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When future historians write the story of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 2017 is
likely to go down as the Year of Sound and Fury. With the arrival of the Donald J. Trump
administration, the first two-thirds of the year witnessed an array of nominal zig-zags in United
States policy towards the transatlantic alliance that would have been inconceivable for any other U.S.
administration. Unsurprisingly, commentators on both sides of the Atlantic struggled to make sense
of the shifts, with members of the U.S. foreign-policy establishment particularly scathing in their
evaluation of Trump’s moves.
[1]

Emerging from the morass, however, are the outlines of a Trumpian policy towards the transatlantic
alliance that contains important elements of continuity with prior U.S. strategy. In particular, and
despite biting critiques of the alliance, the Trump administration has married a decision to preserve
NATO with steps to minimize the demands placed upon the United States in providing for Europe’s
defense. This is all standard fare in U.S. grand strategy. Where the administration breaks from past
practice, however, is in its refusal to accept the received wisdom on the diplomatic steps needed to
operate inside the alliance: where prior administrations accepted that suasion and conciliation were
needed to make the alliance operate effectively, the current administration seems to believe that
confrontation is the way for the United States to maximize its own interests inside the alliance’s
framework. The result creates a public impression that Trump’s NATO policy is substantively new
when, in reality, the main change has been rhetorical and stylistic. In short, the Trump administration
seems to have retained the same basic objectives towards NATO as preceding administrations, but
also has vastly different ideas over how to obtain these ends. Whether this change matters for the
resiliency of NATO, is likely to succeed or fail, and whether the policy is in fact a consistent strategy
remains to be determined.
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Trump and NATO: An Evolving Relationship
Trump arrived in office more overtly critical of NATO than any American president in the last seventy
years. During the 2016 election, Trump made few efforts to sugar-coat his concerns with transatlantic
relations. Not only was the alliance “obsolete” and of little use in its current guise for addressing
modern threats such as terrorism, but allied ‘cheap-riding’ was harming the United States itself. As
Mr. Trump noted during the campaign, “[W]e are protecting them, giving them military protection
and other things, and they’re ripping off the United States [. . .] Either they have to pay up for past
deficiencies or they have to get out.” Nor were these simply temporary musings aimed at shaking up
a campaign. In fact, Mr. Trump’s complaints over allied cheap-riding were a regular theme during his
campaign rallies, while charges that NATO was poorly structured to deal with modern international
threats were a centerpiece of Trump’s foreign policy pitch. “NATO in my opinion is obsolete,” Mr.
Trump vowed at an August 2016 rally in Wisconsin, “because it’s not covering terrorism. Obsolete for
that reason and also you have many countries that aren’t paying their fair share.” Only if the alliance
recast itself for modern military operations and reallocated defense burdens—so Trump’s logic
went—could the alliance continue.
[2]

[3]

[4]

These broadsides against the transatlantic status quo were seemingly made all the more credible by
Trump’s interest in improving U.S.-Russian ties. Whereas Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton vowed
to take a hardline against Russia should she be elected, Trump waxed enthusiastic about possible
American-Russian cooperation. “There’s nothing that I can think of that I’d rather do than have
Russia friendly as opposed to the way they are right now so that we can go and knock out ISIS
together,” Trump noted at a July 2016 news conference. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we actually got along
with people, wouldn’t it be nice if we actually got along, as an example, with Russia?” Nor was the
Republican candidate willing to hold Russian President Vladimir Putin’s autocratic tendencies against
him, remarking at the same July 2016 conference “I’m not going to tell Putin what to do. Why would I
tell him what to do?”
[5]

[6]

Since his inauguration, however, Trump’s NATO policy evolved in subtle but meaningful ways. To be
sure, certain rhetorical broadsides continued, becoming particularly pronounced on matters of
defense spending. Even on the eve of his inauguration, for instance, Mr. Trump criticized the
European members of NATO for not “paying what they’re supposed to be paying.” Likewise, he
emphasized “the importance of all NATO allies sharing the monetary burdens of defense spending” in
a February 2017 call with the Italian Prime Minister, returning to this theme in discussions with the
Spanish Prime Minister, the German Chancellor, and NATO’s own Secretary General. Moreover,
other members of the Trump administration have worked to amplify Trump’s critiques. Secretary of
Defense James Mattis for one, bluntly warned his European counterparts that “if your nations do not
want to see America moderate its commitment to [NATO], each of your capitals needs to show
support for our common defense” by upping defense spending. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
made similar points to the assembled NATO foreign ministers, asserting that “it is no longer
sustainable for the U.S. to maintain a disproportionate share of NATO’s defense expenditures.” Not
to be outdone, Vice President Michael Pence used his own visits to European capitals to press NATO
allies for increased defense spending while calling on NATO—as he told German Chancellor Angela
Merkel—to “transform itself to meet 21st century threats.”
[7]

