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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to understand how NATO’s strategic partnerships transformed 
the Alliance’s perceptions of security in the post-Cold War context. Traditional NATO’s 
collective security does not function through partnerships, as partners are not members. 
However, the cooperative approach to security, making partners a stakeholder in collective 
security, significantly elevates the role of strategic partnerships in enhancing security and 
projecting stability in Europe and beyond, due to partners’ active engagements in operational 
activities led by NATO. Theoretically, the English School of International Relations theory is 
chosen. It analyses the principal reasons why strategic partnerships change NATO’s 
perceptions of security in the post-Cold War context. Methodologically, it is an interpretive 
research design, following a post-Positivist approach along with the state-of-the-art structure 
stating that NATO strategic partnerships constitute the Alliance’s de facto new operational 
model in Europe. Qualitative methodology helps to exemplify NATO-Turkey in the context of 
an inter-alliance crisis and NATO-Russia relations as an external crisis. The key findings of this 
thesis are that the concept of strategic partnerships is included in NATO’s cooperative 
approach to security, meaning partners are at the centre and future of the Alliance’s collective 
security and Strategic Concept.  

Key words: NATO, strategic partnerships, multipolarism, collective security, security threats.
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Introduction  
 
The end of the Cold War resulted in the introduction of multipolarity along with bringing 

important changes to the structure of global politics. Common characteristics of this period 

have been instability of the international system and hardened security environment.1 Europe 

is challenged by the shift towards multipolarism which brought a change in the nature of 

security threats and questioned the traditional role of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO).2,3 In addition to classic threats, current turbulent global landscape  proliferates cyber 

threats, asymmetric conflicts, global terrorism, transnational organized crime, demographic 

challenges, resources security, retrenchment from globalization4 and the proliferation of 

Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMDs). Such challenges are identified by NATO as “hybrid 

threats”.5 Multipolarism and globalism are two geopolitical tendencies, which have a 

significant impact on NATO’s security due to the rise of regimes alternative to democracy, new 

global actors, proliferation of failed states and areas of limited statehood, contested areas and 

militant fundamentalism.6  It is vital to contextualize the role of strategic partnerships for 

NATO in the multipolar setting. It is of no less importance to understand the strategic role of 

partnerships, since they provide access to resources, extend diplomacy, along with security 

and defence. 

 
1 Fabio Petito, "Dialogue of Civilizations as an Alternative Model for World Order," Civilizational Dialogue and 
World Order, 2009. Doi.org/10.1057/9780230621602_3. 
2 Colin S. Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to Strategic History (London: Routledge, 
2007). 
3 NATO or North Atlantic Treaty Organization: formed in 1949 with the signing of the Washington Treaty, NATO 
is a security alliance of 30 countries from North America and Europe. 
4 Globalization, or the increased interconnectedness and interdependence of peoples and countries, is generally 
understood to include two inter-related elements: the opening of international borders to increasingly fast flows 
of goods, services, finance, people and ideas; and the changes in institutions and policies at national and 
international levels that facilitate or promote such flows. 
5 NATO Public Diplomacy Division, NATO Handbook (Brussels: NATO, 2006), 18-20, accessed December 
3, 2019, http://alturl.com/82xgi. 
6 William Durch, Joris Larik, and Richard Ponzio, Just Security in an Undergoverned World (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2018). 
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 NATO strategic partnerships constitute the Alliance’s de facto new operational model 

in Europe. Partnerships tend to be least appreciated and not as known aspects of NATO’s 

operations.7  

 The research question that this work addresses, focuses on partnerships: How NATO’s 

strategic partnerships transformed the Alliance’s perceptions of security in the post-Cold War 

context? Supporting questions include: What does NATO mean by partnerships in the post-

1990s? What is the role of strategic partnerships for the Alliance in the context of NATO’s 

rising external and internal challenges in the 21st century? This leads the author to analyse the 

geopolitics of the Alliance and its partnerships.  

 

The main assumption of this work is: Strategic partnerships are the ‘new alliances’, 

which allow NATO to widely operate, adapt and shape the increasingly contested world order 

in the 21st century.  

 NATO is politically, economically and militarily challenged by the complexities of an 

interconnected globalized world. Strategic partnerships are a key asset to respond to the 

challenges that the bloc is facing and promote its political, economic and military objectives.8 

Thus, among the main objectives of this work is to assess the political, economic and military 

role of NATO partnerships. 

The work is divided into three main parts. The introduction of this work presents the 

structure of chapters and subchapters, emphasizing the general concepts, the research 

questions, hypotheses and core objectives. The first chapter entitled “Methodological and 

Theoretical Design” follows by explaining the methodological and research approaches this 

work adopts. This chapter is composed of three subchapters entitled “Survey of Relevant 

Literature”, “Research Methodology” and “Theoretical Framework,” where research 

methodology is subdivided into two parts – Conceptual Framework and Limitations. The 

theoretical framework is subdivided into two parts - The English School of International 

 
7 The Security and Defence Agenda, “The Future of NATO’s Partnerships,” Brussels (2014): 7, 
accessed December 4, 2019, http://alturl.com/9bqzu. 
8 Joseph Soeters, Paul C. Fenema, and Robert Beeres, Managing Military Organizations: Theory and 
Practice (London: Routledge, 2010).  
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Relations and The Strategic Images of NATO and its Partnerships, which are addressed through 

the English School. 

 The second chapter entitled "Theorising Partnerships in a Multipolar Setting” focuses 

on the Partnership for Peace program, the evolution of NATO’s partnership framework during 

the Cold War and the emergence of “NATO Nouvelle” in multipolarism. It outlines NATO 

partnerships’ development in the multipolar setting and examines events that led the Alliance 

to change its perceptions of security in the new world order by enhancing its partnership 

framework in the post-1990s.  Moreover, it analyses the meaning and role of partnerships in 

NATO’s cooperative approach to security, and how comprehensive partnerships can be used 

in place of a membership option.  

The third chapter entitled “The Rising NATO’s Challenges and the Use of Partnerships,” 

analyses the struggle for greater power, security, and defence of Turkey and Russia that have 

a geographic presence in Europe. The case studies of NATO-Turkey and NATO-Russia, help 

exemplify mutual relations in the context of an inter-alliance crisis and external crisis of the 

Alliance. NATO-Turkey relations demonstrate a strategic schism, causing an internal turmoil 

in the Alliance.9 In case of Turkey, Syria are used as an example of a strategic partnership 

between states and non-state actors. In case of Russia, partners like Georgia and Ukraine are 

used carry out military exercises, political dialogue and to actively contribute to the NATO-led 

military operations. NATO-Russia relations epitomise the strategic shock, escalated by the 

Russo-Georgian war and later the Russo-Ukraine conflict close to NATO and EU borders. The 

strategic shock revealed the military vulnerability of NATO and the fact that territorial defence 

of the Alliance in case of Russia was neglected, resulting in uncoordinated forces and inflexible 

decision-making across NATO.10 Selected cases of Georgia, Ukraine and Syria represent the 

new world order, the age of multipolarism and the rise of new actors, new threats and new 

challenges. 

 
 
 

 
9 Central European Journal of International and Security Studies, "Will the Recent Strategic Shock Galvanise 
Europe?," European Security in Uncertain Times: Slovakia, Gazprom, EU Sanctions, no. 1 (March 2016): 94-99. 
10 Ibid., 94-99. 
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CHAPTER 1: Methodological and Theoretical Design 
 
 
1. Survey of Relevant Literature  
 

When it comes to understanding how NATO strategic partnerships transformed the Alliance’s 

perceptions of security, several authors’ contribution is particularly relevant to this work’s 

focus.  The concept of partnership has not received much of attention in the literature of IR, 

as it was mostly embedded into Alliance theory. Since the concept of partnership is 

theoretically rooted in Alliance theory, it is important to survey what the literature on alliance 

formation has to offer with respect to partnerships.  

Until fairly recently, the concept of strategic partnership was associated with the end 

of the Cold War, EU-Russia and NATO-Russia relations in post-1990s. Alliance theorists 

employed this concept rather in relation to bilateral cooperation, as Lucyna Czechowska 

argues, that it is a new type of bilateral relations, that combines flexibility and deep 

rapprochement based on mutual share of common strategic goals, and belief that a long-term 

cooperation effectively reaches commonly identified objectives.11 Building on this idea, the 

concept of partnerships is employed by NATO as a policy and strategy after the end of the 

Cold War, by shifting its security perception to collective security and defence with 

partnerships at its centre. Research shows that NATO strategic partnerships under the 

Partnership for Peace (PfP) program have changed NATO’s security and defence posture in 

the post-Cold War and post-9/11 context, when partnerships were situated at the centre of 

the Alliance’s cooperative approach due to the emergence of new complex threats. In this 

respect NATO strategic partnerships have been in security and strategic studies associated to 

the concept of collective security, through which the Alliance conducts its military operations 

but also identifies and counters new security threats such as global terrorism, hybrid warfare 

and cyberwarfare with its partners.  In the realist camp there is a consent regarding the fact 

that alliances make up the core of international politics. Dan Reiter, for instance, argues that 

“alliances are central to international relations: they are the primary foreign policy means by 

 
11 Lucyna Czechowska, “The Concept of Strategic partnership as an Input in the Modern Alliance 
Theory,” The Copernicus Journal of Political Studies, no. 2(4), 2013: 37, accessed January 3, 2020 
http://alturl.com/xgsxs. 
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which states increase their security.”12 However, in relation to NATO’s present existence, 

specifically neorealists such as Kenneth N. Waltz and John Mearsheimer are critical of the 

Alliance’s necessity in the absence of common threat, which used to be the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics (USSR) during the Cold War.13,14,15 Most of the neorealist thinkers agree 

that NATO does not have a reason to exist in multipolarism due to the rise of new powers.16,17 

However, NATO security experts agree that the end of the Alliance would dramatically 

increase Russia's position in European security.18 Barry Buzan, advocate of the English School 

Theory, on the other hand contend that NATO still exists because of its concept of adaptation, 

which has fundamentally changed the Alliance through political institutionalisation.19  

Over the years, a consensus was made over the fact that NATO’s perceptions of 

security20 have been transformed due to the end of the Cold War, experiences from the post-

1990s NATO-led operations, creation of NATO partnership framework under the PfP as the 

backbone of NATO’s cooperative approach to security, shift to multipolarism, post-9/11 

context, emergence of new security threats and the rising internal and external challenges of 

NATO dominated by Russia and Turkey in Europe .21,22,23,24 As noted by Colin S. Gray, NATO’s 

perception of security25 during the Cold War concentrated on regional defence and nuclear 

 
12 D. Reiter, "Learning, Realism, and Alliances: The Weight of the Shadow of the Past," World Politics 46, no. 4 
(1994): 490-526, Doi.org/10.2307/2950716. 
13 Kenneth N. Waltz, "The Emerging Structure of International Politics," International Security 18, no. 2 
(1993): 75-76, Doi.org/10.2307/2539097.  
14 Kenneth N. Waltz, "Structural Realism after the Cold War," International Security 25, no. 1 (2000): 5-41, 
Doi.org/10.1162/016228800560372.  
15 John J. Mearsheimer, "Back to the Future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War," International Security 15, 
no. 1 (1990): 5-57, doi.org/10.2307/2538981.  
16 Ibid., 5-57.  
17 Kenneth N. Waltz, "Structural Realism after the Cold War," International Security 25, no. 1 (2000): 5-41, 
Doi.org/10.1162/016228800560372.  
18 Michael Rühle, "A World Without NATO?," NATO Review, last modified August 29, 2018, accessed December 
28, 2019, http://alturl.com/nmwmy.  
19 B. Buzan, From International to World Society? English School Theory and the Social Structure of 
Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
20 NATO’s perception of security is laid out in NATO’s Strategic Concept 2010, its official summits and declarations 
since 2010. 
21 B. Buzan, From International to World Society? English School Theory and the Social Structure of 
Globalisation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
22 M. Wight, “The Balance of Power and International Order,” in The Bases of International Order: 
Essays in Honor of C. A. W. Manning, ed. Alan James (London, 1973).  
23 H. Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics (London: Palgrave, 1977). 
24 T. Dunne, “Inventing International Society: A History of the English School (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 
1998).  
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deterrence in order to achieve peace and to stabilise the geopolitical tension between the two 

great powers.26 In connection to this idea, the dissolution of the USSR was a game changer in 

geopolitics27 due to the fact that  NATO entered a multipolar world order, dominated by new 

threats and challenges, it adopted a new strategy – partnerships. Consensus was made in the 

security and strategic studies that NATO’s collective security in the post-1990s was grounded 

on strategic partnerships to achieve maximised collective defence and security in its 

operations.   

