
The expansion of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to include Central and Eastern
European (CEE) states represents one of the most controversial strategic
choices of the post–Cold War era. According to former State Department
ofªcial Ronald Asmus, “1994 was the year the Clinton Administration crossed
the Rubicon in deciding to enlarge NATO.”1 While it was clear by then that the
administration would expand the alliance, it was less clear how it would do
so. Neither the pacing of enlargement nor the method—the unconditional ex-
tension in 1999 to a small number of the states seeking to join, namely the
Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland—was initially self-evident. In fact, dur-
ing the creation and Cold War expansion of the alliance, various countries had
struck special deals on their memberships, generating a spectrum of historical
precedents. Denmark, Iceland, and Norway had, as conditions for joining, re-
stricted and/or refused nuclear warheads, bases, and certain kinds of military
activity on their territory; Spain had also limited its military integration into
the alliance; and France had withdrawn from the integrated military command
in 1966.2 There was even a post–Cold War example of contingent enlargement,
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namely, the extension of the alliance with restrictions on certain kinds of
troops and weapons to the territory of former East Germany in 1990 as part
of German uniªcation.3 As a result, throughout the 1990s, there was both a
lively public discussion and an academic, theoretical debate—most notably,
between liberal institutionalists and realists—addressing not only the pros and
cons of varying modes of expansion but also the question of whether to ex-
pand at all.4 And the stakes surrounding this debate could not have been
higher; as President Bill Clinton put it to Russian President Boris Yeltsin,
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“We have the ªrst chance ever since the rise of the nation state to have the en-
tire continent of Europe live in peace.”5

Given the wide range of options and high stakes, which issues did the
Clinton administration prioritize in choosing the course of expansion that it ul-
timately did twenty-ªve years ago? Accounts by participants in decisions lead-
ing to enlargement have already shed light on this question.6 Synoptic
evaluation of the historical evidence by scholars with no personal involvement
in the events remains essential, however. This article offers such an evaluation,
based largely on sources declassiªed by the Clinton Presidential Library, the
Department of Defense, and the Department of State because of numerous re-
quests and appeals by the author.7 These documents include, most notably, in-
ternal records from Clinton-Yeltsin conversations. The article also draws on
interviews, on related U.S. and foreign archival collections, and on declassiªed
materials secured by other researchers.

Using these sources to reconstruct an analytical narrative of the critical pe-
riod, this article illuminates the contest inside the Clinton administration over
expansion. As President Clinton repeatedly remarked, the two key questions
about enlargement were when and how. The argument here is that supporters
of a relatively swift conferral of full membership to a narrow range of coun-
tries outmaneuvered proponents of a slower, wider, and looser process of
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enlargement, embodied in a program known as the Partnership for Peace
(PfP). The Partnership had offered a contingent form of afªliation open to
all Eurasian countries, including Russia and the other post-Soviet states.8

Full Article 5 guarantees (under which an attack on any member would be
considered an attack on the alliance as a whole) would come later, and only as
a reward for strong performance in the PfP. Advocates of a full-guarantee
mode of expansion triumphed, however, not least thanks to the 1994
Republican Party victory in the midterm elections—a victory resting in part on
support for more aggressive expansion. This mode of enlargement strained
Western relations with Russia, although it did not by itself spell the demise of
U.S.-Russian post–Cold War cooperation. Far more important to that develop-
ment were Russian domestic politics, the economic trauma of the 1990s, and
the rise of Vladimir Putin’s grim, murderous regime; but the phased approach
would most likely not have exacerbated to the same extent the ongoing deteri-
oration of U.S.-Russian relations caused by those factors.9

In developing its argument, this article focuses on three decisionmaking
junctures, or “ratchets,” in U.S. foreign policy, the ªrst of which predated the
Clinton era. After long decades spent dealing with a set of limited strategic op-
tions in Cold War Europe, in 1989 the U.S. government suddenly faced a be-
wildering array of choices after the unexpected opening of the Berlin Wall.10

The George H.W. Bush administration responded with the ªrst ratchet in 1990:
President Bush and his advisers blocked proposed alternatives to NATO’s
dominance in Europe and expanded the alliance into eastern Germany,
thereby closing down alternatives to NATO while keeping open the option of
future enlargement. Because of the shift in the United States’ focus to the
Persian Gulf after Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990,
the U.S.-led war in that region in 1991, and Bush’s subsequent loss in the 1992
election, however, it ultimately fell to the Clinton administration to decide
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whether, when, and how to bring CEE states into the alliance. Concerned
about a possible Russian backlash against NATO enlargement, with deleteri-
ous consequences for a host of arms control agreements under negotiation,
the Clinton administration initially carried out a second ratchet in 1993:
Washington proposed a pragmatic compromise—namely, the creation of the
PfP. Despite a promising start, the third ratchet in late 1994 to full-guarantee
expansion soon marginalized the PfP. This article explores the factors driving
these ratchets, some of them known, but some new and surprising, such as
the ways in which Ukrainian politics affected the enlargement debate, and the
complex roles played by both Strobe Talbott, a U.S. ambassador and later dep-
uty secretary of state, and Andrei Kozyrev, the Russian foreign minister.
Finally, the article’s conclusion assesses ways that this evidence requires a
reframing of previous debates on expansion.

The First Ratchet: No Alternative to NATO

Although the main focus of this article is the Clinton era, it is essential to un-
derstand the legacy bequeathed to President Clinton and his administration by
the previous administration as a result of the decisions that President Bush
made following the surprise fall of the Berlin Wall.11 A number of European ac-
tors, including both former East European dissidents and Western leaders,
proposed new alternatives for their countries’ future security after the opening
of the Wall—all of them anathema to Washington. Among the worst alterna-
tives from the U.S. point of view was a proposal by former peace activists
who had helped to end Soviet domination of their homelands. They called
for Central and Eastern Europe to become a demilitarized zone and neu-
tral buffer between East and West (although some dissidents would later
change their view and support NATO enlargement to the region).12 Also wor-
risome was Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev’s interest, shared by some West
European leaders, in creating a pan-European security organization, perhaps
based on the existing Conference for Security and Cooperation (CSCE), which
already had members from both NATO and the Warsaw Pact.13 In response,
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President Bush moved swiftly and assertively to ensure that NATO—and
thereby U.S. leadership in Europe, given the United States’ domination of the
alliance—would not only survive the end of the Cold War but also shape
the post–Cold War future.14 Through a series of successful diplomatic maneu-
vers, Bush perpetuated NATO’s leading role in European security and set a
precedent of acquiring new eastern territory, all without signing anything
binding about the alliance’s future behavior (other than on former East
German soil, where there were some restrictions).

Although that outcome was always the most likely, it is worth noting that
Bush’s strong endorsement of this policy foreclosed other, less likely options at
a very early date, thus blocking or eliminating alternative policy choices for
transatlantic security well before Clinton became president. In other words,
the Bush administration performed the ªrst “ratcheting down” of options, a
process not without its costs. It raised the question, controversial to this day, of
whether the Bush administration promised Moscow that, in exchange for tol-
erating the extension of NATO across a united Germany, the alliance would
not seek further expansion eastward. Opinions on this topic range from abso-
lutely not to absolutely yes.15

This article takes as its basis the view that, although the issue arose fre-
quently as part of discussions over German uniªcation—including speculative
discussion about CEE states—no binding written agreement prohibiting
later enlargement emerged.16 As former Russian Foreign Minister Yevgeniy
Primakov wrote in 2015, “With great regret, one has to conclude that the assur-
ances by Western leaders were not put into a treaty or legal form.” This lack of
written codiªcation was all the more regrettable, he noted, because “we have
every reason to believe that at that time it could have been done.” But it was
not. Instead, what emerged in writing had a very different character. The
Soviet Union and the United States (together with Britain and France) signed
in September 1990 the Final Settlement restoring sovereignty to Germany—a
settlement that, rather than prohibiting the movement of NATO across the
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1989 line, explicitly enabled a united Germany to join the military alliance of
its choice, thereby allowing NATO to expand eastward.17

By the time of this settlement, however, Bush’s attention was riveted on the
Persian Gulf, following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990.
U.S. policy toward Europe had, as a result of that invasion, moved dramati-
cally down Bush’s list of priorities; his administration seems to have assumed
it could return to these issues after the 1992 election. Policymaking after that
election fell to Clinton and his appointees instead, but they had to operate
within the constraints of the Bush legacy. As the scholar and former Foreign
Service Ofªcer William Hill has put it, “Neither Americans nor Europeans
may have fully recognized it at the time, but between 1989 and 1991 they in-
deed made the most crucial decisions and steps in crafting a new post–Cold
War world order.”18

