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Greece’s entry in NATO: a reevaluation
The year 1952 was a turning point for Greece and for this part of Europe. Until that time, the Balkans had proved to be a field where the Great Powers mostly exercised their influence; the Balkan states were, more or less, passive receivers of the effects of the power of others; and whenever they were not, they usually were at each other’s throat, giving ground for their degrading description as the “powder keg of Europe.” The advent of NATO in this region played a major role in changing this. 
Let us first try to assess the importance of NATO’s first enlargement in the larger historical context. To this end, we need to turn our attention to its impact on regional trends. This has been a troubled area of Europe and of the globe: we call it South-eastern Europe today, but we must not overlook that its tensions were the fruits of a larger historical process, namely the Eastern Question. Since at least the 1870s, national rivalries had caused a series of wars – including irregular conflicts – in the region. By the first half of the 20th century, two Balkan Wars, and the participation of the regional states in the two world wars had produced an explosive legacy. From 1885 until 1944, all neighbouring Balkan countries – with the sole exception of Greece and Serbia – had fought against one another, and more than once. Moreover, by 1944 the ascent of Communist regimes in the Balkan hinterland produced an osmosis of older nationalist rivalries with new socio-political cleavages, and Greece itself was absorbed in a vicious civil war from 1943 to 1949. The Balkan states continued their old antagonisms, exactly because the new political tensions combined with older nationalist aspirations. Thus, in 1944 the new Bulgarian communist regime proved reluctant to evacuate the Greek territories of Eastern Macedonia and Western Thrace that its fascist predecessor had occupied. In 1946-7, during the Peace Conference, Greece claimed the rectification of the Greek Bulgarian frontier, and in turn faced a combined claim of Bulgaria on Western Thrace and of Yugoslavia on Greek Macedonia. Tito’s hegemonist aspirations towards Greece, Albania and Bulgaria proved to be a constant source of tension. To make matters worse, the Greek civil war was complicated by the support that the neighbouring Communist countries provided to the Greek Communist Army. And even in the early 1950s, frontier incidents were frequent in the Greek-Bulgarian border. If we were living in the late 1940s, any reasonable forecast would suggest that these tensions would once more escalate into regional conflict. A new series of Balkan wars would be a natural continuation of a very persistent pattern.

The main reason that this did not happen involves the coming of the major Cold War alliances in this part of Europe – in our case, Greece’s and Turkey’s accession to NATO in 1952. NATO’s coming in South-eastern Europe meant that the regional rivalries were incorporated into the larger European – and arguably, global – Cold War conflict. The regional powers no longer had the luxury to clash with one another, as this could spark a general war. Thus, NATO had a stabilizing influence in a region which had proved to be painfully unstable in the previous decades. Of course, we, historians, will continue to debate whether NATO offered to Greece and Turkey real military security from the Soviet bloc, or merely a political stabilization through deterrence. However, NATO’s deterrence had a soothing effect on the region. First, it raised the cost for the Bulgarians in case they sought a new expansion to the south, at the expense of Greece and Turkey. Second, NATO’s deterrent role provided Greece and Turkey with a much needed sense of security, which allowed them both to prove more moderate towards their Soviet bloc neighbours, but also to turn their attention to their internal reconstruction. By facilitating peace in the south of the Balkans, NATO played a major role in the overcoming of the remnants of the Eastern Question in the region, and definitely stabilized the inter-state borders, including the thorny and potentially explosive security aspects of the Macedonian question between Greece and Bulgaria. Arguably, NATO can play a further role even today, in facilitating a definite compromise on the other aspects of that Macedonian problem, leading to a full stabilization of the region. There is nothing more deleterious in international affairs than territorial disputes, which poison inter-state relations and prevent mutual confidence from being established. Arguably, the cessation of territorial disputes in the Balkans – which NATO facilitated – is the most important precondition for the Balkan states to end their century-old animosities and to seek, in the long term, a common future within the European community of nations.

NATO’s stabilizing role has been extremely important also between the alliance members themselves. Although the alliance never intervened or mediated in the Greek-Turkish disputes after 1955, and thus failed to effect a definite Greek-Turkish pacification, the participation of the two states offered a sense of community of interests, opened valuable additional channels for contact and communication, and allowed the alliance to exert a further moderating influence. Interestingly, the major deficit of Balkan stability in the post-Cold war era was recorded in Yugoslavia, namely, a country which was not fully incorporated in the Cold War institutions. I often wonder whether this has much to do with the Yugoslav tragedies that we have witnessed since the early 1990s. Yet, this is a hypothetical question, which historians usually evade, and you will allow me to refrain from trying to answer it.
