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N

ATO is a unique alliance in world history, outlasting its original purpose of deterring the Soviet
Union and, in so doing, demonstrating the persistence of the shared values and interests among its
members. Donald Trump is a unique president, rejecting past practice, procedures and principles.
The interaction between NATO and this president in just a few months has upended decades-old
assumptions about the transatlantic alliance and the presidency. 2
When one examines President Trump’s approach to almost any policy issue, including alliance relations, it is
useful to consider the psychological profile that seems to lie behind virtually every policy utterance, speech or,
yes, tweet on the subject. This president appears to be motivated by a variety of factors, including the instincts
born of a narcissistic personality, his need to be loved, his personal family and financial motivations, and his
admiration for ‘strong’ leaders.
Aspirants to higher office seldom achieve their goals without elevated levels of self-confidence, and American
politicians get elected in part by being loved, or at least respected. President Trump’s behavior, however, has
differed sufficiently from that of any predecessors to entice professional, as well as amateur, psychologists into
the public dialogue. Critical assessments have ranged from a “diagnosis” of a narcissistic personality disorder
to simply not being a nice person. 3 It is also clear that Trump’s career as a wealth-endowed investor with
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several children intimately involved in his business world (and now to some extent in his public service role)
influences his decision-making framework. His admiration for ‘strong’ leaders, irrespective of their policy or
human rights records history, apparently is a product of his experience in the business world–uninformed by
standard diplomatic procedure or ‘presidential’ norms.
One reason that analysists and commentators are looking for almost any explanation of Trump’s positions
and behaviors is that he doesn’t appear to have come to office with any clear or consistent political ideology.
Historically, Trump has bounced back and forth between declared affinity for the Democratic and
Republican parties, having donated to candidates of both over time. According to a previous contribution to
this series by historian Frank Ninkovich,
… Trump does not have an ideology. This is a serious shortcoming, because an
ideology or an articulated world view is essential to effective functioning in the
modern world. Though often associated with zealots or narrow doctrinaires,
ideology when broadly considered is a much more positive thing than that. It is
only through the mediation of a complex, coherently articulated world view that
combines hard information (which includes science), historical background, and
personal values that one can formulate a strategy that allows us to navigate the
world. 4
Another experienced public policy observer, Hal Brands, agrees that one should not look for ideology to
explain Trump and his policy positions, despite Trump’s reliance on the cry ‘American First’ to rally his base.
According to Brands, “Mainstream observers have long worried about Trump’s radicalism in foreign policy,
but it is his incompetence that may ultimately be our undoing.” 5
This essay therefore does not search for an ideological or even policy-based explanation for Donald Trump’s
approach to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and its members. Rather, it traces the evolution of
Trump’s approach from his candidacy for the Republican nomination, to the election campaign, and finally
during his first four months as president, concluding with participation in his first NATO summit meeting.
Before surveying the contemporary record, a brief comparative historical note may be in order. Throughout
the nearly seven decades since NATO’s founding, 6 U.S. participation in the alliance reflected the fact that the
Congress, and particularly the Senate, considered itself a joint manager with the executive branch of the
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“transatlantic bargain.” 7 From the very beginning, the Congressional partner regularly raised questions about
the persistent burden-sharing issue. This questioning began with the initial debate in the Senate on whether it
should give its advice and consent to the Treaty. The administration of President Harry Truman reassured
Senators that the European allies would contribute to their own defense and that the United States would not
end up carrying a disproportionate share of the burden.
As the European states recovered from the devastation of World War II, some Senators argued that the
Europeans had become capable of defending themselves. Montana’s Senator Mike Mansfield famously
promoted resolutions from the mid-1960s into the early 1970s that sought to force administrations to begin
withdrawing U.S. forces from Europe. While U.S. administrations–Democratic and Republican–sought ways
to contain the financial burdens and to get the Europeans to compensate the United States for some of
NATO’s costs, the established pattern persisted into the post-Cold War years. Over all these years, the
Congress did most of the complaining while successive presidents of both parties urged allies to do more but
largely defended the alliance and its costs as necessary for U.S. national interests.
In this area, Trump has already reversed institutional roles with his burden-sharing complaints and his threats
to abandon key commitments in the 1949 Treaty. The Congress, in response, has largely assumed the role of
NATO-defender, giving strong bipartisan support (the Senate voting 98-2) to a further expansion of the
alliance to include the small Balkan state of Montenegro, with some members expressing concern about the
new Russian threat to Europe, and wondering why President Trump was not nearly as concerned. 8 But that is
another part of the story.