The Second Ratchet: A Phased Approach and the PfP

Bush thus bequeathed to Clinton a number of “givens,” but there were still a
host of open issues. What factors shaped the new president’s decisionmaking?
A ªrst critical component was the ongoing pressure from CEE leaders for
membership of their countries in Western political, economic, and security
institutions—most notably, the European Union (EU) and NATO. By the time
Clinton came to ofªce, however, it was already apparent to the CEE states that
the EU preferred a slow, gradual process of post–Cold War expansion. As a re-
sult, CEE leaders redoubled their efforts on NATO expansion, efforts that were
on full display during a series of April 1993 bilateral meetings in Washington
accompanying the formal opening of the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum. As Lech Walesa, the Polish-dissident-turned-president, warned
Clinton: “We are all afraid of Russia . . . If Russia again adopts an aggressive
foreign policy, that aggression will be directed toward Ukraine and Poland.”
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Because “Poland cannot be left defenseless,” it “need[s] to have the protection
of U.S. muscle.”19

Initially, the State Department was reluctant to accede to Polish wishes. On
June 10, 1993, Secretary of State Warren Christopher told a meeting of NATO
foreign ministers that at “an appropriate time, we may choose to enlarge
NATO membership. But this is not now on the agenda.”20 Moreover, it was
necessary to keep other U.S. foreign policy goals in mind, such as the denu-
clearization of Ukraine. If NATO expanded, it was “hard to see how Ukraine
can accept being the buffer between NATO, Europe and Russia. This will mili-
tate against our efforts to get rid of Ukraine’s nuclear weapons.”21 Gen. John
Shalikashvili, who served as NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander Europe be-
fore becoming chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in October 1993, was simi-
larly worried about U.S. relations with Russia and the other former Soviet
republics. In notes distributed within the administration, he argued that
Russia was “not mature enough to understand expanded membership,” and
that the United States could not “risk Russian perceptions of NATO expansion
at Russia’s expense.”22

In the midst of this wavering in Washington, Walesa decided to try to force
matters with a dramatic gamble: pushing President Yeltsin to express a will-
ingness to let Poland become part of NATO. Over dinner and drinks in
Warsaw on August 24, 1993, Walesa convinced Yeltsin to agree to a statement
that Polish membership in NATO was “‘not contrary to the interest of any
state, also including Russia.’”23 Sobering up the next morning, and under pres-
sure from his advisers, Yeltsin tried unsuccessfully to walk the statement back.
But when Walesa asked him if he believed that Poland “‘was a sovereign coun-
try,’” the Russian president said “‘yes.’” Walesa then informed Yeltsin that,
“‘as a sovereign country,’” Poland would join NATO and that getting Yeltsin’s
“‘concurrence now’” would prevent conºict in the future. Yeltsin relented, but
not without reportedly getting something that he wanted as well. The U.S.
embassy in Warsaw cabled Washington that Walesa and Yeltsin had reached
“an implicit understanding that the Poles would not intervene in the
Ukraine in any dispute involving Russia except in the event of a military
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attack.” This “quid pro quo on Ukraine is widely rumored and plausible, but
unconªrmed.”24 Whether it existed remains unclear, but at the time Ukrainian
politicians reportedly noticed a distancing between themselves and their
Polish colleagues.25

Regardless, Yeltsin was clearly in a mood to accede to Polish wishes, because
soon thereafter he also informed Clinton that he would be pulling all former
Soviet troops out of Poland. Troop withdrawals from various parts of the for-
mer Warsaw Pact, including former East Germany, had been on the agenda for
a while; but talking about getting troops out and actually watching them leave
were two different things. In fact, as Anthony Lake, the national security ad-
viser, told Clinton, the motivation behind Germany’s copious aid to Russia
and the newly independent states of the Soviet Union in the 1990s, which the
State Department estimated to be “some two-thirds of the G-7 [Group of
Seven] total $75 billion pledged since 1990,” was “largely related to German
uniªcation and the scheduled August 31 [1994] departure of Russian forces
from eastern Germany.”26

By itself, Yeltsin’s concession to Walesa would have drawn new attention to
the question of when Poland might enter NATO, but the release that same
month of an inºuential Foreign Affairs article ampliªed the discussion further.
In it, Ronald Asmus, Richard Kugler, and Stephen Larrabee argued forcefully
for a “new U.S.-European strategic bargain, one that extends NATO’s collec-
tive defense and security arrangements to those areas where the seeds for fu-
ture conºict in Europe lie: the Atlantic alliance’s eastern and southern
borders.”27 In the face of these developments, the U.S. embassy in Moscow
counseled caution. Ambassador Thomas Pickering warned Washington that
“Yeltsin has made gestures to his hosts during previous visits abroad that were
quickly walked back by his government.”28
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24. State Department cable, 1993-Warsaw-12734, September 1, 1993, DS-OIPS. For coverage of this
event at the time, see Jane Perlez, “Yeltsin ‘Understands’ Polish Bid for a Role in NATO,” New York
Times, August 26, 1993, https://www.nytimes.com/1993/08/26/world/yeltsin-understands-
polish-bid-for-a-role-in-nato.html.
25. The author is grateful to Serhii Plokhii for the information about Ukrainian and Polish ten-
sions at this time.
26. “Memorandum for the President,” from Anthony Lake, “Subject: Your Trip to Germany, July
10–12,” July 2, 1994, White House records, declassiªed by author’s appeal and made available on
the Clinton Digital Library of the William J. Clinton Presidential Library, Little Rock, Arkansas
(hereafter CDL-CPL), https://clinton.presidentiallibraries.us.
27. Ronald D. Asmus, Richard L. Kugler, and F. Stephen Larrabee, “Building a New NATO,” For-
eign Affairs, Vol. 72, No. 4 (September/October 1993), p. 28; and author phone interview with Rob-
ert Nurick, June 28, 2018. For background on the Foreign Affairs article and Asmus’s work at the
RAND Corporation, see Asmus, Opening NATO’s Door, pp. 32–34.
28. State Department cable, 1993-Moscow-26972, August 26, 1993. See also Talbott, The Russia
Hand, pp. 95–96.
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Pickering was right; in a letter to Clinton in September 1993, Yeltsin did
walk back his concession to Walesa. He argued that, although Moscow was
“sympathetic to the by no means nostalgic sentiments of the East Europeans
toward past ‘cooperation’ within the framework of the Warsaw Pact,” NATO
expansion was not the answer: “a truly pan-European security system” was.
To buttress this claim, Yeltsin revived the dispute over what had been prom-
ised in 1990 in the midst of German uniªcation. Although unable to point to a
particular document prohibiting NATO expansion, he argued that enlarge-
ment would nonetheless violate “the spirit of the treaty on the ªnal settlement
with respect to Germany,” because “its provisions . . . prohibit the deployment
of foreign troops within the eastern lands of the Federal Republic of Germany,
[which] precludes the option of expanding the NATO zone into the East.”29

Secretary of State Christopher and NATO Secretary-General Manfred Wörner
discussed Yeltsin’s comments about the Final Settlement, also known as the
two-plus-four accord, with German Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel and his
aides in October 1993. One of Kinkel’s senior advisers, Dieter Kastrup, in-
formed Christopher that “the Yeltsin letter’s reference to the ‘two-plus-four’
treaty was ‘formally’ wrong in relating it to NATO expansion but his position
had political and psychological substance that we had to take seriously.”
Wörner disagreed, arguing that the West should reject any relationship be-
tween that settlement and NATO’s expansion. Kinkel then asked Christopher
if the U.S. government had made any decisions on expansion, to which the sec-
retary of state responded not yet. Wörner pushed again, saying they were all
missing a rare chance “‘to anchor some of these nations once and for all to the
West.’”30 Wörner would die of cancer in 1994, however, so did not live to see
expansion ultimately occur.31