The realist camp rejects the concept of strategic partnership, mostly due to its 

flexibility and fairly oppose the notion of cooperation of states in security affairs.28 They 

advocate a state-centric model focused on security and sovereignty where cooperation is hard 

to achieve, difficult to maintain and depends on the hard power of states.29,30,31 However, 

classical historical research showed that adding soft power to NATO in the post-1990s 

increased its political and military capabilities by embedding partnerships as the centrepiece 

of its Strategic Concept through institutional cooperation under the PfP program.  

On the other hand, the liberal camp assumes that the biggest enemy of states are 

asymmetric threats, therefore, NATO uses its strategic partnerships during military 

operations, peacekeeping operations, military exercises and trainings in connection to hybrid 

and cyber threats along with diplomatic negotiations. Furthermore it advocates that the most 

important for NATO is cooperation between its allies and partners, promotion of democratic 

values and its role as an international institution since the multipolar setting is posing 

uncertainty to the Alliance in the sense of security and defence .32,33,34 The constructivists add 

emphasis on democratic values,  emphasize that NATO strategic partnerships are founded 

 
26 Colin S. Gray, War, Peace and Victory: Strategy and Statecraft for The Next Century (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1991), 326. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Roger D. Spegele, Political Realism in International Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
29 Charles L. Glaser, "Realists as Optimists: Cooperation as Self-Help," International Security 19, no. 3 (1994): 50-
90, Doi.org/10.2307/2539079. 
30 Jack Snyder, "One World, Rival Theories," Foreign Policy, no. 145 (2004): 1-52, Doi.org/10.2307/4152944. 
31 David Clinton, Kenneth Thompson, and Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (New York: McGraw-Hill 
Education, 7th ed., 2005). 
32 Andrew Wyatt-Walter, "Adam Smith and the liberal tradition in international relations," Review of 
International Studies 22, no. 1 (1996): 5-28, Doi.org/10.1017/s0260210500118431. 
33 Michael W. Doyle,. "Liberalism and World Politics." The American Political Science Review 80, no. 4 (1986): 
1151-169. Accessed January 21, 2020. Doi.org/10.2307/1960861. 
34 G. J. Ikenberry, Power, Order, and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
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upon democratic principles. Thus, research has shown that the Alliance is a community of like-

minded states united not only by common opposition but also by its determination  in order 

to safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilization of its allies, founded on the 

principles of democracy, individual liberty, the rule of law and human rights.35,36,37,38  

The English School Theory presents an opportunity to research the cases of Russia and 

Turkey, due to the fact it is based on the key ideas of Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism.  

Most of the theorizing in the English School relates to the research of NATO and examines six 

major historical events:  

1. the dissolution of the USSR, 
2. Multipolarism, 
3. NATO military operations in 1990s,  
4. NATO Strategic Concept adaptation, 
5. NATO enlargement,  
6. September 11 attacks.39  

These events have led to an operational and institutional transformation of the Alliance. 

Literature provides an exhaustive account of this change. For instance, Saul B. Cohen argues 

that the end of the Cold War brought a change in the balance of power in terms of moving 

away from bipolarity and entering the new world of multipolar forces along with the rise of 

new security threats such as global terrorism in connection to September 11 attacks.40 In 

contrast, scholars visualised the 21st century as a nonpolar international system that is linked 

to globalization, full of increasingly powerful states and centres of powers from above 

(regional and global organizations), below (militias), NGOs and corporations.41 Furthermore,  

the current international system can be pictured as bi-multipolar, suggesting fusing both 

bipolarity and multipolarity.42 For other scholars, the 1990’s marked major turning points for 

 
35 NATO, “The North Atlantic Treaty 1949: Washington D.C. – 4 April 1949”: 1, accessed December 20, 
2019, http://alturl.com/2dztz. 
36 Alexander Wendt, "Anarchy is what states make of it: the social construction of power politics," International 
Organization 46, no. 2 (1992): 391-425, Doi.org/10.1017/s0020818300027764.  
37 John G. Ruggie, "What Makes the World Hang Together? Neo-utilitarianism and the Social Constructivist 
Challenge," International Organization 52, no. 4 (1998): 855-885, doi:10.1162/002081898550770. 
38 Martha Finnemore, National Interests in International Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996). 
39 Zdeněk Kříž, NATO after the End of the Cold War: A Brief History (Brno: Masaryk University, 2015), 1-125. 
40 Saul B. Cohen, Geopolitics of the World Systems (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 
2003), 87. 
41 Richard N. Haass, "The Age of Nonpolarity: What Will Follow U.S. Dominance." Foreign Affairs 87, no. 3 (2008): 
44. Accessed January 17, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/20032650. 
42 R.N. Rosecrance, "Bipolarity, multipolarity, and the future," Journal of Conflict Resolution 10, no. 3 (1966): 331-
335, doi.org/10.1177/002200276601000304. 
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NATO in the post-Cold War period such as, presenting multilateralism as NATO’s main political 

process, emergence of the PfP program, the concept of enlargement and introducing the 

Alliance’s New Strategic Concept.43 Based on the reviewed data, NATO has never been only a 

military alliance based only on the idea of collective defence.44,45 Research exemplifies that 

the Alliance is a security alliance, an organization of states sharing common values, which 

makes war among members impossible due to a strong share of common democratic values.46  

This grand debate in security and strategic studies led authors to highlight the fact that 

the post-1990 period and post-9/11 context marks the concept of partnerships as the main 

political and military tool of NATO to manage stability in Europe.47 Moreover, the 1990’s and 

beginning of 2000’s added the Alliance an institutional and political identity that embraces 

NATO's adaptation concept as a strong strategy in the new century to counter new global 

trends and unknown threats.48 In specifically strategic studies, the NATO’s adaptation strategy 

has been analysed and argued to cause significant changes inside the Alliance such as the 

process of widening thus, extending NATO’s territorial interests, meaning that enlarging the 

Alliance will bring more power to provide security and defence during military operations.49  

In contrary, scholars like Sven Biscop have disagreed with these claims and stressed that NATO 

is not prepared to take the lead since it is not well equipped, it should rather focus on its core 

– hard security, both defence against threats and provide military crisis management.50 

However a consensus was made affirming that more soft power was added to the Alliance, 

for the purpose to help NATO not only survive the end of the Cold War, be effective in its 

military operations and to create the PfP but to shift its strategic focus to the concept of 

 
43 Charly S. Pasternak, “From Protecting Some to Security Many: NATO’s Journey from A Military 
Alliance to a Security Manager.” The Finish Institute of International Affairs 17 (2007): 46. 
44 Karl W. Deutsch, Political Community and the North American Area (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2015). 
45 Emanuel Adler, Michael Barnett, and Steve Smith, Security Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998). 
46 David S. Yost NATO Transformed: The Alliance's New Roles in International Security (Washington DC: United 
States Inst of Peace Press, 1998). 
47 Ivo H. Daalder, NATO in the 21st Century: What Purpose? What Missions?  (Washington DC: 
Brookings Institution, 1999), chapter 1, accessed January 10, 2020, http://alturl.com/krkd7. 
48 Joseph Lepgold, “NATO’s Post-Cold War Collective Action Problem.” International Security 23, no. 1 
(1998): 81. 
49 Zdeněk Kříž, NATO after the End of the Cold War: A Brief History (Brno: Masaryk University, 2015), 21. 
50 Jens Ringsmose and Sten Rynning, "NATO’s New Strategic Concept: A Comprehensive Assessment," NATO's 
New Strategic Concept. A Comprehensive Assessment, last modified 2011, 106-112, http://alturl.com/6amuz. 
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partnerships due to NATO-Russia’s complicated relations and post-9/11 context.51 David Yost, 

in regards to Europe, highlights that allies are committed to collective defence, but they have 

increasingly endowed NATO with new roles as an instrument of collective security through its 

partnership framework in the Euro-Atlantic region.52  

Current literature on international organizations such as NATO have supported the 

following assertions: NATO is an “Alliance of Collective Defence” with military power and the 

objective to protect its members and partners.53 It is an “Alliance of Collective Security” with 

institutional power, promoting values and democracy of the Atlantic community throughout 

Europe.54 It is an “Alliance of Collective Interests”, preserving its security interests in order to 

prevent any threats and harm dispersing to Europe and the US.55 This work aims to merge all 

three assertations and hypothesises that NATO’s strategic partnerships constitute the new 

alliances of the 21st century, which assist NATO with its current external crisis with Russia and 

internal crisis with Turkey.56  

Hence, this research aims to underline the significance and relevance of NATO’s 

institutional and operational transformation through strategic partnerships. Thus, the 

understanding of strategic partnerships as a policy and strategy, will reveal its usage in the 

NATO’s internal and external crises. The concept of partnership as a policy and strategy is 

particularly relevant in the cases of Russia and Turkey, where NATO uses its partners in case 

of Russia – Ukraine, to deter or address security threats coming from Russia and of Turkey – 

Georgia, to reach out to the Caucasus for assistance of the Georgia armed forces in operations 

in Afghanistan, since it cannot fully rely on Turkey as an ally.  

To sum up, the reviewed authors suggest the biggest development since the end of 

the Cold War that affect NATO is the changing strategic global environment. It turned from 

bipolar to a multipolar landscape to, which NATO was forced to adapt. Thus, traditional 

 
51  Markus Kaim, “Reforming NATO’s Partnerships.” Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (Berlin, 2017): 5- 
23, accessed January 16, 2020, http://alturl.com/fy3tc. 
52 David S. Yost NATO Transformed: The Alliance's New Roles in International Security (Washington DC: United 
States Inst of Peace Press, 1998). 
53 Ivo H. Daalder, NATO in the 21st Century: What Purpose? What Missions?  (Washington DC: 
Brookings Institution, 1999), chapter 1, accessed January 10, 2020, http://alturl.com/krkd7. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid.  
56 Ted G. Carpenter, NATO Enters the 21st Century (London: Routledge, 2013). 



 17 

alliance approach to security, which suggests establishing alliances and expanding them with 

new members, does not respond to this new global multipolar environment. NATO’s strategic 

response to that has been adopting the policy of partnerships without a necessary 

enlargement and inclusion of new members. 

2. Research Methodology 

This section unfolds the methods employed in this work to investigate NATO’s strategic 

partnerships. Principally, it relies on qualitative methods, academic publications, books, 

journal articles and policy reports. Qualitative methods in this work reflect the meaning and 

role of NATO strategic partnerships, how the partnership framework is constituted, how they 

are employed and utilised in crisis situation and how partnerships transformed NATO’s 

concept of security. Hence, this research is based on the English School reasoning and 

interpretive epistemology, since NATO uses its partnerships to provide collective security to 

preserve a steady and well-secured international system, international society and world 

society on all three levels, which are interrelated. It employs a case study methodology and a 

post-positivist approach to demonstrate a practical usage of strategic partnerships during an 

external crisis of NATO-Russia along with an inter-alliance crisis of NATO-Turkey.  

 The case study of NATO-Turkey is selected due to the fact that Turkey had been one of 

the fundamental contributors to the integration and security of the Euro-Atlantic region since 

1952 and supports NATO’s transformation efforts. Turkey is also a strong supporter of NATO’s 

strategic partnerships. Analysis of the case of NATO-Turkey is carried out in relation to the 

inter-alliance crisis, which has been worsened due to Ankara’s interference in Syria, 

negotiated deals with Iran and Russia along with Turkey’s present more assertive position 

within the Alliance. Moreover, this research positions Turkey as one of the key actors 

intensifying NATO’s internal crisis due to divergences in security prioritization between Turkey 

and NATO allies. 

 The case of NATO-Russia is chosen because Russia was a strategic partner with a 

special status under the PfP framework, later transformed into the NATO-Russia Council 

(NRC). NATO is a security threat to Russia; thus, the Alliance uses its partnership program as a 

strategy to deter Russia. This work argues that in case of Russia, NATO reaches primarily out 
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to partners such as Ukraine, Belarus, Finland and Sweden in order to prevent Russia from 

interfering in the Alliance’s area of operation. 

