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Abstract 

This paper examines the wave of NATO expansion and extension eastwards, focusing on its 

implications for Russian National Security. Since the end of the Cold War, NATO has undergone 

significant enlargement, incorporating several Eastern European countries into its membership. 

This eastward expansion has been perceived by Russia as a threat to its national security, leading 

to increased tensions between Russia and the West. The paper analyzes the historical context of 

NATO expansion, the key drivers behind it, and the Russian perspective on the issue. It also 

explores the implications of NATO's expansion on Russian National Security, including the impact 

on its military strategy, foreign policy, and relations with the West. The paper concludes by 

discussing the potential consequences of continued NATO expansion and offers recommendations 

for a more cooperative approach to European security. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the end of the Cold War, the eastward expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO) has remained one of the most contested issues in European and global security politics. 

What began in the early 1990s as a project of institutional integration and reassurance for post-

communist states in Central and Eastern Europe has, over time, evolved into a central fault line 

between Russia and the West. For NATO and its member states, enlargement has been justified as 

a sovereign choice of states, a mechanism for stabilizing fragile democracies, and a defensive 

response to emerging security threats. For the Russian Federation, however, NATO’s progressive 

extension towards its borders has been perceived as a direct challenge to its national security, 

strategic depth, and status as a great power. After the Cold War NATO expanded repeatedly into 

Central and Eastern Europe (1999, 2004, 2009, etc.), a process presented by NATO as 

consolidating liberal-democratic stability in Europe. The 1997 NATO–Russia Founding Act 

attempted to anchor post-Cold-War cooperation while acknowledging that NATO retained the 

right to act independently. At the 2008 Bucharest Summit NATO declared that “Georgia and 

Ukraine will become members” while not offering an immediate Membership Action Plan. Finland 

joined NATO on 4 April 2023; Sweden’s accession was completed by early 2024 after a longer 

ratification process. More recent Alliance measures have increased military presence and 

coordination in the Nordic–Baltic region 

The resurgence of great-power rivalry, particularly following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 

2014 and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, has intensified debates about whether NATO 
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expansion is a cause of insecurity or a response to it. This paper critically examines the waves of 

NATO’s eastward expansion and analyzed their implications for Russian national security. 

Drawing on realist and security dilemma frameworks, the paper argued that NATO enlargement 

has contributed to a cycle of mutual threat perception, in which measures intended to enhance 

security for one side have simultaneously deepened insecurity for the other. The paper further 

traced the historical evolution of NATO expansion, examining Russia’s security perceptions, and 

analyzing the military, political, and strategic consequences of enlargement for Russian national 

security. 

2. The Historical Trajectory of NATO’s Eastward Expansion 

2.1 NATO Enlargement after the Cold War 

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, NATO faced an existential question regarding its 

role in a post-bipolar world. Rather than dissolving, the Alliance redefined its mission and 

gradually expanded eastward. The first major wave of enlargement occurred in 1999 with the 

admission of Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic—former members of the Warsaw Pact. 

This was followed by a much larger expansion in 2004, when seven additional states, including 

the Baltic republics of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, joined NATO (Asmus, 2002; Goldgeier, 

1999). From NATO’s perspective, enlargement was consistent with liberal institutionalist logic: 

integrating former communist states into Euro-Atlantic institutions would consolidate democratic 

reforms, promote regional stability, and prevent the re-emergence of power vacuums in Eastern 

Europe (Risse, 2003). Enlargement was also framed as a voluntary process driven by applicant 

states, rather than a coercive geopolitical strategy directed against Russia. 

How Russia frames the expansion (Moscow’s Security Logic) 

From the Russian perspective, NATO’s forward movement is experienced as the loss of strategic 

depth and the placement of increasingly capable military infrastructure closer to its borders—

especially around the Baltic, Black Sea and Arctic approaches. Russian official statements and 

doctrine often present expansion as a Western attempt to encircle Russia and degrade its ability to 

deter threats, which Moscow treats as existential for regime survival and great-power status. The 

1997 Founding Act attempted to defuse such tensions but did not remove alliance prerogatives; 

Kremlin narratives emphasize that political promises do not eliminate the military-strategic 

consequences. 

2.2 Attempts at NATO–Russia Accommodation 

Recognizing Russian sensitivities, NATO sought to institutionalize cooperation with Moscow. The 

1997 NATO–Russia Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and Security affirmed that 

NATO did not consider Russia an adversary and pledged restraint in the permanent stationing of 

substantial combat forces in new member states (NATO, 1997). This was later reinforced by the 

establishment of the NATO–Russia Council in 2002. Despite these mechanisms, fundamental 

disagreements persisted. Russian leaders interpreted NATO expansion as violating informal 

assurances allegedly given at the end of the Cold War that NATO would not expand “one inch 
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eastward,” although Western officials dispute the legal binding nature of such claims (Sarotte, 

2014). These competing historical narratives laid the foundation for deep mistrust. 

2.3 The Bucharest Summit and the Ukraine–Georgia Question 

Tensions escalated significantly at NATO’s 2008 Bucharest Summit, where the Alliance declared 

that Ukraine and Georgia “will become members of NATO” at some future date. Although no 

Membership Action Plan was granted, the declaration marked a symbolic red line for Russia, 

particularly given Ukraine’s geographic, cultural, and strategic importance (Mankoff, 2014). 