Balancing these various concerns, the Clinton administration began explor-
ing approaches that would phase in NATO expansion gradually. In September
1993, Eric Edelman, a senior foreign service ofªcer, delivered an overview to
Talbott, who, in addition to serving as the ambassador at large to the Newly
Independent States (NIS, of the former Soviet Union), had been a close
friend of Clinton since their days as Rhodes Scholars. As Thomas Donilon,
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29. State Department cable, 1993-State-309943, October 9, 1993, doc. 4, in Savranskaya and
Blanton, “NATO Expansion.” Word of the letter leaked to the New York Times; see Roger Co-
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31. The author thanks Michael Rühle for discussing Wörner’s views in an interview at NATO
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Secretary of State Christopher’s chief of staff, put it, “‘There’s only one person
in this building the President calls Sunday night to see how he’s doing, and
that person isn’t Warren Christopher.’”32 Thus, everyone involved in the de-
bate on NATO expansion knew that Talbott’s thinking mattered greatly.
Edelman advised Talbott against supporting the notion that CEE states
should join the European Union ªrst “and get their security guarantee from
Europeans without a transatlantic dimension. Very messy option which we
should not encourage.” He argued instead that the United States should im-
plement NATO expansion in phases. In the ªrst phase, potential members to
the Alliance would have to become full participants in the North Atlantic
Cooperation Council, a forum for dialogue set up under President Bush;
Edelman noted that “this crucial ªrst step will strain out Uzbekistan,
Kazakhstan, etc.” In the second phase, lasting one to two years, there should
be individual agreements between would-be members and NATO, with some
joint exercises. High-performing states could obtain, in the third phase, an as-
sociate membership status in NATO, lasting three to ªve years. Finally, in
roughly seven to ten years, full membership in NATO with Article 5 guaran-
tees would become an option for those who had succeeded in all phases.
Edelman further added that “it might be useful to establish some groups.
Group A might be the Visegrad countries [a short-hand reference for the Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia]. Group B would include Russia/
Belarus/Ukraine. Group C would be the Balkans/Baltics.” He also proposed,
as a side arrangement, to have “a separate NATO-Russian Charter developed
which would help Yeltsin and Co. disarm critics at home.”33

Also in September 1993, State Department Undersecretary Lynn Davis simi-
larly argued for phased admission, with Article 5 guarantees coming later. Her
thinking, she noted, was informed by the views of Germany’s defense minis-
ter, Volker Rühe, who had established himself as a strong proponent of expan-
sion with a speech in March 1993. Following Rühe, Davis expressed worry that
“Germany is on the front-line of Central European instability and has neither
the resources nor political inclination to handle these problems unilaterally.”34

Both ofªcials felt that the defense of Berlin required adding Poland to NATO;
as Vice Adm. Ulrich Weisser, one of Rühe’s senior advisers had put it, it would
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be much “‘easier to defend Germany in Poland than Germany in Germany.’”35

The Germans were not the only ones thinking this way. As Stephen Flanagan,
a State Department ofªcial, had advised his superiors in 1992, the “Germans
are unlikely to host 95% of our military presence in Europe for much longer.
We need other real estate.” He worried that most “West European states either
don’t feel threatened, are disinclined to host us, or would want too high a price
for new bases.” The good news for the United States, however, was that
old “Soviet caserns in Poland would be a bargain and we would be local
heroes.” In short, if he were “asked to bet whether a given U.S. Army brigade
would be more welcome in Germany or Poland in 1995,” he would “put
money on the latter.”36

The question of CEE security gained new urgency in September and October
1993, when tensions between Yeltsin and Russian parliamentarians, both try-
ing to disempower the other, boiled over into violence in the streets.37 Yeltsin
convinced army commanders that lethal force was necessary to keep order. On
October 4, tanks ªred at the White House, the seat of the parliament and sym-
bol of Russian democracy. Although the crisis ended in domestic success for
Yeltsin, in foreign policy terms it was a Pyrrhic victory. The events in Russia
sent chills throughout Europe, particularly Germany, which, as mentioned ear-
lier, still had former Soviet troops on its territory under an agreement that
they could remain until 1994.38 Onlookers in foreign capitals began to doubt
whether Russia could reform peacefully (or at all), and Russophobe strategists
saw their dim view of Moscow conªrmed.

According to Secretary of State Christopher, the administration’s internal
debate over NATO expansion assumed a new intensity in October 1993—
presumably thanks to these events in Moscow—and necessitated a principals’
meeting on October 18, 1993.39 Before the meeting, Christopher and Secretary
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35. Quoted in Goldgeier, Not Whether but When, p. 34. See also Solomon, The NATO Enlargement
Debate, 1990–1997, p. 31; and Angela Stent, Russia and Germany Reborn: Uniªcation, the Soviet Col-
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36. Memo from Stephen Flanagan to Dennis Ross and Robert Zoellick, through Jim Holmes, “De-
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George H.W. Bush Presidential Library, College Station, Texas.
37. On this conºict, see Colton, Yeltsin, pp. 276–280.
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Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 129. For more detail on the lead-up to, and conduct of,
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of Defense Les Aspin met for lunch, with Lake in attendance, to try unsuccess-
fully to reconcile the key differences between the State and Defense Depart-
ment positions “over whether NATO would commit at the January [1994]
NATO Summit to expansion, or simply hold out the vague possibility.”40

Aspin (and Shalikashvili) had previously expressed opposition to swift ex-
pansion, not least because the enlargement debate “had to date focused on the
interests of the Central and East Europeans, rather than on USG [United States
government] interests,” a strategic blunder in their view.41 The Ofªce of the
Secretary of Defense (OSD) was unwavering: “OSD sees no requirement or
advantage in offering membership at this time”; rather, the Pentagon’s prefer-
ence was the PfP.42 In fact, the Pentagon had proposed PfP in part as a re-
sponse to the ongoing, tragic disintegration of Yugoslavia, which was making
the need for effective organizations focused on peacekeeping blindingly ap-
parent. There was a natural ªt: the Balkans crisis was a problem crying out for
a solution, and a NATO-afªliated peacekeeping partnership was a solution in
search of a problem. Asmus later argued that NATO enlargement would
never, in fact, have happened “absent the U.S. and NATO’s all-out and eventu-
ally successful effort to stop the war raging in Bosnia.”43

By proposing PfP, Shalikashvili and his advisers squared a number of cir-
cles. They successfully produced road maps for addressing both the Balkans
crisis and NATO expansion, thereby creating linkage between two desiderata:
alliance enlargement in a functional sense (i.e., to include peacekeeping) and
in a geographic sense (to former Warsaw Pact and Soviet republics).44 The
Partnership also had the beneªt of avoiding the creation of a new front line
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ship,” n.d. (but “10/18/93” handwritten on document), Department of Defense, State Department
copy, DS-OIPS.
43. Asmus, Opening NATO’s Door, p. 124. For more on the disintegration of Yugoslavia, see Josip
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across Europe; rather, it “would be open to the neutral and nonaligned nations
as well as the nations of Central and Eastern Europe, including Russia and
Ukraine.” As a result, Europe would “be deªned not by geographical bound-
aries but by a state’s afªrmation of the principles of the agreement and its ac-
tive participation in NATO’s PfP.”45 In a best-case scenario, PfP held out the
longer-term promise of becoming a “pan-European” security option, which
many European leaders had sought after the fall of the Berlin Wall.46 The
Partnership even managed to deªne a place for Ukraine in a European security
system in a way that did not alienate Russia.47 Finally, as an added beneªt, PfP
could be portrayed as a stepping stone to full membership at some later date;
thus, as Secretary of Defense Aspin put it, one of PfP’s main accomplishments
was to put NATO expansion at the end, rather than the beginning, of a long-
term process.48 Because of these many virtues, Madeleine Albright, at the time
U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, praised PfP to the president; in her
view, it succeeded in achieving “three seemingly competing objectives: to revi-
talize NATO, to avoid antagonizing Russia by feeding nationalist tendencies,
and to calm growing fears in Central and Eastern Europe.”49

As a result of these many merits, the PfP won over converts inside the State
Department. Just before the principals’ meeting, Talbott sent a forceful memo
to his boss, Secretary of State Christopher, supporting the Pentagon’s position.
He advised Christopher that “we should take the one new idea that seems to
me to be almost universally acceptable, the Partnership for Peacekeeping,
which truly is inclusive, and make that, rather than expanded NATO member-
ship (which is at least implicitly exclusive) the centerpiece of our NATO posi-
tion.” He particularly counseled against making “‘happy hints’” in private to
CEE states while trying to reassure Russia publicly.50
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Talbott’s memo convinced Christopher, who in turn helped to sway the
principals’ meeting. The resulting policy recommendation for the upcoming
NATO summit was thus to launch PfP, while remaining vague on member-
ship.51 Lake, who strongly supported expansion, was reportedly annoyed at
being on the losing end of the debate, the more so when, later that year,
Zbigniew Brzezinski (President Jimmy Carter’s national security adviser) told
him that President Bush had gotten Germany into NATO, so Clinton should at
least be able to achieve the same for Poland.52