Candidate Trump’s critique of NATO, and U.S. allies in general, did not come totally out of the blue in the
primary campaign. Before that time, there is very little on the public record documenting Trump’s views on
NATO, but he did make one major dive into the burdensharing issue when, in 1987, he was considering a
run for the presidency. Trump ran an “open letter” in several major newspapers “on why America should stop
paying to defend countries that can afford to defend themselves.” 9
Then, prior to NATO’s May 2012 summit in Chicago, Trump complained that President Obama had not
invited Israel to attend. 10 Israel, of course, is not a member of NATO. But many of NATO’s partners had
been invited and did attend. The invitation to Israel was vetoed by NATO member Turkey.
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During the campaign, Trump’s first major statement on the alliance came in a March 2016 interview with
The Washington Post. 11 In response to a question, Trump called NATO “a good thing,” and said he did not
want the United States to “pull out,” but then went on to suggest that the United States was taking virtually
all the burden of responding to Russia’s aggression against Ukraine when it was U.S. allies whose security was
more affected. The entirety of his NATO comments was set in the framework that also was driving his
positions on trade: ‘the world is taking advantage of the United States, Uncle Sam has been both overly
generous and stupid, we are not as wealthy as we once were, and we need to change all of that.’ In NATO’s
case, he specified,
Why is it that other countries that are in the vicinity of the Ukraine not dealing
with—why are we always the one that’s leading, potentially the third world war,
okay, with Russia? Why are we always the ones that are doing it?... NATO is
costing us a fortune and yes, we’re protecting Europe but we’re spending a lot of
money. Number 1, I think the distribution of costs has to be changed.
Trump echoed those views in a CNN “Town Hall” television broadcast the evening that the transcript of the
Washington Post interview was published. 12
In some ways, Trump’s going-in position was not that different from Barack Obama’s complaint that there
were too many “free riders” among American allies, 13 or the lecture by Robert Gates when he was leaving his
position as Secretary of Defense that the maldistribution of burdens in NATO could undermine the U.S.
commitment to the alliance. 14 It is also an approach that has for years been promoted by the libertarian
CATO research institute, 15 and in fact reflected the view in Trump’s 1987 open letter mentioned earlier.

relations had become even more troubled following Israel’s attack of a Turkish ship carrying cargo intended for
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It could be said, therefore, that there is a broad American consensus that the allies should ‘do more.’
However, while the Obama, Gates and CATO perspectives reflected considerable thought, research and
experience, even with their differing motivations and bottom lines, Trump’s betrayed a very superficial
knowledge of NATO, its founding Treaty, its history, and realities of international and transatlantic relations.
It was mainly a complaint that the United States is being treated unfairly by its allies. The position comes
from his largely profit-oriented, transactional point of view that underlies the ‘American first’ appeal to his
base of support.
The next development of the Trump position came just two days later, when Trump described NATO as
“obsolete.” 16 Trump explained, “NATO was set up a long time ago—many, many years ago when things
were different…. We were a rich nation then. We had nothing but money. We had nothing but power.” At
first blush, this statement seemed to transform Trump’s burden-sharing complaint into a generalization that
“NATO is obsolete.” However, on Twitter the following day, he clarified what he meant through his favorite
political forum, tweeting “N.A.T.O. is obsolete and must be changed to additionally focus on terrorism as
well as some of the things it is currently focused on!” 17 This suggested that his problem with NATO was not
only that it costs the United States too much and the allies are not paying their ‘fair share,’ but that NATO is
also neglecting his top priority: fighting terrorism in general and the Islamic State in particular.
A few days later Trump expanded on his point, arguing that NATO “…doesn’t really cover terrorism like it’s
supposed to. It doesn’t have the right countries. I mean, many of the countries in there aren’t, you know, that
you associate with terrorism.” 18 Although he did not clarify, when he referred to NATO not having the
“right” countries to make it effective in fighting terrorism, he presumably was thinking of Russia, Israel, Saudi
Arabia, and perhaps a few more non-NATO countries.
In June 2016, when NATO announced it was creating the new post of Assistant Secretary General for
Intelligence, intended to improve coordination of intelligence assessment on Russia as well as on the Middle
East and terrorism, 19 Trump claimed that the change had come in response to his complaints, 20 while in fact a
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NATO official confirmed the alliance had been considering creating this post “for some time” before Trump’s
criticism. 21
Of course, Trump’s terrorism complaint–the foundation for his “obsolete” generalization–totally ignored the
fact that NATO had taken on the most demanding active combat mission in its history following 9/11,
volunteering to command the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan to which NATO
allies and partners contributed thousands of troops to fight al Qaeda and the Taliban.