 This work follows an interpretive research design in order to understand in which way 

Russian and Turkish strategic interests are incompatible with NATO’s security and strategic 

perceptions. By looking into ways of how the pursuit of security priorities by Russia and Turkey 

differ from NATO security priorities, this work presents a looming external and internal crisis 

of the Alliance characterized by the combination of identity, interest and power struggles. 

2.1. Conceptual Framework  

The work employs an interpretive approach to understand the practice and the effects of the 

concept of partnership in European security. Empiricism is avoided as the work does not aim 

to explain, observe and make scientific laws related to existing partnerships. Neither does it 

rely on the legal validity of data, as such approach is methodologically dogmatic and excludes 

multi-philosophical perspectives. This work avoids the cause-effect logic. Interpretivism is 

chosen over empiricism due to its non-unitary nature. Empiricism does not allow inter-relation 

of various concepts such as strategy, power politics, shared identities and norms. Inter-

relating concepts makes up the key strategy of this research in understanding NATO 

partnerships under the PfP program and linking it to concepts such as ‘policy’ and ‘strategy.’ 

Interpretivism allows to follow the “Socratic Method”, questioning and critically evaluating 

the core ideas of partnerships in a form of a cooperative argumentative dialogue supported 

by the English School Theory of International Relations.57 This research aims to understand 

why partnerships are becoming a new norm for NATO policy-making and why it is the central 

core of NATO members’ approach to security. 

The assessment of NATO strategic partnerships is based on the following parameters 

and criteria: 

i. adherence to NATO values, 
ii. common threat perception as NATO, 

iii. contribution to security of NATO, 
iv. willingness to cooperate with NATO in areas of political affairs and security.  

 
57 Hugh H. Benson, Socratic Wisdom: The Model of Knowledge and Plato’s Early Dialogues (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 17. 
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 The key objective of this work is to understand the meaning, role and the use of partnerships 

in NATO’s political and military strategy. The meaning and practice of NATO partnerships is 

analysed by deploying case study methodology. The selected cases represent relations 

between NATO and Turkey on one hand and Russia on the other. The case study type used in 

this work is Least-Similar Case Comparison. This means that cases that are selected are 

different but share one dependent variable - shared outcomes. Both cases contribute to 

creating a crisis for NATO, being the shared outcome, but have all other different criteria of 

selection. The case study of NATO-Turkey was selected based on the following criteria: 

a. NATO member, 
b. Strategic partner to the EU, 
c. Creating an inter-alliance crisis.  

The case study of NATO-Russia was selected based on the following criteria: 

a. NATO partner, 
b. Strategic threat to the EU and NATO,  
c. Creating NATO’s external crisis.  

The case study of NATO-Turkey highlights the inter-alliance crisis. By worsening internal 

relations between NATO members, it presents conflicting relations between the allies and 

Turkey. On the contrary, the case study of NATO-Russia highlights the essence of an external 

crisis, where damaged relations between NATO and Russia point to the fact that NATO uses 

the strategy of partnership in geopolitical terms, as seen in the actions adopted by NATO 

following the Russo-Georgian war. 

 Interpretivism helps understanding why NATO established and utilises partnerships in 

the current multipolar security landscape. Partnerships are a backbone of NATO’s cooperative 

approach to security, contributing to security and defence of the Euro-Atlantic region as well 

as outside of the NATO-area. Furthermore, partners are part of NATO’s core activities, which 

are shaping the policymaking, building defence capacity, developing interoperability and 

managing crises. This work shows that NATO partnerships are operative because, due to the 

current existing security threats, the Alliance no longer relies on only its members and its 

enlargement policy. There is a traceable and consistent pattern of NATO increasingly focusing 

on bilateral partnerships with countries outside of its regional partnership framework. This 

was demonstrated in Afghanistan in 2003-2014, one of the most challenging multicultural 
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operations with troops from 50 NATO and partner nations.58  NATO strategically chooses its 

partners to achieve a higher level of protection and security of its area of operation. 

The case study methodology of this research underpins the fact that NATO does not 

only rely on its allies, but on partners as well. In case of, for example, Sweden, a non-NATO 

member, it strongly supports NATO in military operations, as seen in case of Libya, it prefers 

partnership approach over membership. It shares the idea of extending partnership approach 

to other non-member states such as Georgia and Ukraine. This work aims to understand which 

factors make non-NATO states join the partnership program to tackle security threats jointly 

with NATO. What makes countries embrace the concept of partnership? What values does 

this concept entail?  

There is an observed transformation of NATO’s security agenda through the 

participation of partners. Empirical observations fail to question the social and power 

structures of international politics while interpretivist approach helps to unpack such concepts 

as partnerships. Interpretivism helps to understand the interaction of concepts in 

international politics, such as uncovering one of the meanings of partnership under the PfP as 

one of NATO’s main policy and strategy. 

The main subject of this thesis is - the concept of partnership. After the end of the Cold 

War and shift towards a multipolar world, strategic partnerships became NATO’s new 

approach to international security and cooperation.59 The concept of strategic partnerships 

stresses close and special relations between states and organizations.60 Partnerships are 

utilised on the basis of commonly identified goals and established interests.61 Partnerships are 

part of the international system because states seek to achieve their common goals through 

a cooperative approach to security.62 The term “strategic partner” was firstly defined by the 
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EU, during the European Council’s meeting in 1998, signifying a special strategic importance 

in the international domain in case of the EU-Russia relations. The EU defined the term 

“strategic partner” as “those who share our goals and values and are prepared to act in their 

support”63. NATO defined a “strategic partner” as a country that shares common interests 

with the Alliance, acts in full support of it and therefore, is officially part of the partnership 

program.64 

 The concept of strategic partnerships is in this work depicted as a policy and strategy.65 

The concept of strategy and policy can be understood in the following ways: according to Sir 

Basil Liddell Hart, strategy is “the art of distributing and applying means to fulfil the ends of a 

policy.”66 Raymond Aron suggests fusing both terms strategy and policy in a so-called 

praxeology.67 Bernard Brodie expands Raymond's idea and blurs both terms into theory and 

practice, defining strategy as to “how to do it” and policy as to “how to theorize about 

it”.68Robert Neild defined strategy as the pursuit of political aims by the use of military means, 

where the first step is to decide on political aims, this implies that policy, as a method, needs 

strategy, as practice.69 Lastly, but most importantly, Carl von Clausewitz links policy with 

strategy as a tool, arguing that “war is an act of policy,” which clarifies the fact that military 

force is an act of political reasoning. Thus, “strategy” and “policy” have both politico-economic 

and military-strategic roles and can be fused together.70 Partnerships are a policy because it 

is a political framework of bilateral cooperation between countries (i.e. NATO allies and 

partners). Partnerships are part of NATO’s defence policy; it generates collective cooperation 

through bilateral agreements and becomes in essence, a political tool for NATO to achieve 
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strategic goals.71 Partnerships are a strategy under which nations learn to interoperate with 

NATO forces in various military operations through political and military planning. 

The concept of multipolarism is according to Chantal Mouffe tied with democracy, 

globalization, pluralism and aspects of cosmopolitanism.72 Multipolar world order recognizes 

multiple understandings of organizations founded upon democratic principles, such as NATO 

thus, allows coexistence of different factors (i.e. regional conflicts, political disputes etc.).73 

Multipolar world consists of several poles, organised around different political principles, 

composed of variety regimes, allowing the emergence of new security threats.74 Luk Van 

Langenhove politico-economically defines multipolarism as “the rise of the rest: the 

unprecedented economic growth” in countries all over the world.75 In security terms, he 

argues that since the end of the Cold War, NATO has entered the multipolar world order, 

slowly shifting to non-polarity.76 The effects of multipolarism can be demonstrated through 

the September 11 attacks, where unipolarity came officially to its end and it allowed the rise 

of global terrorism to become one of the globally recognized security threats of the 21st 

century.77  

Richard Haass defines multipolarity as a world dominated by several states, involving 

several distinct poles or concentrations of power.78 According to Haass, ”in a multipolar 

system, no power dominates nor do concentrations of power revolve around two positions.”79 

Furthermore, multipolarity can be cooperative, forming a 'concert of powers', in which a few 

major powers work jointly on setting the rules of the game and control those who violate 
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them.80 However, multipolarity can also be more competitive, revolving around the balance 

of power, being able to trigger an external and internal crisis by its conflictual nature, when 

the balance breaks down.81  

In a multipolar system, states are concerned with ‘alliance management’, cooperation 

between members, military interdependence, the power of persuasion, where each state has 

its own strategy and tactics.82  In relation to NATO’s strategic partnerships, it is a cooperative 

framework of states which set the legal rules and principles in order to pursue similar interests 

for the sake of achieving commonly identified goals. In case of NATO, no power dominates, 

however in case of Turkey, the breakdown of the balance of power caused an inter-alliance 

crisis, enhancing the rising NATO’s external and internal crises. In case of Russia, the 

conflictual nature of the state and violating its partnership obligations towards NATO after the 

end of the Cold War was broken down with the Russo-Georgian War and consequently, with 

the Russo-Ukraine conflict, triggering the rise of NATO’s external challenges with Russia.  

Strategic partnerships are in this work depicted as the new alliances in multipolarism, 

combining traditional definitions of a partnership and an alliance.  In a strategic partnership, 

resources are shared between two partnered countries for the purpose of achieving shared 

strategic goals that they have agreed to partner on. In a partnership, the cooperation is based 

on identified security objectives, for which the partnership agreement is formed, meaning it 

is a strategic arrangement for a necessary security and defence objective. In case of an 

alliance, it is an association of states based on deeper and long-lasting relations, alliance 

treaty. Due to the presence of wider set of goals, allied countries tend to work more closely 

together and are more concerned with the shared outcomes than self-interest. A traditional 

alliance is based on a stronger cultural foundation of states with long- term security and 

defence objectives.83  
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This work highlights the understanding of a strategic partnership as the new alliances 

in the context of NATO as merging of individual sovereign state’s interests is based on a 

partnership agreement without initialisation of cooperative relationship, closely tied 

relations, sharing of resources, setting broader range of goals and the aspect of 

multiculturalism. In relation to NATO, a partnership agreement between the Alliance and its 

partners brings the mutual benefit of sharing resources between NATO allies and partners. 

Hence, closely tied relations between NATO and its partners helps establishing a strategic 

partnership. It is based on multiculturalism and a collaborative joint framework of states, 

achieving and pursuing common long-term strategic goals thus, taking into account the 

security self-interest of individual NATO partner states and sharing common values.84  

2.2. Limitations  

This work primarily assesses NATO’s strategic partnerships, focusing on the Euro-Atlantic 

region, the PfP, NATO-Russia with the cases of Georgia and Ukraine along with NATO-Turkey 

and the case of Syria. Due to scope and size limitations, this work does not cover the 

advantages and disadvantages of the PfP for NATO and partners. In relations to multipolarism 

and the rise of new powers countries like Brazil, India and China (BRIC) are excluded from the 

scope of research. This work does not encompass partnerships such as the Mediterranean 

Dialogue (MD), Istanbul Cooperation Initiative (ICI) and the Partners Across the Globe (PAtG). 

In order to pursue the research question, this work analyses essentially the transformation of 

NATO’s perceptions of security by strategic partnerships, the role and use of partnerships in 

the context of NATO’s internal and external crises along with the meaning of strategic 

partnerships for the Alliance.   

In relation to both case studies, the historical background is not extensively discussed 

and does not analyse all current states’ actions in detail, only the ones relating to NATO’s 

current internal and external crises and tensions with Russia and Turkey. Moreover, this work 

does not concentrate on new members or prospective members because it would not fit the 

research focus. Due to word limitations, this work does not further expand on the strategic 

triangle between Russia, Turkey and the US, meaning it only focuses on precise internal 
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tensions only between NATO-Turkey related to the inter-alliance crisis, partnerships and 

external tension between NATO-Russia.  

Lastly, in regard to contextualising the partnership in cases of Georgia and Ukraine, the 

details of the conflicts, the reasoning behind the existence of these conflicts and an analysis 

of national motives are not encompassed in this work. Concerning the contextualisation of 

partnerships in case Syria, the history of NATO-Turkey relations is not analysed in detail. This 

work does not analyse the concept of proxy warfare and does not expand on this tactic of war. 

