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Exercise 6: What evidence is there in Sources 37-41 to indicate that NATO was a purely 
defensive alliance?


The North Atlantic Treaty was signed by western powers in 1949, “in order to form a 
purely defensive alliance against the Soviet Union“. Sources 36 to 41 will be analyzed in 
the following, too see whether this is completely true. 


Source 37 gives two articles from the treaty, with one verb taking a central role: “to 
resist“. The main idea of the two articles is to defend an attacked NATO member, 
together, as if one was attacked oneself. This concept was inspired by the Treaty of 
Dunkirk, in which France and the United Kingdom agreed to assist each other in 1947, in 
the event of an attack from Germany or the USSR in the WW2 aftermath. Only this time, 
the Benelux nations, Canada, Portugal, Italy, Norway, Denmark, Iceland and the USA, the 
world nuclear power of the time, were signatories of the treaty as well. It is safe to say 
that this expansion was triggered by the Berlin Blockade, and a reaction to the behaviour 
of the Soviet Union, to show that the West would hold together against them, especially in 
case of military offenses against them. The treaty gave the allies more security, that one 
would be helped, in case of an attack. 


In Source 38, Stalin accuses the North Atlantic Treaty for “splitting the world into two 
military blocks“. Being the main opponent of the USA and its allies, and thereby NATO, 
his scepticism is understandable. Why would he be in favour of an alliance between 
western nations, that he was trying to drive out of West Berlin? Relating his quote to the 
question, he does not speak of fearing an attack from the West. This could bring up the 
thought that he might not fear an attack from NATO, but rather sees it as an alliance, to 
oppose Soviet actions. This interpretation is further supported by the the fact that the 
Warsaw Pact wasn’t signed until 1955, after West Germany had joined NATO. Stalin 
always wanted Germany to remain undeveloped, to avoid an invasion as in WW2. But 
after the German Federal Republic joined NATO, there was a direct border between the 
Communist states and the Western allies, making Stalin more nervous about an attack 
than before. 


Source 39, on the other hand, clearly shows NATO as an aggressive alliance. This is 
because the cartoon was drawn in 1963, after Germany had joined NATO, as previously 
explained. This is significant for the cartoon, since the dog, portrayed as NATO, trying to 
attack East Germany, wears an iron cross. This cross was worn in the Nazi military, and 
represents the Russian fear of another invasion going out from Germany. Hence this 
cartoon displays the NATO as aggressive, so this is the wrong cartoon to look for 
evidence for NATO being a defensive alliance.


The cartoon shown in Source 40 presents NATO as a play in a card game between the 
West and the Soviet Union. The leaders from NATO countries, Truman at their front, are 
waiting for a reaction from Soviet leader Stalin. This is important, because it makes clear, 
that the North Atlantic Treaty was a step to directly oppose the Soviet Union. Coming 
back to the question, the cartoonist Low does not picture the alliance as aggressive, but 
he criticises that the defensive pact is a provocative “all against one“ approach. Why Low 
chose a heart-card to represent the Atlantic Pact is not fully clear, it might represent the 
alliance, but it surely isn’t a peace offer to the USSR.
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Source 41 shows a world map from the late 1940s, with colour coded members of NATO 
and allies of the USSR. Looking for evidence that the treaty was purely defensive, one 
detail is significant: NATO does not share a great direct border with the Soviet bloc, only a 
short passage in Norway directly connects the two opposing camps (ignoring the bering 
sea, since the cold conditions and sparse population here make military actions difficult). 
If the North Atlantic Treaty was signed to attack the USSR, it is safe to say that the 
organisation would have included more countries bordering the Soviet Union, to have a 
successful invasion. Stalin himself understood this too, the Warsaw Pact wasn’t signed 
until West Germany, a direct neighbour of the east bloc joined NATO.


To conclude, Sources 37 to 41 indeed give evidence for NATO to be a defensive alliance. 
As displayed in Source 40, it may be provocative towards the USSR, but as Source 37 
and 41 indicate, the alliance was created to resist attack, and not to invade oneself. Stalin 
understood this, and “only“ criticised the West for splitting the world into two military 
blocs. When West Germany joined NATO in 1955, this viewpoint changed, as shown in 
Source 38.


Exercise 7: Read Source 38. What ‘grave consequences’ do you think Stalin had in mind?


As analysed above, Stalin criticises the North Atlantic Pact for splitting the world into two 
military blocs, but it does not seem like he fears an invasion from the allies. This worst 
case scenario might not be likely, but there are other side effects of the North Atlantic 
Treaty that are more significant. Source 41 describes a connection between the two 
hostile camps (NATO and the Eastern Bloc) and the time before WW1. In 1914, Europe 
had also been divided, into the allied and the central powers. It is likely that Stalin feared 
a similar scenario, of armament on both sides, to be prepared for an attack from the 
other, flexing ones muscles, until an incident sparks the next world war. With the USA 
now being a nuclear power, the consequences could be even more severe, especially for 
the Russians. They might have been close to having nuclear weapons, but it took three 
more months until the first Russian atomic missile was tested successfully. This means, 
that at the time of the statement, Stalin would have been more or less without chance in 
an atomic world war. Stalin couldn’t put it this way in his statement of course, which is 
why he said that the “entire international situation“ would be negatively affected. Using 
the rhetorical method of slippery slope, his chain of thoughts is that two camps mistrust 
each other (Truman Doctrine), they take measures separately (Deutsche Mark), oppose 
each other (Berlin Blockade), now they set up military defenses against one another 
(NATO), what could follow? A next world war? Deaths in the 100 millions? Nuclear 
armageddon? The war might not be sparked by an invasion of the USSR or a NATO 
member, but seeing how things could have gone in the Korean war, Vietnam, the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, and many other proxy wars, Stalin’s vision wasn’t completely unjustified. 
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