[8]

[9]

[10]

[11]

That said, Trump and key officials have also softened the edges of their criticism by laying down
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markers seemingly intended to signal that U.S. support for NATO is far from a dead letter. On one
level, the new administration continued late Obama-era efforts to increase the U.S. troop presence in
Europe, allowing deployments to NATO’s East European members and joint exercises to continue as
part of the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI). As importantly, Trump’s proposed defense budget
promises a 40 percent increase ($3.4 billion to $4.8 billion) in ERI funding to abet further troop
deployments, additional pre-positioned equipment, and joint training along NATO’s Eastern flank,
and to strengthen U.S. military assets—including combat aircraft—in other NATO states. Nor does
this effort simply involve funding changes: in a further sign of Trump’s NATO evolution, June 2017
saw American forces take the lead in the first-ever NATO drill designed to defend the Suwalki Gap –
connecting the Baltic members of NATO with the rest of the alliance—from attack. And, amidst
concerns that Russia’s Zapad 2017 war game might be a pretext for an attack on the Baltics, the
administration authorized the deployment of additional American combat aircraft and personnel to
the region to signal American resolve.
[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

Unsurprisingly, these steps have been greeted enthusiastically by other NATO leaders. No less an
official than NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg noted after the budget was announced that
“after many years of a decline in U.S. military presence in Europe we now see for the first time in
many years an increase. So this is a commitment to our collective defense from the United States not
only in words but also in deeds.” Meanwhile, Polish president Andrezj Duda lauded the growing U.S.
troop presence in his country—part of the ERI – as a “historic moment” that reinforced Polish
security. Not to be outdone, Lithuanian President Dalia Grybauskaite praised the June 2017 NATO
exercises for sending a “strong message of NATO readiness and commitment to ensure security of
the region”—a point also made by Stoltenberg. In short, not only has the United States under Trump
continued investing heavily in the hard capabilities undergirding the United States’ commitment to
the alliance, but allied states themselves seem to be hearing the message.
[16]

[17]

[18]

Second, Trump has taken a harder line on Russia since the election. Already in mid-April 2017,
Trump declared U.S.-Russian relations at “an all-time low,” with an unnamed senior administration
official elaborating that problems with Russia “reinforced” the U.S. commitment to NATO. By his
July 2017 visit to Warsaw, this view had further hardened. Speaking nearly twenty eight years to the
day after President George H.W. Bush visited the city amid the 1989 Revolutions, Trump expressly
called on Russia to “cease its destabilizing activities” in Ukraine and beyond, before taking a thinlyveiled swipe at Moscow by calling on “Americans, Poles, and the nations of Europe” to “confront
forces, whether they come from inside or out, from the South or the East.” A few weeks later, Trump
signed a bill authorizing sanctions on Russia by noting “that we will side with our allies and friends
against Russian subversion and destabilization.” To be sure, Trump still has not taken a hard line
against Russia, with the American leader voicing doubts that Russia meddled in U.S. domestic politics
and enjoying what often appears to be a cozy personal relationship with Putin. Nevertheless, the
overall trend is far removed from Trump’s prior calls for a U.S.-Russian rapprochement that—had it
occurred—might have undermined the U.S. commitment to NATO.
[19]

[20]

[21]

[22]

[23]

