspirations to join the Alliance was simply not politically or strategically feasible.

The fall of the Berlin Wall also raised the question of NATO’s future. For decades academics had debated what would happen to the Atlantic Alliance if and when Moscow mellowed—to use the original phrase from George Kennan—and relaxed the Soviet grip on Central and Eastern Europe. Would Washington choose to remain in Europe or declare victory and go home, too? Did our European allies want us to stay or go? If NATO was supposed to survive, what would be its purpose in a Europe where the Soviet threat had disappeared? In the fall of 1990 what had previously seemed like a very theoretical consideration was becoming a very real policy challenge. Communism in Central and Eastern Europe was collapsing in front of Western eyes—and would soon collapse in the USSR as well. A priority of the new noncommunist governments in the region was the withdrawal of Soviet troops. The Warsaw Pact’s days were numbered. The question of what would happen to NATO was not far behind.

1. AN AMBIGUOUS PLEDGE

October 3, 1990 had provided part of an answer. Germany was officially reunified—as a member of NATO. German Chancellor Helmut Kohl had decided to push for German unification shortly after the Berlin Wall fell—and to do so in NATO and with an ongoing U.S. military presence on German soil. The West German constitution allowed East Germany to accede to the Federal Republic, and thereby become part of the network of alliance commitments that West Germany already enjoyed. Getting Moscow to agree to German unification in NATO was among the greatest foreign policy accomplishments of President George Bush and his national security team. Many had deemed its mission impossible when the Wall first came down. But the Bush Administration had pulled off a diplomatic coup by convincing Soviet President Gorbachev that Europe and Russia, would be better off with a unified Germany in NATO rather than outside of it.3

It was also the first step in overcoming Europe’s divide—and in retooling NATO for the post–Cold War era. Faced with the prospect of NATO disappearing and the U.S. disengaging, the instinct of nearly every government in Europe was to opt to maintain the Alliance in some new form, if only as an insurance policy. German unification in NATO was the first post–Cold War enlargement of the Alliance and an early sign that NATO’s role in Europe was growing, not shrinking. To what degree German unification was thought of as a precursor of NATO’s subsequent enlargement to Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary is less clear—and remains a bone of contention even today. Moscow would subsequently claim that it had received assurances from the United States, France, and the United Kingdom that NATO enlargement would go no further than eastern Germany. Former senior officials of the Bush Administration have denied that charge, and at least some have suggested that it was at least implicitly the first step in a broader opening of the Alliance to the East.4

The dispute centers on a discussion that took place in Moscow between Soviet President Gorbachev and U.S. Secretary of State James Baker on February 9, 1990. The Berlin Wall had fallen exactly three months earlier. The issue on the table was Germany’s future. It had become increasingly clear that events on the ground were moving faster than anticipated and that the train to a unified Germany was leaving the station. Many of Germany’s neighbors, including some of its closest European allies, had deep reservations about the prospect of a unified Germany. President George Bush and the United States had decided to support German aspirations but hoped to secure a unified Germany in NATO. Baker’s mission to Moscow was to convince Gorbachev that Moscow was better off with a unified Germany in NATO than an independent, neutral Germany outside of it.

Following an opening introductory summary by Gorbachev on the Soviet domestic scene, Baker went right to the issue of Germany’s foreign policy future. “The unification process is moving much faster than anyone anticipated last December,” he told the Soviet President. The internal aspects of unification were for the Germans to decide, he emphasized. But Germany’s future foreign policy alignment was an issue where the views of the country’s neighbors had to be considered. As two of the victorious powers over Germany in World War II, the USSR and the U.S. had a legal voice in determining the country’s foreign policy orientation.

“I want you to know one thing for certain,” Baker continued. “The President and I have made clear that we seek no unilateral advantage in this process.” The U.S. was not proposing to keep a unified Germany in NATO to gain a strategic edge over Moscow, but rather to ensure European stability, an interest the two countries shared. The U.S. favored a unified Germany in NATO, Baker underscored, because it was not sure that a neutral Germany would remain nonmilitaristic. Germany’s NATO membership was also the mechanism to ensure an ongoing American military presence in Europe. “All our allies and East Europeans we have spoken to have told us that they want us to maintain a presence in Europe,” Baker told the Soviet leader. “I am not sure whether you favor that or not. But let me say that if our allies want us to go, we will be gone in a minute.”

Gorbachev seemed open to Baker’s logic. But he delivered a long, somewhat rambling account of how many different views and voices one could find among the Germans themselves over how unification should take place. “We understand the need for assurances to the countries to the East,” Baker continued. “If we maintain a presence in a Germany that is a part of NATO, there would be no extension of NATO’s jurisdiction for forces of NATO one inch to the East. At the end of the day, if it is acceptable to everyone, we could have discussion in a two plus four context that might achieve this kind of outcome. Maybe there is a better way to deal with the external consequences of German unification. And if there is I am not aware of it.”

After Gorbachev responded, Baker broke in to ask the key question: “Let’s assume for the moment that unification is going to take place. Assuming that, would you prefer a united Germany outside of NATO that is independent and has no U.S. forces or would you prefer a united Germany with ties to NATO and assurances that there would be no extension of NATO’s current jurisdiction eastward?” Gorbachev responded that he was “giving thought to all of these options” and that the Soviet political leadership was going to be holding a seminar on the issue shortly and went on to say: “Certainly any extension of the zone of NATO is unacceptable.” Baker responded: “I agree.”

But to what? Was Gorbachev referring to the extension of NATO to eastern Germany or further eastward to other Central and East European countries? And what exactly was Baker agreeing to? Just to extend NATO to eastern Germany? Or was he saying that NATO would never enlarge further eastward? The issue was left hanging. Gorbachev went on to say that he favored the presence of U.S. troops and that he did not want to see a replay of Versailles when it came to Germany’s future. He concluded by saying: “What you have said to me about your approach and your preference is very realistic. So let’s think about that. But don’t ask me to give you a bottom line right now.”5

Gorbachev eventually acquiesced to German unification in NATO, albeit with special provisions limiting the deployment of non-German NATO forces on the soil of what had been East Germany. The issue of NATO’s further eastward enlargement was never again raised. While Washington and Moscow would spend months and many hours of negotiations going over the details of a settlement for a unified Germany, neither Gorbachev nor Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze again raised the issue or sought further assurances to limit NATO’s future enlargements. In the summer of 1990, NATO revised its military strategy and publicly stated that it no longer considered the Soviet Union a threat, changes that made it easier for Moscow to argue back home that German unification in NATO was part of the transformation of the Alliance and that it was no longer the Cold War foe it had once been. The Bush Administration received credit for a truly historic diplomatic accomplishment. In the West, Soviet leader Gorbachev was hailed as a far-sighted statesman. At home, his conservative critics accused him of selling out and suggested that Moscow could and should have gotten a much better deal.6

In the mid-1990s, Russian leaders would resurrect the Baker-Gorbachev conversation of February 9, 1990 and claim that they had received a U.S. pledge to not enlarge NATO to Central and Eastern Europe. Washington would, in turn, reject this charge and insist that this conversation was limited to the future of Germany, not Central and Eastern Europe. U.S. diplomats noted that Gorbachev and Shevardnadze never returned to this issue in the numerous subsequent conversations both sides had on German unification, and that Moscow had subsequently recognized the right of all countries in Europe to choose their own alliance affiliations in the Charter of Paris. Moreover, American diplomats insisted, the U.S. and the USSR were discussing Germany’s future in their unique roles as victorious powers over a defeated Nazi Germany in World War II. They were exercising those residual legal rights and obligations to help determine the foreign policy and security orientation of a unified Germany. There were no similar rights for Central or Eastern Europe.7

Such nuanced diplomatic points aside, the reality was that no one in either Washington or Moscow was thinking about further NATO expansion in the spring and fall of 1990. Indeed, the issue had not yet been raised by the Central and East Europeans. These countries would not embrace that goal for another two years. Better than anyone, they understood at the time that Germany’s unification in NATO was not the first step of a Western strategy to bring them into the Alliance. Germany’s security was one thing; Central and Eastern Europe’s was another. Krzysztof Skubiszewski, Poland’s Foreign Minster at the time, subsequently wrote:


The position of the Alliance at the time was clear: from its perspective, the admission of new members was absolutely out of the question. Although the unification of Germany resulted in a territorial expansion of the Alliance, it did not simultaneously, involve an increase in the number of members. In reality, the various guarantees extended by the West to the USSR in relation to the settlement of the German problem eliminated, under the circumstances, the option of admitting new members. The German issue aside, the Alliance reacted with prudence to the changes in Central Europe. The USSR’s consent to the envelopment by the Alliance of the whole (that is, unified) Germany drew the limit to the Soviet concessions and the West fully approved of that state of affairs. Thus the solution adopted in the case of Germany made the openness of the Alliance somewhat illusory. On the other hand, it could not have been ruled out that at some point the United States would acknowledge its interest in the enlargement, while Germany—America’s most important partner in Europe—having remained within the Alliance, would not want to be forever its eastern outpost; in other words that it would support Poland’s membership. However, that was a matter of further developments, which at the onset of the 1990s did not yet appear.8



2. DISMANTLING YALTA

If it had been up to NATO alone, enlargement might very well have stopped at the eastern German border—not because of any secret understanding with Moscow, but simply because there was no impetus in the West to expand the Alliance’s borders further eastward. The fact that Moscow had agreed to German unification in NATO was considered a near miracle by all. No one wanted to push the envelope any further. Instead, Western policy focused on shoring up the Soviet leader, as the best way to ensure that the USSR would stay on a pro-Western reformist track—especially as it became clear that he was engaged in his own power struggle at home.

Instead, the push for NATO to move further East would come from Central and East European leaders themselves. Once they were confident they had regained their national independence and dismantled the structures of Soviet domination, they would start to look for ways to integrate with the West. And as they worked their way though the options, they soon settled on the goal of becoming NATO members and increasingly came to see it as the natural culmination of their desire to be fully integrated and secure in the West. To reach that goal, they would have to persevere in overcoming the hesitance and objections of nearly every Alliance member’s capital in Western Europe and North America.

But those aspirations to join NATO, which became so strong in the region in the mid and late 1990s, were not immediately apparent in the initial wake of communism’s collapse in the fall of 1989. Joining NATO had not been a demand during previous anti-Soviet rebellions in Hungary in 1956, the Prague Spring in 1968, or part of Solidarity’s platform in Poland in 1981. Nor was the issue of joining NATO widely discussed in the underground literature of the opposition movements in these countries in the 1980s. It was simply beyond the scope of imagination even for anti-communist dissidents.

It also reflected a bitter lesson drawn from the failure of anti-Soviet uprisings in 1956 and 1968—namely that Western support for overcoming Europe’s divide was largely rhetorical and that the West, too, had become increasingly comfortable with the status quo in a divided Europe. Opposition strategists in Central and Eastern Europe, having concluded that they could not rely on the West for their liberation, now embraced the notion of trying to roll back communism from below. Following the Helsinki Final Act in 1975, groups like Charter 77 emerged in Czechoslovakia committed to building civil society outside of the control of the communist authorities. Polish intellectual dissidents also concluded that the overall strategic balance had cemented Europe’s division and Poland’s subjugation. It was the origins of what would eventually become Solidarity’s main strategy—avoid directly threatening the official trappings of Soviet domination or communist rule in Poland and instead hollow out communist rule from within. Implicit in this strategy was the assumption that foreign policy issues would not be questioned lest they gave the communist authorities or Moscow a pretext to intervene.9

By the early 1980s the lack of any real prospect in overcoming the division of Europe and the apparent willingness of many in the West to acquiesce in this state of affairs was nevertheless leading to growing frustration in the region. As Milan Kundera wrote in a widely read essay, the tragedy of Central Europe was that it had been forgotten and “vanished from the map of the West.”10 Renewed East-West tension in the wake of the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the election of President Ronald Reagan, and the deployment of Euromissiles all had their echo in the region. Against this backdrop Ronald Reagan and his hard-line policies were extraordinarily popular in parts of Central and Eastern Europe—precisely because they were seen as challenging the status quo. Solidarity leaders saw a parallel between their strategy to roll back communism from below in Poland and Reagan’s efforts to roll back Soviet power on the global scene. A common joke at the time was that Reagan was probably more popular in Warsaw than in any other European capital—with the exception of Thatcherite London. As Adam Michnik pointed out, Polish workers had no sympathy for Republican domestic polices. But they were pleased that Reagan was trying to change the rules of the game on Central Europe.11

Other Central and East European dissidents, however, were sympathetic to the anti-Yalta undertones of the peace movement and its call for the abolition of both alliances as a best way for their nations to regain their independence. In his book Antipolitics, the Hungarian writer Gyorgy Konrad blamed both superpowers for acquiescing in the existing status quo and division of the continent. The status quo in Central Europe, he argued, represented “the petrification of an exceptional state of postwar occupation.” NATO and the presence of U.S. military forces in Western Europe only served to legitimate the Yalta system as much as Soviet forces and the Warsaw Pact, he claimed. His book called on Europeans in both halves of the continent to detach themselves from their respective superpowers and ask them to withdraw their troops to help create a unified Europe.12

These Central and East European dissidents, certainly not naïve about Soviet intentions, rejected the view that both superpowers were somehow moral equivalents. They pointed out to Western peaceniks that true peace was required both within societies between rulers and the ruled, as well as peace between states, something that existed in West European democracies but did not exist in their societies. As Vaclav Havel wrote, it felt a bit surreal to pontificate about the future of alliances and European security architecture when one was more worried about being arrested by the secret police.13

But they nevertheless had some sympathy for Western peace activists precisely because they were among the few circles in the West reaching out and talking about a strategy to overcome Yalta. In 1985 a group of Czechoslovak dissidents from Charter 77 issued a document called the Prague Appeal, which called on the peace movements to recognize that peace must exist not only between states but also between the state and its citizens. It said that German unification would be an important step in overcoming the continent’s division—the first statement of its kind in Central Europe. But it also called for the dissolution of both the Warsaw Pact and NATO and the withdrawal of Soviet and American forces to help create a unified Europe.14

These debates over how best to dismantle Yalta were overtaken by the sudden collapse of communism in the fall of 1989. It took nearly everyone by surprise, including the political opposition in many of these countries. During the summer of 1988, Polish and Czech dissidents had met conspiratorially in the Tatra mountains on the Polish-Czech border near the town of Rychlebske Hory. They spent much of their time worried they would be arrested at any moment. The following summer Adam Michnik showed up in Prague as an elected member of parliament, brimming with confidence that the winds of change were blowing. He told his Czechoslovak friends that within the year they, too, would be free. No one on the Czech side believed him. But within a matter of months Hungary was opening its border to the West, the Berlin Wall was coming down, and the Velvet Revolution was taking place. By the end of the year, Vaclav Havel had gone from dissident playwright to President of Czechoslovakia.15

Initially, the new democratic elites of Central and Eastern Europe focused on securing democratic governance and dismantling the vestiges of communist and Soviet control. National independence was their top priority—and that meant first and foremost negotiating the withdrawal of Soviet troops from their soil and dismantling the formal structures of the Soviet imperial system: the Warsaw Pact and the Council of Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA). Within a matter of months, Czechoslovakia and Hungary had reached agreements with Moscow on the withdrawal of Soviet troops from their soil by the end of 1991. Poland moved more slowly, both because it was relying on Moscow’s support for a final settlement on its western border with a unified Germany, and because it would serve as the transit route for the withdrawal of the bulk of the Red Army from Germany as well.16

But Soviet troop withdrawals were only the first step. The next step was dismantling the Warsaw Pact itself. In May 1990, Jozsef Antall was elected the Prime Minister of Hungary. Antall was a schoolteacher but had been banned from teaching after his role, as a young man, in the 1956 anti-Soviet uprising. He became the curator of a small museum on the history of medicine that served as a haven for members of the political opposition. He now emerged as the leader of the Hungarian Democratic Forum and was elected Prime Minster committed to withdrawing Hungary as soon as possible from the Warsaw Pact. At the time, Moscow was still hoping to somehow preserve the Pact on a new basis, plans for which were to be discussed at a Warsaw Pact summit in Moscow in early June 1990. Antall, with Havel’s support, managed to get Gorbachev at the last second to agree to simply review the future of the Pact without prejudice to the final outcome.