On October 22, 1993, Christopher presented the idea of PfP to Yeltsin in per-
son on a trip to Russia. Yeltsin asked for clariªcation that “all countries in CEE
and the NIS would, therefore, be on an equal footing and there would be a
partnership and not a membership.” Christopher replied “‘Yes, that is the case,
there would not even be an associate status.’” Yeltsin responded, “‘This is a
brilliant idea, it is a stroke of genius.’” He added that “this served to dissipate
all of the tension which we now have in Russia regarding East European states
and their aspirations with regard to NATO.” Yeltsin concluded, “‘It really is a
great idea, really great.’” He asked Christopher to tell “‘Bill I am thrilled by
this brilliant stroke.’”53

In contrast, the CEE states had signiªcant reservations about the idea and
had to be talked into supporting it. In an effort to assuage concerns expressed
by the Visegrad countries, in late 1993 and early 1994 Clinton tasked Albright
and Shalikashvili, among others, with traveling to and convincing the CEE
countries that supporting PfP was in their interest. (Both Albright and
Shalikashvili had been born in the region—she in Czechoslovakia, and he
in Poland of Georgian parents.)54 Albright and Shalikashvili tried to ºatter
President Walesa in “a mercurial 75-minute discussion,” urging him “to dis-
play the political courage and savvy that made him famous to take the lead in
accepting PfP.” Walesa complained “that NATO had already missed two easy
opportunities to expand NATO to the East: During the collapse of the Soviet
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Union in 1991 and ‘in the half hour after Yeltsin signed’ his declaration in
August that he would not block Polish membership in NATO.” Now, each
missed opportunity only fueled Russian opposition. Shalikashvili countered
that “PfP would establish unprecedented patterns and levels of military coop-
eration that would promote enhanced interoperability with NATO forces.” He
molliªed Walesa by saying that “the debate in NATO lately is less about
whether to expand to the east, but when and how.”55 The Poles grudgingly
came around.56

NATO formally launched PfP with a press release from its summit on
January 11, 1994. Clinton marked the occasion by attending that summit as
part of his ªrst trip to Europe as president.57 Traveling to a subsequent CEE re-
gional gathering in Prague afterward, he defended PfP to his fellow leaders
Vaclav Havel, the Czech president, and Walesa: as Clinton put it, PfP “lets us
begin right now joint training and exercising and the introduction of NATO
troops” into Central and Eastern Europe, but does not does not “draw another
line dividing Europe a few hundred miles east.” This point was particularly
important to the U.S. president because “Ukraine especially does not want to
be pushed back into Russia’s orbit.” Clinton expected that “of all countries in
the world,” the CEE states “should understand the damage of dividing lines,
of pushing former Soviet republics into Russia’s orbit and signaling to Russia
that we have assumed a negative outcome to the debates over what kind of
country it will be.”58

Christopher and Talbott were blunter in their meetings with the Visegrad
foreign ministers. Both argued that “one of the best things about PfP was that
it could go in either direction: it could lean forward to accept Russia if the
‘good bear’ emerges, but could also lead to a post–Cold War variant of con-
tainment to confront a post–Cold War variant of Russian expansionism.”59

Havel and other CEE leaders were still not convinced. The Czech president
echoed his colleagues by insisting that Clinton “must emphasize that PfP is a
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ªrst step leading to full NATO membership.”60 The pressure worked. At the
press conference for the Prague summit, Clinton spoke the words he and
the others had hoped to hear: “While the Partnership is not NATO member-
ship, neither is it a permanent holding room. It changes the entire NATO dia-
logue so that now the question is no longer whether NATO will take on new
members but when and how.”61

Ironically, all sides felt they had achieved victory. Supporters of PfP saw
President Clinton’s press conference as an endorsement of PfP’s important role
in the process of enlargement. The CEE leaders and opponents of PfP correctly
realized, however, that his press statement had provided them with enormous
leverage. Supporters of full-guarantee expansion began repeating the phrase
“not whether but when” as a rallying cry at every opportunity, dropping the
“how” that Clinton had added. As Lake remarked after the press conference in
Prague: “‘Finally . . . we’ve got a Presidential marker,’” and he and others
knew that they could use that marker to further their views. Lake’s personal
efforts to persuade Talbott of the need for full Article 5 expansion would form
an important part of the ultimate success of that policy.62

Clinton’s press conference comments were less welcome in Moscow, how-
ever, where the president traveled next to see Yeltsin.63 The two leaders were
meeting, among other reasons, to sign the so-called Trilateral Accord, the re-
sult of U.S. efforts to broker an agreement that would lead to the transfer of
nuclear weapons in Ukraine to Russia for elimination. In return, Ukraine
would get “compensation for the economic value of the highly enriched ura-
nium in the warheads . . . and assistance from the United States in disman-
tling the missiles, missile silos, bombers and nuclear infrastructure on its
territory.”64 Such compensation was vital, because in the mid-1990s Ukraine
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was, in the words of Talbott, “spiraling into chaos” and headed for the eco-
nomic abyss.65 The United States, Russia, and Britain also promised that they
would assure—not guarantee, a meaningful distinction—the territorial integ-
rity of Ukraine; those assurances were later made in written form in the so-
called Budapest memorandum of December 1994.66

Yeltsin was ready to be done with the issue, as he was tired of dealing with
Leonid Kravchuk, the Ukrainian leader. Previewing the signing ceremony,
Yeltsin explained to Clinton that the Ukrainian would take part brieºy, but af-
ter the signing “‘we will not pay any more attention to Kravchuk, who will
leave.’” (The Ukrainians would go on to complete the transfer of nuclear
weapons, despite doubters’ claims they would not, in June 1996.) Turning to
the question of NATO expansion, and sensing the ambiguity that Clinton’s re-
cent press conference remarks had created, Yeltsin emphasized the signiªcance
of a phased approach to expansion, stressing that “Russia has to be the ªrst
country to join NATO. Then the others from Central and Eastern Europe can
come in.” He noted, however, that “‘Russia is not yet ready to join NATO,’” in
part because it worried about the “potential Chinese reaction.”67

Once back in Washington, over a hearty lunch at Filomena Ristorante on
January 31, 1994, Clinton discussed his Moscow trip with the visiting German
chancellor, Helmut Kohl. The U.S. president asked Kohl whether he was wor-
ried about Ukraine. The chancellor responded, “‘I told Yeltsin that even any
suspicion that Russia wanted to annex Ukraine would be catastrophic.’”
Clinton agreed, stating, “‘If Ukraine collapses, because of Russian inºuence or
because of militant nationalists within Ukraine or any other reason, it would
undermine the whole theory of NATO’s Partnership for Peace. Ukraine is the
linchpin of the whole idea.’” Indeed, “‘one reason why all the former Warsaw
Pact states were willing to support the PfP was because they understood what
we were saying about Ukraine.’” Kohl agreed and indicated his own reasons
for supporting PfP: “The wound that still bleeds is the Oder-Neisse [the rivers
marking the border between Germany and Poland] for Germans who lived
there. It is healing now and to the extent that the Poles grow closer to Europe,
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it helps.”68 He told Clinton that he hoped the EU would expand to Poland and
other CEE countries as well. As he remarked later, however, it had “become
very clear” to him that “a signiªcant number of the members of the EU do not,
in truth, want to expand the union.” Most members “had gotten used to the
fact that the EU was determined by its southerly members,” and they did
not want that to change. Kohl was frustrated by such thinking among his
European allies, and therefore all the happier that Clinton had come up with a
workable and successful U.S. strategy toward Russia.69

The Third Ratchet: Full-Guarantee Expansion

Despite this early success, why did the phased approach to expansion lose out
by the end of 1994? Part of the answer is because of the way that, in the course
of the year, two different concepts of the future of European security merged,
and partly because of political developments both in the United States and
abroad. These developments all strengthened the hand of PfP’s opponents.