Above all, and despite the overt criticism of allied cheap-riding, the administration also backed away
from direct attacks on the utility of NATO itself. Indeed, after again calling the alliance “obsolete” on
the eve of his inauguration, Trump himself has stopped such comments, even reversing course to
argue “I said [NATO] was obsolete. It’s no longer obsolete” in April 2017. Concurrently, Secretary of
State Tillerson and Secretary of Defense Mattis have made the affirmation of transatlantic unity a
[24]
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centerpiece of their own foreign policy remarks, and there is no indication that Trump has sought to
muzzle their comments. In addition, and echoing suggestive language to this effect offered in the
2016 campaign, the administration seems to be quietly laying down markers as to how it would like
NATO to evolve in the future. Vice President Pence’s February meetings with European leaders, for
instance, “underscored that NATO must adapt to confront threats to our countries such as violent
extremism and terrorism,” a theme reiterated in Secretary of State Tillerson’s comments to NATO
foreign ministers in late March. And, in arguably the most forthright statement of American resolve
yet, Pence used a late July 2017 visit to Estonia to vow that the United States stands “with our NATO
allies in our commitment to your security” in the face of prospective Russian threats. Meanwhile,
one of Trump’s first acts as President—and one of Michael Flynn’s only acts as National Security
Advisor before resigning—was to approve Montenegro’s admission into the alliance; this is hardly a
move consistent with a dying alliance.
[25]

[26]

[27]

[28]

Of course, Trump famously declined to affirm the United States’ fidelity to NATO’s Article
V—pledging to render all assistance “deemed necessary” to America’s allies in the event of an
attack—at the May 2017 NATO summit, and instead harangued the allies on defense spending. He
seems to have done so, moreover, despite the advice of Tillerson, Mattis, and National Security
Advisor H.R. McMaster. Still, even this high-profile move—decried in U.S. foreign policy circles,
especially when Merkel thereafter claimed that the American commitment to Europe was
unreliable—seems the exception rather than the rule. After all, Trump had already repeatedly
affirmed the United States’ commitment to and support for NATO after taking office, while pledges
of transatlantic loyalty are such a regular feature of comments by Mattis, Pence, and Tillerson that
these officials are portrayed as Trump’s de facto fire brigade. Putting the point succinctly, Trump
used his July visit to Warsaw to vow that “we stand firmly behind Article V, the mutual defense
commitment.” Trump’s United States, in other words, remains wedded to NATO. While nothing
stops Trump from resuming his attacks on the alliance in the future, Trump’s rhetoric—for
now—remains largely wedded to transatlantic verities.
[29]

[30]

[31]

[32]

[33]

[34]

A Trumpian NATO Policy
Taken as a whole, then, what can we say of Trump’s NATO policy through late 2017? The above
analysis suggests a mix of the old and new so far as U.S. relations with NATO are concerned.
In keeping with prior U.S. policy, Trump has come around to signal the American commitment to
transatlantic unity: not only have a veritable parade of U.S. leaders gone to Europe to underscore the
American commitment to NATO, but the new administration has in several ways accelerated
investment in the hard-power tools that are the clearest indicator of this commitment. In this latter
effort, the administration would not only like to see NATO take on new military missions, but for the
other NATO member states to increase their own contributions to the common defense and to reduce
the burdens upon the United States. Made in uniquely blustery form, these calls are not substantively
new. After all, limiting the American commitment to NATO has a long pedigree going back to the
formation of the alliance. Meanwhile, American policymakers since the Cold War have pressured the
European allies to spend more on defense. Indeed, the Department of Defense formerly published
annual reports on allied defense contributions to hold the allies accountable to their military
commitments, while transatlantic dustups in the Truman, Nixon, Reagan, and Obama administrations
saw prominent U.S. officials lambast laggard allied defense contributions; most recently, then
[35]
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Secretary of Defense Robert Gates argued that there was “dwindling appetite and patience in the
U.S. Congress—and in the American body politic writ large—to expend increasingly precious funds on
behalf of nations that are apparently unwilling to devote the necessary resources or make the
necessary changes to be serious and capable partners in their own defense.” Trump, in other words,
has both kept the core of the American commitment to NATO intact, while even his criticism of the
NATO allies on shopworn issues.
[36]

Instead, Trump’s main change has been to break with the received wisdom on how to manage intraalliance relations. Whether due to strategic calculation or simply learned behavior, prior American
administrations were reluctant to call into question the value of the transatlantic alliance irrespective
of whether the allies spent significantly on defense or cooperated against common opponents.
Instead, such dilemmas were addressed within a mindset that assumed NATO was ex ante valuable,
with the problems simply those of making a multilateral arrangement among disparate states work.
Hence, while transatlantic disagreements often occurred, the starting premise seems to have been
that such disagreements should not upset NATO itself—debate over defense spending and strategy
were secondary to assurances that the alliance would survive.
[37]