The new language decided nothing, but gave the Central Europeans political cover to subsequently push for more radical change. When, during the summer and fall months, Soviet draft proposals for a reform of the Warsaw Pact started to circulate, former dissidents now turned diplomats in the Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary stepped up their consultations—often relying on contacts and friendships forged in the political underground—to come up with a common front on the need to dissolve, not reform, the Pact. They formed the Visegrad group, named after the city in Hungary where they established their cooperation. In November Lech Walesa replaced Jaruzelski as President of Poland, putting former dissidents at the helms of all three countries. In January 1991, Visegrad Foreign Ministers gathered in Budapest to publicly announce their desire to dissolve the Warsaw Pact. When the Visegrad heads of state met in early February, they were publicly joined by Romania and Bulgaria. Moscow was now confronted with a unanimous view among its former allies.

Recognizing the handwriting on the wall, Gorbachev agreed to dissolve the integrated military structure of the Pact while still hoping to preserve it as a political entity. This step was taken in Budapest in late February 1991. Central and East European participants reported that several of the Soviet generals actually had tears in their eyes during the session. The Soviet delegation did not attend the press conference and at one point suggested that the proceedings not be published.17 But Moscow had not yet fully given up on keeping these countries in their orbit. Soviet Foreign Minister Bessmertnykh told his colleagues that while Moscow had agreed to dissolve the Pact, it would not tolerate these countries joining either the European Community (EC) or NATO. Between December 1990 and March 1991, the Soviets tabled drafts of new bilateral treaties with these countries that contained clauses not to join new alliances, embark on military or intelligence cooperation, or allow the deployment of foreign troops or transit rights by third parties.18 They refused, with the exception of Romania.

On July 1, Czechoslovak President Vaclav Havel presided over the final dissolution of the Warsaw Pact in Prague. Soviet Vice President Gennady Yanayev called for NATO to follow and dissolve itself as well. But the final communiqué issued by the Pact instead simply called for a “transition to all-European structures.” The Central and East Europeans refused to say anything that implied that NATO should follow suit. At a news conference, Havel noted the symbolism of signing the Pact’s death warrant in Czechoslovakia: “Prague, once the victim of the Warsaw Pact, has become the city where the Warsaw Pact is meeting its end as an instrument of the Cold War.” In the words of Jozsef Antall: “A bad marriage has ended, now friendship can begin.”19 Yalta was dead. The question now was, what would replace it?

3. ALIGNING WITH THE WEST

Having dismantled the pillars of past Soviet rule, these countries now turned to the goal of locking in and consolidating their newly won freedom and independence. Rejoining the West had been an important leitmotif of the revolutions of 1989. The institutions these countries initially turned to in order to achieve that goal were not NATO, but the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the European Union (EU).20 The OSCE was the one institution to which these countries already belonged. It also had a strong moral standing in Central and Eastern Europe given the role the Helsinki Final Act had played in defending human rights and inspiring opposition to communism. And it espoused the vision of a pan-European peace order uniting both halves of Europe that these countries were looking for.

In the spring of 1990, Czechoslovak Foreign Minister Jiri Dienstbier proposed the creation of an OSCE-based “European Security Commission” that would eventually replace NATO and the Warsaw Pact.21 Speaking at the Council of Europe that May, Havel himself echoed the same message, noting that while NATO had a better chance than the Warsaw Pact to become the core of a new European security order, it, too, needed to change everything from its doctrine to its name.22 In justifying his proposal in an article, Dienstbier argued that simply switching membership in the Warsaw Pact for membership in NATO would be the wrong approach. “Replacing previous membership in the Soviet sphere of influence with integration into another sphere of influence would hardly improve the security situation of Central Europe.”23

Such proposals clearly went too far for many in the West, as well as in Central and Eastern Europe. Western governments, including the United States, viewed the OSCE as a complement to NATO, not an institution that would supplant it.24 But they, too, were looking to the OSCE as a lead institution for addressing the security problems in the eastern half of the continent and for putting the two halves of Europe back together. The OSCE summit in Paris in November 1990 not only issued the “Charter of Paris,” reflecting a vision of a new, democratic and undivided Europe, but also took a number of steps to institutionalize the OSCE as a forum for political dialogue between the two halves of Europe.25 But it quickly proved unrealistic to expect an institution armed with little more than moral suasion and few resources or capabilities at its disposal to provide security to the eastern half of the continent or to carry the burden of overcoming Europe’s Cold War divide.

If the OSCE was too weak, the EU was too slow. The initial hopes of many Central and East Europeans in the early 1990s that the EU would rapidly open its political and economic doors to embrace them were quickly dashed. In early 1990 the EU negotiated new “Europe Agreements,” which provided limited market access as well as political consultations for these countries, but carefully avoided any hard commitments to membership.26 There were differences within the EU on whether the priority should be “deepening” integration in Western Europe or “broadening” to embrace Central and Eastern Europe. The forces in favor of deepening were led by France, where President François Mitterrand spoke of a process to integrate these countries into the EU that could take “decades.”27 While Brussels was also promising to reinvigorate the Western European Union (WEU) as a potential European-only defense arm, the Central and East Europeans soon concluded that relying on the EU as the primary framework for Western integration and to address their security needs was not going to work.

There were two other problems with the EU. One was its failure in Bosnia where the EU had stumbled in trying to play a lead role in stemming the conflict after war broke out in the spring and summer of 1991. The other problem with the EU was that it did not involve the Americans. The Central and East Europeans trusted the United States. They were among the most pro-American countries in Europe in spite of—or perhaps because of—decades of communism. They did not necessarily trust the major European powers with which they had their own mixed histories. Their goal was to get the Russians out and the Americans in.

That was not what the EU had on offer. Indeed, not all West Europeans even shared that goal. When senior French diplomats came to Paris in the spring of 1991 to prepare a joint conference between Presidents Havel and Mitterrand, the divergence in their thinking became apparent. As one senior Czechoslovak official put it: “I soon realized that the French wanted the Americans out and the Russians in—and we wanted it the other way around.” In his speech at the conference, Havel noted in Mitterrand’s presence that it was crucial that the link between North America and Europe remain in the future.28

That left NATO. It had been demonized for decades by communist propaganda as the citadel of American imperialism and aggression. Almost none of the new democratic elites knew much about it or had ever stepped foot in NATO headquarters. It was mysterious if not forbidden fruit. The Central and East Europeans nevertheless gravitated toward it for a mix of reasons. In some cases, it was fear of Russia reasserting its influence. For others it was as much about involving the Americans in Central Europe to balance other European powers, and in particular, a unified Germany.29 Above all, it was about having a security anchor to help consolidate a pro-Western democratic orientation in what historically had been a rough geopolitical neighborhood. It reflected a desire to be part of the one institution that had the military muscle to provide real security in a pinch.

I was exposed to Central and East European thinking on these issues as part of a team of RAND experts invited to assist these countries in the early 1990s. Along with the National Defense University (NDU), RAND was among the first western think tanks on the ground in the region helping these new democratic governments establish civilian control over the military and develop new national security strategies. In June 1990, RAND co-hosted the first of several workshops in the region, starting with the Polish Ministry of Defense in Warsaw—the first of its kind. Soviet troops were still in Poland but the new Solidarity-led government had started to reach out to the U.S. The conference took place in the hall where the Warsaw Pact had been established. Sitting in chairs once occupied by the likes of former Soviet communist party head Leonid Brezhnev, and where Soviet marshals had deliberated on Warsaw Pact plans to invade Western Europe, one could not help but feel a sense of history.

The American delegation included the then Commander-in-Chief of U.S. Forces in Europe, Air Force General James McCarthy, and Army Lieutenant General John Shalikashvilli, who would go on to become NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander—Europe (SACEUR) and, subsequently, President Clinton’s Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It was the first time McCarthy had been east of the Iron Curtain, while it was the Polish-born Shalikashvilli’s first trip back to Poland since his childhood. The Polish delegation contained an uneasy mix of former Solidarity activists and old guard Soviet-trained generals. But the new tone in Polish foreign policy was soon apparent. We sat there in amazement as former Solidarity dissidents-turned-diplomats explained how they had always shared the goals and values the West had fought for in the Cold War—and asked whether it might be possible to join the institution created to defend them: NATO.

During a panel discussion I chaired, a Polish general stood up to ask whether it was possible for U.S. forces to be stationed on Polish soil to help provide them with security. I looked at General Shalikashvilli who was sitting next to me on the panel. Neither of us knew what to say. In the car on the way back to the hotel a number of the American participants got into a heated argument over the issue of possible Polish membership in NATO. The debate among the Americans continued at the bar. It was the first time I met several individuals—Eric Edelman and Dan Fried—who would become close colleagues when I joined the State Department seven years later. That evening we stayed up late with our new Polish friends drinking vodka and trying to explain a RAND briefing on how the U.S. might help secure Central Europe’s newly won freedom by defending Poland.30

As the final negotiations on the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact were moving forward in the spring of 1991, these countries stepped up their official efforts to reach out to NATO. Initially they sought only closer ties with the Alliance, not membership. That was what the Alliance had to offer and was all they dared to hope for. Already in June 1990 the Alliance had established liaison relationships with the former members of the Warsaw Pact. But given the insecurity they felt, the leap from wanting to have closer ties with NATO to actually becoming a member of the Alliance was not huge. Initially, it was the Hungarians under Prime Minister Jozsef Antall who were in the lead in articulating their desire to develop the closest possible relationship with NATO. But the Czechs were not far behind. In late 1990 and early 1991, a number of President Havel’s close advisors—Michael Zantovsky, Alexandr Vondra, and Karel Schwarzenberg—began to argue in favor of abandoning Dienstbier’s OSCE-based scheme and embracing NATO instead.

In February 1991, Vondra, Havel’s chief foreign policy advisor at the time, told a visiting Political Committee delegation from NATO that the OSCE was not going to be enough and that Prague was looking for a security guarantee. He argued that the deteriorating situation in the Balkans and the Persian Gulf, as well as the rise of nationalism in the Balkans and elsewhere, were all signs of growing instability that could affect Czechoslovakia. Neutrality was not an option and it had become clear that EU membership was not in the cards either. He suggested that NATO consider some kind of special treaty or declaration with Czechoslovakia to provide that guarantee. The reaction was not enthusiastic. As Jiri Dienstbier, who was also in the meeting, recalled in his memoirs: “The guests raised the question that would make the issue of the expansion of the Atlantic Alliance so problematic for years to come: how would the Soviet Union accept any kind of special agreement between NATO and Central European countries?” Vondra responded by arguing that NATO should say that such a step was designed to promote stability and not aimed against anyone.31

Dienstbier made the same proposal to NATO Secretary General Manfred Woerner in late February while in Brussels to prepare Havel’s upcoming trip to NATO headquarters. But Woerner told him that NATO would not agree because of the likely Soviet reaction. Therefore, when Havel visited the Alliance in early March, the first head of state from a Central and East European state to do so, he was careful not to push the envelope too far. He opened his remarks to the NATO ambassadors by apologizing for the lies that his predecessors had spread about the Alliance during the Cold War and thanking the Alliance for its role in saving Europe from totalitarianism. But he also warned that Czechoslovakia and the other countries were in danger of sliding into a security vacuum that could jeopardize the new democracies of the region and that the dangers his country faced were common threats shared by all those around the table.

“We know that for many different reasons we cannot become full members of NATO at present,” Havel continued. “At the same time, however, we feel that an alliance of countries united by a commitment to the ideal of freedom and democracy should not remain permanently closed to neighboring countries which are pursuing the same goals. History has taught us that certain values are indivisible: if they are threatened in one place, they are directly or indirectly threatened everywhere.” In the meantime, he concluded, “we would welcome it if a lasting system could be set up soon for cooperation and exchange of information between Czechoslovakia and NATO. We wish to intensify our dialogue on security matters.”32 The issue was now openly on the table.

Poland was paradoxically still the most cautious of the three Visegrad countries in articulating its NATO aspirations. While Solidarity had been the first democratic opposition movement to come to power in the region, it had agreed to leave the Presidency and the key ministries handling internal and external security in communist hands so as not to provoke Moscow. While such arrangements were quickly overtaken by events, they nevertheless remained intact and slowed down Poland’s articulation of its desire to build closer ties with NATO. Warsaw also felt obliged to seek Moscow’s support during the negotiation on German unification until it was sure that the Oder-Neisse border issue had been resolved once and for all. Poland was also a key transit route for withdrawing the Red Army from Germany as well as the sizeable number of Soviet forces on its territory. Moscow had withdrawn its troops from Hungary and Czechoslovakia by the end of 1991, but the final units of the Red Army did not leave Poland until September 1993. Although Walesa had replaced Jaruzelski as the elected President of Poland in December 1990, during the spring of 1991 the official Polish position continued to be in favor of neutrality, which Walesa and Skubiszewski both stated during the Polish President’s trip to Washington, D.C. in the spring.33 One month later he reiterated: “Poland is not putting itself forward as a candidate for NATO membership,” emphasizing that Warsaw only wished to have closer contacts with the Alliance.34

But in the spring of 1991 the first political voice, the right-wing Center Alliance, an opposition party, called for Polish membership in NATO. That summer and fall, a group of post-Solidarity intellectuals, frustrated by what they viewed as the government’s timidity on the NATO question, established the Atlantic Club to lobby more actively for Polish membership in the Alliance. In January 1992, a new center-right Polish government under Prime Minister Jan Olszewski came to power and took a clear stance in favor of full NATO membership. But in March Walesa was still flirting publicly with ideas such as NATO-II or “NATO-bis” in which the Central and East European states would organize themselves as a group of countries with a special and close relationship with, but not membership in the Alliance.

Two factors now pushed the Central and East Europeans over the threshold to push for full NATO membership. One was the war in Bosnia, which broke out in the summer of 1991 and immediately sent reverberations across the continent. In Central and Eastern Europe it served as a reminder that Europe’s nationalistic demons were still alive in the post-communist world. While the Balkans certainly had their own special circumstances, many Central and East European leaders looked at what Milosevic was doing and recognized it as the kind of manipulated nationalism they knew from their own histories. They knew that the danger of what the Hungarian writer Gyorgy Konrad called a new “ethnic Cold War” existed in their region as well. “Yugoslavia is a miniature central Europe,” Adam Michnik wrote. “What is happening in the Balkans could be a warning shot for it could happen here. We have the same psychological makeup, only our traditions and ethnic situation are somewhat different.”35 This only reinforced the Central and East Europeans to anchor their fledgling democracies firmly in the West.

The other factor was the aborted coup by Soviet hard liners in Moscow in the summer of 1991. On August 19, 1991 Russia awoke to hear on the music of Chopin and Tchaikovsky on the airwaves, the classic harbinger of grave news in the USSR. An announcement followed that President Mikhail Gorbachev was sick and unable to perform his duties and that a special committee, called the Committee for the State of Emergency, had assumed power. At the time, Boris Yeltsin was President of the Russian Federation, one of the USSR’s 15 republics, and involved in his own power struggle with the Soviet President. Yeltsin appeared in front of the Russian White House to declare the ouster unconstitutional and called for a general strike. He then proceeded to go outside and climb up on a Russian tank to show his defiance. That picture would make history. It signaled the beginning of the end of the failed coup and Yeltsin’s political ascendancy as a protector of Russian democracy.36

The aborted coup in Moscow affected Central and East European thinking in two ways. The initial announcement of the coup had sent shivers down the spines of many in the region and reminded them of how vulnerable their newly won freedom and independence might be. Central and East European leaders had immediately consulted among themselves and requested clear signals of support from both Washington and NATO headquarters in Brussels. While many Western officials considered the language of the U.S. and NATO response strong, it only reminded the Central and East Europeans how vulnerable they were and that that they did not have any meaningful security guarantees. Having close ties with NATO in a pinch, they concluded, meant little. They decided they could not afford to run that risk again.