On the conceptual front, the two views, while opposing in character, were
converging on the policy of full-guarantee enlargement. The ªrst view held
that Washington could, by expanding NATO’s guarantees as far eastward as
possible, move beyond containment to create a new era of stability and inter-
national cooperation. States across Eurasia would, as a result, feel more secure
whether they were members or not, the argument ran, and hence be willing to
accept developments that they would previously have feared (meaning Russia
would accept NATO’s border moving closer to it). This belief formed the cen-
terpiece of a major public address by Lake on September 21, 1993, in which he
argued, “The successor to the doctrine of containment must be a strategy of
enlargement.”70 Or, as Asmus put it, NATO could move beyond the Cold War
to ensure a Europe “‘whole, free and at peace.’”71 The second view held that
Washington should, in contrast, seek to expand NATO as a way of moving
containment beyond the Cold War, with a goal of defending against a poten-
tially revanchist Moscow (although this motive should be kept out of the pub-

How to Enlarge NATO 25

68. State Department cable, 1994-State-037335, February 12, 1994, DS-OIPS.
69. Kohl, BzL, April 11, 1994, in Kohl, Buchstab, and Kleinmann, Berichte zur Lage, 1989–1998,
pp. 566–567.
70. Anthony Lake, Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, “From Containment to
Enlargement,” remarks at School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University,
Washington, D.C., September 21, 1993, https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/lakedoc.html;
and author interview with Anthony Lake, Washington, D.C., June 12, 2019. See also Grayson,
Strange Bedfellows, p. 74.
71. Ronald Asmus, “Europe’s Eastern Promise: Rethinking NATO and EU Enlargement,” Foreign
Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 1 (January/February 2008), p. 95, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20020270. See
also Asmus, Opening NATO’s Door, p. 33.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/44/1/7/1996420/isec_a_00353.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



lic eye).72 As described in detail below, proponents of these two views were
able to marginalize the PfP. They did so to the despair of advocates of the
phased approach, such as William Perry, who succeeded Aspin as secretary of
defense in 1994. Perry argued in that year that what should be “‘front and cen-
ter’” in U.S. thinking should be negotiations with Russia to diminish its still-
vast nuclear arsenal, not enlargement.73

Unfortunately for Perry, political developments in 1994 did not favor his
point of view. Moscow began making calls for conferring special status on
Russia with regard to both PfP and NATO.74 In a way unacceptable to
Washington, the Russians were apparently hoping to use their membership in
PfP to downgrade NATO as a whole.75 Secretary of State Christopher found
that he, British Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd, and British Foreign Ministry
Political Director Pauline Neville-Jones all shared the same concerns about this
issue. Neville-Jones noted disapprovingly that Moscow “appeared to envisage
CSCE as an overriding framework, embracing both NATO” and the former
Soviet space. “They wanted to get a grip on our institutions, and equal stand-
ing for theirs.”76

As Russian Foreign Minister Kozyrev had indeed signaled, in Russian eyes
there needed to be more clarity about the “roles of NATO and CSCE,” to avoid
“the impression of [NATO] making a ‘victorious march eastward.’”77 Such
statements proved to be a misstep, particularly coming as they did during
the 1994 midterm congressional election campaign. The Republican Party’s
“Contract with America” was part of that campaign calling for NATO
expansion by 1999, thereby putting new pressure on Clinton.78 Moreover,
Moscow’s actions exacerbated already high levels of tension over other con-
temporary issues, such as the 1994 arrest and conviction of Aldrich Ames, a
Central Intelligence Agency ofªcer turned Russian mole, and difªculties with
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Moscow over the violence in former Yugoslavia. As a result, the Clinton ad-
ministration came under ªre for being, as the internal preparatory paperwork
for a July 1994 U.S.-Russian summit put it, “unrealistically optimistic about
Yeltsin’s ability to sustain reform and naive about Russia’s intentions in the
‘near abroad.’”79

In the midst of this criticism, Clinton left once again for Europe, with visits
to cities including Berlin and Warsaw, where he spoke to the Polish parliament
on July 7, 1994. Polish leaders again had an opportunity to press their case
with the president, and once again their pleas made an impact. In his re-
marks to the parliament, Clinton noticeably downplayed PfP. As he put it,
“The Partnership for Peace is only a beginning. Bringing new members into
NATO, as I have said many times, is no longer a question of whether, but
when and how.”80

In the wake of these remarks, Alexander Vershbow sensed an opportunity
on the “how” front. He advised his boss, National Security Adviser Lake, that
the phased approach needed rethinking. Vershbow argued against initially do-
ing anything that would overtly “devalue PfP in the eyes of CEE and NIS
countries” and recommended that formal consultations on expansion not start
until late 1994 at the earliest. In those consultations, however, the United States
should side with Rühe and other Europeans in saying that “at the end of the
day, Russia is not going to qualify for NATO membership, and that our goal
should be an ‘alliance with the Alliance’ for Moscow.” However, “in public, we
need to maintain ambiguity on this question and to avoid complicating
Yeltsin’s domestic situation, and to allow time to develop an analogous model
for NATO’s relationship with Ukraine.”81 The latter concern was particularly
important because a new president, Leonid Kuchma, had come to power in
Ukraine and had made clear that the Ukrainian commitment to denucleariza-
tion “will not be an overriding priority for him.”82
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Yeltsin was, of course, capable of complicating his domestic position all by
himself. On August 31, 1994, he attended a Berlin ceremony marking the
long-awaited completion of the withdrawal of all former Soviet forces from
Germany; by then, a total of 546,200 troops had left.83 The farewell ceremony
marked a humiliating low point in Russian foreign policy.84 The signiªcance of
the Soviet victory over the Nazis had been a central component of Soviet and
Russian identity, politics, and life for decades. Now, it seemed, Moscow was
having to beat an unworthy retreat. As Angela Stent has put it, “Homeless, un-
employed ofªcers symbolized the dramatic humiliation of the once great
Soviet armed forces and were . . . a major source of support for right-wing
groups.”85 Chancellor Kohl made somber remarks at the ceremony, noting
how ten or even six years earlier the withdrawal would have been completely
unthinkable. He spoke bluntly of the tragedy of World War II and the millions
of deaths it had caused in the Soviet Union, all “in the name of Germany.”86

Unfortunately, Yeltsin had started drinking heavily the night before and con-
tinued doing so throughout the morning of the ceremony. As a military band
started playing, he seized the baton and started conducting. He then tried to
prompt the audience to join him in singing the folk song “Kalinka Malinka.”
Some of his aides were so horriªed by his behavior that they later wrote
Yeltsin a joint plea that he address his dependency on “‘the well-known
Russian vice’” of alcohol.87

With less pathos, the former Western occupying powers had ªnalized the
withdrawal of their troops from Berlin in early autumn 1994, although they re-
mained among Germany’s NATO allies, and approximately 100,000 U.S.
troops would stay in the country.88 To mark the ªnal withdrawal of U.S. troops
from Berlin, the Germans hosted a high-level conference in September 1994
called “New Traditions.” Vice President Albert Gore delivered a speech via
video because of an injury that kept him at home. In it, he stated: “I will re-
mind you of President Clinton’s prediction in Warsaw earlier this year:
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‘Bringing new members into NATO is no longer a question of whether, but
when and how.’” The vice president rightly emphasized that the “collapse of
the Soviet Union did not in and of itself present us with a benign new world
order ripe for the taking. Rather, it created a period of profound transition
from which might emerge either the world we have struggled so hard to se-
cure, or a world submerged in new nightmares.”89

Speaking immediately after Gore, German Defense Minister Rühe under-
mined PfP’s inclusive strategy: “Our policy must be absolutely clear that not
all countries in Central and Eastern Europe are candidates for integration.” Al-
though Hungary, Poland, and the Czech and Slovak Republics were worthy of
consideration, Rühe declared that Russia, in contrast, “cannot be integrated,
neither into the European Union nor into NATO.”90 Rühe’s views received
ampliªcation in Washington from Richard Holbrooke, a former U.S. am-
bassador to Germany. Holbrooke and Rühe had come to agree on the need for
expansion as soon as possible. When Holbrooke returned to Washington to
become an assistant secretary of state, he gained a new platform for broad-
casting their shared views.91 Holbrooke was also largely responsible for the
text of Gore’s speech and for encouraging his friend Rühe’s subsequent
strong remarks.