[38]

Trump, however, has split with this past approach to alliance management. After all, not only has the
U.S. leader raised the question of whether the costs of the alliance are worth the benefits to the
United States, but—more importantly—he has shown himself willing to rebuke partners that do not
accede to American demands. This has at times gone so far as to suggest that Trump is willing to hold
allied relations hostage if American demands are not met, suggesting that Trump sees the threat of
American exit—even as a bluff—as offering bargaining leverage in intra-alliance negotiations. Baldly
stated, Trump has adopted a hard-ball approach to alliance management, one that breaks with prior
practice in underscoring—not sidestepping—the fact that the United States might one day decide the
transatlantic alliance game is no longer worth the quid. Chest-thumping, browbeating, and overt
references to balance of power calculations have replaced suasion and conciliation as the diplomatic
approach de jure. This rhetorical and stylistic change—more than any particular policy—is the true
hallmark of Trump’s NATO policy.
In sum, Trump’s NATO policy is brutalist. NATO is ultimately to remain intact. The American
commitment will continue. Military exercises will roll onward. When, however, the United States feels
it is in its interest, Trump seems to have no problem reminding the allies that the relationship is not
sacrosanct and bringing political pressure to bear on the issues at hand. Because no alliance
commitment is wholly credible, the result causes a dilemma for the allies each time the matter comes
up: concerned with what European security affairs would look like without the United States, allied
heads of state are pushed to either accede to American demands or risk Trump’s further ire.
Trump and Alliance Politics: Competing Models
This pattern of behavior begs the question: to what extent is Trump’s approach to NATO likely to
alter—for good or ill—the United States’ relationship with the European allies and, in doing so,
reshape European security affairs? In many ways, this is the heart of the debate surrounding Trump
and NATO. Nevertheless, discussion of the issue has thus far has been conducted in a vacuum,
disassociated with explicit discussion of how alliances operate and what it takes for one member of
an alliance to influence the behavior of its partners.
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Analysts are rarely explicit about the matter, but two separate models of alliance politics seem to be
present in existing debates. These models are distinct from prominent debates over whether powerful
states can use alliances to create international order or merely to aggregate capabilities. Rather,
they reflect different views of the steps and sacrifices states must embrace in order to make alliances
function in support of a particular objective. Depending on which model applies, Trump’s NATO
policy is either likely to court disaster by unravelling the foundations of transatlantic partnership, or
to have a more conditional—though not good—effect on alliance relations.
[39]

Whether explicitly or implicitly, believers in what I refer to as “Rising Tide” alliances believe that
alliance relations cannot operate in the shadow of intra-alliance competition. Although states which
are party to an alliance may still have reasons to compete and manipulate one another, the durability
of an alliance hinges on its members acting as if such competitive pressures were
secondary—suppressing, in other words, competition for the collective good. Hence, when states
disagree over alliance policy or face other bilateral disputes, diplomacy, suasion, and conciliation are
the recommended steps to resolving the disputes and influencing one’s partners. Rhetoric and
diplomatic style thus matter a great deal.
[40]

[41]

[42]

In the process, and even if one ally sacrifices its interests to its partners at one point in time, such
concessions are likely to be reciprocated by other allies in the future so to keep all members of an
alliance satisfied with the basic arrangement. Put differently, just as a rising tide lifts all boats, so
too does this type of alliance relationship assume that one state’s concession of an issue of interest
for the sake of alliance solidarity will catalyze similar concessions by its partners at a future date;
thus, just as the United States has regularly spent more than its allies on defense, so too has it
extracted promises—often unfulfilled—that its partners will eventually increase their own defense
spending. In theory, the net result is a virtuous cycle of alliance relations: provided states speak
kindly to one another and refrain from hard-bargaining on matters of narrow self-interest, they can
encourage good will and catalyze reciprocity among partners to help the alliance survive and thrive.
If not, alliances are likely to be fragile enterprises, prone to collapse if states embrace hardbargaining for narrow self-interest and less-than-conciliatory rhetoric.
[43]

