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13 Military Alliances

 1 Read the text on alliances and answer the questions.

A military alliance is an agreement between two or more nations for broad, long-term goals that develop the 
common interests of its members. Its primary purpose is national security (protection against threats from other 
countries), but it often involves non-military agreements too, since states often enter into alliances to strengthen 
bonds or to manage confl ict with a particular nation. Military alliances can be defence pacts, where countries 
undertake to support and defend each other militarily; non-aggression pacts, national treaties where the parties 
involved promise not to engage in military action against each other, and ententes, where the signatories promise 
to discuss or to cooperate with each other in case of a crisis or military action.
This may be achieved by balancing, that is setting up an alliance to respond to a threat before it becomes too 
menacing, or bandwagoning, that is siding with the source of danger in the hope that this benefi ts a nation’s own 
national interests. In other words, a nation forms an alliance either by joining forces against, or with, the principal 
external threat. A formal military alliance has three main benefi ts:

• it can help to deter actions by potential enemies

• it grants a stronger perception of ‘legitimacy’ within an international scenario

• it gives geostrategic access to key areas where national interests are at stake.

The main risks with military alliances is due to their instability and uncertainty. One of the main concerns is that when 
circumstances change, shared practical goals, which are more than paramount to the life of alliances itself, begin to 
crumble: as Lord Palmerston once said, ‘Nations do not have permanent friends, only permanent interests.’ 
Another concern is about ‘free-riders’, that is a member of an alliance that willingly receives the security advantages 
without bearing the fi nancial and military responsibilities that come with membership. 
A third challenge lies in discouraging aggression against allies and ensuring that they do not behave recklessly. 
And fi nally, one of the most contentious issues in alliances is the use of national caveats, which are the restrictions 
that each member state puts on how the organization can employ their forces.

1 What is the key goal of an alliance?
2 Why do states enter into military alliances? 
3 What is the difference between balancing 

and bandwagoning? 

4 What does Lord Palmerston’s sentence mean?
5 Why could ‘free-riders’ be an issue in an alliance? 
6 What is a caveat?

 2  Complete this extract from a military academy lesson on international alliances with the words from the box.

power    considerable    weaker    exchange    protection    own    international
threatening    increasing    strategy

Now, I’m going to explain two very important strategies in (1) ____________________ alliances.

Balancing is a (2) ____________________ taken by a state to actively safeguard security and push on its 

(3) ____________________ interests by (4) ____________________ its power against the most powerful and 

(5) ____________________ actors in order to nullify the future dangers. Balancing is all about shifting the 

(6) ____________________: from a situation that benefi ts the leading state to a more level setup. 

Bandwagoning is a different way to preserve own security: it’s seeking (7) ____________________ from 
a stronger or threatening power, often by allowing the more powerful state to act in its own interest only. 

This happens when (8) ____________________ powers actively look for stronger ones to ally with when there 

are no actual threats: minor actors give up a (9) ____________________ degree of international autonomy in 

(10) ____________________ for protection by the major one.
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 3  23  Listen to the main points defi ning an alliance, 

and answer the questions.

1 What are the main points defi ning an alliance? 
2 Why is signing a treaty so important for allies? 
3 What is the main purpose of an alliance?
4 What principle strengthens the allies’ commitment?

 4  Read the text on the United Nations and its principal organs, then match the words with their defi nitions.

Note the difference between a military 
alliance and a coalition. 
Military alliances occur when the contracting 
parties promise to support each other in case 
of a crisis or a future threat that has not been 
identifi ed at the time the agreement is signed. 
Coalitions are formed after a crisis has 
already broken.

The United Nations (UN) is the largest, most 
powerful, and most internationally represented 
intergovernmental organization in the world. 
It aims to promote international co-operation and 
to create and maintain international order, but 
its sphere of infl uence is wider: it spreads from 
maintaining international peace and security, to 
pushing sustainable development, from protecting 
the environment, to actively supporting human rights, 
from promoting social and economic development, 
to providing humanitarian and health aid in cases of 
famine, natural disaster and armed confl ict to people 
all around the world. 
It was founded in 1945, after World War II, to prevent 
another similar confl ict. Its founding member states 
were 51 – to the present day, they are 193. The 
permanent member of the UN Security Council are 
the fi ve states which since 1945 were granted a 
permanent seat on the UN Security Council (UNSC): 

the United States, the United Kingdom, China, 
France, and the Soviet Union, now Russia. 

These countries hold veto power over UN 
resolutions, that is a permanent member 
can block the adoption of a resolution.
The headquarters of the UN, which 

experiences extraterritoriality, 
is in New York City, but other 
main offi ces are in Europe 
(Geneva and Vienna), and 
Africa (Nairobi); headquarters 
and agencies operate on the 
basis of diplomatic immunity. 

The  General Assembly  is the 
main deliberative assembly 

of the UN: all UN member states take part in its yearly 
sessions, in which the assembly president is elected 
from among the member states; special sessions can 
also be called if an emergency arises. Each member 
country has one vote: when voting on important issues 
regarding security, peace, budget, election of members to 
organs, or about admission, suspension, and expulsion 
of members, a two-thirds majority of those present and 

voting is required, 
while a majority vote 
is suffi cient for all other 
matters. Apart from 
approval of budgetary 
matters, its resolutions 
are not binding on the 
members. The General 
Assembly appoints the 
UN Secretary-General 
which leads the UN Secretariat.

The  UN Secretariat  provides studies, information, 
and all the facilities the UN bodies may need for their 
meetings. It also carries out tasks as directed by the 
other UN bodies. 
The Secretary-General role has evolved into a dual 
role of an administrator of the UN organization and a 
diplomat and mediator addressing disputes between 
member states and bringing to the Security Council’s 
attention any issue which may threaten the maintenance 
of international peace and security. There are no specifi c 
norms, but it has become accepted that the role shall be 
held for a maximum of two fi ve-year terms.

The  Security Council  has the high task of 
maintaining peace and security among countries. 
While other organs of the UN can only make 
‘recommendations’ to member states, the Security 
Council has the power to make binding decisions, 
called ‘resolutions’, that member states have agreed 
to carry out. The Security Council is made up of 15 
member states: the 5 permanent members, and 
10 temporary seats, held for two-year terms, with 
fi ve member states per year voted in by the General 
Assembly on a regional basis. 

The  Economic and Social Council  (ECOSOC) is 
the General Assembly’s right hand in promoting 
international economic and social co-operation and 
development, and its functions include information 
gathering, advising member nations, and making 
recommendations. Its 54 members are elected every 

the Un
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