On stage with Rühe in Berlin, Defense Secretary Perry appeared shocked
and tried to walk back some of what Gore and Rühe had just said. Despite
Perry’s discomfort, Holbrooke continued to press the issue in Washington, ar-
guing that he should chair a new interagency working group (IWG) on NATO
policy.92 This IWG had emerged thanks to Talbott, who was starting to rethink
his earlier preference for PfP and had begun advising Christopher that an ex-
panded NATO could help manage post–Cold War conºicts, such as the disin-
tegration in Yugoslavia. Talbott wanted this initiative to be a quiet one, though,
because it was a little too obvious “that NATO expansion will, when it occurs,
by deªnition be punishment, or ‘neo-containment,’ of the bad Bear.”93

Holbrooke succeeded in taking over the IWG, and the preparatory papers
for its ªrst meeting, on September 22, 1994, displayed a new clarity and blunt-
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ness. Gone were discussions of phased-in, partial associations. “The goal is to
achieve NATO expansion,” the brieªng papers stated ºatly. The United States
needed to develop “a sense of inevitability” about this policy and make it clear
that, as with German uniªcation, for “those opposed, the costs of obstructing
the inevitable will be too high, therefore the task becomes one of making the
objectionable palatable.” All talk of “‘compensation’” was to be avoided;
rather the United States should make others think this “is in their interest.” As
ever, Ukraine would be a major issue: “Ukraine is an especially difªcult propo-
sition. Expansion will leave it wedged between an Alliance it can probably
never enter, and Russia.” As a result, there was a need “to avoid giving
Ukraine a pretext for keeping nuclear weapons,” so Washington had to bear
in mind “the impact of [the] momentum of the expansion discussion on
Ukraine’s progress on nuclear weapons dismantlement, and NPT [i.e., its
plans to accede to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty].” Presumably, how-
ever, once the denuclearization process reached a satisfactory conclusion,
that concern about a pretext would fall away. Russian objections were of sec-
ondary importance: “We should not be deterred by whether a rationale for ex-
pansion can be sold to the Russians or others. They won’t buy it now under
any circumstances, and will try to block or delay.” Hence, the “goal is to
give them something we can use, and which they can work with, when the
time comes.”94

The IWG meeting itself almost resulted in a physical altercation. Accord-
ing to the accounts from the thirty-odd people in the room—some of whom
spoke to the Washington Post soon thereafter—Holbrooke began the meeting
by asserting that he was there to carry out the president’s decision to enlarge
NATO. When some participants, most notably from the Pentagon, asked why
the president had not informed them of that decision himself, Holbrooke
cited the Prague press conference of January 1994, presidential comments in
Europe in July, and the Gore New Traditions conference speech as proof that
the policy had already been sufªciently propagated.95 When Gen. Wesley
Clark of the Joint Chiefs of Staff still objected, Holbrooke shot back, saying that
“‘sounds like insubordination to me. We need to settle this right now. Either
you are on the president’s program, or you are not.’” Holbrooke’s outburst
prompted Clark to reply that he had been serving his country in uniform for
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decades and had never been accused of insubordination. Participants worried
(or hoped) that the two men might come to blows; some intervened to get the
discussion back on track. In a lengthy report on expansion drafted largely by
Clark, the Defense Department fought back by showing the enormous cost
and amount of work needed to integrate the CEE states into the alliance. At a
brieªng about the report, Pentagon representatives placed a four-foot stack of
paper on the table in front of Holbrooke and his colleagues, listing the NATO
standards that potential members would have to meet on everything from
“helicopter launching pads to the circumference of gasoline nozzles.”96

At the same time that Holbrooke was barreling ahead, Washington and
Moscow were in far-reaching talks on strategic weapons, which opponents of
expansion worried would be put in jeopardy by NATO enlargement.97 In
September 1994, Perry provided an overview of the open issues to Presidents
Clinton and Yeltsin during the latter’s visit to Washington with his defense
minister, Pavel Grachev; it included no fewer than three major accords,
START I, II, and III.98 Clinton was also pressing Yeltsin on Russian biological
weapons development, which Gorbachev had previously claimed to have
discontinued.99 Yeltsin admitted that “Gorbachev lied—or his military lied
to him. Things were not stopped in 1988.” Yeltsin explained that, after he
had come to power, he “ordered that all activity be stopped . . . [and] all the
doors . . . locked and sealed.” But, “we had trouble ªnding jobs for people in
the program.” Despite the need to work on these strategic issues, however,
Clinton told Yeltsin that there “will be an expansion of NATO . . . we’re going
to move forward on this.”100 His statement showed that advocates of moving
ahead more forcefully with enlargement were gaining ground.

After the Yeltsin visit, Vershbow provided Lake with thoughts on what he
and his fellow members of the so-called pro-expansion troika of National
Security Council (NSC) policymakers—himself, Daniel Fried, and Nicholas
Burns—felt should happen next. In their opinion, even Holbrooke was not
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moving quickly enough, because his “much heralded IWG is off to a slow and
acrimonious start.” The troika rejected the idea of a phased approach; instead,
new members should “acquire all the rights and responsibilities of current
members (full Article 5 guarantee) and would commit to eventual full integra-
tion in NATO’s military structures.” At most, there would be “ºexibility on
operational issues such as stationing of foreign forces.” Although NATO
should coordinate with the EU, it should not wait for EU expansion; and,
importantly, the “‘insurance policy’/’strategic hedge’ rationale (i.e., neo-
containment of Russia) will be kept in the background only, rarely ar-
ticulated.” In public, the “possibility of membership in the long term for a
democratic Russia should not be ruled out explicitly (pace Volker Rühe).” The
three noted that their strong pro-expansion stance had provoked opposition
even within the NSC, in part because it would undermine efforts to build PfP.
After removing the complaints about Holbrooke and adding a sentence about
the importance of possible “NATO membership for Ukraine and [the] Baltic
States,” Lake, apparently unconcerned about that opposition, passed a lightly
edited version of the memo under his own name to Clinton, who read it on
October 13, 1994, and noted “looks good” by hand.101

This changing U.S. attitude toward expansion had an unexpected impact
when hints of it appeared in a communiqué from the semi-annual meeting of
NATO’s foreign and defense ministers (a group known as the North Atlantic
Council, or NAC). As Perry later described it, such meetings were “usually
routine affairs,” at which anything important was sorted out privately among
key members, leaving the meeting to issue a prewritten communiqué with
“ªctional spontaneity.”102 Mostly, this particular NAC communiqué praised
the success of PfP, which now boasted twenty-three members; had ofªces
at the “Partnership Coordination Cell” in Mons, Belgium; and had run three
successful exercises in the fall of 1994. The communiqué also contained word-
ing, however, that came to Yeltsin’s attention and displeased him: “We expect
and would welcome NATO enlargement that would reach to democratic states
to our East.”103 His foreign minister, Kozyrev, known as someone inclined to

International Security 44:1 32

101. Memorandum for Anthony Lake from Alexander Vershbow, Subject: “NATO Expansion,”
October 4, 1994; and Memorandum for the President from Anthony Lake, Subject: “NATO Expan-
sion,” stamped “The President has seen 94 OCT 13,” both CDL-CPL. See also Asmus, Opening
NATO’s Door, p. 92; author interviews with Nicholas Burns, Cambridge, Massachusetts, December
19, 2016, and December 19, 2017; author interview with Fried; author interview with Vershbow;
and Grayson, Strange Bedfellows, pp. 88–91.
102. Carter and Perry, Preventive Defense, p. 30.
103. Final Communiqué, NATO M-NAC-2(94)116, issued at the Ministerial Meeting of the North
Atlantic Council, NATO Headquarters, Brussels, Belgium, December 1, 1994, https://www.nato
.int/docu/comm/49-95/c941201a.htm; and Carter and Perry, Preventive Defense, pp. 30–31. See
also Asmus, Opening NATO’s Door, p. 69.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/isec/article-pdf/44/1/7/1996420/isec_a_00353.pdf by guest on 07 Septem
ber 2023



work with the West, was expected at that time to approve preliminary agree-
ments leading to Russian PfP membership, but suddenly indicated that he
could no longer do so.104 It was an inauspicious sign, with worse to come at
the Budapest summit, which proved to be a debacle.

