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THE LIFT LINE

An alliance that must be paid for in dollars and arms orders is no longer a promise of protection; it is a

subscription, and every renewal invites a higher price.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

The July 2026 spectacle of NATO members showcasing weapons deals while Washington presses Europe on
the “5 per cent of GDP” defence-spending pledge is a live study in how alliances behave under a transactional
United States. For the exam it sits squarely in GS2 international relations: bilateral (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/bilate
ral/) and regional groupings, the role of great powers, and the concept of strategic autonomy that anchors

India’s own foreign policy.

GS Paper 2: effect of policies of developed countries on India’s interests; important international groupings;

bilateral and regional agreements involving India and affecting its interests.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: NATO’s Article 5 collective-defence clause, the 2 per cent of GDP guideline
agreed at the 2014 Wales summit, and the enhanced target flagged from the 2025 Hague summit. For Mains,
argue that strategic autonomy (https://ujiyari.com/terms/strategic-autonomy/) and defence indigenisation are the

durable answer to the volatility of dependence on any single security patron.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

NATO, formed in 1949, rests on Article 5, the pledge that an armed attack on one member is an attack on all.
For decades the burden of that pledge fell disproportionately on the United States, which has long complained
that European allies underspend on their own defence. The 2014 Wales summit set a soft guideline of 2 per

cent of GDP on defence, met by only a minority of members for years.
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The second Trump administration sharpened that grievance into leverage (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/leverage/).

Through 2025 and into 2926t pushed. allies toward a far higher headline figure; framed as roughly 5 per cent
of GDP, split between hard military spending and broader security and infrastructure. The July 2026 arms

showcase, where alliance members advertised procurement deals, many for American systems, made the
bargain explicit: continued American commitment is increasingly tied to European purchases and higher

outlays. Security, in effect, arrives with an invoice.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The alliance turns transactional

The core shift is not that Europe is spending more, which most analysts think overdue, but that the spending
is being extracted through pressure and linked to buying from the patron. When a mutual-defence
commitment is conditioned on procurement, the alliance stops being a shared value and becomes a market.

The buyer gains guns; the seller gains both money and leverage over the buyer’s future choices.

The autonomy dilemma

Europe now faces a dilemma India knows well. It can keep buying American to keep Washington committed,
deepening dependence, or it can invest in its own defence-industrial base and command structures, which is

slower, costlier and politically hard. The push for “European strategic autonomy,” long a French theme, has

gained urgency precisely because the reliability of the security guarantee is now in question.

TRANSACTIONAL STRATEGIC-AUTONOMY
DIMENSION
MODEL MODEL
Security source Patron’s commitment, Own capability plus diversified
bought partners
Spending logic Pressure and procurement Long-term indigenous build-up
links
Vulnerability (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/vulne Policy shifts in the patron Slower, but self-controlled
rability/) capital
India parallel Cold War single-supplier Atmanirbhar defence, diversified
reliance imports

The lesson travels

For India, watching a treaty ally being pressed to pay more and buy more is instructive. It vindicates the long
Indian preference for autonomy over alliance, and it underlines why reducing dependence on any single arms

supplier is a strategic aim, not merely an industrial one.
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Read alliances along a spectrum from values-based to transactional. A values-based alliance is held together
by shared identity and treats defence as a common good; a transactional one is held together by exchange and
treats defence as a purchase. The more transactional an alliance becomes, the more the weaker partners are
exposed to the stronger partner’s changing domestic politics. The transferable rule: dependence on a single
security or supply relationship is a strategic vulnerability, and the hedge against it is not a different patron but

greater self-reliance combined with diversified partnerships.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

US burden-sharing pressure -> 5% of GDP push + arms-deal showcase -> European allies buy
more, mostly American -> commitment tied to procurement -> dependence deepens OR Europe
invests in strategic autonomy -> lesson for India: reduce single-supplier reliance ->

defence indigenisation + diversified partners = durable autonomy

WAY FORWARD

® Anchor policy in strategic autonomy. India should read the episode as confirmation that
autonomy, not alignment, best protects a rising power’s freedom of action across a volatile great-

power landscape.

(2] Deepen defence indigenisation (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/indigenisation/). Accelerate
Atmanirbhar Bharat in defence, the positive-indigenisation lists, and domestic design capacity so

that capability does not hinge on any external patron.

3 Diversify supply relationships. Where imports are unavoidable, spread them across suppliers

to avoid the leverage that single-source dependence hands to a seller.

o Invest in coalitions of convenience. Prefer issue-based partnerships, Quad, bilateral

technology pacts, over binding alliances that can turn transactional under a changed government.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly asked about strategic autonomy, India’s arms-import dependence and the shifting
nature of great-power relationships. This editorial links a 2026 NATO episode to the enduring Indian debate

on autonomy versus alignment.

Practice question: “The transactional turn in Western security alliances vindicates India’s long-standing
preference for strategic autonomy over alliance.” Critically examine, and discuss how defence indigenisation

strengthens autonomy. (250 words, 15 marks)

Sources: The Indian Express (https://indianexpress.com/section/opinion/)
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