[44]

This type of alliance logic seems to drive analyses concluding that the Trump administration is
undercutting NATO. In this telling, Trump’s attacks on allied defense spending, reticence to embrace
Article V, and willingness to signal an interest in working with Russia constitute a major break in
transatlantic relations. Trump’s pointed criticisms of allied cheap-riding and willingness to link
these to U.S. security guarantees have been a particular source of alarm: such overt attempts to
extract material concessions from the United States’ transatlantic partners have notionally
transformed NATO from a security community to a purely transactional alliance. Since, however,
Trump has not actually moved away from the hard power assets undergirding the alliance—and, in
fact, has come around on matters such as Article V—concerns with Trump’s rhetoric only makes
sense if one believes alliances cannot stand the strain of an American leader willing to carve out
unabashedly self-interested positions. By implication, the more Trump continues speaking out
against allies—even if the alliance continues to function well at the military level—the more likely he
is to undercut allied faith in the United States and encourage allies to abandon the transatlantic
relationship.
[45]

[46]

[47]

[48]

In contrast, a second type of alliance dynamic implies that the consequences of Trump’s policy are
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less easily predicted. Instead of emphasizing rhetoric and mutual concessions as the coin of the realm
for alliance durability, alliances might instead be seen as Competitive Security arrangements. In this
view, states that are party to an alliance agree to cooperate against a common threat or in support of
a common agenda, but this does not necessarily subsume the other reasons states have to compete
with one another – after all, an alliance may end and former allies may become outright competitors.
Hence, intra-alliance cooperation is married with states’ perennial interest in seeking relative gains
and advantages over one another, and alliance management is inherently riven with coercion and
pressure among partners.
[49]

[50]

Much therefore depends on what states in an alliance do: because words are cheap, the durability of
an alliance and its success depends on the military and security decisions allies adopt vis-à-vis one
another on a rolling basis. There needs to be some minimal level of investment in the capabilities and
political arrangements to ensure the alliance functions. Beyond this baseline, however, states can and
do engage in a host of behaviors—such as underproviding for collective defense, creating facts on the
ground to entangle their partners, and bringing political pressure to bear on allied leaders—to
compete with their partners within a generally cooperative framework. Prior slights and diplomatic
criticism thus tend to become irrelevant; far more central is what states do with the hard tools at
their disposal.
[51]

Approached from this perspective, Trump’s NATO policy is likely to have more ambiguous
consequences. On one level, Trump’s rhetorical slights against NATO members are unlikely to matter
much provided the United States continues working within the NATO framework. Indeed, by more
directly taking allies to task for underinvesting in their militaries, Trump may even—as Michael
Mandelbaum argues—incentivize allied heads of state to make the politically difficult decision to
trade butter for guns. By the same token, however, Trump’s approach also creates a situation where
events could spin out of control. After all, Trump’s pre-election inclination seems to have been to
distance the United States from NATO, and it remains unclear whether the steps taken thus far to
sustain the American commitment to transatlantic relations will continue. This would be especially
true if figures such as Mattis and McMaster—two of the strongest proponents of NATO inside the
administration—depart. Under such conditions, one would have to worry about Trump’s NATO
bashing reappearing in conjunction with steps that actually weaken the United States’ hard-power
investment in NATO; ironically, this might even occur in an environment where Trump himself
expected reduced U.S. investments to catalyze allied concessions to U.S. demands (much as reduced
defense spending in the 1960s and 1970s spurred increased European defense contributions to
NATO). Although it is possible that such pressure on NATO might succeed, the gambit might also
fail.
[52]

[53]

[54]

Conclusion
Like the rest of his foreign policy agenda, Trump’s NATO policy is a hodgepodge of the familiar and
the new. Backing away from his earlier assaults on NATO’s value in itself, his criticism of allied freeriding—to say nothing of crude language—remains. Allied discomfort with the result is obvious. By
the same token, however, Trump has also engaged in substantive steps fully in keeping with the
United States’ commitment to NATO, and whether this combination of substantive consistency and
stylistic change is sustainable remains to be determined. Ultimately, just as analysts themselves are
divided over what it takes to sustain an alliance, so is the Trump administration’s approach to NATO
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an exercise in testing the resiliency of the transatlantic relationship.
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