There, more than ªfty heads of state and of government gathered on
December 5, 1994, to rename the CSCE the “Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe” (or OSCE), hoping that it would have a more promi-
nent future as an organization rather than as merely a conference. These hopes
were to be dashed, however, because as Hill has written, one of the sadder sto-
ries of the past decades was “the rapid development and then equally rapid
atrophy of the once ambitious OSCE.”105 It proved to be one of many dis-
appointments emerging from the December 1994 summit; another was the
Budapest Memorandum, a written version of the assurances on territorial in-
tegrity promised to Ukraine at the time of the Trilateral Statement signing.
Sensing the problems to come, the Ukrainians conªded to U.S. embassy of-
ªcials in Kiev on the eve of the summit that they had “no illusions that the
Russians would live up to the agreements they signed.” Rather, the govern-
ment of Ukraine (GOU) was hoping “to get agreements that will make it possi-
ble for the GOU to appeal for assistance in international fora when the
Russians violate the agreements.”106 In 2014, however, when Russians in un-
marked uniforms moved into Crimea, it would become apparent that such as-
sistance would not be forthcoming. Additionally, the overall negative tone of
the summit marked a conceptual turning point, as it was the most confronta-
tional of any major post–Cold War gathering to that date.107

Without advance warning, Yeltsin decided to vent his frustrations publicly
at the Budapest summit with Clinton in attendance. The Russian president
accused the United States, in the interest of NATO expansion, of risking a
“‘cold peace’” to follow the Cold War.108 On the ºight back from Budapest to
Washington, Talbott recalled that the president “was furious at his foreign-
policy team for dragging him across the Atlantic to serve as a punching bag for
Yeltsin.” There was worse to come. About a week after the Budapest summit,
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Russian forces invaded the rebellious region of Chechnya, further sending
chills down the spines of the leaders of the CEE states and starting a pro-
tracted, bloody conºict.109

Trying to assess what had gone wrong, Talbott guessed that Kozyrev
had been goading Yeltsin into making a strong stand at the Budapest sum-
mit after the NAC communiqué, but that Kozyrev had succeeded in rais-
ing Yeltsin’s anxieties beyond what he had intended and was unable to
calm Yeltsin down.110 The U.S. embassy in Moscow described Yeltsin’s attitude
as that “of a businessman who has just learned that his partner has taken out a
new insurance policy in case their venture fails.” Yeltsin and his advisers had
apparently assumed that, with PfP still in nascent form, progress toward ex-
pansion would be on hold.111 According to Talbott, Kozyrev thought that West
Europeans agreed with him, because they “were doing quite a bit of bad-
mouthing of our position, saying to the Russians, ‘Your problem is not with
us—it’s with the Americans; they’re the ones pushing expansion.’” As a result,
“Andrei saw a chance to conduct a splitting maneuver” and the result was
the Budapest debacle.112

After the summit, Vice President Gore ºew to Moscow to try to repair the
damage and assure Yeltsin that nothing of signiªcance with regard to enlarge-
ment would happen in 1995—that is, during the lead-up to what would be
Yeltsin’s re-election campaign in 1996. Clinton also wrote to Yeltsin to reinforce
what Gore was saying: “NATO will not expand in 1995 and there will be no
negotiations in 1995 on admitting new states to NATO.” Rather, there would
be only internal study, and that would “proceed in parallel” with the develop-
ment of relations with Russia.113 Gore had armed himself with a metaphor that
he hoped would appeal to the pride of his Russian hosts: the idea that maneu-
vering both the U.S.-Russian relationship and the NATO expansion process
forward simultaneously resembled the docking procedures used to align
spacecraft with a space station.114 Gore’s metaphor and Clinton’s efforts suc-
ceeded in patching up relations somewhat, but the damage had been done.
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Analyzing Gore’s visit for Secretary of State Christopher afterward, Talbott
expressed doubts about the wisdom of the vice president’s mollifying ap-
proach, which prima facie was one that Talbott would have supported earlier.
Now, however, Talbott was unsure of its merits. “Our current position is based
on the proposition that an expanded NATO will not be directed at Russia,”
but do “we really, or at least entirely, believe this? Certainly the Poles and
Czechs don’t.”115

The Budapest debacle and its sequel also concerned Perry, but for different
reasons. He could not understand why the NAC communiqué had been re-
leased and allowed to cause so much damage when, as far as Perry could tell,
Clinton “had not yet made a ªnal decision on NATO expansion.” Perry’s op-
ponents, in contrast, thought that the secretary of defense was willfully closing
his eyes to the post-midterm election reality that the push for expansion was
going to become more aggressive; nevertheless, Perry requested a top-level
meeting to hear directly from the president what U.S. policy was. On
December 21, 1994, Perry joined Gore, Christopher, Lake, Talbott, and Samuel
Berger (Lake’s deputy) in the president’s personal study at the White House
for what proved to be a critical discussion.116

Gore, recently returned from his visit to Yeltsin, noted that one of the causes
of the Budapest debacle was that the “Euros spun up [the] Russians” about
U.S. moves, thereby increasing Yeltsin’s anxiety. But just for their internal dis-
cussion, Gore noted that the “truth is: we have conºicting impulses” with re-
gard to the CEE states and the Russians.117 The hard fact was that Washington
could not prioritize both at the same time. Ultimately, according to Perry,
Clinton and Gore “felt that right was on the side of the eastern European coun-
tries that wanted to enter NATO soon, that deferring expansion until later in
the decade was not feasible, and that the Russians could be convinced that ex-
pansion was not directed against them.”118 The group settled on a four-to-ªve-
year time frame, although, as Christopher added, “I can’t see any of us saying
this in public.”119 Upset by Clinton’s decision, Perry considered resigning.120
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Instead, he told his team that it was now clear that expansion “would go for-
ward on a brisk schedule”; and, as a result, it would be an “uphill struggle” to
keep U.S.-Russian cooperation on track.121

The shift in U.S. thinking unsurprisingly contributed to more tensions with
Moscow, as evidenced by Talbott’s subsequent negotiations. Kozyrev tried to
convince Talbott that a better idea would be to transform NATO into “a collec-
tive security organization rather than a vehicle for containment” by amending
the North Atlantic Treaty.122 Talbott rejected the idea, saying “no way are we
going to entertain the possibility of redeªning NATO in any way that compro-
mises its basic mission.”123 Put bluntly, “We’re not in the business of having to
‘compensate’ Russia or buy it off. Russia is not doing us a favor by allowing
NATO to expand.”124

Talbott’s views had evolved considerably from the time in October 1993
when he had supported the phased approach. Also, in February 1994, he had
been promoted to deputy secretary. In the course of his conªrmation hearings,
he had been criticized by Republicans for being too concerned about Russia,
and the criticism seemed to have rankled him, especially after the Republicans’
1994 midterm election victory.125 By early 1995, he had become much more
strident in his assertions, as shown by a critique of Gore’s docking metaphor
that he had sent to Christopher (and is worth quoting at length). Talbott did
not like the docking concept because it wrongly implied that both the United
States and Russia had to move and maneuver; in fact, “it’s Russia that must
move toward us, toward our way of doing things.” He admitted that, for some
Americans, “not to mention a lot of Russians (and other non-Americans), this
may be an obnoxious conªrmation of our doctrine of ‘exceptionalism.’” His re-
sponse? “Well, tough. That’s us; that’s the U.S. We are exceptional.” At the end
of the Cold War, “we and the Soviet Union didn’t meet each other halfway, and
we and Russia aren’t going to do so either.” So, “Russia is either coming our
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way, or it’s not, in which case it’s going to founder, as the USSR did.” Talbott
then offered what he thought was a better metaphor: that of the United States
as a lighthouse, showing the way toward “democratic elections, free press,
pluralism, open markets, civil society, rule of law, independent judiciary,
checks and balances, respect for minority rights, civilian control of the mili-
tary.” As a result, U.S. strategy should be “intended to make sure that the rick-
ety, leaky, oversized, cannon-laden Good Ship Russia, with its stinking bilge,
its erratic, autocratic captain, and its semi-mutinous crew . . . has a clearly visi-
ble point on the horizon to steer by.”126 At the very latest, when Talbott later in
1995 went public (in less colorful terms) with some of these ideas in a widely
circulated New York Review of Books contribution called “Why NATO Should
Grow,” everyone knew that something profound had shifted. Michael McFaul,
a future U.S. ambassador to Russia, recalled that article as the moment
when what was already true internally became publicly known: there was no
going back.127