This work uses proxy warfare in connection to the case of Syria, to demonstrate how both 

actors Russia and Turkey indirectly fight through established strategic partnerships involving 

states and non-state actors.  In relation to the Syrian conflict, specifics and the main actors’ 

motivations will not be debated. Hence, due to word limitations, this research does not 

explore tangible reasons why engaged states are forming partnerships and what are their 

primary motives behind alliance formation. The contextualisation of partnerships focuses 

strictly on the existing partnerships. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

The English School of International Relations theory was chosen as the leading theoretical 

model, as it allows for a wide spectrum of analysis on how NATO’s strategic partnerships 

transformed the Alliance’s security perceptions since the end of the Cold War, and the post-

1990s period. Moreover, it exemplifies how partnerships under the PfP serve as a strategy and 

policy tool for the Alliance. This section concentrates on the English School or the society of 

states approach, which helps to unfold how NATO operates with its partners during collective 

action and analytically assesses the concept of partnership through a three-dimensional 

framework encompassed by Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism. This allows to analyse 

the concept of strategic partnership, making use of the benefits of English School, based on 

the three key traditions of International Relations (IR). NATO and its partnership framework 

are examined according to the English School’s three different spheres: first, the ‘international 

system’; second, the ‘international society’; third, the ‘world society’.85  Each sphere helps to 

uncover the significance and relevance of NATO’s use of its partnership as its new military and 
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political strategy of the 21st century. The English School best reveals why partners play a 

pivotal role in NATO’s cooperative approach to security and how they transformed NATO’s 

vision of security in the post-1990s and post-9/11 context. This work concentrates largely on 

the second sphere of the English School theory - international society, which deals with the 

idea of institutionalization of shared interests and identity among NATO members and 

partners, supported by rationalism, which has played a crucial role in the post-1990s in 

altering NATO’s security approach. Rationalism86 helps to unfold the creation of strategic 

partnerships under the PfP program, which is profoundly based on shared norms, rules and 

democratic principles of the Alliance.  

This work classifies NATO’s strategic partnership framework through the different 

spheres of the English School and explains its significance and relevance for this work. In the 

international system, NATO and its strategic partners underline the theory of power politics 

as a control mechanism of the distribution of power and interests for the maintenance of 

organisational cohesion, alliance-making and diplomacy among the allies and partners.87 

Within the international society, rationalism best depicts why after the establishment of 

NATO’s strategic partnerships in the 1990s, the process of institutionalisation helps allies and 

partners share interests, norms and rules on behalf of NATO’s new constructed identity during 

military operations, political dialogues and diplomatic rationalization in the current security 

landscape.88 Revolutionism, explains NATO’s concept of adaptation to the present security 

setting and multipolarism, which plays a pivotal role after the dissolution of the USSR, when 

NATO  positions itself globally with its main purposes as a collective defence organization, 

politico-economic organization and a security community of values in the world society.89 

Hence, distinct spheres of the English School assist in analysing NATO mainly on the second 

sphere of international society with partnerships as its main operational model in Europe. 

Thus, the English School best portrays NATO’s operational role influenced by the international 
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system and the world society in order to gain a more globalized perspective of the effects of 

multipolarism on the current security landscape.90  

Furthermore, in order to understand the transformation of NATO’s security perception 

through its partnerships in the post 9/11 context, case studies of Russia and Turkey were 

selected.  This work follows wo distinct divisions of the English School because both, the 

pluralist and solidarist interpretations, adhere to the key realist, liberalist and constructivist 

insight of the English School’s different spheres. Pluralism emphasizes on the primacy of states 

in an anarchic system, the protection of national sovereignty, and existing cooperation 

between states, despite the existence of self-interest.91 It places constraints on violence 

however, it approves the use of force and in case of hard security and defence it accepts war.92 

NATO is an international organization ruled by states, adhering individual and common 

political and security interests of its members, with the main aim to protect and secure its 

allies and the trans-Atlantic region with the use of both - hard and soft power.  It cooperates 

with non-member countries - its partners, through a partnership framework, based on 

bilateral cooperative agreements and shared interests. In contrast, solidarism is based on the 

liberal understanding of individual security and the promotion of peace through common 

norms and values. Moreover, a construvisit understanding stresses the fact that NATO uses 

its strategic partnerships to promote its democratic principles in non-member countries and 

helps its partners to acquire a strong individual security and defence posture through military 

trainings, shared norms and values.93   

3.1. The English School of International Relations Theory 

The English School is the diversity of theoretical allegiances, which assist in comprehending 

the globalized world,94 effects of multipolarism on states and organizations in the post-1990s  
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based on the international system, international society and world society.95,96,97 The English 

School is represented in this work as the main theoretical backbone, serving to understand 

complex political and security issues regarding NATO-Russia and NATO-Turkey relations and 

NATO’s transformation in the post-Cold War context with partnerships at the centre of the 

Alliance’s cooperative approach to security. Thus, it analyses why NATO established its 

partnerships in the post-1990s based on common norms and values, shared interests as one 

of its main policy and strategy in the 21st century.  

  According to Hedley Bull, the English School gravitates around its four major axioms: 

i. Sovereign states are the principal actors in the international system,98 
ii. In the international “system of states”, nations establish strong mutual impact and 

close relations with each other,99 
iii. Anarchy is present in any international system,100 
iv. States in the international system are part of the international society and they 

recognize and share common interests, values, norms and beliefs in order to imply set 
of rules and governing relations amongst each other in order to function as an 
institution.101  

Based on the following four axioms, NATO and its strategic partnerships are part of the 

international system, the international society and the world society. NATO is a principal actor 

in the area security and defence. It establishes strong relations with its partners, which have 

a significant impact on the society, system and the world through joint actions with NATO. 

Strategic partnerships are unified under the rules of the PfP program of NATO, as an 

institutional framework connected by common norms, democratic values along with shared 

strategic and security beliefs and goals. 102  
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  In order to understand NATO and the role of strategic partnerships, it is essential to 

differentiate and relate between the three main spheres of the English School – international 

system, the international society and the world society.  

  According to Hedley Bull, international system is formed when two or more states have 

sufficient contact between them and have an impact on one another’s decisions.103 Hence, 

NATO and its partnership is part of the international system because it a set of different states 

forming a system, which have sufficient contact between each other and can influence each 

other’s decision and behaviour by deploying soft power.  

  Adam Watson defines the international society as a group of individual states, united 

under a set of common rules, shared norms and values, who establish a dialogue or an 

institution, pursued by common interests and set of goals.104 Tim Dunne portrays the 

international society as a relationship, where members accept their limited responsibilities 

towards one another and the society.105  NATO’s PfP program is a society of states, an 

institutional framework, joined by individual states sharing common set of norms and values, 

peacefully promoting democracy and preserving its own security of the state. NATO strategic 

partnerships are a dialogue, united by common economic, political and security interests and 

set of goals. Stanley Hoffman clarifies a major distinction between a “system” and “society” 

whereas system, is a “contract between states and the impact of one state on another”106 and 

society is the "existence of certain common interests, values and set of rules between the 

states”107. In sum, NATO and its partnership framework are part of both, the international 

system and society because both are an institutional construction and expression of common 

interests, values, norms and legal principles, accepting mutual responsibilities along with 

carrying out joint diplomatic, political and military actions.  
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  According to Hedley Bull, anarchy is always present therefore, the world society cannot 

emerge unless it is supported by the state system and efficient political framework.108 NATO 

and its partners have access to hard and soft power. This means they utilise both therefore, 

the concept of power politics is embedded in the defence planning process of NATO, the 

implications of anarchy are observable during the high-level political meetings and 

agreements driven by insecurity, competitiveness of national interests under the protection 

of the norms of sovereignty.  

  To sum up the key theoretical thoughts of the English School; Realists argue that 

anarchy, hard power and war is a key approach in the international society.109 Liberals claim 

that there must be a balance between “hard” and “soft” revolutions meaning, peace, 

constitutions and flexible democracies shape the international society.110 Constructivists 

stipulate, that an international society is formed through a balance of national interests, moral 

values and legitimate rules accepted by the society.111 The three distinctive spheres of the 

English School, as analysed above, produce a complete image of the IR universe; mark a 

conceptual and methodological meaning of all the elements, examine all concepts through a 

three theoretical approach of the English School (i.e. Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism) 

and demonstrate a strong interlink among them.  

  The English School presents two distinctive visions of the international society - 

Pluralism and Solidarism. Hedley Bull assesses the Pluralist versus Solidarist debate and 

outlines their diverse conception of the English School based on the three traditional spheres 

analysed above. Pluralists defend the realist approach of the international society, arguing 

that diversity helps states form a society, where states are able to agree only for a certain 

minimum purposes due to political differences.112 Solidarists support the liberal and 

constructivist approach of the international society, claiming that the society can develop 

through wide-ranging norms, values, principles and institutions, covering both coexistence 
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and cooperation among actors with shared interests, goals and collective enforcement.113 The 

English School theory is a multi-conceptual and multi-dimensional theory of IR, which allows 

positioning currently NATO and its strategic partnerships in the multipolar security 

environment. 

3.2. The Strategic Images of NATO and its Partnerships Through the English School  

Currently, the Alliance is facing serious challenges for its capabilities to defend and secure its 

area and out-off area operation, driven primarily by new and disruptive technology. NATO’s 

new raison d’être captures not only defensive operations and peacekeeping outside its area 

of operation, but it also focuses on defence cooperation with its partners, regional collective 

defence and security thus, the promotion of political norms. The fundamental changes in the 

international system resulted in a new hardened security environment encompassing new 

security threats, security challenges, new vulnerabilities and risks that are perceived as 

destructive if not responded with a resilient global comprehensive approach applied by actors 

such as NATO. NATO's security adaption to the structural change of the current international 

system means: 

a) overcoming its realpolitik roots by applying hard and soft power through its 
partnership framework,114 
b) cooperating with its partners by developing a global comprehensive approach115 
governed through enforced legal principles along with appropriate political and 
military tools to manage NATO’s internal and external crises in the age of 
multipolarism.116 
 

NATO in the light of the English School demonstrates how power is compromised through 

multifunctional cooperation between its members and partners governed by a strong rule of 

law, outlined in the Washington Treaty for NATO members, and bilateral agreements with its 

partners, outlined in the PfP program. NATO’s power lies in its partnership framework, strong 

interplay among its members, deep cooperation between allies and its partners, legal 
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principles governed by shared interests (i.e. achieving absolute security and defence), norms 

and values (i.e. promoting democracy to install and preserve peace).  

The strategic images of NATO and its partnership are founded upon their politico-

economic, strategic and military roles. The Alliance has transformed into a multifunctional 

security organization, combining the following roles, see appendix 1117.  

NATO as a collective defence organization, where under Article 5 of the North Atlantic 

Treaty (1949), parties agreed to “an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or 

North America shall be considered an attack against them all”118. The Alliance is created for 

security and military cooperation in order to carry out crisis response operations and 

peacekeeping operations through collective security and joint forces.119 NATO as a politico-

economic organization, promoting democratic values, economic prosperity and projecting 

security, stability and peace. This role is based on the Democratic Peace Theory, which 

emerged from the writings of Immanuel Kant and Bruce Russet that “allied democratic states 

do not go to war against each other"120, in case of NATO and its partnerships they are united 

by common interests, identity and goals. NATO as a community of values, where democracy, 

human rights and rule of law are a pre-condition to all and “parties are determined to 

safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilization of their peoples, founded on the 

principles of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law"121.  

