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It is the phrase that, for over seventy years, has held the Atlantic Alliance together more than
any exercise, summit, or communiqué: if they attack one, they attack all. NATO calls it
“collective defense,” and it is set in stone in Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. Few lines,
enormous weight: an armed attack against one member is considered an attack against

the entire Alliance, with the obligation for each country to help the affected ally.

It is not a military automatism, it is not a “mass declaration of war.” But it is the promise that
makes the NATO umbrella credible: the certainty, for a potential aggressor, that striking one
country means facing many.

A simple clause, a very clear message
The central point of Article 5 is known even to those who do not deal with treaties: mutual

assistance. If an ally suffers an “armed attack,” the others will assist “with the action they
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deem necessary,” including the use of armed force. Here lies one of the key words: deem

necessary. The response is not predefined, it does not impose the same level of intervention on
everyone. Each country decides how to contribute, coordinating with others, also considering its
own constitutional constraints (in some states, sending troops abroad requires parliamentary
steps).

Yet, it is precisely this flexibility that has made Article 5 a formidable tool: it leaves political
margins, but no doubt about the principle.
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Why it was born: the lesson of the Cold War
To understand the symbolic strength of Article 5, one must go back to April 4, 1949, when
twelve countries signed the founding treaty in Washington. Europe was still in ruins after World
War II, and the climate was already that of the Cold War: the Soviet Union was

consolidating its influence in the East, the West feared further expansion. The idea
was simple and urgent: unite forces to make aggression too costly even to imagine.

Since then, the “promise” of Article 5 has become the cement of the transatlantic bond between
Europe and North America: a political pact before a military one.
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NATO and the UN: collective defense within the perimeter
of international law
In the NATO treaty text, the United Nations Charter is not an ornamental detail: it is a
framework. Article 5 indeed refers to Article 51 of the UN Charter, which recognizes the
natural right to individual or collective self-defense when a state is the victim of an armed
attack. Translated: NATO does not invent the legitimacy of the reaction from scratch, but
organizes a right already provided by international law, turning it into a reciprocal

obligation among allies.
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What counts as an “armed attack”
Here things get complicated, because the world has become complicated. An invasion of
territory remains the most obvious example, but NATO emphasizes that the assessment must
be made case by case and is not limited to a single “script” of conventional warfare.

The precedent that changed global perception is that of September 11, 2001: the terrorist
attacks against the United States were considered an attack falling within the logic of Article 5.
Not everything, however, falls within it: purely internal events, without an international element,
do not automatically trigger the clause (although allies can offer support with other tools).

And then there are the gray areas of the present: in recent years, allied leaders have clarified
that Article 5 can also concern attacks from, to, or in space and that significant cyber

attacks or other hybrid actions can, under certain conditions, be considered equivalent to an
armed attack.

How it is activated: 2 conditions, not a red button
There is no “button” procedure. The obligation of assistance arises when two conditions are
met:

1. an ally has suffered an armed attack;

2. the affected state requests or consents to collective action under Article 5.

This second point is often overlooked: an attacked country can choose not to invoke Article 5
and seek other paths. If the event is serious, the North Atlantic Council meets immediately
and decides the political line, coordinating responses.

Not to be confused with Article 4, which provides for consultations when an ally

considers its security threatened: useful, frequent, but not a mandatory step towards
Article 5.
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9/11: the only time NATO invoked Article 5
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It is a surprising fact: Article 5 has been applied only once in NATO history. It happened after
September 11.

On September 11, condemnation and solidarity arrived. On September 12, in less than 24
hours, the Council established that if it was confirmed that the attack came from abroad, it
would fall under Article 5. On October 2, after briefings on the investigations, the decision
became effective: the attacks were considered covered by Article 5.

On October 4, 2001, NATO approved eight measures to support the United States: more
intelligence sharing, greater protection of infrastructures and installations, logistical and
operational support (including overflight and access to ports and airports), willingness to deploy
naval forces in the Mediterranean and to use AWACS aircraft.

From there, symbolically decisive operations began:

Operation Eagle Assist: NATO AWACS radar aircraft engaged in patrolling U.S. skies
between October 2001 and May 2002;

Operation Active Endeavour: patrols in the Mediterranean for deterrence and countering
illicit trafficking linked to terrorism, an operation concluded in 2016.

Why it matters even when it doesn't trigger
The paradox of Article 5 is that its strength is measured especially when it is not invoked. It is
the basis of deterrence: exercises, defensive postures, ready forces, military presence. The
clause does not live only in the moment of emergency: it supports an entire security system
aimed at making the emergency less likely.

In a world where threats change form — from the traditional battlefield to cyberspace, to space
— NATO continues to present Article 5 as its clearest promise. Few lines, a concept that serves
as both a warning and reassurance: the security of one is the security of all.

News link: https://www.nato.int/en/what-we-do/introduction-to-nato/collective-defence-and-article-
5?selectedLocale=
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