With Talbott now on the side of Lake, the troika, and Holbrooke, among oth-
ers, momentum was clearly on the side of a more direct route to NATO expan-
sion. By Christmas 1994, a leaked cable from the German ambassador to
NATO alerted the world that the United States was abandoning its Russia-ªrst
strategy.128 In January 1995, Clinton gave a speech in Cleveland in which he in-
dicated that expansion was inevitable.129 Also in January, the State Department
sent the U.S. mission to NATO a text “which the U.S. believes should emerge
from the alliance’s internal deliberations on enlargement.” It declared that
there “will be no second-tier security guarantees.”130 Washington also put out
a strategy for an upcoming “NATO Study/Presentation on Expansion.”131 As
Holbrooke was able to advise Warsaw, 1994 was “the year in which NATO
committed to expansion, and that Poland would be a likely beneªciary of that
decision.”132 Senator Sam Nunn pushed back, saying in a speech that the “‘se-
curity of NATO, Russia’s neighbors, and the countries of Eastern Europe will
not be enhanced if the Russian military ªnger moves closer to the nuclear trig-
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ger.’”133 Despite Nunn’s concerns, on February 16, 1995, Congress passed the
NATO Expansion Act of 1995, thus formalizing congressional support.134

The story of NATO expansion does not, of course, end there. Many debates
were still to come—over the exact number of states to be admitted (three or
ªve, if Slovakia or Romania were included), over how to secure Senate rati-
ªcation, over whether there would be subsequent rounds of enlargement and
how many, and over the actual cost. By early 1995, however, the outline of ex-
pansion as it subsequently occurred was in place.135 To paraphrase Asmus,
1994 was the year that Washington decided how to expand NATO. In the im-
mediate aftermath of that decision, Washington and Moscow would ªnd tem-
porary ways to patch over their differences, and Russia would half-heartedly
join a diminished PfP and later receive the consolation prize of a nonbinding
accord called the NATO-Russia Founding Act to allow it to save face, but the
spirit of cooperative agreement would not match that of the announcement
of PfP.

Conclusion

Why did the Clinton administration decide twenty-ªve years ago to enlarge
the Atlantic alliance in the way that it did? The decision emerged from a
“ratcheting down” process with three key developments: one under President
Bush in 1990, preserving NATO’s dominance in the face of post–Cold War al-
ternatives; and two under President Clinton, initially employing a phased ap-
proach embodied in PfP, but switching, ultimately, to a full Article 5 mode of
enlargement. This full-guarantee mode was in some ways the easiest and most
obvious solution, as it did not require the development of a new institution or
new forms of alliance membership in the way that PfP did, but it was also
more likely to cause friction with Russia.

The evidence presented above shows that multiple historical factors com-
bined to produce the success of the supporters of full-guarantee enlargement.
At ªrst, advocates of PfP gained the upper hand by drawing both on the desire
for a peacekeeping organization to aid in the Balkans, which could in turn put
new life into the alliance; and, more signiªcantly, on worry about the potential
impact on U.S.-Russian bilateral arms control implied by immediate full
Article 5 expansion. By the end of 1994, however, opponents of this phased ap-
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proach had triumphed, thanks largely to (1) missteps by Russia, which was al-
lowing corruption to derail internal reforms; trying unsuccessfully to use the
PfP and OSCE to dilute or weaken NATO; and conducting an unsuccessful
conºict in Chechnya, raising fears of future such conºicts elsewhere; (2) pres-
sure from CEE states for quicker NATO enlargement; and above all (3) success
by the Republicans in the 1994 midterm elections on the basis of a platform
that endorsed swifter expansion. Two major geopolitical transitions under way
in 1994 additionally helped the opponents of a phased approach: (1) the ªnal
withdrawal of all remaining former Soviet troops from Germany, which re-
moved a potential brake on enlargement; and (2) a promising start to the trans-
fer of nuclear weapons from Ukraine to Russia. Before that transfer began, the
need to provide some form of security partnership to Ukraine had been a top
concern of policymakers; and, as Clinton himself noted, that need helped PfP,
since Ukraine could readily be in the Partnership but would have a hard time
becoming a full NATO member on economic, geographic, and other grounds.
After the Ukrainian government agreed to give up former Soviet nuclear
weapons, however, that need was less pressing. Finally, interacting with the
other ªve factors was President Clinton’s increasing sympathy to the ap-
peals of CEE leaders, which inclined him toward those aides pushing for full
Article 5 expansion, and his personal optimism that Russia would eventually
tolerate enlargement.

What were the consequences of this sequence of events? In the wake of
the Republican Party’s 1994 midterm election victory, CEE states were set
on the road to Article 5 guarantees sooner than they would have been under
PfP; but they also became the new front line in Europe. Already in October
1997, Senator Joseph Biden wondered aloud whether “‘continuing the
Partnership for Peace, which turned out to be much more robust and much
more successful than I think anyone thought it would be at the outset, may ar-
guably have been a better way to go.’” In other words, “‘to continue that pro-
cess and beef it up before you move to expansion, if you move to expansion,
would have been better.’”136 Others have echoed Biden’s views. Angela
Stent noted in 1999 that PfP was an “inªnitely ºexible program” that could
at once be both an alternative to immediate NATO membership and a path
to it.137 Finally, Ashton Carter and William Perry have argued that, in light of
what was at stake, it would have been better to defer admission of new mem-
bers, which could have been “accomplished in time by the workings of the
Partnership for Peace, enhanced by ad hoc joint operations such as in
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Bosnia.”138 In Perry’s view, arms control—most notably, START II, which
would have eliminated two-thirds of the U.S. and Russian arsenals, but never
went into effect—ended up being “‘a casualty of NATO expansion’” and of
ªghting between the Kremlin and the Duma.139 START III suffered a similar
fate, not even progressing to a signing. Looking back in 2015, Perry concluded:
“The downsides of early NATO membership for Eastern European nations
were even worse than I had feared.”140

Put differently, the ultimate challenge in post–Cold War Europe was to ªnd
a way to integrate Russia as a constructive component, rather than as a con-
frontational challenger. Speculating on counterfactuals is always risky, particu-
larly if they involve Moscow; as the Russian writer Alexander Pushkin’s friend
Prince Pyotr Andreyevich Vyazemsky once remarked, “If you want a foreigner
to make a fool of himself, just ask him to make a judgment about Russia.”141

With this caution in mind, however, the evidence suggests that PfP, which
Moscow eventually joined, would have had a better chance of allowing the
West to sustain cooperation with Russia while enlarging the alliance. More-
over, the third ratchet marginalized PfP at a critical moment in the Russian
domestic political debate, as elites in Moscow shifted their priorities away
from democratization and toward preservation of great power status as the
country’s highest goal. That shift was happening independently of U.S.
decisionmaking on the future of NATO, but the transition in U.S. policy to-
ward full-guarantee enlargement helped intensify it.142 As Arne Westad has ar-
gued, it is “clear that the West should have dealt with post–Cold War Russia
better than it did,” not least because “Russia would under all circumstances re-
main a crucial state in any international system because of its sheer size.”143

Retracing the narrative of NATO enlargement with the beneªt of both hind-
sight and new evidence thus reveals the need for a reframing of the discussion
about expansion. Too often the debate over enlargement devolves into binary,
Manichean ªghts over whether it was good or bad. By shifting the focus to im-
plementation, it becomes apparent that there was a spectrum of enlargement
possibilities, and that alternate strategies on that spectrum may have worked
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better. Therefore, rather than asking yet again whether enlargement was right
or wrong, it is more illuminating to ask whether the chosen strategy of
enlargement—the “how”—suited the goal of maximizing long-term security
gains for the United States and its allies. Viewed from twenty-ªve years on,
with U.S.-Russian confrontation on the rise, democracy crumbling in Hungary
and Poland, and U.S. tanks returning to Europe, there is room for doubt. Given
that the window of opportunity for changes is now ªrmly shut, however,
NATO must make the best of the status quo; for the foreseeable future, con-
frontation with Russia is once again the order of the day.

To conclude, there were various Cold War precedents for expanding NATO,
and further post–Cold War options emerged in the early 1990s. These alterna-
tives are now largely forgotten. As President Clinton consistently emphasized
at the time, however, what mattered was not only the “when” but also the
“how” of enlargement. Full-guarantee expansion emerged as the “how” in
the wake of the Republican Party’s 1994 midterm election victory and as the
result of aggressive maneuvering by its proponents. The evidence regarding
this development and its legacy show that the answer to the seemingly subor-
dinate question of how the United States implements its strategy can matter as
much as whether and when it does so.
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