Equally important, the failed coup set into motion a chain of events culminating in the USSR’s collapse by year’s end, when Mikhail Gorbachev presided over the lowering of the hammer and sickle in the Kremlin and stepped down as Soviet President. The dissolution of the Soviet Union was a geopolitical earthquake as profound as the collapse of the Soviet empire in Central and Eastern Europe had been two years earlier. Both the outer and the inner Soviet empires were now gone. Russian military power would be withdrawn another 1,000 kilometers eastward. A second band of newly independent states would now emerge between NATO and Russia. It gave these countries new geopolitical room for maneuver. As Polish Foreign Minister Skubiszewski put it: “It took the 1991 August coup in Moscow and the break-up of the Soviet Union—events that came out of the blue and had nothing to do with Poland—to open up certain chances.”37

At a NATO summit in Rome in November 1991, the Alliance unveiled its own post–Cold War new look by issuing a new strategic concept and by launching the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC) to reach out to the countries of the former Soviet bloc. But the collapse of the Soviet Union quickly outpaced these changes as well. The Alliance’s new strategic concept was drawn up for a world in which the USSR still existed and in which one of NATO’s primary roles was to deter a residual Soviet threat. Similarly, the NACC was premised on the assumption that the countries of Central and Eastern Europe would be content with closer institutional cooperation with NATO short of membership.

Both were soon overtaken by events. The collapse of the USSR gave the countries of Central and Eastern Europe new leeway and emboldened them to put their NATO aspirations directly on the table. Meeting in Prague on May 6, 1992, Czech President Vaclav Havel, Polish President Lech Walesa and Hungarian Prime Minister Jozsef Antall now declared that their goal was actual full-fledged membership in NATO.38 By the end of the year that goal of full NATO membership was written into the official national security strategies of the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland. Their quest for NATO was now official.

By the spring of 1992, the debate over NATO enlargement was starting to bubble up in the public domain. Testifying before the Polish Senate in February 1992, former National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski suggested that the question of Poland’s eventual membership in NATO “now needs to be put officially on the table.”39 At a conference in Warsaw one month later, Secretary General Woerner acknowledged that while enlargement was not now on the Alliance’s agenda, there was no reason why it could not be at some point in the future.40 At the spring NATO Ministerial in June in Oslo, Deputy Secretary of State Larry Eagleburger noted that at some point NATO might have to expand, but made it clear that this issue was not part of the current agenda.41

In the run-up to what would become George Bush’s final trip to Poland and Central and Eastern Europe as President, Administration officials debated whether or not the President should open his speech with a perspective on eventual NATO enlargement. Language was drafted for a speech the President would give in Warsaw’s Castle Square on July 5, 1992.42 But Bush’s key advisors could not agree and the language was never used. Instead, the issue of whether or not to enlarge NATO to Central and Eastern Europe would be left to the next President of the United States, Bill Clinton.


Book II

THE DEBATE BEGINS

NATO enlargement was undoubtedly one of the farthest things from Bill Clinton’s mind as he was inaugurated President of the United States on January 20, 1993. The governor of the small southern state of Arkansas, he had been elected on an agenda of domestic renewal after the end of the Cold War. Throughout the Presidential campaign, Clinton had focused like a laser beam on U.S. domestic weaknesses. “Putting People First” was his campaign slogan. The campaign’s infamous battle cry, “It’s the economy stupid!” was, at least in part, a criticism of President George Bush’s neglect of domestic issues and his focus on international affairs. Having won the Cold War, America seemed to be looking inward and ready to retreat from its international commitments, including in Europe.

If Europe was not a top priority when President Clinton assumed office, it soon became one. By the end of the President’s first year in power the issue of the continent’s future was front and center on the Administration’s agenda. Bloodshed in the Balkans, growing instability in Russia, and the clear desire of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe to anchor themselves to the West forced the Administration to confront some tough questions: what was America’s post–Cold War vision of Europe and the trans-Atlantic relationship? Were the U.S. and its allies prepared to go to war to stop ethnic cleansing in Bosnia? Was Washington willing to extend security guarantees to stabilize Central and Eastern Europe? How could the Administration reconcile its desire to secure Central and Eastern Europe with supporting democratic reform in Russia? Perhaps most important, what was NATO’s purpose in a world where communism no longer existed and Russia was increasingly a partner and not an adversary?

These issues led to a far-reaching debate within the ranks of the Administration. Its outcome was a set of policy decisions that, over the President’s two terms in office, led to some of the most far-reaching changes in the Atlantic Alliance since its founding more than forty years earlier. Rather than scale back the U.S. commitment to and engagement in Europe, the Administration extended NATO’s umbrella over Central and Eastern Europe—initially to the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland but with the perspective of eventually covering all countries from the Baltic to the Black Sea—and reached out to build a new cooperative relationship with Russia, the Alliance’s former adversary.

In parallel to opening NATO’s door to Central and Eastern Europe, Washington and its allies updated the Alliance’s mission to embrace the security of the continent as a whole along with the need to address new threats that could come from beyond member’s immediate borders. Initially created as an Alliance between North America and Western Europe to deter the Soviet Union, NATO was being transformed into an alliance committed to building an undivided, democratic and secure Europe and protecting its members from the new threats of the post-Cold Ear era. The process of enlarging NATO’s membership and missions culminated at the Alliance’s fiftieth anniversary summit in the spring of 1999. In March the first former Warsaw Pact countries—Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary—acceded to the Alliance. That same month, NATO launched its air campaign in Kosovo and, at the Washington summit, adopted a strategic concept that set a new strategic direction by pointing to the need for the Alliance to confront new threats beyond its borders. Alliance leaders set a simple benchmark for the future: NATO must be as effective in dealing with future threats as it was in meeting the Soviet threat during the Cold War.

Enlarging and modernizing NATO was not part of a preexisting grand design President Clinton and his national security team harbored when they entered office in 1993. Although the President had spoken of the need to update America’s key alliances during the campaign, few if any of Clinton’s top aides were focused on the issue or had a clear vision or strategy for NATO’s future, and the intellectual, political, and diplomatic path to these decisions were neither easy nor without controversy. Recasting NATO involved major, and at times dramatic, fights and negotiations with the Russians, our European allies, and within the U.S. where it produced a passionate debate over what the Alliance was for in the post–Cold War world. While it would take a number of years for the Administration’s policies to be fully developed, diplomatically implemented, and politically ratified by the U.S. Senate, the origins of those policies can be traced back to the debate that took place within the Administration during Clinton’s first year in office.

1. RUSSIA FIRST

During his Presidential campaign, Clinton had singled out two specific areas of President Bush’s European policy for criticism: Russia and Bosnia. Concerning Russia he had accused Bush of being too timid in supporting reform and squandering a historic opportunity. In office, the new President moved to turn that rhetoric into reality. “Upon his election, President Clinton decided that we should make an early, all-out effort to engage Russia’s reformers and support their efforts,” wrote Warren Christopher after he left the State Department. “Our assessment was that America’s national interest lay squarely in supporting the process of reform—and that this was the key payoff of the end of the Cold War.”1 Speaking in Chicago in mid-March 1993, Christopher described supporting Russia’s transition to democracy as the “greatest security challenge of our time.” If the great challenge after World War II had been integrating Germany into the West, he continued, the challenge facing the United States after the end of the Cold War was consolidating Russia’s democratic transition and its eventual integration into the Western community of nation states.2

At a time when the President was devoting the majority of his time to domestic issues, Russia stood out as the Administration’s top foreign policy priority—and an area where Clinton was directly and personally involved. His first trip out of the country was to meet Yeltsin in Vancouver in April 1993. The trip’s goal, the President stated, was to establish a “strategic alliance” with Russian reformers. “Nothing could contribute more to global freedom, security and prosperity than the peaceful progression of Russia’s rebirth.”3 To back that up, the President fought—and won—an early battle on Capitol Hill to get a $1.6 billion package of assistance for the struggling Russian economy. At Vancouver, the two Presidents established the Gore-Chernomyrdin Commission (GCC) to develop across-the-board American support for Russia’s democratic transformation. The scope and intensity of the effort were without precedent in U.S.-Russian relations.4

The architect of the Administration’s Russia policy was Strobe Talbott, Ambassador-at-Large for the Newly Independent States (NIS). Clinton and Talbott were friends from their student days at Oxford where they shared a strong interest in Russia. Talbott had gone on to a successful journalist career with Time magazine, publishing several influential books on Russia and arms control issues. He had also lived in and traveled throughout Central and Eastern Europe. His first overseas assignment as a journalist was actually in the Balkans, an experience that he would draw on as the Administration wrestled with Bosnia and Kosovo in the years ahead. Both during the campaign and in the early months of the Administration, his expertise, zeal, and personal relationship with the President made him a driving force, making Russia the President’s top priority at a time when reform in Moscow seemed to hang in the balance.

On Russia, there was a strategy, an architect and, most importantly, a Presidential commitment. There was nothing similar when it came to Europe and NATO. Asked by Senator Joseph Lieberman (D-CT) in his confirmation hearings in January 1993 about his vision for NATO’s future, Representative Les Aspin (D-WI), Clinton’s nominee for Secretary of Defense, candidly responded that this was “a very, very important and critical question for which I have no immediate answer.”5

The European security issue where Clinton had staked out a clear public position was Bosnia. In the summer of 1992, Americans and Europeans woke up to the worst fighting in Europe in forty years. Horrors that most Europeans believed were gone forever returned as the world saw shocking film of emaciated prisoners in Bosnia looking through barbed wire fences—scenes reminiscent of Nazi concentration camps from World War II. An ugly new phrase entered the modern English political vernacular: ethnic cleansing. It was, in Richard Holbrooke’s words, “the greatest collective security failure of the West since the 1930s.”6

During the campaign, Clinton had accused President Bush of not standing up to aggression in Bosnia and being too timid in defending democratic values.7 In office, the Administration had to turn those bold words into policy. The President asked his national security team to review all policy options, including those previously ruled out of bounds by his predecessor. But the Clinton team soon found itself beset by the same divisions that had paralyzed the Bush Administration. Bosnia was what Secretary Christopher called “the problem from hell.” The Administration was ambivalent about the diplomatic approach on the table, the Vance-Owen Plan, which it believed to be unenforceable and morally flawed.8 But it was unable to formulate a better alternative allies would support. Whereas Clinton’s neo-Wilsonian National Security Advisor Tony Lake argued for intervention, Secretary of Defense Aspin and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Colin Powell—a Bush Administration holdover—wanted to keep the United States’ military role as limited as possible.9

As the spring unfolded, the violence in Bosnia escalated and the pressure on the President to “do something” increased. More and more, White House meetings ranged beyond the specifics of Bosnia policy and spilled over into a broader debate about the use of force and the U.S. role in Europe and beyond. One high-ranking official noted at the time: “It was group therapy—an existential debate over what is the role of America, etc.”10 Powell was less charitable. These initial meetings, he subsequently wrote, “continued to meander like graduate-student bull sessions or the think tank seminars in which many of my new colleagues had spent the last twelve years while their party was out of power.”11

On May 1, 1993, Clinton decided to support what his advisors had dubbed the “lift and strike” option—i.e., a plan to lift the arms embargo to allow the Bosnians to arm and defend themselves while using Western air power to deter the Serbs from trying to take military advantage of Bosnia’s vulnerabilities in the short-term. The President and his advisors knew that European allies strongly opposed this proposal, but hoped that the public outrage over recent Serbian massacres along with the Bosnian Serb rejection of the Vance-Owen mediating effort might permit Washington to sell a more aggressive policy. But the President was not yet prepared to put his full authority and that of the United States on the line. Instead, Christopher was asked to go to Europe to sound out the allies on the approach: “You’ve been a great lawyer and advocate all these years,” he told Christopher, “now you’ve really got your work cut out for you.”12

Christopher’s trip to Europe was a failure. There were no takers among the allies who quickly sensed that the Administration’s support for its own initiative was half-hearted. Ray Seitz, U.S. Ambassador in London, described Christopher’s meeting with British Prime Minister John Major, Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd and Defense Secretary Malcolm Rifkind:


Christopher pulled out his papers, tapped them carefully into order and started to lay out the American proposal. His words had all the verve of a solicitor going over a conveyance deed. I watched the faces of the three ministers opposite me, trying to catch the little flickers of disbelief as the plan unfolded…. When the presentation was over, the British sat in silence. There was some clearing of throats and a few sideways glances. ‘Well, ah, yes …’ Major, Hurd and Rifkind each asked two or three what-if questions. There were long pauses. Christopher had no real answers. After a couple of sterile hours, the meeting adjourned…. The atmosphere was downbeat and awkward. I suggested to the Prime Minister that he take Christopher aside and tell him straight that, leaving apart the wisdom of the American plan, he couldn’t possibly deliver his skeptical cabinet to such a risky proposal. It was, in the jargon, a non-starter. This the Prime Minister proceeded to do.13



Christopher returned from the trip, as one colleague put it, with “bullet holes all over him.”14 He reported that the only way to get the allies to agree with Washington’s preference was to use “the raw power approach.” Not even the most vocal supporters of intervention in the Administration favored that. U.S. policy now shifted from intervention to containment—the latter being the European preference. The trip’s failure would contribute to the impression that the President was not fully engaged on foreign policy issues, that the Administration did not have a coherent European policy and, worst of all, that it could be rolled and would back down if faced with strong opposition. In late May, an unnamed senior Administration official, soon identified as Undersecretary of State Peter Tarnoff, defended U.S. policy on Bosnia by stating that the U.S. was not inclined to get involved in every conflict in Europe, a fact America’s allies would have to get used to. Christopher immediately moved to counter the impression that the Administration was disengaging from Europe.15 But commentators were starting to question America’s staying power in Europe and NATO’s future. James Chace, author of a prominent biography of Dean Acheson and NATO’s origins, claimed in The New York Times that “the dominant fact of the Administration’s foreign policy so far is the collapse of the Western alliance.16

The NATO enlargement issue first appeared on Bill Clinton’s radar screen in conjunction with the budding crisis over Bosnia and growing doubts about the Alliance’s future. When he attended the opening of the Holocaust Museum in Washington in late April 1993, the parallel between the Holocaust and the ethnic slaughter in Bosnia was on everyone’s mind. After the Second World War, a generation of Western leaders had said “Never again!” pledging that they would never again stand aside as a people was singled out for destruction on racial or religious grounds. At the dedication ceremony of the museum, Elie Wiesel turned to Clinton and said: “Mr. President, I cannot not tell you something. I have been in the former Yugoslavia last fall. I cannot sleep remembering what I have seen. As a Jew, I am saying that we must do something to stop the killing in that country. Something, anything must be done to stop the bloodshed there. Mr. President, it will not stop unless we stop it.”17

Many of the heads of state of Central and Eastern Europe were in town. The Holocaust had also taken place on their soil and they were there, too, to mark the opening of the museum. The Museum’s opening served as a potent reminder of Europe’s past demons and the dilemma of being smaller nations located between Germany and Russia. It only added to the sense of urgency these leaders felt in terms of anchoring their countries to the West.18 While the museum opening was a private event, many Central and East European leaders had asked to see the new American President. Few if any had established meaningful high-level contacts with the incoming Administration.

Over the course of the next two days the President met the leaders of Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary—Lech Walesa, Vaclav Havel, and Arpad Goncz respectively. It was their first and perhaps best chance to make their case on NATO enlargement. They had a common view. Their countries were vulnerable. They still feared Russia. They did not trust the major West European powers. They trusted America. They wanted to join NATO to ensure that their countries would never again fall victim to the twin evils of nationalism and geopolitics that had produced so much tragedy in their part of Europe—and that were rearing their ugly heads in the Balkans.