Turning our attention specifically to Greece, accession to NATO was achieved thanks to the significant diplomatic skills of the Liberal leader, Sophocles Venizelos – to whom we should today pay a tribute – and meant a dramatic amelioration of the country’s security problem. It is true that, throughout the Cold War, NATO’s actual military potential in repelling a Soviet attack in the Balkan area was rather limited; but so it was even in the Central Front, in Germany, the focal point of Cold War military confrontation. Yet, the alliance guarantee offered for Greece a crucial deterrence which it could have never possessed through its own national resources. It could reasonably be argued that 1952 was a turning point in Greece’s age-long search for security. Moreover, NATO accession signaled an unprecedented upgrading of the country’s international position. This was the very first time in its history, that the Greek state participated as an equal in a major alliance together with the Great Powers of the West. Greece did not have a bilateral alliance with Britain even during the two world wars. It was for the first time in their history, that Greek statesmen had the chance to sit together with their Western colleagues in the North Atlantic Council, and be able to make their voice heard. Having seen the NATO archives, I can assure you that they really enjoyed it. But even if we, today, can take this for granted, it was a result of 1952.
But let us go beyond the specific historical moment, or issues of strategy and military balance, to try to assess the wider importance of accession in the dynamics of Greek history. To this end, we need to rethink the nature of NATO itself. Contemporary bibliography stresses that – even at the time of its genesis in 1949 – NATO was seen as being more than a simple military arrangement: it was a union of sovereign states, based on common values, political and cultural. Above all, NATO was a major (as they said at that time) “Western organization”, a pivotal part of an institutionally organized post-war West. This West was institutionalized militarily (through NATO), economically (through the OECD, GATT and other organizations) and culturally, through the Council of Europe and other institutions. Participation in NATO and the other organizations was for Greece a major step in its process of integration in the West. 
Again, we tend to take this for granted – and, sometimes, as a society to play, or even to gamble, with our Western identity. Yet, before 1952 this Western identity was not a foregone conclusion. Before the Second World War there was a different definition of geopolitical areas: Greece still belonged to a “Near East” or indeed to an “Orient”. Thus, in 1863, coming to Greece to assume his throne, King George I declared his intention to build “a model Kingdom [namely, a European state] in the East”, where the country belonged. In the second half of the 19th century, Constantinos Paparrigopoulos, the father of modern Greek academic history, spoke about the task of modern Hellenism to modernize the East, to which the Greek world belonged. It was only after the early 1950s that Greece formally became a member of the West. And its participation in NATO was one of the crucial tools through which this momentous process came to a successful conclusion. Of course, integration in a military system was an “easy” way to seek entrance into a wider community of nations. Yet, as I just said, NATO was not just a military arrangement; it was a value-oriented union of states, seeking to safeguard their institutions, freedom, and way of life in the face of the unprecedented challenges of the post-war era. Moreover, evidently the post-war Greek leaderships saw NATO membership as a stage in an ongoing process of joining the West, a process crowned by the country’s entrance in the European Communities/Union later. Greece’s path to Westernization, Europeanization and integration involved a huge effort both of the leaderships and the Greek people; a long march, of which NATO accession was a pivotal episode. Moreover, Greece’s continuing membership and contribution remains a pivotal aspect of its Western identity. 
Admittedly, it is not easy to belong to an alliance – and indeed, an alliance with so salient political and cultural characteristics, an alliance based on values as well as on interests. This calls for the development of additional skills, such as moderation, the will to compromise, self-restraint, which need to complement one’s determination to look after one’s interests. Moreover, such skills need to be developed not only in the diplomatic service – this, as we will all agree, can be taken for granted for Greek diplomacy – but also in civic society, for we are democratic societies, and our union cannot but reflect this fundamental fact. Perhaps, the development of such mental attitudes is more difficult in the case of small states, which are always more vulnerable to sudden changes in the international system than the major members or the alliance. Yet, participation in such a union of Western nations is also an integral part of our long trip towards maturity as a society. It has proved for Greece not only beneficial but also educational, in the major interactive process which is the development of the contemporary West.
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