The following chapter analyses the evolution of NATO’s strategic partnerships. It 
briefly discusses Cold War and transitions into the post-1990s and post-9/11 setting, 
characterised by multipolarism, to demonstrate the change in NATO’s perception of security. 
It scrutinises the rise of “NATO Nouvelle” in the post-Cold War context and presents the 
Alliance’s new policy and strategy – partnerships. It aims to examine the PfP program along 
with the significance and role of NATO’s strategic partnerships.  
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CHAPTER 2: Theorising Partnerships in a Multipolar Setting 
 

4. NATO’s Perception of Security in Multipolarism 

Security through partnerships is NATO’s new vision of security in multipolarism. The Alliance’s 

perception of security was dramatically changed since the end of the Cold War with the 

disintegration of the USSR; the shift towards multipolarity; the rise of new security threats; 

NATO-led military operations in the 1990s. NATO enhanced its collective security in the 1990s 

by launching its PfP program along with its strategic partnership framework in order to identify 

and counter complex security threats (i.e. cyber and hybrid threats), gain greater security and 

stability over its area of operation along with responding to the rising NATO’s external and 

internal crises, dominated by the agenda related to Russia and Turkey in Europe.122 

Multipolarism reflects to the strengthening of new centres of power and comes under the 

paradigm of “common and shared responsibility”, which the Alliance with its partners is united 

under in order to achieve strategic stability in the 21st century.123 The current global landscape 

is confronted with turbulent shifts in the world order and new global megatrends such as: 

i. Military and economic power shift to Asia, 
ii. Increased power to non- state actors governed by technology, 

iii. The change of global demographics and the rise of scarcities, 
iv. Energy revolution, 
v. Uncertain leadership of the (United States) US and the West to fight above mentioned 

struggles.124 
 

The transition to multipolarity and these new global megatrends signify potential strategic 

shocks and danger not only to the international environment but to NATO and its partners to 

carry out its core mission of collective defence and security.125 The Alliance is entering an ‘era 

of global competition and uncertainty’ that rapidly changes, poses severe challenges and 
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offers different opportunities to NATO.126 The development of strategic partnerships has 

played a key role in changing NATO’s perception of security, altering the strategic 

environment of the Alliance and setting up a new collective defence posture in the post-Cold 

War context.127 The power and effects of multipolarism are clearly visualised in the post 9/11 

context with the rise of new powers and security threats and NATO’s crisis management 

experience in the Balkan region and Afghanistan following the September 11 attacks. This 

required the Alliance to reassess and review its strategic posture by embedding its strategic 

partnerships as a policy and strategy into its Strategic Concept 2010. In order to theorise NATO 

partnerships in a multipolar setting, it is essential to analyse the idea of NATO and the 

preliminary construction of the partnership framework in the bipolar order during the Cold 

War. This leads to the creation of the PfP program, diverse NATO’s strategic partnership 

framework along with the integration of strategic partnerships into NATO’s cooperative 

approach to security, tied closely with the emergence of the concept of “NATO Nouvelle”128 

in multipolarism. 

4.1. The Evolution of NATO’s Partnership Framework  

The evolution of NATO’s partnership framework and the PfP program, can be dated back to 

the Cold War, dominated by the bipolar power struggle between the US and the USSR, 

classical alliances along with NATO and the Warsaw Pact respectively. The preliminary 

construction of NATO’s partnership framework under the PfP program is deeply rooted in the 

Cold War, when the greatest challenge for the US and its European allies was containing the 

USSR and preventing the spread of communism.129  The USSR challenged the Cold War order 

with the creation of the Warsaw Pact while the US and Europe challenged the Cold War with 

the creation of NATO - a new type of multilateral defence agreement.130 The prioritization  of 

partnerships is based on an idea of extending classical allliances after the end of the Cold War. 
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Strategic partnerships became a new policy and strategy of preference for NATO in the post-

1990s multipolar setting, characterized by elevated political and military cooperation along 

with collective security. The creation of the Washington Treaty is a crucial legal instrument in 

the evolution of the PfP and NATO strategic partnerships for understanding how strategic 

partnerships under the PfP are used by the Alliance as a policy and strategy.  

The Washington Treaty established NATO to deter Soviet military attacks and to 

defend Europe through collective defence and military power.131 The principle of collective 

defence and military power was best defined through most prominently, Article 5 of the 

Washington Treaty – Collective Security, the army, possession of various weaponries and most 

importantly, the concept of nuclear deterrence, which was the core notion of the Cold War 

period.132 NATO ever since its foundation has been set to function as a community of values, 

collective military defence alliance and a politico-economic organization, having a common 

and shared responsibility to defend and secure itself.133 This underlines the fact that the PfP 

program and NATO strategic partnerships are a policy because they are built on the 

fundamental principles that define a democratic society. The central aim of the Washington 

Treaty was to create a military alliance, which would collectively secure its members from the 

communist ideology and the USSR aggressive behaviour.134 In the post-Cold War context, 

collective security was used as the new defence posture, where strategic partnerships under 

the PfP are the centrepiece of NATO’s cooperative approach to security.135 This means that 

the PfP serves as a strategy for the Alliance because strategic goals of NATO are achieved 

through strategic commands and the Military Cooperation Division (MCD), out of which the 

PfP is a program. The PfP is a central and permanent feature of the trans-Atlantic security 

system and partners are at its centre because they share its resources and military capabilities 

with NATO. 
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During the Cold War, the Warsaw Pact, served as an important step for NATO’s future 

important enlargement, where all non-Soviet satellite states within the Warsaw Pact 

framework joined the Alliance or the PfP program in the late 1990s, positioning strategic 

partnerships at the core of NATO's strategy in the post-Cold War context.136   

The end of the Cold War shifted NATO’s military and political strategy, changing the 

Alliance’s security perception by widening - expanding its territorial control into Central and 

Eastern Europe. Additionally, gaining territorial range through its partnership framework 

deeper into the Euro-Atlantic area, the Mediterranean, the Gulf region and across the globe. 

In the post-Cold War era, NATO established the North Atlantic Cooperation Council (NACC) in 

1991, in which members and non-members discussed political and security issues of Europe, 

moving closer to the official establishment of the PfP program. The post-1990s and the 

multipolar setting allowed NATO to create one of its new powerful instruments - strategic 

partnerships. The launch of the PfP program in 1994 marks the beginning of the Alliance's new 

security posture, introducing multilateralism as the Alliance’s main political practice, creating 

its strategic partnerships under the PfP as one of the main political and military practices to 

bond transatlantic relationships, and to enlarge the transatlantic community.137  

4.2. The Emergence of the PfP Program and “NATO Nouvelle” in Post-1990s  

Multipolarity challenged NATO by its nature and compelled it to transform itself in order to 

position itself in the new security setting of the 21st century by extending its strategic concept 

of adaptation.138 The transition to multipolarity brought three vital reordering of the world’s 

geopolitical structures, expectations and attitudes towards IR.139 First, the disintegration of 

the USSR left the US as a unipolar unit, until the September 11 attacks and the rise of new 

powers.140 Second, a more limited turmoil and conflict in its scope and geostrategic 
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implications.141 Third, more open borders allowing globalization142 and regionalization143 to 

flourish with its positive and negative implications.144 NATO became an important political 

alliance based on democratic values with primary military roles encompassing the idea of 

collective defence and expanding its military forces in various defence-positioning groups 

across Europe, using its strategic partnerships in joint force actions.145 This means NATO in the 

thr age of multipolarism became not only an Alliance principally dedicated to safeguarding its 

members against military threats but as an institutional expression of the transatlantic 

community of states promoting and uniting western values, including various partnerships.146  

Since the end of the Cold War, the main changes in NATO’s perception of security are 

governed by:  

a) introducing its New Strategic Concept over collective defence, 
b) solidifying its European pillar by offering Europe its military capacity to act together 

without the US participation, 
c) creating the PfP programme, 
d) undergoing through the process of widening.147 

This clearly expanded the Alliance’s capabilities, in relation to power through its strategic 

partnerships, utilising it as a policy and strategy in the military sector. It acknowledged its 

relevance and restated its position in Europe as “NATO Nouvelle”148 in the post-Cold War era 

and the age of multipolarism.149 
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The beginning of the 21st century represents the beginning of “NATO Nouvelle”150 as a 

politico-military Alliance of the post-1990s multipolar setting.151 One of the principal reason 

why NATO still endures is because it became an “Alliance of Democracies”, possessing hidden 

strengths that can overcome internal disputes and is ready to fight its rivals with a solid 

grounded strategic partnership framework.152  The emergence of “NATO Nouvelle”153 is a 

breaking point in the evolution of NATO’s partnership framework.154 NATO strategic 

partnerships were incorporated into the Alliance’s cooperative approach to security and used 

as the main diplomatic,  political and military tool for NATO to manage stability around its 

allies in the post-1990s.155. The concept of “NATO Nouvelle”156 was introduced at the 

Washington 50th Anniversary Summit in 1999, where the Alliance presented its three purposes 

in the new century.157 First, NATO is the “Alliance of Collective Defence” with military capacity 

to defend and secure its allies and partners.158 Second, it is the “Alliance of Collective Security” 

with institutional force, promoting values and democratic principles of the Atlantic community 

throughout Europe in an effort to project stability and security.159 Third, NATO is the “Alliance 

of Collective Interests”, whose purpose is to defend its security interests and politically and 

economically prevent any threats to attack Europe and the US.160 The multipolar settings 

added NATO an institutional and political identity therefore, NATO enhanced its 

transformation through soft power in order to be able to comprehend new global trends 

brought by the multipolar setting, identify and counter unknown threats with its strategic 

partnerships.161  
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NATO's development in regard to its new military strategy embraced both political and 

military transformations in multipolarism. It is crucial to explain the difference between the 

concept of strategy and stratagem in terms of NATO’s partnership development under 

multipolar settings. According to Sir Lawrence Freedman, military strategy is the art of 

creating power that embraces stratagem.162 This means NATO’s enlargement and the creation 

of the PfP program with partners at its centre are different forms of stratagem of the Alliance 

to create power.163 Since NATO is based on military capacity building, as Sun Tzu argued 

building of “capacity” and “strength” ultimately reaches a successfully exercised strategy.164 

This means, NATO needs to have enough strength, political and military capacity to succeed 

in its military operations as seen in the best-known missions in Kosovo, Libya, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina and Afghanistan, with partners fighting in the front line, supporting NATO.165 

Arguably, NATO’s adaptation concept in the current multipolar order is a strategy.166 Firstly, it 

is an idea, offering series of possibilities of NATO to adapt to the new security environment 

through the use of soft power, by promoting institutional changes, expanding its partnership 

framework.167 Secondly, it is practice, emphasizing the use of hard power by revealing its New 

Strategic Concept in the contemporary world, actively utilizing and incorporating its various 

partnerships under the PfP into its cooperative approach to security to have a solid defence 

posture.168 

The PfP program, launched in 1994, extended the stability and security throughout and 

beyond Europe and represents a permanent feature of the European security planning of 

NATO169, where political and democratic values shared by allies and partners are essential part 

of the strategic partnership framework under the PfP.170 The PfP is an open and transparent 

process, which brings together NATO allies and partners in a joint defence, and security 
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related activities such as crisis management, civil emergency planning and armaments 

cooperation.171 The major objectives of the PfP since 1994 is: 

1. Increasing transparency among countries in national defence planning and military 
budgeting, 

2. Promoting democratic values, 
3. Long-term development of operational forces between partner countries and NATO 

members.172 

Since the emergence of the PfP program, the idea to enlarge coexisted as an evolutionary 

process for NATO to grow in size and in political and security developments in Europe, serving 

as a pathway into NATO membership.173,174  NATO's perception of security through its 

partnerships has been considerably expanded in 1997, by giving the PfP an operational role.175 

This served as a linchpin of NATO’s new approach in the age of multipolarism, when the 

Alliance practically incorporated partners into its, diplomatic, political and military planning 

for the first time, extending it non-member countries.176  

The PfP program and NATO strategic partnerships have become a political and military 

priority for NATO’s New Strategic Concept in terms of collective security – Article 5 of the 

Washington Treaty.177 International security in today’s globalized multipolar world demands 

a responsive framework to interconnectedness, power struggle, shared vulnerabilities and 

rapid change.178 In order to combat these diverse challenges presented by multipolarism, 

NATO uses its partnerships to provide an operative international security framework, meaning 

partners are a vital key for NATO to preserve a stable and well-secured international system, 

international society and world society.179 NATO utilizes a four-system based strategy with its 

partners: interoperable military capabilities, actions in the global commons and on 
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transatlantic threats, military and security sector development along with strategic 

cooperation.180 

The significance of the PfP is that individual partners share their expertise and 

assistance to the Alliance during crises or defence processes, elevating NATO’s soft and hard 

power capacities.181 It is based on practical collaboration and commitment to democratic 

principles that define NATO.182 The PfP program promotes reforms, increases stability, and 

diminishes threats to peace and security by establishing strong security relations between 

NATO allies and partners.183 The core of the PfP is an individually formed partnership 

agreement with NATO tailored to individual needs, interests and capabilities.184 The core ideas 

of the PfP are later transformed into action by providing a framework for both bilateral and 

multilateral actions by extending partner countries abilities to take part in NATO, engaging 

military and diplomatic programs.185 

4.2.1. NATO Strategic Partnerships  

NATO actively engages with forty partners of the Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council (EAPC), 

MD, ICI and PAtG186, including Georgia, Russia and Ukraine, who hold the position of non-

member countries, which offer substantial political and military capabilities and support for 

the Alliance missions.187 

Strategic partnerships are the centrepiece of NATO’s new tactic of the 21st century and 

contribute to the Alliance’s adaptation to new security challenges and broader vision of 

security.188 Strategic partnerships, thus play a role of the ‘new alliances’, which allow NATO to 
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widely operate, adapt and shape the increasingly contested world order, without necessarily 

expanding.189 Stephen Walt defines the concept of alliance, as an “arrangement[s] for security 

cooperation between two or more sovereign states”190, whereas Joseph Nye describes 

alliances as “arrangements that sovereign states enter into with each other in order to ensure 

their mutual security”191. This work follows George Liska’s  and Edwin Fedder’s  definition of 

an alliance in relation to NATO’s strategic partnership framework  as “an explicit agreement 

among states in the realm of national security in which the partners promise mutual assistance 

in the form of substantial contribution of resources in the case of a certain contingency the 

arising of which is uncertain”192.  