The White House, as often was the case in the early months of the Administration, was running notoriously behind schedule—on so-called “Clinton time.” When the leaders finally did get to see the President, they put diplomatic niceties aside and underscored the same message: they wanted to join the West. Havel was the first to meet with Clinton on April 20. “Our main problem is that we feel as if we are living in a vacuum,” he told Clinton. “That is why we want to join NATO. In addition, in our values and spirit, we are part of Western Europe.” All of Central Europe was debating how best to integrate with the West, he continued. “The issue is not that we are faced with imminent threats. Rather, we are in the process of undergoing an image transformation—a reshaping of our identity.” By securing democracy in Central Europe, Havel concluded, the West would set a powerful precedent that would allow reform to spread eastward. “Entry into NATO and the EC is central to expanding democracy, not just to Central Europe, but also to the NIS.”19

The next day Walesa was blunter. “We are all afraid of Russia,” he told the President. At times, Walesa continued, he was afraid to turn on the radio for fear of what the most recent news from Moscow might be. “It is important to remember that this is the first time in history that the Soviet army has withdrawn from territory peacefully,” Walesa continued, “If Russia again adopts an aggressive foreign policy, that aggression will be directed against Poland and Ukraine.” Poland was also scared, he continued, “by the prospect of having a powerful Germany on one side and a powerful Russia on the other.” It was an illusion to think that the West could reform Russia without stabilizing and integrating Central Europe first. Success in Central and Eastern Europe would spread eastward, Walesa insisted, not the other way around. The problem was that Western Europe was not willing to open its doors to Central and Eastern Europe. The West, Walesa argued, had achieved “the biggest victory in history” by winning the Cold War, “but we are not capitalizing on it. Only the United States could change that,” he concluded.20

None of the delegations came away from those meetings sensing they had a major impact on the President’s thinking. But they had. Afterward, the President would turn to his National Security Advisor, Tony Lake, and comment on how impressed he was by their desire and commitment to join NATO. According to Lake, President Clinton asked: “Tony, why can’t we do this?”21 As Sandy Berger, Lake’s Deputy at the time and eventual successor as National Security Advisor recalled: “The issue of enlargement was first sharply posed to the President during the opening of the Holocaust Museum in April 1993. Both Havel and Walesa took the President aside and made a very strong pitch for the opening and enlargement of NATO to their countries. Today we think of both the EU and NATO as magnets for these countries. At that time, however, there was only one magnet for them—the NATO magnet. It was the number one, two and three priority of all of these governments. Being in NATO was not only a security issue for them; it was also about being part of the West. That began the discussion.”22

The President would often refer back to the strong and positive impression these Central and East European leaders had made on him. Asked in mid-June whether NATO’s inability to stop the bloodshed in Bosnia hadn’t shown that the Alliance was obsolete, Clinton responded that his meeting with the Central and East European Presidents had given him “the clearest example I know … that NATO is not dead.” He added: “When they came here a few weeks ago for the Holocaust dedication, every one of those Presidents said that their number one priority was to get into NATO. They know it will provide a security umbrella for the people who are members.”23 Shortly thereafter the new Dutch Ambassador to Washington, Adriaan Jacobovits, presented his credentials to the President. He told Jacobovits that he had been thinking about the security of Central and Eastern Europe ever since these leaders raised NATO expansion with him at the Holocaust Memorial Museum opening. He admitted that U.S. policy was not yet formed but that this was an issue he was interested in actively pursuing.24

President Clinton did not decide to enlarge NATO in April 1993. But he displayed a positive predisposition and an open mind. “It was not so much a policy as an attitude,” as Lake subsequently put it. NATO enlargement resonated with two of Clinton’s core convictions—a commitment to expand and consolidate democracy and his belief in the importance of modernizing America’s alliances in a globalized world. As a “New Democrat,” Clinton believed expanding democracy should be a key foreign policy priority—a position Lake elevated to a central tenant of the Administration’s foreign policy in the fall of 1993.25 Clinton frequently talked to visitors about the unique historical chance to build a Europe that was democratic, secure, and undivided. Bringing the eastern half of the continent into the institutions that had created peace and prosperity in the western half of the continent, including NATO, flowed from this vision.

Clinton also saw NATO enlargement as a way to re-anchor the U.S. in a new partnership with the old continent for the future. He was not wedded to the traditional theology of the trans-Atlantic relationship and at times impatient with the advice he received from traditional NATO hands whose cautious views on Alliance reform had been shaped by the Cold War. The President wanted to update and modernize NATO to assume new roles that the American public could relate to and support, thereby insuring its future relevance. Using NATO to help consolidate democracy and a new peace in Central and Eastern Europe was one of those. Stopping ethnic conflict beyond the Alliance’s borders was another. Toward the end of his term, the President increasingly pointed to the growing threat posed by weapons of mass destruction as well as terrorism as a challenge that NATO had to start to confront as well. In short, Clinton saw an enlarged and modernized NATO as the natural adaptation of the Alliance to a more globalized world in which the United States and Europe formed a natural coalition to meet these new threats. Locking in peace and stability in Europe once and for all would allow the U.S. to focus its attention on other issues and areas of the world knowing the continent was secure and with a greater likelihood that European allies would now be willing to take on new responsibilities further afield. The President’s thinking was often well beyond the conventional wisdom of experts in or outside the government. As Tony Lake put it to his staff in a meeting during Clinton’s early months in office: “He thinks differently than you” on these issues.

Unlike many conservatives, however, Clinton did not back NATO enlargement as part of a policy of neo-containment toward Russia. On the contrary, building a new cooperative relationship with a democratic Russia remained a leitmotif for him throughout his tenure in the Oval Office. While he certainly recognized the potential for Russian reform to fail, he did not consider Russia a near-term military threat and remained firmly committed to supporting democratic reform in Moscow throughout his years in office. Assisting Central and Eastern Europe on the one hand and Moscow on the other was not something he viewed in zero-sum terms. Instead, he saw them as parallel tracks in an effort to build a unified Europe that could eventually include Russia as well. And he wanted a strategy that would allow the Alliance to enlarge to consolidate democracy on the continent, support democratic reform in Moscow, and lay the basis for addressing the new threats of the post–Cold War world.

Clinton’s views on NATO enlargement were also shaped by the broader political battle in the U.S. over the future of American foreign policy. He had come to power at a time when the pressures on the U.S. to scale back its international commitments were considerable, and he considered NATO enlargement a litmus test of whether the U.S. would remain internationally engaged and defeat the isolationist and unilateralist sentiments that were emerging in the U.S. Meeting with Italian Prime Minister Carlo Ciampi in the White House Oval Office on September 17, Clinton told him: “The U.S. cannot signal a withdrawal from Europe. NATO looking eastward will help explain the need for NATO to our domestic electorates. I believe that the U.S. must lead, but we must do so by reasoning with our allies and finding a common position,” he told Ciampi. “Because of our economic problems, a peculiar isolationist strain is emerging in the U.S.” He was determined to fight it. “We have learned the hard lessons from the 1920s and ’30s. Others in the U.S. say that we should go it alone and lead through unilateral actions. But this will hurt NATO, the UN and other institutions. The challenge is for me to sell to our people and to Congress the need for our engagement in the world. The U.S. will lead, but through a partnership. This is a very big challenge. We need a common position at the NATO summit.”26

Critics would claim that Clinton’s support for NATO enlargement was driven by the domestic desire to court voters of Central and East European origins. But there is little hard evidence that such considerations were either the catalyst or the driving force in his thinking. The President’s interest in enlargement came early in his first term before reelection was on the horizon. Neither of Clinton’s two key pollsters during this period—Stan Greenberg and Dick Morris—conducted polling on NATO enlargement.27 Both of Clinton’s two national security advisors, Tony Lake and Sandy Berger, insist that political considerations were not central in this decision. “What drove this was the President’s sense of the transformation of Europe and the integration of Central Europe into the West—his vision of the opportunity to create for the first time in history a Europe that was free, democratic and secure,” Berger claimed. “NATO enlargement would have happened had there not been one ethnic American of Central and East European origin in the Midwest.”28

But politics were not completely absent in the debate either. As Lake later put it: “The politics of NATO enlargement were like sex in the Victorian age: no one talked but everyone thought about it.”29 The President and his advisors were well aware there also was a domestic constituency that favored enlargement—and which was vocal in making its views known vis-à-vis the White House and Capitol Hill. At a time when Administration policy was not yet fully settled, the growing pressure from conservative Republicans in the summer of 1994 to support NATO enlargement undoubtedly reinforced the hand of those in the Administration who favored enlargement. It was a clear incentive for the Administration to move forward and not to waver or backslide on this issue, and increasingly so, especially as the 1996 Presidential elections approached.

More broadly, Clinton was under pressure to prove his and his party’s foreign policy credentials. Not only had the Democrats been out of power for twelve years, but also they were still viewed by the public as less competent than Republicans on national security issues. Clinton’s critics repeatedly portrayed him as weak on foreign and defense policy. U.S. leadership on NATO was a traditional benchmark by which an American President’s foreign policy stature was measured, and Democrats were keenly aware of Republican efforts to paint the Administration as mismanaging the Atlantic Alliance. All of these factors and pressures combined to make NATO enlargement a highly political issue, which both sides attempted to exploit for their own purposes.

President Clinton’s early interest in NATO enlargement was initially not widely shared in the U.S. government. Tony Lake was perhaps the only person among the President’s close advisors who supported it from the outset. He faced strong opposition from the State and Defense Departments, and from his own senior staff. There were several reasons. A number of key Clinton advisors considered building a new strategic relationship with Russia—a goal Clinton had just declared to be his top foreign policy priority—a more pressing and important national security concern. NATO enlargement was widely seen as threatening to undercut those objectives by playing into the hands of anti-democratic and anti-Western forces in Moscow. That view existed in the upper echelons of the State Department as well as the Pentagon.

Before entering office a number of senior Democratic defense officials, who subsequently assumed key positions in the Defense Department, had developed a new concept of “cooperative security” for Europe in which military cooperation with Moscow was a key part. Security in post–Cold War Europe, they argued, should be built by de-emphasizing old alliances and instead expanding institutionalized collaboration with former enemies.30 Such cooperation was to be at the cutting edge of transforming political relationships across the continent. “Our new links to the Russian military were crucial to realizing an undivided Europe. Russia’s empire and war machine were much reduced, but it still had the world’s largest nuclear arsenal and a power and position in Eurasia that made its participation in the emerging European security system essential,” Bill Perry and Ash Carter subsequently wrote. “Our objective was to promote common action between our militaries where Russian and American interests converged, building a foundation of cooperation that would survive the inevitable differences.”31

Opposition to enlargement was not limited to Russia hands or arms control experts, however. It was also widely shared among senior State Department officials responsible for European and NATO affairs. In their view, NATO was the “crown jewel” of U.S. policy in Europe, an elite club whose cohesion needed to be protected—above all at a time of trans-Atlantic strain over Bosnia. Enlargement was seen as extending NATO’s responsibilities, but without adding the resources needed to fulfill those commitments. America’s European allies were seen as largely unsupportive. Its political viability at home was not clear either. Were Americans truly prepared to go to war for Warsaw or Budapest? Would the U.S. Senate expand the U.S. defense pledge to Europe when there were very real pressures to scale back America’s overseas commitments? As Christopher prepared for his first visit to NATO headquarters in late February 1993, senior State Department officials made sure it was not mentioned as an issue the Secretary needed to address.32

The U.S. military, too, had its reasons for being wary. With the collapse of the Soviet threat, they viewed their posture in Europe as a waning asset. Secretary Aspin had launched a review of U.S. global force commitments. Entitled the Bottom-Up Review (BUR), it barely mentioned Europe and instead shifted U.S. defense planning toward a greater focus on the Persian Gulf and Asia.33 The U.S. military was looking for ways to reduce its engagement in Europe—not to increase it. Talk about using NATO to project stability did not sound like a real military mission to many senior uniformed officers. Given the weak military capabilities of those countries seeking NATO membership, the prospect of enlargement was seen as yet another unwelcome burden for the U.S. military at a time when their forces and budgets were being reduced.

Thus, when the President asked “why not enlargement,” senior U.S. officials felt confident they could list very real reasons why the answer was “no” or at least “not now.” When Woerner suggested to NATO Ambassadors in early June that enlargement might be a topic of discussion at an upcoming NATO Foreign Ministers’ meeting in Athens, he was told that the issue was too controversial.34 In a letter to his NATO counterparts, Christopher made it clear that Washington also opposed raising the issue: “As we intensify our efforts at NATO outreach, we need to be clear about our objectives. While we should keep open the perspective of eventual membership, we do not believe that opening public discussion of possible expansion would serve a good purpose at this time. Raising this possibility for specific countries can only imply a less favored position for others. Eventual expansion of NATO, to which the U.S. is open in principle, needs deliberate study within the alliance at the appropriate time. Let us not force the pace, and let us avoid raising public expectations that cannot be met.”35

Christopher’s speech in Athens laid out a five-part agenda for NATO reform, but enlargement was not part of it. Instead, he focused on the crisis of the moment—Bosnia—and proposed several initiatives to strengthen the Alliance’s peacekeeping capabilities. While he addressed the need for “continent-wide security,” his emphasis was on strengthening the NACC. “At an appropriate time,” he stated in public, “we may choose to enlarge NATO membership. But that is not now on the agenda.”36 His talking points for the Foreign Ministers lunch were blunter. While noting that some allies wanted to discuss expansion, they stated: “Our view is different. We are concerned about the destabilizing effects if we begin an early debate, or an early process of expansion…. We can begin to sort through them privately out of public exposure. But the less said about this in public, the better. We should not even say that NATO is studying this.”37

But the Athens meeting was a mess. NATO was still reeling in the wake of the Bosnia crisis. Christopher’s reform proposals came across as half steps that tinkered with the status quo, a Band-Aid offered at a time when the Alliance was in danger of hemorrhaging. During a press conference the Secretary was peppered with questions about why the Administration had gone back on its previous tough rhetoric on Bosnia, whether its subsequent proposals on Bosnia were “spineless,” and whether the Clinton team had the moral authority and capacity to lead the NATO alliance.38 Christopher knew he had to do something—and soon—if Washington was to regain control of the Alliance. He called Lake to get his agreement to announce a Presidential trip to Europe and a NATO summit. When the National Security Advisor said that the Administration did not yet know what it wanted from such a summit, Christopher replied that the best way to get a policy was to schedule a summit as an action-forcing event. Lake acquiesced and Christopher announced that Clinton planned to make his first trip to Europe around the end of the year.

2. MAKING THE CASE

If the Administration was trying to avoid a public debate on NATO enlargement, there were others in the West trying to ensure that one took place. In the spring and summer of 1993, the first high-level advocates of NATO enlargement on both sides of the Atlantic stepped forward to advocate expansion as part of a broader transformation of the Alliance for the post–Cold War era. The case they put forward had been developed through informal collaboration over several years. It was calculated to challenge the dominant conventional wisdom and present an alternative policy framework for NATO’s future. And it succeeded.

The first major Western politician to break the public taboo on the subject was German Defense Minister Volker Ruehe who made the case for enlarging NATO in March 1993 in a speech at the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) in London. He was joined in June by Senator Richard G. Lugar (R-IN) who called on NATO to enlarge both its membership and its missions to stabilize the continent as a whole and become the core of a new post–Cold War European security order. Finally, in September, two RAND colleagues, Steve Larrabee and Richard Kugler, and I published an article entitled, “Building a new NATO” in Foreign Affairs that made the case for enlargement part of a more thorough overhaul of the Alliance. I knew Ruehe and his key advisors from the years I had spent in Germany. Although a Democrat, I had a close relationship with Senator Lugar and had helped him draft his speech as well. The debate over NATO enlargement had begun—and I found myself in the middle of it.

My own thinking on NATO had crystallized in the early 1990s while working at RAND. Along with several colleagues, I had concluded that enlarging NATO was the logical continuation of the policies that the U.S. had pursued throughout the post-war period, and that it was necessary not only to stabilize Central and Eastern Europe but to ensure that NATO remained relevant and survived. Making NATO enlargement the centerpiece of a new U.S. policy toward Europe promised to achieve those objectives. Although I considered myself a “New Democrat” and had volunteered for Bill Clinton’s Presidential campaign, the selection of his initial national security team left me convinced that NATO enlargement was nowhere near the top of the Administration’s agenda. I had therefore asked Larrabee and Kugler to join me in writing an article for Foreign Affairs that made the public case for enlargement. It was, initially, not a popular one. Many of our colleagues thought it was an off-the-wall idea, that would go nowhere. On more than one occasion, I was taken aside to suggest that I tone down my views lest I damage my career prospects.

In the spring of 1993 we shared an early version of the draft with several trusted colleagues on both sides of the Atlantic to test our arguments. Among them was Vice Admiral Ulrich Weisser, one of Germany’s most fertile strategic minds who had become the top advisor to German Defense Minister Volker Ruehe. Weisser had been involved in several major debates in German security policy during his career. As a young officer he had helped draft Helmut Schmidt’s 1977 Alastair Buchan Memorial Lecture that kicked off the debate on Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF). Fifteen years later, he was at Helmut Kohl’s side when the Chancellor pushed through Euromissile deployment before the German Bundestag in the face of massive political protests.39 We had met in the late 1980s and stayed in touch over the years. Weisser had been a guest scholar at RAND and we had become friends, collaborating informally since on NATO reform issues.