Russia’s subsequent war with Georgia in 2008 and its annexation of Crimea in 2014 are widely 

interpreted as attempts to prevent further NATO encroachment into what Moscow considers its 

vital sphere of influence (Allison, 2017). These events transformed NATO expansion from a 

largely political issue into a direct military-security concern 

3. Russian Perceptions of NATO Expansion 

3.1 Strategic Depth and Historical Experience 

Russian security thinking has been profoundly shaped by historical experiences of invasion, 

particularly from the West. From Napoleon’s invasion in 1812 to Nazi Germany’s Operation 

Barbarossa in 1941, Russia’s strategic culture places a premium on territorial buffers and depth 

(Trenin, 2011). NATO’s expansion into Eastern Europe, and especially into the Baltic region, is 

perceived as eroding this buffer and exposing Russia’s core regions to potential military pressure. 

From Moscow’s perspective, the inclusion of states bordering Russia transforms NATO from a 

distant political alliance into a proximate military presence. Even if NATO is defensive in doctrine, 

Russian strategists argue that proximity itself alters the balance of power and reduces warning and 

response times in a crisis (Charap & Colton, 2017). 

3.2 NATO as a Threat to Regime and Status Security 

Beyond conventional military concerns, NATO expansion is perceived by Russian elites as a threat 

to regime security and national prestige. NATO’s association with liberal democratic norms and 

Western political influence is viewed as undermining Russia’s domestic political model and its 

claim to great-power status (Sakwa, 2015). In this context, opposition to NATO expansion serves 

an important domestic political function. The Kremlin has consistently framed NATO enlargement 

as evidence of Western hostility, thereby legitimizing increased defense spending, centralization 

of power, and restrictions on political opposition (Tsygankov, 2016). 

4. Security Dilemma and Military Implications 

4.1 NATO Expansion and the Security Dilemma 

The interaction between NATO expansion and Russian responses is best understood through the 

concept of the security dilemma. As Jervis (1978) explains, actions taken by states to increase their 

security can unintentionally threaten others, leading to spirals of mistrust and arms competition. 

For NATO members and aspirants, enlargement enhances security by extending collective defense 
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guarantees. For Russia, the same process signals encirclement and strategic vulnerability. This 

divergence has resulted in reciprocal military adaptations that heighten tensions rather than reduce 

them. 

4.2 Russian Military Responses 

In response to NATO’s eastward movement, Russia has undertaken extensive military reforms and 

modernization. These include the strengthening of its Western Military District, the deployment 

of advanced missile systems such as the Iskander in Kaliningrad, and the development of anti-

access/area denial (A2/AD) capabilities designed to restrict NATO’s operational freedom near 

Russian borders (Giles, 2017). Russia has also emphasized nuclear deterrence as a core component 

of its security strategy. The proximity of NATO forces has reinforced Moscow’s reliance on 

nuclear signaling as a means of offsetting conventional inferiority, thereby increasing the risks of 

escalation in a crisis (Arbatov, 2018). 

5. Political and Strategic Consequences for Russian National Security 

5.1 Regional Instability and Conflict Dynamics 

Rather than producing a stable European security order, NATO expansion has contributed to 

persistent instability along Russia’s periphery. Conflicts in Georgia and Ukraine illustrate how 

contested enlargement zones can become flashpoints for great-power confrontation (Mearsheimer, 

2014). From the Russian perspective, these conflicts are defensive actions aimed at preventing 

further NATO penetration. From the Western viewpoint, they are acts of aggression that justify 

additional NATO reinforcement—thus reinforcing a self-perpetuating cycle of hostility. 

5.2 Arms Control Erosion and Strategic Stability 

NATO–Russia tensions have coincided with the erosion of key arms control agreements, including 

the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. The collapse of these regimes has further 

undermined strategic stability, increasing uncertainty and the likelihood of miscalculation (Acton, 

2020). Russia argues that NATO’s expansion and missile defense systems undermine the 

credibility of its deterrent, while NATO contends that Russian actions necessitate defensive 

countermeasures. The absence of robust arms control frameworks exacerbates insecurity on both 

sides. 

6. NATO Expansion after 2022: A Turning Point 

Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine marked a decisive turning point in European security. Far from 

halting NATO enlargement, the war accelerated it. Finland and Sweden—long-standing neutral 

states—applied for and gained NATO membership, significantly extending the Alliance’s border 

with Russia (Smith, 2023). 

Ironically, an action intended by Moscow to prevent NATO expansion resulted in its most dramatic 

enlargement in decades. For Russian national security, this outcome represents a strategic setback, 

reinforcing the perception that coercive measures have been counterproductive. 
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7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

NATO’s eastward expansion has been a central driver of post–Cold War European security 

dynamics and a core concern for Russian national security. While NATO enlargement has 

provided reassurance and stability for new member states, it has simultaneously intensified 

Russian perceptions of encirclement, loss of strategic depth, and regime vulnerability. The 

resulting security dilemma has produced a cycle of mutual suspicion, military buildup, and 

regional conflict. This paper has argued that NATO expansion is neither the sole cause of Russia’s 

confrontational behavior nor an innocuous policy devoid of strategic consequences. Rather, it is a 

structural factor that interacts with Russian strategic culture, domestic politics, and great-power 

aspirations. A sustainable European security order will require not only credible deterrence but 

also renewed efforts at dialogue, arms control, and risk reduction to manage the profound mistrust 

that NATO expansion has helped to entrench. 
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