Different forms of NATO strategic partnerships helped the Alliance create a more 

stable and secure culture characterized by strong determination of its members and partners 

to apply international cooperation to the task of tackling dangerous security challenges inside 

or outside NATO’s zone of responsibility.193 NATO strategic partnerships contribute to the 

reinforcement of the democratic transformation of the Alliance by constructing a more 

flexible, operative and democratically modern armed forces along with political forces.194 In 

relation to NATO’s soft and hard power, strategic partners are highly valuable especially in the 

post-9/11 context because the Alliance utilises its partnerships worldwide to achieve 

maximised security and stability over its area in series of ways such as ensuring the balance of 

power in crises, implementing stabilization forces in conflicting regions, enforcing peace and 

promoting democratic values.195 

The post-9/11 setting has transformed NATO’s security perceptions by enhancing its 

partnership framework, reaching out to global partners. Before and after the September 11 

attacks, the concept of partnership did not lose its significance, it underlined the importance 
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of the EAPC under the PfP program. However, NATO’s identity was redefined in the post 9/11 

context.196 The Alliance acquired a “new kind of enemy” entailing global terrorism as an 

internationally recognized security threat in the 21st century and raised broader global 

security questions.197 Since 2001, NATO has begun to promote a deeper multilateral approach 

in global governance, collective efforts in responding to crises and enhanced partnerships 

within the PfP, which served as a gradual tool for potential future members and partner 

countries to adopt a new security and defence approach in multipolarism. Indisputably, the 

September 11 attacks best define the meaning of collective security because NATO evoked 

first time in history Article 5 of the Washington Treaty, which strongly involved its partners. 

According to the NATO’s Strategic Concept 2010, the cooperative approach to security is more 

efficient, when fighting against terrorism with an enhanced partnership framework, especially 

with global partners. This is why NATO is founded on the principle of collective defence 

security and partners are its centrepiece, because NATO allies and partners unify political and 

military forces to counter and safeguard an attacked ally in terms of crisis as demonstrated 

with the September 11 attacks.198 

All partnerships are based on mutual interests and benefits, meaning NATO profits 

from its partnership framework.199 NATO helps strengthening its partners’ military forces, 

training and educating them in military capacity building.200 Partner countries take advantage 

of NATO’s support in promoting democratic values and establishing civilian control over 

military. Geopolitics is not the major guiding principle for NATO partnerships - it is the political 

commitment.201 NATO is a community of values, where members are abided by the principles 

of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law.202  

Currently, NATO strategic partnerships under the PfP program are facing great 

challenges within the European security environment due to NATO’s rising external and 

 
196 Dzintars Kalnis, “9/11 and the Transformation of NATO’s identity in the post-Cold War Context” (term paper, 
University of Bremen, 2010), 12. 
197 Ibid., 12. 
198 Ibid., 12. 
199 NATO Defense College, NATO’s Partnerships After 2014: Go West!, no. 92 (Rome: NATO Defense College, 
2013): 5, accessed February 4, 2020, http://alturl.com/u7y4t. 
200 Ibid., 5. 
201 Ibid., 5. 
202 Ibid., 5. 



 44 

internal challenges, the rapid evolution and increase of interdependence due to globalization 

among certain set of threats.203 NATO alone cannot and will not tackle various security 

challenges therefore, different partnerships serve as a strategy with major political and 

military role, which become indispensable during NATO-led operations in the fight against 

terrorism, to counter the proliferation of WMDs and to stop additional threats and challenges 

from occurring.204 The Alliance focuses on deepening relations with non-NATO countries and 

establishes relations to increase political and military partnership, cooperation and political 

dialogue as to achieve its key goals: increase of transparency, mutual confidence and the 

capacity of joint collective action.205 Since 2011, strategic partnerships became more 

functional  for NATO on a global level due to; dialogue and cooperation, reform, operations 

and enlargement.206 The Alliance prepares political dialogue and practical cooperation with 

its partners in order to negotiate on issues related to security.207 It enhances its abilities to 

promote democratic values and foster democratic transformation across the Euro-Atlantic 

area by assisting its partners by political, and security related advices in terms of defence, 

institutional reforms and democratic control over the region.208 NATO continues to prepare 

interested partners for their participation in NATO-led operations and defence planning 

system by paying exclusive attention to its partner’s individual interests and abilities in order 

to develop military interoperability and defence transformation.209 The Alliance supports its 

partners through the PfP program to join the Alliance with a consistent open policy to fight 

present and upcoming security threats.210  

Due to the rising NATO's external and internal challenges, the Alliance is for further 

stabilization of the transatlantic area rethinking its partnership with Ukraine and Georgia and 

expanding the non-European partnerships (in the case of Jordan, Finland and Sweden), which 
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play a pivotal role in securing the Baltic Sea region and entire High North flank.211 In relation 

to NATO’s external and internal crises, strategic partnerships help the Alliance by information 

sharing of evolving threats, stabilizing regions with collective force, offer new political and 

military expertise and support NATO during the phase of crises.  

The following chapter contextualises the use of partnerships in connection to NATO’s 

external crisis with Russia and an internal crisis with Turkey. The role of NATO’s strategic 

partnership with Georgia and Ukraine is examined in case of Russia. Moreover, the next 

chapter reveals how a strategic partnership is employed as a strategy by Turkey and Russia in 

case of Syria. 
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Chapter 3: The Rising NATO’s Challenges and the Use of 

Partnerships 

 

NATO’s partnership framework is an important policy making and a military strategy to 

combat new challenges of multipolarism. Strategic partnerships are types of alliances that 

allow to reach operational and strategic goals without firm commitments that traditional 

alliances usually involve thus, provide flexibility in reaching strategic objectives. Traditional 

alliances are not operative in a multipolar landscape. IR continually changes, this is one of the 

principal reasons why NATO’s military missions in the post-1990s are supported by 

partnerships because the traditional model of NATO’s operation is no longer applicable in the 

21st century. This is the reason why partnerships are at the centre of NATO’s cooperative 

approach to security in the post-1990s. Hence, NATO’s unilateral military invasions do not 

work in the post-1990s context thus, partners are the Alliance’s new vision of collective 

security. In both cases of Russia and Turkey, both states can challenge each other through 

effective partnerships, which provide for reduced risk compared to classical alliances, which 

have treaties. This allows both to engage in proxy warfare (i.e. through partnerships) in Syria, 

fight alongside its established partnerships and indirectly battle to pursue self-interest and 

maximise power through their partners. Strategic partnerships in this case allow for swift 

realignment between countries with a common strategic objective. Thus, partnerships as the 

new alliances give greater flexibility to states to engage in conflict, less security in a conflict 

scenario however, a higher chance in reaching its strategic objectives. Flexibility, security and 

probability is strongly interlinked with the use of partnership networks.  

 

 

High flexibility   Less Security    High Probability 

 

High flexibility does not require strong commitments of established partnerships (ad hoc 

agreements). Less security is provided due to a voluntary participation and decision of 

partners to intervene. High probabilities of succeeding are achieved due to the flexibility and 

the use of means provided by partnerships to realise strategic goals in a conflict scenario.  
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5. The Use of Strategic Partnerships  

Partnerships are a key instrument to security and stability that shape behaviour and change 

attitudes of NATO.212 The partnership framework is a way for NATO to strengthen cooperation 

in different institutions, in building new bridges between a set of countries and also in being 

much more operative in operations at a domestic and international level during crises 

situations.213 Partners assist NATO in sharing visions, advice and shape the Alliance's current 

position in relation to Russia and Turkey.214 NATO partnerships improve communication with 

partnering nations, stimulate international reforms in these nations and lead the formation of 

a like-minded community of nations through programs such as PfP.215 NATO strategic partners 

help promoting regional cooperation and stability, meaning partners are a tool for gradual 

democratization and holders of liberal norms that create regional socialization and improve 

conditions for peace.216 NATO allies and strategic partners share common interests, which 

include community values, ideology and politico-economic benefits.217 These common 

interests are the main drivers for partnership formation therefore; PfP partners are 

consciously cooperating with NATO for various reasons.218 The major reasons are outlined by 

NATO’s security dialogue and cooperation of the 21st century, meaning as the security 

environment evolves, partnerships are evolving too in order to detect, address and respond 

with collective action with NATO.219  

Partnerships play a critically important role in the present international system, where 

regular exchanges of views are needed within the Alliance and partners.220 Many security 

challenges of the 21st century are best addressed by working closely with partners who are 
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familiar with specific regions or have established relations with neighbouring countries.221 In 

this regard, EAPC and PfP are beneficial programs for both members and partners.222 By 

strengthening and consolidating NATO’s partnerships, the allies and partners benefit in three 

core fields: first, engaging partners in NATO’s political and military sector, partners may be 

eligible to pursue membership to the Alliance.223 Second, partnerships are useful to provide 

institutional support for example in the Middle East and North Africa, where partner countries 

are experienced in the recent regime change and can help with their political knowledge.224 

This means, their participation with NATO would facilitate military reforms towards 

democratization, enhanced efficiency and a higher level of contribution in international 

operations.225 Third, partners offer flexible cooperation to NATO and long-term military 

support as seen with the case of Afghanistan and  September 11 attacks.226 

The primary role of strategic partnerships for the Alliance in the 21st century is the 

provision of security with flexible means. Flexibility of strategic partnerships can be depicted 

with the example of Afghanistan in 1996-2001, when the Afghan Northern Alliance partnered 

with several countries227 including Russia and Turkey, by sharing its resources for the strategic 

purpose to defeat the Taliban, which partnered with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. The strategic 

goal was to topple Taliban regime out of Afghanistan. Furthermore, the strategic partnership 

was based on state sponsorship, where partners financially supported the provision of 

resources such as supplying fighting factions with donkey, for example.228 This is an instance 

used to portray how a several states functions as a strategic partnership, which is based on 

collaboration between various sovereign strategic interests through the share of resources 

and financial instruments to reach mutual profits. Secondly, a strategic partnership can be 

also represented with the example of Afghanistan in 2003-2014 showing the operational use 
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of partners in a complex NATO-led operation with a broader range of goals and a multicultural 

background. It merges individual interests of NATO allies and partners to form a collaborative 

structure through a partnership agreement, approving the share of various resources in order 

to reach desired long-term objectives – liberate and stabilise Afghanistan.  In sum, a 

partnership is a policy in a form of a political agreement on the instrumental means of support. 

Second, partnership is a strategy, because countries have used their resources and means of 

military support to achieve the strategic objective – in this case overthrow of the Taliban 

regime.  

5.1. NATO’s External Crisis with Russia 

In order to understand NATO’s external crisis with Russia, it is necessary to examine and 

position ‘resurgent Russia’ as a powerful actor in the Euro-Atlantic geopolitical space 

characterized by political, economic and military rivalry to dominate the regional political 

system. Russia was a special partner to NATO in the international system, as well as Georgia 

and Ukraine is, due to its unique seat in the NATO-Russia Council (NRC).229 It is crucial to 

comprehend, that Russia strategically wanted its special statute in NATO, which it officially 

gained in 2002 through formalization and the establishment of the NRC.230  

Outlining the key historical involvement of NATO-Russia relations, helps to further 

contextualise the present conflict between NATO-Russia, in regard to the Georgia and Ukraine 

to practically demonstrate the existing Russian race in terms of regional and political 

autonomy. The arms race between Russia and the Alliance is best examined through the 

historical discourse focusing on the geopolitical, economic and political force but also from 

the partnership perspective, territorial expansion, military tactics and nuclear weapons. 