In the fall of 1992, Weisser became head of the Policy Planning staff for Volker Ruehe. Ruehe was a political heavyweight and represented a younger generation of more confident postwar German leaders less afraid to assert German interests at a time when it was still largely taboo. He was also ambitious. Coalition politics dictated that in the ruling coalition between Christian and Free Democrats, the latter had a firm lock on the Foreign Ministry. As a result, the ambitious young Christian Democratic politician took the defense portfolio. But Ruehe was still determined to play a role on broader foreign policy issues. He was looking for an issue and advisors that would help him to do so.

Ruehe and Weisser were a perfect match. “The Admiral,” as Weisser was referred to, shared Ruehe’s conviction that Germany had to come out of the shadows and more openly define its own national interests. Shortly after assuming his job as head of the Defense Ministry’s Policy Planning staff, Weisser had briefed Ruehe on the major tasks he faced as Defense Minister. He went through the difficult but largely technical challenges facing the Bundeswehr after German unification. Knowing none of these tasks would fully satisfy Ruehe’s foreign policy interests and political ambitions, he added one additional issue of possible interest for the Minister: the debate over NATO enlargement and new missions. The Minister was interested indeed. He asked Weisser to prepare a speech to help launch this debate.

Ruehe was convinced that Germany had a vital interest in expanding NATO and the EU eastward to protect itself from any potential instability in Central and Eastern Europe.40 From Germany’s own postwar history he knew that the NATO umbrella could play a key role in consolidating democracy and fostering reconciliation and integration with neighboring countries. As foreign and security policy spokesperson for the Christian Democrats in the 1980s, Ruehe had traveled through Central and Eastern Europe and met the dissidents who would subsequently play a key role in toppling communism. He believed Germany had a moral obligation to help them as their efforts had paved the road to German unification.41 During a visit to Bonn in early 1993, Weisser told me confidentially that Ruehe would soon make a major speech supporting NATO enlargement. We could not have had a better European spokesman, I thought.

Consulting neither the Foreign Office nor the Chancellor, Ruehe called for NATO to enlarge at the annual Alastair Buchan lecture at the IISS on March 26—on the same podium from which Helmut Schmidt had launched the NATO debate on Euromissiles in 1977. NATO, the Minster emphasized, had to adapt to a completely new set of strategic challenges: unifying Europe, redefining burdens across the Atlantic, and coming up with a new concept for dealing with crises in and beyond Europe. Never before in Europe’s history, Ruehe said, was there such an opportunity to overcome Europe’s divide and unify the continent. He could not “see one good reason for denying” the countries of Central and Eastern Europe membership in NATO and the European Union. It was time, Ruehe concluded, for the Alliance to open the perspective of NATO enlargement to these countries.42

The reaction to the speech was icy. As Weisser would subsequently write: “Whereas those Ambassadors among the well-represented diplomatic corps from East European countries reacted enthusiastically, the body language and gestures of those representatives of the British ‘strategic community’ as well as that of the NATO Ambassadors in attendance signaled their skepticism if not outright open opposition to Ruehe’s speech.”43 On the plane during the flight back to Cologne, one of Ruehe’s top military advisors remarked that it had been a mistake to give the speech and it would take Germany years to recover from the damage caused by the Minister’s comments. He was mistaken. Within several years every one of Ruehe’s core ideas would be embraced by the U.S. and would become official Alliance policy.

Back in Washington, Senator Lugar, one of the most respected voices on Capitol Hill on foreign policy in general, and Europe and Russia in particular, read Ruehe’s speech with great interest. Lugar also thought the U.S. and its allies were being too timid in responding to the changes in Europe since the end of the Cold War. Traveling through Europe and the former Soviet Union, he had been struck by the fragility of the new democracies of Central and Eastern Europe and their intense desire to find a connection to the West. Lugar was convinced that the West had to lock in the gains of the end of the Cold War before they were frittered away. He was also convinced that NATO had to be overhauled if it was to remain relevant and have public support at home. The Gulf War had convinced him that NATO had to be prepared to assume new missions outside of Europe in the future.

Watching the Clinton Administration stumble in its first months in office on Bosnia and NATO, Lugar decided it was time to deliver a wake-up call to the Administration on the Alliance’s importance. In late March 1993 Ken Myers, Lugar’s key foreign policy advisor, phoned me. The Senator, too, had read the draft of our forthcoming article and wanted to discuss NATO’s future with us. Kugler, Larrabee, and I met with Lugar several weeks later. The Senator laid out his own thinking on NATO and asked us to help him develop some ideas for a major speech. Over the next two months we worked with his staff to prepare a speech intended to get the Administration’s attention and force a public debate on NATO’s future.

In late June Lugar spoke before the Overseas Writers Club in Washington.44 He argued that the Clinton Administration had its priorities wrong in focusing solely on supporting reform in Russia. The real issue was whether the U.S. and its allies could create a security order for a unified Europe whole and free—or whether it ran the risk that Europe would once again come apart at the seams. The West, Lugar argued, had to project stability beyond NATO’s current borders to those areas in the east and south where the seeds of future conflicts in Europe lie. It needed to embrace both new members and new missions as part of a new strategic bargain between the U.S. and Europe to stabilize all of Europe. “If NATO is to survive, then it must be transformed from an alliance for collective defense against a specific threat into an alliance in the service of shared values and common strategic interests,” Lugar emphasized. The Alliance had to go “out of area or out of business.” That phrase quickly caught on as a kind of battle cry for those advocating that the Alliance open its doors to Central and Eastern Europe.

The speeches by Ruehe and Lugar were important not only because of the stature each of these men enjoyed in the strategic community. Intellectually, they also recast the debate in a way that made it more difficult for critics to dismiss NATO enlargement as an idea that was not serious. The issue was no longer defined in terms of whether the West should or should not help the Central and East Europeans by bringing them into the Alliance, but rather in terms of how to preserve security in Europe as a whole and revitalize NATO. Enlargement was no longer portrayed as an anti-Russia move but rather as a prostability strategy that would unite Europe, keep the U.S. engaged, and give the Alliance a new lease on life. The emphasis was now on Western, including American, interests—not only those of Central and Eastern Europe. It was a more potent set of arguments that was harder for the opponents to knock down and which resonated with Americans concerned about preserving a strong trans-Atlantic relationship.

The debate received a further boost with the appearance of our article in Foreign Affairs entitled “Building a New NATO.”45 The article made a forceful case in favor of enlargement as part of a seven point plan for overhauling the Alliance. The reaction in much of the strategic community, as well as most parts of the U.S. government, was initially hostile. I got a personal whiff of this over the summer when I presented a RAND briefing on enlargement to a group of senior Pentagon officials headed by Lieutenant General Barry McCaffrey, at the time head of strategy in the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). McCaffrey was a tough-talking, highly decorated Gulf War veteran who glowered at me throughout the presentation. After I finished, he made it crystal clear that he opposed any mention of NATO enlargement: “I don’t want these God damn countries in my alliance until my daughter is the Chairman of the JCS—and that is not going to happen for a long time to come.” The reception we received at the State Department was not much different.

But the intellectual and political battle was being waged on many fronts. And there were signs that we were winning in other places, including at the highest levels of the Administration. One day in early August, Larrabee and I dropped in to see Jennone Walker, Lake’s Senior Director for European Affairs at the NSC staff. We both knew Walker, and had worked with her on the 1992 Presidential campaign. We knew she strongly opposed enlargement and we had no illusion that we were in for a hard sell. She listened politely to us but made it clear that she and the vast majority of her colleagues disagreed with us. To our surprise, she then added with a note of exasperation in her voice: “There are only two people in this government who agree with you—the President and Tony Lake.” Larrabee started to argue with her when Walker was pulled away to take an urgent phone call. I nudged him and whispered: “That is not a bad start. Let’s declare victory and go home.” It was the first we had heard of the President’s and Lake’s interest in the issue.

Shortly thereafter I made my first acquaintance with Dick Holbrooke—and discovered that he, too, was sympathetic to enlargement. I was invited to speak at a State Department-sponsored seminar in Washington on August 13, 1993 to help prepare Holbrooke for his posting as U.S. Ambassador to Germany. Along with the then Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs, Jim Dobbins, I participated in a panel discussion on future German foreign policy. While enlargement was not officially on the agenda, our Foreign Affairs piece was the talk in foreign policy circles and Dobbins immediately criticized my views on enlargement. After he had finished, Holbrooke looked at me and said: “Ron, you have been attacked. Would you like to defend yourself?” Dobbins and I debated the issue until Holbrooke broke in: “Jim, I think Ron has the better arguments. Maybe you better go back and rethink.”

But the center of gravity of thinking in the Administration was still moving in another direction. The announcement of the President’s trip to Europe had led to the first serious Administration review of existing U.S. policy toward Europe and NATO. An Inter-agency Working Group (IWG) was established in mid-June to develop a set of summit initiatives by the fall. The going-in assumption was that NATO enlargement was off the agenda. Following Lugar’s speech, the State Department’s European Bureau circulated a copy of Christopher’s remarks reminding everyone that the Administration opposed even discussing enlargement. A framework paper circulated by the State Department in early July concluded that the Administration needed to preempt pressures to discuss the issue: “To tie these issues to the summit would put expanded membership on NATO’s immediate agenda, with divisive and potentially destabilizing consequences in the East.” A NSC paper circulated two days later agreed.46

Over the summer the IWG came up with several summit initiatives. One was a proposal to create more mobile and flexible command structures and forces so that NATO could more easily deploy forces beyond its borders to deal with future Bosnias through so-called Combined Joint Task Forces or CJTFs. A second was expanding work on NATO’s European Security and Defense Identity (ESDI) designed to respond to the growing impetus for European integration and support a European option of acting militarily without the U.S. if need be. Third, the Defense Department proposed a counter proliferation initiative to underscore the Alliance’s commitment to confront new emerging threats in the future.

The fourth and final initiative was the Peacekeeping Partnership, later dubbed the Partnership for Peace (PfP). It was the IWG’s answer to Christopher’s call in Athens for “continent-wide security.”47 PfP was the brainchild of General John Shalikashvilli, commonly referred to by his colleagues as Shali. Shali was NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander-Europe (SACEUR) at the time but was in line to replace Colin Powell as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington. As SACEUR, he was not normally a participant in internal Washington policy deliberations. But the fact that he was Powell’s anointed successor and had been the Chairman’s representative to the Bush Administration’s working group on the same set of issues allowed him to play a key role.

Shali believed the time was not right for NATO to enlarge. He felt that NATO members, including the U.S., were not prepared to extend new security guarantees to potentially unstable new members, that the Central and East Europeans were not ready to assume the responsibilities of membership and that Moscow would inevitably view NATO enlargement as aimed against it. But Shali also recognized the NACC’s inadequacies and the growing pressure for Washington and the Alliance to “do more.” Shali took the ideas circulating in the interagency process and packaged them in a way that squared the circle among boosting NATO’s engagement with Central and Eastern Europe, avoiding alienating Russia, and not saddling the U.S. military with new commitments. Peacekeeping was one way to connect the dots among the different political imperatives. It was a new mission for NATO. By working together with these countries, NATO would inevitably develop a much closer set of relationships with these countries, allowing them to get what Alliance officials called “NATO dirt under their fingernails.”

In early August Shali proposed that NATO reaffirm that it was not a closed shop, expand the NACC by developing a charter as well as a vigorous work plan, and establish a NATO “Peacekeeping Partnership” for countries prepared to participate in future peacekeeping operations. The idea was to turn the NACC into an operational organization in its own right—a new all-European concord that could lay the groundwork for eventual NATO enlargement down the road but without prematurely opening up a debate on this thorny issue.48 NSC Senior Director Jennone Walker quickly embraced it as a way to bridge the differences within the government on the issue and provide an alternative to the growing pressure to consider enlargement. Joseph Kruzel, who joined the Pentagon in August as the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense responsible for NATO issues, but would lose his life in a car crash during a peace mission to Bosnia one year later, renamed it the Partnership for Peace (PfP), after the debacle in Somalia later that fall made the peacekeeping label less politically radioactive.49

But there were several people in the Clinton Administration who wanted to go further. One was National Security Advisor Tony Lake. When Walker reported to Lake early in the summer that enlargement was now “off the table” as a possible summit initiative, he responded that the issue was very much on the table in his eyes and those of the President. Another was Christopher’s chief-of-staff at the State Department, Tom Donilon, who was convinced that U.S.-European relations were in serious trouble and that the NATO summit had to launch a new vision and strategy to stabilize the trans-Atlantic relationship. He wanted something politically more attractive than what the interagency process was producing. He was instantly attracted to the case for NATO enlargement. As he later recalled, “It wasn’t even a close call. Honor, history, national interest and strategy all argued for NATO enlargement.”50

The arguments of Ruehe, Lugar, and RAND provided ammunition for those in the Administration pushing for more ambitious policies. Donilon read Lugar’s speech and had received an advance copy of our RAND article from Undersecretary of State Lynn Davis. Davis was an old NATO hand from previous stints in government and think tanks. As a RAND Vice President, she had directed some of RAND’s early work on NATO enlargement. While not directly responsible for Alliance policy, she was one of Secretary Christopher’s confidants. Along with Steve Flanagan and Hans Binnendyk, from the Policy Planning staff, she became the voice in Christopher’s immediate entourage making the intellectual case for NATO enlargement.51

With the public debate on NATO enlargement gaining momentum over the summer, Assistant Secretary of State for European and Canadian Affairs Steve Oxman sent Secretary Christopher a memo in late July reiterating the European Bureau’s case against enlargement.52 On August 12, Oxman spoke at the Atlantic Council where he opposed enlargement and argued that there were less risky ways to address the issues Lugar and others had raised.53 That same day Davis and Policy Planning head Sam Lewis took exception to Oxman’s views. In a memo to Christopher they wrote: “We, and others in the interagency and expert communities, believe it will not be possible to defer a debate on the expansion and fundamental transformation of the Alliance, nor would it be in our interest to do so. Indeed, avoidance of this issue will undermine NATO by reinforcing the growing perception that the Alliance is only marginally involved in addressing Europe’s new security problems. It would also feed growing disillusionment with the West and democratic reforms in Central and Eastern Europe. This mood could trigger new instability in that region, with dangerous ripple effects across the continent.”54

NATO, they argued, had to be bolder. Just as the U.S. extended a security guarantee to Western Europe in 1949 to safeguard their postwar recovery, so, too, the Alliance now had to open a similar perspective to Central and Eastern Europe. NATO’s mission, they argued, had to be broadened from the guardian of Western Europe to the guardian of democracy throughout Europe. “Just as the U.S. extended a security guarantee to Western Europe in 1949 to safeguard their post-war recovery and avoid a Third World War, so too, we must work together with our allies to provide a similar security umbrella to those states for whom we struggled to liberate from Communism.” They urged Christopher to go beyond the IWG proposals and PfP to consider establishing a clear perspective for NATO membership, identifying the criteria these countries had to meet to qualify, and a commitment to consult in crisis consultations.

It was against this backdrop that policymakers in the West received the sensational news on August 25, 1993 that Russian President Boris Yeltsin and Polish President Lech Walesa had signed a communiqué stating that Moscow did not object to Poland joining NATO. The news came as a complete surprise as Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev had rejected the idea only two days earlier.55 Now an official Polish-Russian communiqué noted that Poland’s desire to join NATO “was met with understanding” by Yeltsin. The key sentence read: “In the long term, such a decision taken by a sovereign Poland in the interests of overall European integration does not go against the interests of other states, including the interests of Russia.”56 In the press conference, Yeltsin added that “the ice of distrust” between the two countries had melted and that the days were over when Moscow would dictate to Warsaw what it should do.57

While Russian and some Western commentators subsequently downplayed Yeltsin’s remarks, suggesting that the Russian leader had only agreed to the language, as one European diplomat put it, “à la vodka”—i.e., after a long drinking session with Walesa—the key Polish participants in these discussions have insisted that Yeltsin was sober and knew exactly what he was doing during the critical conversations. Indeed, Walesa had already laid out both his intent and his strategy in a meeting with Senator Lugar, who, coincidentally, was in Warsaw on August 24, 1993—only a few hours before the Russian leader arrived in Warsaw. He told Lugar that he understood Western nervousness about Russian views on enlargement but that he was going to try to convince Yeltsin that Poland in NATO was better for Russia than a security vacuum in the region. He added that he had already spoken with Kiev and that Ukraine would not oppose Polish membership in NATO. “We are not looking for a confrontation,” Walesa told Lugar, “we are only seeking to guarantee Polish security.” The Polish President rehearsed with Lugar the arguments he was planning to use with Yeltsin.58

After his arrival, Yeltsin and Walesa had a one-on-one dinner and went for a long private walk. Yeltsin’s visit had been advertised as an opportunity to turn the page in Polish-Russian relations. Walesa, picking up on Yeltsin’s theme of a new start, asked whether Moscow would accept Poland’s independent choice when it came to its security policy. He argued that Warsaw could either look westward and to the EU and NATO, or turn eastward and form an alliance with Ukraine. The latter suggestion harked back to the days of Pilsudski and his proposals for a Polish-Ukrainian federation after the Polish-Russian war of 1919–1920, and was clearly anti-Russian. Warsaw’s preference, Walesa continued, was to integrate with the West. If Russia and Poland were to truly make a new start, it was important to clarify this issue so that it would not burden the new start both leaders were striving for.

Yeltsin responded that he accepted Polish sovereignty and independence and that it was up to Poland to decide what path to take. Warsaw, he said, was outside of Russia’s immediate sphere of influence. The Russian President then went on to describe his own vision of Russia and its relations with its neighbors. Moscow had to move beyond the artificial structures of the past and rebuild a more genuine set of relations within the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). Russia’s economic revitalization, Yeltsin added, would bring the CIS countries back—but on a more genuine and natural basis. Although the two men would subsequently drink, the Polish side insists that Yeltsin was sober when this conversation took place.

The head of the Polish negotiating team in August 1993 was Deputy Foreign Minister Robert Mroziewicz. He recalls how the Polish and Russian drafting teams, who had been waiting in the Polish Foreign Ministry all evening, were told around midnight that the two Presidents had reached an agreement in principle which now needed to be translated into communiqué language. They ordered pizza, found some vodka and scotch, and proceeded to sit down to try to draft a communiqué. At around 3:00 A.M. the two negotiating teams agreed on a text with the standard understanding that it would be reviewed by delegation heads the following morning.

That next morning the two delegations met for a final session in the Presidential Belvedere Palace. Polish participants recall Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev and Defense Minister Grachev looking surprised by the draft communiqué and becoming angry at the language, having apparently seen the draft only shortly before the meeting started. They asked for a break in the meeting and started arguing with Yeltsin in front of the Polish delegation that he should not accept that language. Polish participants had seen this before. At the last Walesa-Yeltsin meeting in Moscow in 1992, Grachev had lost his temper and started shouting at the Russian President over some important issues associated with the Russian troop withdrawal from Poland. At that time, Yeltsin had acted as if he had a headache and told the Defense Minister to shut up.

When the plenary session resumed, Walesa noted that Poland’s decision to seek NATO membership was its choice but that it was helpful to address the issue in the joint communiqué to “clear the air.” Russian Defense Minister Grachev argued that the language in the communiqué was dangerous for Yeltsin. NATO, he said, was still seen as a “monster directed against Russia” and such a statement would be exploited by the nationalist opposition. Similarly, Kozyrev insisted that it was not in Poland’s interest to isolate Russia by joining the Alliance. But Walesa interjected. He turned to Yeltsin and said that both he and the Russian President, as democratically elected heads-of-state, were in charge and that Yeltsin should not listen to his “advisors.” If they, as Presidents, had decided something, he continued, there was no reason to change it. Yeltsin agreed. The two sides agreed to some final, modest wording changes. The communiqué was issued with the key section on Poland’s NATO aspirations intact.59

The news had an electrifying impact on Poles who believed they had cleared the way for NATO to enlarge. Polish papers on the morning of August 26 proclaimed a diplomatic breakthrough and Russia’s “agreement” to Poland’s joining NATO. Symbolically, they showed a picture of Yeltsin bowing at the monument to the victims of the Katyn massacre. The country seemed to be seized with “NATO-mania.” “Now the West has no argument to say no to Poland,” stated Walesa’s press spokesman Andrzej Drzycimski. “Until now the West has been using the argument, ‘We don’t want to upset the Russians.’ Now we will see the true intentions of the West towards Poland,” he added.60

Yeltsin arrived in Prague the next day—coincidentally the 25th anniversary of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. There, he had a similar conversation with Czech President Vaclav Havel, who explained that the Czech Republic, along with the other Visegrad countries, wanted to be part of the West, including institutions such as the European Union and NATO. Such aspirations were not aimed against Russia, he insisted, but designed to create stability in the region. Yeltsin responded that he understood those aspirations and that Russia, too, would like to be part of those Western structures. Yeltsin responded that he no longer wanted to behave like the former Soviet Union and try to tell other countries what they had to do. “It’s your free choice,” the Russian President said. Havel asked Yeltsin, and the Russian President agreed, to repeat that statement at the press conference. Following the conversation, however, Yeltsin’s aides (again) angrily tried to convince Yeltsin not to make such a public statement with the result that the Russian President avoided the issue in public.61

Several days after the Walesa-Yeltsin meeting, Polish Foreign Minister Skubiszewski jotted down his own analysis and thoughts, which he attached to the Foreign Ministry’s summary of the Polish-Russian plenary session. He concluded that Polish diplomacy had scored a major triumph by including the key language on its NATO aspirations in the joint communiqué. Warsaw had in all likelihood succeeded in its objective of putting the NATO enlargement issue on the agenda for the upcoming NATO summit. The ball, he concluded, was now in NATO’s court. But it was also important for the West to move quickly to take advantage of this diplomatic opening since the Russian concessions could be only temporary. It was far from clear, he added, that Russia had fully abandoned its hope of someday pulling Poland back into its sphere of influence.

But the Western reaction was muted at best. Many Western capitals found the news difficult to believe and even more difficult to respond to. The reaction in Warsaw and Prague to Western diffidence was, in turn, one of dismay. On August 31, Polish Prime Minister Hanna Suchocka, speaking before the diplomatic corps in Warsaw, said that “failure to act on the admission of Central European states [to NATO] will force them to seek alternative security arrangements and weaken the effectiveness of the European security system” by fueling anti-Western sentiments.62 The next day Walesa wrote NATO leaders urging them to seize the historical moment and extend invitations to the Visegrad countries to join the Alliance at the upcoming summit. That letter would go unanswered for weeks as Washington and its allies mulled over how to respond.63 For years afterward, the former leader of Solidarity would complain that he had created a historical opportunity that Western leaders had failed to recognize or grasp.

3. “WE NEED A PERSPECTIVE”

Over the summer of 1993 NATO enlargement had gone from an issue that was ostensibly “not on the agenda” to one that was on the front page of nearly every major newspaper in Europe. And while the Yeltsin-Walesa statement did not publicly shift Western policy, it had a considerable impact behind the scenes, especially regarding the thinking of Manfred Woerner. The NATO Secretary General had privately long been sympathetic both to the strategic case for enlargement and the moral argument that the West had an obligation to assist the Poles, Czechs, and Hungarians after the role they had played in toppling communism. But Woerner’s job was to represent and reflect the views of the Alliance as a whole—and he knew that most allies were not ready to support NATO enlargement. In his meeting with Christopher in Washington the previous March, for example, Woerner had mentioned the difficulties in expanding NATO ties with the East in light of Russian opposition and had suggested it might be easier for the EU to take the lead in reaching out to these countries.64

But Woerner was also increasingly worried about the sense of drift in the Alliance and in U.S. policy toward NATO since the Bush Administration. In the spring he had told Christopher that whereas he was confident that the EU would still exist in ten years, he was not sure about NATO. Over the summer Woerner confided his growing concerns over NATO’s future to Ambassador Hunter. He told him that he thought the Bush Administration had been lax in its leadership of the Alliance after the Gulf War. Absent U.S. leadership, Europe could not cope with Bosnia or stabilizing Central and Eastern Europe. He was impressed with Clinton and wanted to encourage him to stake out a leadership role in the Alliance. But Woerner still urged caution. In a meeting in Bavaria on August 5, 1993, he argued that a bold move on enlargement was premature as there was no Alliance consensus on the issue and it ran the risk of undercutting Russian reform. He emphasized that the upcoming summit should focus on restructuring the Alliance to deal with new missions like Bosnia, not enlargement.65

Following the Yeltsin-Walesa meeting, however, Woerner changed his mind. After calling in Klaus Scharioth, a German diplomat who became the director of Woerner’s Private Office the last week of August 1993, Woerner asked him for his thoughts on the agenda for NATO’s upcoming summit. Scharioth, who had joined the staff the previous spring and had spent the intervening months getting up to speed, replied that the most important task facing the West was stabilizing and integrating Central and Eastern Europe. The EU could not do it alone and NATO would have to play a key role by enlarging. The summit was the best place to launch the process. Recognizing that Russia would oppose such a move, Scharioth suggested creating a special NATO-Russia consultative track to address Moscow’s concerns and overcome Russian paranoia about the Alliance.

Woerner asked a number of pointed questions, but it was clear to Scharioth that he was thinking along similar lines. He asked him to write up his arguments in a short paper for him and to share it with no one. Scharioth wrote three pages listing the arguments for a limited NATO enlargement to the Visegrad countries coupled with a dual track strategy for engaging Russia.66 On September 2, Woerner told Hunter that Yeltsin’s comments in Warsaw and Prague had changed the political landscape. Whatever Yeltsin had intended in his meeting with Walesa, NATO now had to seize the moment. After much reflection, Woerner continued, he had concluded that a historic opportunity had arisen and that NATO must provide a clear perspective on enlargement. If NATO did not grasp this moment, Woerner asked, would it ever come again? In his personal view, he continued, the Alliance should admit all of the former Warsaw Pact countries from Poland to Romania, although he recognized that this would have to happen in several stages. Hunter immediately sent back a cable informing Washington of Woerner’s change of heart.67

One week later, Woerner went public with his support for NATO enlargement at the annual IISS conference at the Hilton Hotel in Brussels on September 10. By this time the NATO enlargement debate was the rage in the strategic community. At first glance Woerner’s speech, which was entitled “The Slogan ‘Out of Area’ or ‘Out of Business’ is Out of Date: We are Acting Out of Area and we Very Much Are in Business,” seemed an obvious counter to the arguments put forward by Lugar and RAND.68 But in the hotel foyer Woerner’s press spokesman, Jamie Shea, came over to Larrabee and me with an advance copy of the speech, smiled, and said: “I think you are going to like what he has to say.”

It quickly became clear that the Secretary General, while nominally taking issue with the view that NATO was in jeopardy, had actually joined the ranks of those calling for far-reaching change in the Alliance. The collapse of communism, he noted, had left Europe with a paradox: it faced less of a threat but also had less peace than during the Cold War. The West could no longer afford to be passive in the face of growing disorder in Europe but had to draw the lessons from its failures in Bosnia and elsewhere—“or it will wither away.” Far from being irrelevant, he insisted, NATO was needed more than ever—to sustain the trans-Atlantic link, to prevent Europe from sliding back into nationalism, and to address new conflicts beyond NATO’s borders. The Alliance’s primary future mission should be to project stability to the East. “In my view,” he stated, “the time has come to open a more concrete perspective to those countries of Central and Eastern Europe which want to join NATO and which we may consider eligible for future membership. This should be one of the major subjects of the forthcoming NATO summit.” Woerner had publicly switched sides on the enlargement issue.

In Washington, Davis had already sent Christopher a second memo on September 7 arguing that the Administration should seize this historic window of opportunity created by the Walesa-Yeltsin statement to launch NATO enlargement. PfP was inadequate as the centerpiece of the upcoming summit, she insisted. The issue was not how to ensure that these countries could contribute to future peacekeeping operations, she argued, but rather President Clinton’s vision was for the trans-Atlantic relationship and whether the U.S. would lead a fundamental transformation of the Alliance. PfP lacked the historical vision and political dimension that was desperately needed—and failed to answer the key question of what the U.S. and NATO’s role in Europe should be after the end of the Cold War.

“The fundamental task for the President is to develop a rationale for why Americans still need to play a major role in Europe’s evolution, beyond support for reform in Russia,” Davis wrote. “The answer is that American leadership will be required both to build democracy and to prevent the dangers of revived nationalism.” There was a growing possibility that democracy and pro-Western reform efforts in Central and Eastern Europe could fail and that dangerous forms of nationalism and conflict could return. “If the summit skirts the question of expansion, disillusionment with the West and the prospect of reform will deepen in many of these states,” she wrote. “Interest in NACC could diminish further because it would tend to confirm that this body is a permanent second-class status rather than a way station to full integration with the West, especially as the obstacles to European Community membership expand. Pressures could arise in Germany for a re-nationalization of its security and defense policy.”

The U.S. should set for itself and its allies the goal of making the prospect of war and conflict in Central and Eastern Europe as inconceivable as it had become in Western Europe after World War II. As before, extending a U.S. security umbrella and supporting the European integration process across Europe would be key ingredients for success. Davis suggested the Administration commit to a phased strategy of enlargement that autumn and seek agreement at the 1994 January summit on a set of criteria and blueprint on the way ahead. This would provide for expansion by 1998 to a limited number of countries in Central and Eastern Europe with a second phase of full membership reserved for those who would subsequently show themselves to be capable of contributing to NATO’s defense missions. “The vision is bold, but it is one with built in safeguards and pauses. There is risk in trying to transform NATO, but there is also risk of NATO loosing credibility if it does not move more forcefully to address the Eastern security problem.”69

Davis’ case to Christopher was buttressed by a memo written by Dr. Charles Gati, a leading scholar on Central and Eastern Europe who had been brought on as a senior member of the Policy Planning staff. Gati’s memo challenged the assumption that liberal democracy was slowly but surely taking hold in Central and Eastern Europe. Instead, he warned that post-communist authoritarian forces were gaining ground and that there was a real danger that countries in the region would, if not firmly anchored to the West, succumb to creeping authoritarianism. If Western policy were not more forthcoming in its embrace of pro-democratic forces, he predicted, “in two to three years Slovakia will have embraced Right authoritarianism of the Franco-Salazar variety,” adding that Poland and Hungary were in danger of sliding in the same direction. The key was Poland, where elections were approaching. “Only Western engagement can provide the hope that the people of Central Europe need to foster their growing stakes in the West,” he concluded. Donilon was so impressed by the memo that he walked in and gave it to Christopher for immediate reading.70

On September 7 Christopher held a lunch for his senior staff, including Strobe Talbott. Davis made the case in favor of a more ambitious U.S. approach. To the surprise of many in the room, Christopher agreed with her. On the issue of Russia, Dennis Ross chipped in. Although he was Christopher’s special Middle East coordinator, Ross had been head of the Policy Planning staff in the Baker State Department and involved in the 2 + 4 negotiations with Moscow on German unification. He argued that getting Moscow to acquiesce to enlargement, while difficult, was not impossible. He emphasized that the West had to make clear to the Russians early on how committed it was and then work to define terms Moscow could accept. Christopher asked Davis to circulate her memo for interagency discussions.71

There was hardly a Russian expert in or outside the U.S. government who thought NATO enlargement could be done without risking serious damage to relations with Moscow. Strobe Talbott, the Administration’s top Russia hand, was no exception. He had not been closely involved in the Administration’s early enlargement discussions, but Davis’ second memo and Christopher’s green light on enlargement gave him pause. He had by coincidence been meeting with his Russian counterpart, Deputy Foreign Minister Mamedov, in London on August 25 and had mentioned that NATO enlargement was becoming an issue back in Washington. Mamedov rolled his eyes and said: “Only our worst enemies would wish that topic on us. NATO, in Russian, is a four-letter word. Let’s concentrate on the merely very difficult and not adding ourselves Mission Impossible.” Later that afternoon the two men were interrupted by a news bulletin announcing that Yeltsin had just stated that he had no objections to Poland’s joining NATO. Mamedov was speechless.72