Arguably, the vital significance of ‘resurgent Russia’ should not be underestimated in the Euro-

Atlantic region. Russia may threaten and makes NATO and its partners dependent since it has 

access to resources such as energy, oil, natural gas, coal and Internet data cables, which play 

a central role in the Russian economy. This means, Russia has a strategic advantages due to 

its natural resources, which generate a massive international reliance of countries on Russia 
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and pose severe implications on the Euro-Atlantic space including NATO and its partners due 

to mutual resource dependency.231 In order to comprehend the NATO-Russia external crisis, 

one must outline briefly the NATO-Russia historical development. 

The Cold War marked a political and military competition between the Warsaw Pact 

and NATO. The beginning of NATO’s relations with Russia were in 1994, when it joined the PfP 

program. The PfP allowed Russia to tighten its bonds with countries that had been under the 

USSR’s occupation.232 Arguably, Russia’s participation in the PfP program was a highly 

controversial issue because of political tensions between Russia and other members of the 

PfP program, security of the Euro-Atlantic area and the Russian idea of ‘new Europe’.233 As a 

partner, Russia contributed to peacekeeping forces as the largest non-NATO member in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. The year 1997 marks an important year in history for NATO-Russia 

relations because the Alliance and Russia agreed on the “Founding Act on Mutual Relations, 

Cooperation and Security”. This gave Russia the ability to help NATO foster stability and 

security of the Euro-Atlantic region. Furthermore, from NATO’s perspective, having Russia as 

a partner was not only beneficial for greater stability of its region of influence.  It also implied 

having Moscow on board with the Alliance rather then an opponent, letting Russia be directly 

involved in strategic affairs of the Euro-Atlantic region due to its geopolitical posture in 

Europe.   However, the first breaking point for the NATO-Russia relations began in 1997, when 

NATO celebrated a successful enlargement into the post-Soviet space with Eastern European 

nations. This enlargement added hard and soft power to NATO and it allowed for deeper 

reformation of the Alliance, which was a threat to Russia and its imaginary idea of ‘new 

Europe’.234 After the election of Vladimir Putin in 2001, NATO and Russia came closer together 

in terms of similar strategic objectives and common identified security challenges of the 21st 

century such as terrorism, WMDs and instability in Central Asia. This led to the establishment 

of the NRC, a consultative mechanism, which made both parties equal, where decisions were 

taken based on consensus despite, Russia not being part of the EAPC and the PfP program any 
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longer, much due to its individual agreement with NATO. The main reason why the NRC is 

based on consensus-building cooperation is because both parties need to politically engage 

to consult Euro-Atlantic security issues, where the success of reaching a consensus highly 

depends on the political willingness of the nation states.235 This leads to the questioning of 

NATO-Russia partnership. The NRC allowed Russia to further participate in NATO-led 

operations such as the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) mission in Afghanistan 

as a strategic and special partner, where it facilitated land transit of non-military equipment 

across the Russian territory. 

Presently Russia's complicated relations with NATO, has led to an external crisis, 

triggering a conflict scenario due to the Russo-Georgian war in 2008 and the annexation of 

Crimea in 2014. The institutional relations between the Alliance and Russia have been 

suspended since 2008, when Russia’s actions were considered to be ‘disproportionate’ and 

failed to promote democracy in the Caucasus.236 Hence, in relation to the illegal annexation 

of Crimea in 2014 and the war in eastern Ukraine, Russia has violated international law, 

NATO’s principles, the commitment to the Founding Act and produced hazard in the Euro-

Atlantic security environment. This was a ‘game changer’ for NATO, Russia’s failure of 

proximity left NATO-Russia relations damaged and frozen.237 

5.1.1. Contextualising Partnerships 

It is significant to contextualise both cases due to present existing security challenges of the 

21st century, determined by geographic size, regional and geopolitical force along with 

political and military capabilities. Presently, countries in a closer proximity to Russia are 

receiving the greatest missiles from the US to face Russia. This means, Ukraine and Georgia 

do not have to be a NATO member like Poland to receive the newest weaponry for the long-

term strategic aim to build its long-term defence capacity to safeguard its sovereignty and 

territorial integrity. Also, both countries, Georgia and Ukraine, are special partners to the 
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Alliance due to the establishment of the NATO-Georgia Council (NGC) and NATO-Ukraine 

Council (NUC), which is the primary decision-making forum, elevating both countries as NATO 

partners. Both councils signify practical cooperation and bridges Georgia and Ukraine closer 

to NATO than any other partner countries.238  

5.1.1.1. The Case of Georgia 

This section follows the sub question: What is the role of Georgia for the Alliance in the context 

of NATO’s rising external challenges with Russia in the 21st century? Geopolitically, Georgia is 

a strategic partner due to its geographic location in Caucasus in relation to energy supply to 

Europe. Politically, it is a special partner because it is democratically committed and aspires 

to be a NATO member but faces obstacles from Russia’s geopolitical perceptions. Strategically, 

Georgia engages in an extensive practical cooperation with the Alliance and increases its 

operational capacities and capabilities through NATO’s partnership framework. Georgia is one 

of the biggest non-ally contributors in NATO’s outside area operations such as in Afghanistan 

and Iraq.239 Thus, it helps Europe and NATO to widely operate outside the Euro-Atlantic area 

for political and strategic purposes. Georgia is a policy and strategy for NATO. Politically, it is 

highly committed to NATO’s democratic values and sharing of norms. Strategically, it regularly 

assists NATO in military-led operations due to its military forces.  

In order to contextualise the case of Georgia, it is vital to understand the strategic role 

of Georgia in the multipolar world, which drives its special and strategic partnership with 

NATO. Georgia has been identified as a key strategic and special partner to NATO due to its 

ambitious drive to join the EU and NATO by assisting the Alliance politically through the NGC 

and militarily in collective NATO actions. The cooperation between NATO and Georgia can 

essentially be defined as a case of resisting and balancing against Russia.240 For Georgia, Russia 

is a threatening power, which tries to deter it through an alignment with NATO but also the 
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US.241 The essential strategic point of NATO’s interest in the Caucasus was the historic post-

9/11 context, which changed NATO’s strategy towards the Greater Middle East through an 

enhanced strategic partnership framework. Georgia’s plays a crucial strategic role due to its 

geographic location in the South Caucasus area for NATO but also the US. For this reason, 

Georgia is a great asset for NATO in the PfP program due to its strategic importance as an 

energy corridor. It ensures energy delivery to Europe, bypassing Russia. This is a fundamental 

fact that shapes Georgia’s role in NATO’s perception of security. It lowers the dependency of 

Europe and NATO on Russia's natural resources, which is one of the motives for Russia to 

invade Georgia in 2008 and bombard the pipelines to cut off the energy supply to Europe and 

NATO.242  

Georgia is an important security actor for NATO because it is working hard to enhance 

its defence sector through its partnership agreement to meet the Alliance’s interoperability 

levels. As NATO’s special and strategic partner, it assists the Alliance in military-led operations. 

In Afghanistan, during the ISAF mission, Georgia was the largest non-NATO contributor, being 

the fifth largest contributor overall. Hence, during the Resolute Support Mission, Georgia 

pledged financial support to NATO for the future development of the Afghan National Security 

Force and also provided land force.243 

Due to Georgia’s long aspiration of becoming a future NATO member, it politically 

contributes to the Alliance due to its valuable democratic commitment within the NGC and 

the partnership framework. In this way, Georgia serves as NATO’s political tool, which 

frequently joins NATO negotiations and helps the Alliance spread democracy in the 21st 

century among other partners. Georgia’s high potential of becoming a NATO member has 
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triggered a security dilemma244 for Russia and the secessionist regions (Abkhazia and South 

Ossetia), thus Russian objective is to block Georgian’s accession into NATO.245  

The partnership between NATO-Georgia was enhanced from 2008 onwards. Georgia 

shares common political interests, values and norms; hence, it truly supports NATO during the 

external crisis with Russia. Russia intervens with NATO strategic partnerships in its strategic 

dispute over Georgia. NATO is interested in a politically and strategically strong Georgia by 

engaging it in diplomatic negotiations, training the Georgian army.246  

5.1.1.2. The Case of Ukraine 

This section follows the sub question: What is the role of Ukraine for the Alliance in the context 

of NATO’s rising external challenges with Russia in the 21st century? Geopolitically, Ukraine is 

a buffer state between Russia and NATO’s area of operation. Politically, Ukraine is a close 

strategic partner to NATO in terms of sharing democratic values. Strategically, NATO enforces 

Ukraine’s operational capability in order to use Ukraine as a strategic partner. Ukraine is a 

close partner committed and united with shared democratic norms and values with the 

Alliance, strategically securing NATO’s territorial borders.   

 The Ukraine crisis is the crystallisation of series longer-term problems that have been 

increasingly visible such as the strategic dissonance between Russia and the West. The 

annexation of Crimea in 2014 has become a turning point in Euro-Atlantic security. Russia was 

perceived as an aggressor, being a threat to NATO.247 Currently, NATO is supporting and 

training the Ukrainian army to raise its operational capability. 
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 NATO and Russia have a strategic dispute over Russia’s annexation of Crimea for 

tactical motives due to the fact that Russia feels deeply threatened by the NATO as stipulated 

in its National Security Strategy: 

The build-up of the military potential of NATO and the endowment of it with global 

functions pursued in violation of the norms of international law, the galvanization 

of the bloc countries’ military activity, the further expansion of the alliance, and 

the location of its military infrastructure closer to Russia borders are creating a 

threat to national security.248 

NATO’s enlargement or military activities held in the proximity to the Russian borders, is 

perceived as a direct threat to Russia. NATO is challenged by responding to the Russian non-

conventional threat including aggressive nuclear signalling and hybrid warfare.249 In this 

scenario, partners balances the ability to reinforce large combat forces and contribute with a 

sufficient military structure in the region during NATO’s response to Russia.250  

In order to contextualise the case of Ukraine, it is necessary to understand that NATO-

Ukraine strategic partnership is more extensive than with any other partner country in 

specifically the area of defence and security sector reform. The NATO Information and 

Documentation Centre in Ukraine (NIDC) plays a key role in a better understanding of Ukraine 

geostrategically.251 The NIDC also contributes to facilitating and enhancing Ukraine’s 

participation in cooperation activities with the Alliance.252  Russia steadily challenges NATO’s 

understanding of collective security through strategic partnerships, by annexing eastern 

Ukraine.253  
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February 10, 2020, http://alturl.com/65j7w. 
250 Ibid., 5. 
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Russia’s actions in Ukraine have implications for NATO's security – challenges NATO’s 

concept of partnership and its partners’ choice of foreign policy.  Since 2014, there has been 

a substantial increase in Russian activities around NATO borders, with ships, planes and 

submarines, venturing close to and occasionally across NATO borders to conduct exercises 

and cyber attacks. Furthermore, Russia is also engaged in an ongoing propaganda campaign, 

stirring up inter-ethnic tensions. It funds populist and extremist parties across Europe, in an 

attempt to split the Alliance.254 Hence, Russia is deeply involved in series of conflicts, being a 

trigger for NATO’s internal crisis with Turkey over Syria.  