Talbott has been portrayed as the key opponent to NATO enlargement in the Administration’s ranks. His promotion to Deputy Secretary of State in early 1994 and his subsequent role as the Administration’s diplomatic point man in implementing enlargement made the question of what he thought when about enlargement, and his exact role in the Administration’s deliberations in the fall of 1993, an important part of this story. Talbott himself has disputed that he was an outright opponent of NATO enlargement. He has written that he never fundamentally opposed enlargement or had a subsequent “turnabout” or “change of heart” on the issue. Instead, he has insisted that he believed that the arguments in favor of admitting new members outweighed those against from the outset—but he also felt that enlargement should only be pursued in parallel with the development of a cooperative strategy with Russia and Ukraine.73

Talbott often gave credit to one of his closest aides, Eric Edelman, for helping him keep an open mind on enlargement. Edelman was first Talbott’s Deputy in the State Department’s Newly Independent States bureau, S/NIS. After Talbott became Deputy Secretary, Edelman became his chief of staff before becoming U.S. Ambassador to Finland. He was as erudite as he was practical. With a Ph.D. in diplomatic history, he was well read in both European and Russian history. His memos to Talbott often contained references to political theory or recent scholarly articles that he recommended Talbott read in his spare time. Following the appearance of the RAND article advocating NATO enlargement in Foreign Affairs, Talbott called Edelman—who was in Czech language training preparing to go to Prague in the number two slot in the U.S. Embassy—to ask for his views. Talbott was so impressed by Edelman’s arguments in favor of NATO enlargement that he asked him to write up his thoughts and send them to him.74

But Talbott opposed the strategy Lake, Davis, and RAND were pushing—a view he labeled the “fast track” approach. And in the world of bureaucratic politics and warfare, timing was everything. What mattered in the fall of 1993 was not that he might be in favor, intellectually, of enlarging at some future point, but rather that he was opposed bureaucratically to moving forward at that point in time. In Talbott’s words: “I was opposed to the idea of “fast-track” admissions per se, since I believed that the stakes were too high and the complexities too great to move precipitously; enlargement should be a deliberate process, not a quick one.”75 At the time, he was supported by the U.S. Ambassador in Moscow, Thomas Pickering, who argued that Russians would inevitably interpret NATO enlargement, even if couched in terms that did not explicitly exclude Moscow, as directed against them and could produce the kind of Russian policies it presumably was designed to guard against.76

The fall of 1993 was a dramatic point in the ongoing power struggle in Moscow between Yeltsin and his rivals. The fight over Russia’s future would soon escalate into a shoot out as Yeltsin ordered the military to storm the Russian White House in early October after it had been taken over by his opponents. Arriving in Ankara at the beginning of a long trip through the former Soviet Union, Talbott followed up on Christopher’s decision to table the State Department’s pro-enlargement position in interagency deliberations with a cable outlining his views. “With a Department position on NATO expansion now in place, I see it as an important part of my job to ensure that our policies toward NATO and the former Soviet Union are fully coordinated and mutually reinforcing. To that end, we must ensure that what we eventually propose is seen by key countries of the former Soviet Union as enhancing their security and their sense of belonging in Europe.”

“At our lunch on Monday,” Talbott wrote, “I urged that we take no steps that could fuel a conservative, perhaps even aggressive backlash in Russian foreign policy. The key here is to present our expansion plan in a way that stresses eventual inclusion rather than near-term exclusion of Russia—and that is seen to enhance regional stability and security for all states in the area. Just as important,” he continued, “we must be very careful not to pull this off in a way that makes Ukraine feel it is being left out in the cold with its furry neighbor to the north; otherwise we could inadvertently—and disastrously—give hardliners in Kiev new arguments for their case that Ukraine needs a nuclear deterrent. These two points argue strongly that any inclusion of new members in NATO must be coupled with concrete steps to improve the security position of the Big Two in the FSU.”77

But the U.S. government did not have a common position. Although the State Department had now adopted a more positive view, strong opposition to NATO enlargement continued to come from the Pentagon. Whereas Secretary of Defense Aspin was drawing the opposite conclusion from Christopher. Aspin, too, had attended the IISS conference in Brussels. But unlike Woerner, he was an enlargement skeptic. Hunter had taken advantage of the Secretary’s visit to organize a barbecue and discussion of enlargement at his residence that included Aspin, Shalikashvilli, Hunter, Kruzel and other members of the DoD team. Shali presented his thinking to Aspin at a time when DoD was looking for a way to contain the building momentum for enlargement. Aspin endorsed PfP and the DoD position was set in favor of PfP and against moving forward on enlargement.

On September 13, the State Department presented its new position in favor of enlargement at a meeting of the IWG. But any discussion was short-circuited when Assistant Secretary of Defense Chaz Freeman asserted that Aspin and Shalikashvilli strongly opposed enlargement on the grounds that it would dilute NATO, and accused the State Department of focusing too much on the interests of the Central and East Europeans as opposed to those of the U.S.78 Later that day Christopher met with Kozyrev and briefly mentioned to him that he wanted to discuss the issue of NATO enlargement in greater detail when U.S. thinking was further along. The interests of the U.S. and Russia, Christopher underscored, were not necessarily antithetical in this matter and he hoped that Moscow and Washington could approach the question together.79

On the final leg of his trip to Russia and Central Asia, Talbott stopped at NATO Headquarters in Brussels. Woerner took him aside to make the case for the Alliance offering a NATO enlargement perspective to send the message to Central and Eastern Europe that “you belong to us.” Talbott demurred, saying that Washington had not reached a final decision, but nonetheless underscored the need not to “slam the door” on Russian reformers.”80

Talbott also found the United States’ European allies as divided as Washington was on the enlargement question. The mainstream allied view at the time was that Central and Eastern Europe should focus first on getting into the European Union, not NATO. This was seen as a more “natural” and politically easier way for them to integrate into the West, with Alliance membership coming later if at all. Washington’s key NATO allies—Germany, the United Kingdom, and France—each had their own specific reasons for being cautious if not opposed to enlargement.

London was worried that NATO enlargement, which it initially saw as a German idea, would dilute the Alliance and the U.S. commitment to Europe. British defense officials worried about the defense implications of extending new Article V commitments; and London was not yet sure about what they called the “existential issue”—was the British public willing to go to war for Poland? Throughout the summer and fall of 1993 British diplomats, while acknowledging that the Alliance might one day have to enlarge, emphasized that was an issue for the future. In June, Foreign Secretary Hurd warned that NATO “must not let rhetoric run ahead of reality” on enlargement.81 Speaking before the House of Commons in October 1993, UK Defense Minister Malcolm Rifkind remarked that the Alliance “must not be tempted into hasty or ill-thought-out decisions” and had to find ways to enhance the security of all European nations, including Russia. A democratic and peaceful Russia, he concluded, “is the great prize to be won.”82

If London was worried about enlargement diluting NATO, Paris was worried about it possibly strengthening the Alliance. Enlarging NATO was, in the words of one senior French official, like “giving NATO vitamins.” France’s instincts were to integrate Central and Eastern Europe through European, not trans-Atlantic, institutions. In the spring of 1993, Paris proposed the Balladur plan for Central and Eastern Europe. As the debate over NATO membership picked up steam in the summer and fall, Paris also pushed for the expansion of WEU associate membership to these countries. As France’s new Defense Minister François Leotard said: “To knock at NATO’s door is to knock at America’s door and ask for American guarantees. That is understandable, but it is not our conception. We want the request for security to be directed to the countries of Europe.”83 The French Ambassador to NATO, Jacques Blot, told Ambassador Hunter in Brussels that he doubted the U.S. would support NATO enlargement since it was only a matter of time before the U.S. left Europe.84

Germany’s position was key, but it was speaking with different voices. Following Ruehe’s speech German Foreign Office officials had rushed to tell their U.S. counterparts that he did not speak for the German Foreign Office. Chancellor Kohl was not on board either. In late September 1993, Richard Holbrooke arrived as the new U.S. Ambassador to Germany. He immediately cabled back to Washington: “In my first meetings yesterday, three top German officials, including Chancellor Kohl, disassociated themselves from Defense Minister Ruehe’s views on NATO’s future.” He quoted the Chancellor as having given him the following message at a private dinner the previous evening: “NATO can exclude taking in countries of Eastern Europe. At the NATO summit in January, we must talk of restructuring and reorienting NATO. We must tell these East European countries that they can count on our support, but not membership.” Afterward, German National Security Advisor Bitterlich emphasized to Holbrooke that Ruehe was “on his own” on the expansion issue.85

All eyes were now on Moscow. Yeltsin had returned home from Warsaw and Prague to a barrage of criticism for his comments in Warsaw. In private Russian officials started to walk back his remarks. Mamedov now suggested to Talbott that Yeltsin’s remarks had been highly cynical and had only agreed to Walesa’s request in Warsaw because he thought the West would never act on it. On September 3 he previewed with U.S. embassy officials the contents of a draft Yeltsin letter on enlargement that showed that the Russian position was turning against enlargement.86 The U.S. Ambassador to Moscow, Tom Pickering, warned Washington not to interpret Yeltsin’s comments in Warsaw as a green light and insisted that Moscow still overwhelmingly opposed NATO enlargement.87 Shortly thereafter, Kozyrev told Pickering that Moscow did not oppose enlargement, but that Russia should be the first to join.88

In mid-September 1993, Yeltsin’s letter arrived in Washington and several other European capitals. It reaffirmed that Moscow did not consider NATO an enemy and recognized the rights of the Central and East Europeans to choose their own alliances. But Yeltsin also insisted that relations between Russia and NATO should always be “a few degrees warmer” than those between the Alliance and Central and Eastern Europe. Instead of NATO enlarging, he proposed that the Alliance and Russia offer reciprocal security guarantees to Central and Eastern Europe and that the two sides work together to create a new pan-European security system. Russia, Yeltsin wrote, did not exclude wanting to join NATO herself but that “for the time being” this was only a theoretical possibility.89 The letter leaked to the press in Central and Eastern Europe where it created an uproar.

The existence of harder-line views in Moscow soon became clear in late November when Yevgeny Primakov, then head of the Federal Security Bureau (FSB), the Russian Federation’s successor to the KGB, issued his own study entitled “Prospects for NATO Expansion and Russia’s Interests. Foreign Intelligence Service Report,” in which he painted a much more dire threat posed by enlargement.90 At a press conference on November 25, Primakov argued that NATO remained a threat to Russian national interests and would require the Russian military to rethink its force posture and defense budget. In introducing the report to the press, Primakov was blunt in his view: “What is being put before us is entirely unambiguous. Once there was confrontation between the two blocs. One of these has ceased to exist and the other is extending its influence into the area of the former Warsaw Treaty Organization. This is believed to be a reliable guarantee of security? We do not believe that.”91

Primakov’s target was Kozyrev. The future Russian Foreign Minster was already maneuvering to position himself as Kozyrev’s successor and as someone who could be more effective in standing up to the West. It also reflected the policy dilemma Russian policymakers faced: Could Moscow have more influence over NATO and Western policy by working with the West? Or should it try to fight enlargement? Kozyrev favored the former; Primakov the latter. Kozyrev believed Russia could maximize its influence toward the Alliance by engaging the West. Primakov dismissed that approach as “capitulationist.” In the fall of 1993, Yeltsin was still following the Kozyrev line. Meeting with Woerner in December, Yeltsin shocked the Secretary General when he said that he considered the prospect of Russia joining NATO a “realistic” one. His only worry, he added, was what the Chinese would think about Russia joining NATO.92

4. THE PARTNERSHIP FOR PEACE

The Clinton Administration was internally deadlocked on NATO enlargement. A Deputies Committee meeting on September 15 failed to find common ground, as did discussions between Christopher, Aspin, and Lake in the so-called CAL channel.93 The Pentagon opposed enlargement and preferred to keep PfP as a stand-alone initiative, but was willing to live with a link if it was kept general and noncommittal.94 Lake and Christopher wanted a specific commitment to enlargement, the announcement of criteria, and an “associate membership” as well as PfP. As NSC Senior Director Jennone Walker suggested in a note to Lake on September 23: “My admittedly imperfect proposed compromise is to say we expect and want NATO to expand to include new democracies; the pace will vary depending on applicants readiness and with due regard to security and stability throughout Europe (code for not disregarding Russian/Ukrainian/others’ concerns); and meanwhile Partnership participation will immediately produce a qualitative change in NATO’s engagement in the east while preparing states for possible eventual NATO membership.”95

The debate was overshadowed by the brewing political crisis in Moscow which now escalated into violence and bloodshed. On September 21, Yeltsin announced he was suspending parliament and calling for new elections. His opponents in the Duma immediately voted to have him removed from office. Two days later, armed men linked to Yeltsin’s opposition raided a Moscow military unit for weapons and killed several militiamen. On September 25, Interior Ministry troops surrounded the Russian White House. The entire world watched on CNN as the bloody battle for Russia’s future was fought out over the next week, culminating in Yeltsin’s order to the Russian military on October 3 to shell the holed-up parliamentarians in the Russian White House to force them to surrender.

That same weekend, NATO Secretary General Woerner arrived in Washington to discuss the goals for the upcoming NATO summit. In his meetings he pulled the Scharioth paper out of his pocket to make the case for NATO enlargement. On October 5, he told Christopher that he saw a rare historical opportunity to anchor Central and Eastern Europe once and for all to the West and urged him to recommend setting the enlargement process in motion without specifying who would be able to join, and when. Christopher responded that the U.S. was thinking positively about expansion but had not reached a final decision.96 On the plane back to Brussels, Woerner told his staff that he felt this had been his most productive trip to Washington in years and that he believed that he had helped convince the Americans to say “yes” to enlargement. When Les Aspin arrived in Brussels two weeks later with the Partnership for Peace proposal, Woerner would ask his staff: What happened back in Washington?

Several things had happened. Events in Moscow had made the differences in the top echelons of the Administration over enlargement more, not less, intractable. A Principals Committee meeting was called for October 18 to settle them. Christopher scheduled a final meeting with his top aides for Saturday, October 16 to go over the position he would take. On October 15, Davis again urged him to support enlargement. “We are close to losing the ability to lead the Alliance on NATO’s future,” she wrote. “Western Europeans are becoming increasingly critical and uncertain of our resolve to remain seriously engaged in Europe. Reform in Central and Eastern Europe is under growing challenge, while America’s interest is focused elsewhere…. Russia stands on the brink with instability casting fear around its periphery,” Davis wrote. “We have little time before the December NATO Ministerials. I urge you to move to a decision early in the week on NATO expansion and the character of the Peacekeeping Partnership.”97

On Saturday morning, October 16, Christopher went over the pro and con arguments on enlargement one last time with his senior staff. Both Davis and Donilon left the meeting believing he had decided to support launching NATO enlargement. New talking points were tasked making the argument that the NATO summit had to send a clear signal on expansion and establish associate membership status as an intermediate step toward that goal.98 Later that afternoon, Davis left town on a long scheduled trip. Talbott, on the other hand, returned from a conference in St. Louis that afternoon. Donilon called to brief him on the results of the Secretary’s meeting. He immediately decided to write Christopher his own memo, making the case against Davis’s view and in favor of a slower, more gradual approach. He delivered his memo in person at the Secretary’s home the next day, a Sunday.

Talbott’s memo argued that the coming fortnight was a critical test of the U.S. ability to reconcile its policies on NATO, Russia, and coaxing Ukraine to abandon its nuclear weapons. At the core of that test, he insisted, was whether the Administration would put Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary on a “fast track” to NATO membership. While endorsing the integration of Central Europe into the West in principle, Talbott wrote: “We must not advance that goal at the expense of our support for reform further East, especially in Russia—which, after all, the President keeps saying is our No. 1 priority. A NATO-plus-V3 strategy, even if it is only an implicit one, risks putting our East Europe policy and our NIS policy in zero-sum competition with each other.”

Russian reformers, Talbott wrote, viewed the NATO enlargement issue as a crucial test of Washington’s commitment to the U.S.-Russian “strategic alliance” announced earlier in the year. Talbott referred to an op-ed by Vaclav Havel that had appeared that day in The New York Times arguing that NATO enlargement, by consolidating democracy in Central and Eastern Europe, would actually shore up Russian democrats. He told Christopher that he disagreed with the Czech President. “I fear—and certainly Yeltsin is telling us—that we’d be doing just the opposite.” It would be harder for the U.S. to sustain, in Russian reformers’ minds, the claim to be Moscow’s key partner if Washington was seen as treating Yeltsin as a second-class partner after Havel and Walesa. “The key principle, as I see it, is this,” Talbott argued. “An expanded NATO that excludes Russia will not serve to contain Russia’s retrograde, expansionist impulses; quite the contrary, it will further provoke them.”

Instead, Talbott argued for a slower and more general approach. “My recommended bottom line is this: take the one new idea that seems to be universally accepted, the Partnership for Peacekeeping, which truly is inclusive, and make that, rather than expanded NATO membership (which is at least implicitly exclusive) the centerpiece of our NATO position.” In conclusion he wrote: “We can hold out the possibility that our Peacekeeping Partners might, in the future, be eligible for membership, but we should avoid criteria and talk of associate status.” He pointed to a cable sent in by Ambassador Hunter arguing for making PfP the summit’s centerpiece.99

But Talbott also laid out his fallback position: “Since I’m being so blunt in this memo, I might as well go all the way and lay out my fallback. If, despite the appeal I’m making here, our Administration decides to proceed on a NATOplus-V3 fast track, then let’s take Yeltsin up on his proposal for a security arrangement of some kind between the Russian Federation and NATO.” Talbott, who would become the Administration’s architect in NATO-Russia negotiations three years later, ended with a sentence that was almost prophetic: “Perhaps (imagine my squinting and crossing my fingers) by being maximally responsive to him on that, we can offer him consolation, or an “offset,” for what we’ll be giving the V3. I’m not sure this would do the trick, although it would help minimize the dangers and damage I’m concerned about.”100

Talbott’s memo persuaded Christopher to reconsider his position. On Monday, October 18, he called in his top aides to inform them that he had opted to support Talbott’s slower and more general approach on enlargement at the PC. With Christopher now favoring the slow track option along with Aspin and Shalikashvilli, Lake was isolated as the only person favoring a more ambitious approach at the Principals Committee meeting that afternoon. PfP became the Administration’s summit centerpiece. An NSC memo summarizing the Principals’ conclusions noted that: “The summit should make a commitment in principle to NATO expansion but without articulating criteria, specifying timing or likely candidates for membership or establishing the concept for associate status. The path to membership,” it continued, should be described as an “evolutionary process” with active participation in PfP as an important step in preparing states for the possibility of full membership in the future.” It was an ambiguous compromise, a decision not to decide that had kicked the can down the road on this issue.101

Christopher now outlined the official U.S. position to his NATO Foreign Minister colleagues. The U.S. wanted the summit to “send a clear, politically effective message of NATO’s relevance to European security in post–Cold War Europe,” he wrote. Washington’s goal was to “qualitatively transform NATO’s relationship with the new democracies of the East.” PfP was an effort to provide a framework for military cooperation that would demonstrate “in tangible terms NATO’s intention to forge new security relationships with the nations to the East.” The summit “should formally open the door to an evolutionary process of NATO expansion” without setting a timetable or criteria for membership. “A summit statement of principles opening the door to future enlargement,” Christopher concluded, “would be seen as a victory for pro-Western forces in the former communist countries without, in our judgment, risking destabilizing consequences in the area.”102

With a common position and a plan for consultations in place, Christopher and Aspin left for Europe—Christopher to Budapest and Moscow and Aspin to the annual fall informal NATO Defense Ministers meeting in the northern German city of Travemuende. But modern diplomacy is made as much through public presentation as through carefully worded diplomatic correspondence. Aspin arrived on the ground in Europe first, and it was his comments to the media that made the first news. He emphasized that NATO was not close to making any decisions about enlargement.103 The U.S. delegation circulated a paper that was also cool on enlargement. “Rather than forcing a premature consideration of formal membership at this time,” the paper stated, “the partnership focuses instead on real elements of defense cooperation.” At some point, the paper concluded, “as critical uncertainties about European security are resolved, and nations continue to evolve toward pluralistic, democratic states, then the question of expanded membership in NATO can be addressed.”104

German Defense Minister Ruehe was the host at Travemuende. He had sent Weisser to Washington in advance to check out where the policy debate in Washington was going. Weisser reported that support for enlargement was strongest in the White House and State Department but that the Pentagon was opposed and viewed PfP as an alternative to enlargement. Armed with this report, Ruehe approached his colleague and friend, Danish Defense Minister Hans Haekkerup, to discuss how they could ensure that the meeting and the unveiling of PfP send a positive signal on enlargement. The two men agreed to argue both in the meeting and in public that it was critical that NATO make clear that PfP was not an alternative to enlargement but rather a stepping-stone to that goal.105 Woerner, sensing an embarrassing rift between the U.S. and several allied delegations, stepped in to bridge the gap. In summarizing the meeting before the press, he underscored that PfP had received the full support of the Ministers but that it was not an alternative to NATO enlargement.106 Later that day, the Ministers visited the Marienkirche in the neighboring city of Lubeck where Woerner gave an impassioned speech on the need for NATO to reach out to Central and Eastern Europe to overcome the legacy of the Cold War.

On the Secretary of State’s plane en route to Budapest, Christopher’s staff saw press reports on Aspin’s conservative remarks on PfP coming over the wire. They immediately woke up sleeping reporters to provide their own briefing to ensure that the more forward-leaning State Department interpretation of PfP also made the news. Washington Post diplomatic correspondent Tom Lippman recalls being aroused from sleeping and suddenly offered a detailed briefing on PfP—despite being told earlier that such a briefing was not going to happen. On background, a “senior State Department official” emphasized that PfP “would qualitatively transform NATO’s relations with the new democracies in the East” and open the door to eventual NATO enlargement.107 Back in Washington, Lake went before the press to clarify the confusion generated by conflicting reports coming from Travemuende and Budapest.108 It was an inauspicious launch for the U.S. initiative.

In Budapest, Christopher’s job was to reassure the Central and East Europeans that PfP was an important step in their direction they should support. It was a tough sell. Only two weeks earlier, Hungarian Prime Minster Joszef Antall, who was dying of cancer, had written Clinton a personal letter from the hospital following the bloody events in Moscow. He underscored that his government was supportive of Yeltsin and the democratic forces in Moscow but called on Clinton to “accelerate the NATO integration of the country so that membership be attained as soon as possible” in light of the growing conflict in the Balkans and instability in Russia.109

Arriving in Budapest, Christopher tried to put the best foot forward on the U.S. initiative by tying PfP to NATO’s eventual expansion. At the press conference with Hungarian Foreign Minister Geza Jeszenszky, Christopher stated that “we have proposed a framework for considering expansion involving a partnership for peace.” Asked whether PfP met Hungary’s need, Jeszenszky responded that “the very idea that the principle that there is a possibility and even a need for expansion is something that we welcome” and that PfP was “a good start.”110

From Budapest, Christopher traveled to Moscow. Driving in from the airport the U.S. delegation passed the charred, hulking structure of what had once been the Russian White House. Christopher was helicoptered out to Yeltsin’s dacha in Zavidovo where the Russian President was recuperating from health problems and recent political events. As Christopher recalled, it was clear that Yeltsin was in pain and that his movements were stiff and almost robotic.111 After discussing the President’s upcoming trip to Moscow, Christopher raised the NATO issue. Washington did not want to exclude Russia from being a full participant in European security, he stated. That was one reason why the President had decided to propose PfP, which would be open to all members of the NACC. Yeltsin broke in to ask whether it was correct that countries from Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union would be treated on an equal footing and that there would be no invitations for new members at the upcoming NATO summit.

When Christopher responded “yes,” Yeltsin became animated and called the Partnership a “brilliant idea” and a “stroke of genius.” He underscored that the most important thing for Moscow was to ensure equal status for all countries, including Russia, on the basis of partnership. Yeltsin reiterated that PfP was “a great idea, really great” and asked Christopher to tell President Clinton that he was thrilled by this initiative. Christopher added that in due course the Alliance would enlarge but that this would be pursued over time based on PfP. But Yeltsin was no longer paying attention.112 On the helicopter ride back to Moscow, Talbott tried to tell Kozyrev that the enlargement issue had simply been deferred, not resolved, but the Russian Foreign Minster pretended not to be able to hear over the engine noise. Both Yeltsin and Kozyrev had nothing but words of praise in public for PfP, portraying it as having put off NATO enlargement. As Christopher concluded in his memoirs: “In retrospect, it is clear that his enthusiasm was based upon his mistaken assumption that the Partnership for Peace would not lead to eventual NATO expansion.”113

If Moscow was relieved, Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest were not. The tone of Christopher’s Hungarian hosts also became more critical as soon as the Secretary of State had left town. Defense Minister Lajos Fur told the Hungarian media that he was not sure what PfP meant for Hungary except that it did not give Budapest what it wanted—namely a security guarantee.114 Jeszenszky, a historian by training, delivered a speech shortly thereafter entitled “The Lessons of Appeasement” in which he pointed to the West’s appeasement of Hitler in the late 1930s and to its acquiescence to Stalin’s sphere of influence in Eastern Europe after World War II. Referring to the Latin saying Vincere scis Hannibal, victoriam uti nescis (You know how to win, Hannibal, but not how to use your victory), Jeszensky argued that there was a thin line between “offering genuine friendship (or partnership) and inviting disaster by giving too much away without guarantees for proper behavior…. If the lessons of appeasement are not drawn,” he added, “we may well see our hopes dashed again.”115 It was hardly a ringing endorsement.

Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs Steve Oxman had stayed behind in Budapest to further brief the Deputy Foreign Ministers of Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary following Christopher’s departure. Although the U.S. record of that conversation suggests that they were starting to come around to the U.S. position by the end of the evening, several of the Central European participants have a different recollection.116 The head of the Polish delegation, Deputy Foreign Minister Andrzej Ananicz, recalls asking himself whether PfP was part of a strategy to overcome or to perpetuate Yalta. Over coffee he asked the U.S. Assistant Secretary of State the question directly. Oxman’s answer left him worried that PfP ran the risk of becoming an alternative track to enlargement where Poland might be stranded in a kind of strategic limbo. He reported to Foreign Minister Olechowski and President Lech Walesa that PfP was not only inadequate but also dangerous.117

These countries were disappointed with PfP because, from their perspective, it looked more like a potential dead end than a first step toward NATO membership. It offered no commitment, plan, or roadmap for eventual NATO membership. Their main concern was not peacekeeping capabilities but their own defense and security needs. Central and East Europeans did not find the official arguments reassuring about why NATO could not be more explicit about NATO enlargement reassuring either. As two senior Polish officials wrote: “NATO’s reluctance to embrace the East Central European states reminds some in these capitals of the live-in lover, enjoying the benefits of affection but anxious to avoid the onerous commitments of marriage.”118 If the West was unwilling to stand up to Moscow when it was weak, they asked, what would it do if Russia became strong again? When ultra-nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky emerged as the big winner in the Russian Duma elections in December, it sent shivers down the spines of many in these countries. Along with the communists, nationalists now had more than twice as many votes as the parties supporting Yeltsin.

Nowhere was this anxiety greater than in Poland. Walesa and Olechowski now decided that PfP was not acceptable and that it had to push Washington for more. While they knew there was a risk of overplaying their hand, they knew also that Washington needed their stamp of approval. As a senior State Department official admitted to The Washington Post, Central and East European opposition to PfP would be devastating: “If they don’t believe in the partnership, then it serves no purpose.”119 Thus was born a Polish strategy to try to make PfP into something Warsaw could accept. Polish officials differentiated between what they called PfP I and PfP II. PfP I was Aspin’s PfP at Travemuende. PfP II would include a clearer political commitment that it was a first step to actual NATO membership.120

Over the next three months Poland played the one card it had—Washington’s need for its support of PfP—to try to stretch the U.S. initiative to meet its own political needs. In mid-December Olechowski arrived in Washington to tell Christopher that he had come to “knock again” at the door of NATO membership. Poland did not want to accelerate the NATO enlargement process but Warsaw’s support for PfP was linked to whether it was or was not a path to NATO membership. If Washington made clear that PfP was a path to NATO membership, it would be Warsaw’s highest priority. If not, political support for Poland’s participation in PfP would be lacking.121 Arriving back in Warsaw, Olechowski publicly stated that Poland would not sign PfP if it was “just a second Yalta.”122 On December 22, he sent Christopher a letter reiterating that Poland would support PfP only if it included a clear membership perspective to countries that met NATO standards and were willing and able to defend its values.123

Poland had two unique assets to draw on. One was Lech Walesa. Having faced down the Soviets, the former Solidarity leader was no novice when it came to remaining stubborn and fighting for his views. Ambassador Nicholas Rey, a Democratic Polish-American businessman from Wall Street, experienced Walesa’s tactics firsthand when he arrived in Warsaw in late December to assume his new duties. He knew that many Poles still blamed U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and the Democratic Party for their betrayal at Yalta and he was determined to show them that they were wrong to distrust the Clinton Administration. While presenting his credentials to President Walesa on December 22, Walesa pulled him into a small back room for a private conversation. Sitting knee-to-knee with Rey, Walesa lectured him on the dangers of Russian neo-imperialism. Walesa told him: “Mr. Ambassador, we have to cage the bear.” When Rey summoned his courage to point out to the Nobel prize winner and hero of Solidarity that a cornered bear could be dangerous, Walesa responded: “So long as it is caged it does not matter.”124

The second asset Poland had was the Polish-American community. With some 10 million members, it was the largest of all the Central and East European ethnic communities and it had well-connected individuals working behind the scenes. At the top of that list was Jan Nowak, who as a young man had been a courier between the Polish underground resistance and London and Washington. In that role he had met Churchill and Anthony Eden and warned them about Stalin’s designs on Central Europe—unsuccessfully.125 After the war, Nowak became the head of Radio Free Europe’s Polish service where for 25 years he was regarded as one of the best sources on what was happening behind the Iron Curtain. He later returned to Washington where he became an interlocutor of a series of U.S. Presidents, Republican and Democrat alike. As Berger recalled, “it was not so much a question of their numbers but also the impact of their arguments. People like Jan Nowak, a Polish-American leader, affect your thinking—because of his experience, his life story and the logic and power of his arguments.”

Having witnessed Poland regain its independence in 1989, Nowak was determined that the West not make the same mistakes again. The Administration’s tepid response to Yeltsin’s letter of mid-September set off alarm bells for him. He turned to the media to draw attention to the issue. Shortly thereafter, an article appeared by Rowland Evans and Robert Novak in entitled “Ghost of Yalta,” warning that PfP was “a sweetheart deal offering Russia virtual hegemony over most of the former Soviet Union and denying Eastern Europe entry into NATO.”126 On November 30, 18 ethnic groups of Central and East European origin met in Washington to coordinate a lobbying effort in favor of enlargement. On December 6 they founded the Central and East European Coalition (CEEC). That same day the Polish-American Congress (PAC) sent a letter to Polish-Americans urging them to call and write the White House to protest against what they called “Yalta II.”127

On December 21, National Security Advisor Tony Lake met with former NSC Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski to discuss the President’s upcoming trip to Europe. Brzezinski told Lake that the Administration’s policy lacked clarity and vision. He urged that Clinton set the specific goal of achieving for Central and Eastern Europe, and in particular, Poland, what George Bush had achieved for a unified Germany—membership in NATO. Lake responded that he agreed with Brzezinski and that the State Department’s narrow interpretation of PfP was not the last word on the subject. Lake added that he expected some movement on the enlargement issue in the President’s speech in Brussels. Lake also assured him that the concept of democratic enlargement that he had spelled out at Johns Hopkins University’s School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) in Washington, D.C. in September was still the core of the Clinton Administration’s foreign policy and that it applied to Europe.128

At an internal NSC staff meeting later that day to review the materials being prepared for the President, Lake erupted in anger at some of the papers his staff had prepared. He complained that they did not recognize the historic moment the U.S.-European relationship was at or how the U.S. initiatives fit together into a coherent vision. He referred to his breakfast meeting with Brzezinski and their discussion about the “big picture.” He told his staff that they needed to be bolder and to address the Central European anxiety by making it clear that there was a path for them to integrate into the West. Referring to PfP he asked his staff: “You have given me a wonderful instrument in PfP but where is the President’s vision?” He sent most of the papers back to be reworked. One paper went forward to the President unchanged. It described why the Central and East Europeans were interested in joining NATO in the first place.
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