 

5.2. NATO’s Inter-Alliance Crisis with Turkey 

The internal relations between NATO and Turkey deteriorated over the past few years due to 

hindered ties between Turkey and the US, Ankara’s oil and gas dispute in Cyprus, purchase of 

Russian S-400 air-defence missile system, conflict in Syria - where Kurdish-led militias 

partnered with the US against ISIS over Turkey’s strong objections - and Turkey’s hampered 

accession negotiations to the EU.255 Another essential source of this internal crisis is Turkey’s 

‘insecurity complex’, where it perceives different security threats in comparison to NATO. For 

Turkey, “security reigns supreme in societal and political development.”256 It is vital to position 

Turkey as a powerful actor in the Euro-Atlantic and Eurasian geopolitical space since the Cold 

War, when it has become a strong NATO ally.257 Thus, due to its geo-strategic location with 

borders in Europe, the Middle East, and the Caucasus, Turkey plays a key role in regional 

politics.258 Arguably, in the post-Cold War context, Turkey is more of a nationalist power 

seeking to reassert its political and military power in the region.259   
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Outlining the key historical developments of NATO-Turkey relations, helps to further 

contextualise the present conflict in Syria to practically demonstrate the Turkish ambition to 

regionally lead. It visualises the concept of strategic partnership and its use as a strategy and 

policy by individual states – Turkey and Russia. The troubled relationship between Turkey and 

NATO is best examined through the historical discourse focusing mainly on Turkey's accession 

in 1952, the Arab Spring, failed coup in Turkey and tense relations with the US in regard to the 

S-400s and F-35s purchase.260 Arguably, the vital significance of Turkey as a NATO member 

should not be underestimated in the Euro-Atlantic area and Eurasia. It strategically and 

tactically moves NATO closer to the Middle East and in relation to its defence capabilities, it is 

the second largest standing military force in NATO after the US therefore, enjoys a qualitative 

or quantitative superiority over its neighbouring countries.261 Turkey challenges and 

intensifies relations with NATO and the US because of its presence in current conflict scenarios 

in Syria with Russia and the US. This means, Turkey is a strategic asset to NATO therefore, for 

the Alliance it is important to maintain and develop better relations with Turkey to avoid a 

geopolitical cataclysm. In order to comprehend NATO's inter-alliance crisis with Turkey and 

Turkey’s perception of security, one must outline briefly the major historical developments in 

order to further contextualise the case of Syria and NATO’s perception of security.262 

During the Cold War Turkey played a major role in containing the USSR in accordance 

with the US policy, having a strategic location on the European periphery. Hence, following 

the US support, Turkey became a NATO member in 1952 – as one of its earliest allies. 

However, relations between NATO-Turkey and the US were intensified firstly in connection to 

Greece, a strategic dispute over Turkey's annexation of Cyprus in 1974. In the post-Cold War 

context, during the Balkan crises, NATO-Turkey and EU-Turkey relations were troubling due 

to Turkey’s different security perceptions and strive for influence in the region in cases of 

Yugoslavia and Kosovo, when Ankara blocked the EU-NATO cooperation due to its ‘insecurity 

complex’. Moreover, NATO-Turkey faced conflicting relations due to various military coups in 

Turkey. First, due to Turkey’s powerful regional aspirations, the Arab uprisings have crushed 
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this idea by forcing Recep Tayyip Erdoğan to make public declarations against the coup in 

Egypt, which was a failure for the Turkish foreign policy. Second, the 2016 coup attempt 

arguably harmed NATO-Turkey relations that aimed to topple the Erdogan’s government263,264 

Third, Ankara’s closer cooperation with Moscow in relation to the purchase of S-400 air-

defence missile system has triggered problematic relations with NATO. As a consequence, 

Turkey communicated to NATO and the US that it intends to purchase S-400 from Russia. In 

response, NATO argued that the Russian missile system would not integrate into NATO’s 

system; the US exerted pressure on Turkey to reverse its plans in buying S-400, in addition 

freezing delivery of a number of F-35 jets to Ankara.265 Turkey is engaged in the Syrian conflict 

with Russia and the US because it strategically occupies northern Syria to create a buffer zone 

in order to secure the Turkish state from Kurds and potential Kurdistan state, which are 

perceived as a security threat by Turkey.266  

5.2.1. Strategic Partnership  

Following the case in Syria, a strategic partnership is formed between Turkey - Syrian rebels 

and Russia - Assad regime. Both countries are involved in a proxy warfare, fighting through a 

strategic partnership, meaning that Turkey and Russia are indirectly engaging with each other 

on the Syrian soil. The case of Syria depicts a form of a strategic partnership to show the 

pursue of Turkey’s and Russia’s strategic objectives and security policy in Syria, arguably 

generating an inter-alliance crisis within NATO.  

5.2.1.1. The Case of Syria 

This section follows a sub question: What is the role of a strategic partnership in the Syrian 

conflict for Turkey in the context of NATO’s rising internal challenges in the 21st century? 

Geopolitically, Turkey aims to prevent a powerful Kurdish group in Syria. Therefore, it 
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strategically occupies Northern Syria to preclude the rise on an independent Kurdish state in 

Syria. Politically, Turkey’s goal is to have a decision-making power in case of Syria due to the 

Kurdish group, which is a significant security threat to Turkey. Moreover, it reaches out to the 

EU and NATO for political and military assistance, to support Turkey’s actions in Syria.  

The Syrian conflict is characterized by regional state actors attempting to impose their 

strategies in order to maximise their power in the Middle East region and by ethnic groups 

such as Kurds seeking for an independent state - Kurdistan. From a systemic perspective, 

actors such as Turkey, Russia and the US are deeply involved in the ongoing Syrian crisis due 

to their significant strategic interests. In relation to NATO, Erdoğan’s Turkey, being an 

important NATO ally and a regional power in the Middle East, is indirectly fighting Russia via 

proxy warfare, forming a strategic partnership with the Syrian rebels to advance its interests 

in the region. The Syrian conflict questions current geopolitical stance of Erdoğan’s Turkey, 

which is arguably oriented towards a realpolitik approach implying conflicts of interests with 

its traditional NATO allies, steaming an inter-alliance crisis within the Alliance.267  

Strategically, NATO’s and Turkey’s security objectives of Syria are diverging, meaning 

Turkey’s concerns in Syria are incompatible to the ones of NATO, regarding the Kurdish 

group.268 As a consequence, a strategic partnership was constructed, one being Turkey with 

the Syrian rebels and second being Russia with the Assad regime. Both countries have formed 

a strategic partnership through which Russia and Turkey partnered with non-state actors in 

order to pursue their individual interests to achieve their strategic goals – have control over 

Syria. This is a case depicting a strategic partnership merged by individual interests of state 

and non-state actors for mutual advantage with a wider range of goals.269  

One can point that NATO is only externally involved in the Syrian conflict, because the 

Kurdistan Workers' Party is a Turkish domestic issue, connected to Syria, not a NATO conflict. 
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This explains why article 4 and not article 5 was invoked, as Turkey demands and pressures its 

international allies (NATO) and strategic partners (EU) to extend their actions in Syria. 

Consequently, to raise pressure on NATO and the EU, Turkey released refugees, generating a 

crisis at the Turkish-Greek border.270 Turkey and its NATO allies are therefore, diverging in 

practical matters, strategically being allies and identifying for example Russia as a common 

threat in cases of Ukraine and Georgia.271 

 

 

  

 
270 "Erdogan Demands 'concrete Support' from EU, NATO over Syria," Al Jazeera, last modified March 9, 2020, 
accessed March 22, 2020, http://alturl.com/mei6m. 
271 Asya Akca and Gregory Sanders, "The Great Unwinding: The U.S.-Turkey Arms Sales Dispute," Center for 
Strategic and International Studies, last modified March 17, 2020, accessed March 22, 2020, 
http://alturl.com/yi4r5. 



 61 

Conclusion 
 
The nature of NATO has changed in the 21st century. Multipolarism had stimulated the 

process of its transformation from a classical collective defence organization into also an 

excessively political organization along with a community of values. This work emphasized 

that NATO’s strategic partnerships constitute the Alliance’s de facto new operational model 

in Europe due to partnership’s key role in altering the strategic environment becoming 

essential in helping the Alliance fulfilling its core responsibilities. Consequently, NATO’s 

partnerships are based on mutual interests, benefits and reciprocity. The concept of 

partnership is embedded in NATO’s cooperative security approach, which is founded on the 

basis of collective commitment of both Allies and partners. The fundamental advantages of 

strategic partnerships can be summarized as regional security awareness encompassing 

political and intelligence sharing, enduring participation of partners in military trainings and 

collective security. The contextualization and use of NATO's strategic partnerships as the new 

alliances is best illustrated through the case study of Russia with examples of Georgia, Ukraine 

and Turkey with the example of Syria.  

 

 NATO cooperates with its partners in order to successfully counter terrorism, enhance 

cyber warfare capabilities, enforce energy security and minimize the proliferation of WMDs. 

Strategic partnerships ensure access to a worldwide range of resources and offer a 

comprehensive set of capabilities and expertise in the field of security and defence in order to 

build a stronger partnership network based on the cooperative security approach. Currently, 

the Alliance is confronted with strategic shocks, which generate a raging landscape in the new 

era of global competition and uncertainty. This triggers NATO's transformation, adaptation 

and instituonal adjustment for the purpose to counter new security threats through 

strengthening its wide range of partnerships. Partners enhance NATO’s capacitiess in 

promoting political dialogue, democratic values, engaging in diplomatic programs, undergoing 

military trainings and lastly, assisting during NATO-led missions, crises or defence processes. 

Partnerships help NATO establish a more stable and secure strategic culture through strong 

determination and participation of partners during international operations outside the NATO 

territory along with the Alliance members.  
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This work analysed the concept of partnership in the light of the English School theory 

in three different spheres: the international society, international system and the world 

society. This theoretical model helped to reach the conclusion that strategic partnerships are 

the centrepiece of NATO’s new tactic of the 21st century, serve as a political and military 

instrument and contribute to the Alliance’s adaptation process and broader vision of security. 

The empirical part demonstrated how NATO utilizes its strategic partnerships geopolitically, 

politically and strategically. Through the application of the case study methodology of Russia 

and Turkey it can be concluded that the success of NATO’s cooperative approach to security 

is not only dependent on the Allies but substantially and extensively so on the partners. This 

means, partner countries need NATO and the Alliance relies on its partners more and more in 

order to fight the new security threats through an efficient and extended collective security 

approach. This work has identified that there are various types of partnerships. 

Institutionalized partnerships such as with Georgia and Ukraine, as discussed in the case study 

of Russia, represents the primary level of NATO’s cooperation through partnerships. On the 

other hand, informal partnerships, such as NATO member states with their counterparts, as 

discussed in the case study with Turkey, represents a separate level of security cooperation. 

Alltogether, both case studies confirm enhanced importance of partnerships strategy for 

NATO.  

 

This work proves that partnerships play a key role for the Alliance to enhance stability 

and security in the Euro-Atlantic region. Furthermore, NATO cannot solely safeguard its 

strategic regions of interest beyond Europe without including its partners in its cooperative 

approach to security. This was demonstrated with the emergence of NATO’s strategic 

partnership network in the post-1990s, where cooperation is based on mutual interests, 

benefits, reciprocity and goals. In conclusion, collective security of Europe is based on the 

mutual commitment of both the Allies and partners in order to achieve regional and 

international security and stability. Due to the present unstable multipolar security setting, 

NATO needs its partners more than ever to identify and respond collectively to emerging 

unknown threats of the 21st century. This idea was best underlined before and after 

September 11 attacks, where NATO redefined its identity, recognized a new international 

threat such as global terrorism, and collectively responded to an attack using its partnerships.  
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NATO militarily and politically benefits from its interaction with different partners in 

responding to crises in the area of security and defence through its partnership network.  The 

strategic partnerships, underpinned by the EAPC and the PfP program, is crucial due to NATO’s 

objectives to safeguard its area of interest against external security threats such as Russia. 

Russia is defined as a powerful agent in the Euro-Atlantic security environment and is an 

important actor for NATO due to its common strategic and political interests to tackle rising 

security threats. This underlines the idea that the Alliance secures and defends the Euro-

Atlantic region through its established partnerships by promoting and extending democratic 

control, regional cooperation, collective security and defence restructuring between NATO 

and the Euro-Atlantic partnership.  

 

NATO has embraced the concept of ‘multipolarism’ - being the core element of a 

multipolar cosmopolitan world. Allies and partners are dependent on the political 

determination to overcome political challenges, to foster their sovereignty and to enhance 

cohesion in the new cosmopolitan world. This is the reason why NATO extends its adaptation 

process and institutional reform to respond to the new security threats (i.e. hybrid and cyber 

threats), which are increasing in their level of danger, both to NATO members and partners.  

 

For further research, this work recommends the study of the Sino-Russian strategic 

partnership. The Sino-Russian relations are considered to be the world’s most important rising 

alignment. Since, both are currently challenging international affairs by its revisionist 

approach, the author finds it relevant to conduct a study on NATO’s and its partners’ future 

strategy and global policy to defend the interests of the liberal democracies in order to avoid 

a global cataclysm.   
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