The list of other NATO activities related to fighting terrorism could go on, and would importantly include
2008 establishment of the NATO Cooperative Cyber Defence Centre of Excellence in Tallinn, Estonia. The
primary motivation for the center was provided by the Russian cyber threat to NATO ally Estonia, but its
mission became even more important as the Islamic State improved its ability to use cyber weapons and social
media against the West.
In other words, while Trump may have been right that NATO could expand its work against terrorism, the
alliance was already headed in that direction. His assertions may have added urgency to the process, but they
also revealed his ahistorical and superficial understanding of the alliance. His knowledge of NATO’s
involvement in terrorism seemed to be based on a single article 22 and confirmation bias.
The terrorism-based charge of NATO’s obsolescence also ultimately provided another demonstration of
Trump’s narcissistic personality. When NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg visited the White House in
April 2017, President Trump bragged that he no longer considered NATO obsolete because the alliance had
taken his criticism to heart. In his joint press conference with Stoltenberg, Trump said “I complained about
[what NATO can do to fight terrorism] a long time ago, and they made a change and now they do fight
terrorism. I said it was obsolete. It's no longer obsolete.” 23 What a transformation.
On 27 April 2016, the third leg of candidate Trump’s NATO stool appeared almost as a logical progression
following his charges of inadequate allied defense spending and lack of counter-terrorism efforts. In a major
foreign policy speech to the Center for the National Interest, 24 in which Trump laid out his ‘American First’
theme, Trump suggested that he would reverse nearly seventy years of US policy toward its NATO Treaty
commitment. He declared: “The countries we are defending must pay for the cost of this defense, and if not,
the U.S. must be prepared to let these countries defend themselves. We have no choice.”
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Trump’s statement suggested that for allies not paying their “fair share” of NATO expenses the United States
should reconsider whether it would come to their defense it they were attacked. The 1949 North Atlantic
Treaty–NATO’s founding document–does not specify exactly what each ally will contribute to the alliance.
The Treaty’s Article 3 suggests simply “the Parties, separately and jointly, by means of continuous and
effective self-help and mutual aid, will maintain and develop their individual and collective capacity to resist
armed attack.” But alliance members have all pledged (in Article 5 of the Treaty) that they will regard an
attack on any ally as an attack on themselves. This ‘mutual defense commitment’ is the heart of the alliance. It
has been invoked only once: when the NATO allies agreed to come to regard the 9/11 attacks on the United
States as an attack on all of them, and offered assistance to their North American ally.
No U.S. administration, Republican or Democratic, has ever called NATO’s mutual defense commitment
into question. Should President Trump make this part of his administration’s foreign policy, it would almost
certainly force allies to decide what they would need to do to account for a much less reliable American ally.
The prospects for an autonomous European defense system had already potentially lost a key player with
‘Brexit,’ the British decision to leave the European Union (EU). But even before Trump’s November victory,
speculation started building about the possibility for an autonomous European nuclear deterrent, an
independent German nuclear weapons program, and European accommodation of Russian interests.
After the elections, the European allies were largely left to see what the new administration would bring to the
table, in terms of policies and people in key positions.
U.S. allies were somewhat relieved when President Trump did not initially repeat the threat to abandon the
U.S. collective defense commitment even though he clearly did not abandon demands for more allied defense
spending. When Trump nominated retired General James Mattis as Secretary of Defense, the allies
interpreted the selection as a possible sign of a return to orthodoxy. But Trump’s obvious inclination to ‘do a
deal’ with Russian President Putin and his nomination of Exxon CEO Rex Tillerson as Secretary of State
strengthened speculation that Trump might direct Tillerson to negotiate a deal, perhaps removing the
sanctions imposed on Russia for its 2014 aggression against Ukraine, including annexation of The Crimea. 25
On his inaugural visit to NATO headquarters, Secretary Mattis delivered a hybrid model of Trump’s NATO
policy. Mattis essentially said that the allies must increase defense spending and that failure to do so could
have consequences. At a Brussels press conference on 15 February, Mattis said “America will meet its
responsibilities, but if your nations do not want to see America moderate its commitment to the alliance, each
of your capitals needs to show its support for our common defense.” 26
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The Mattis message reaffirmed President Trump’s words on allied defense spending and cloaked his threat
concerning the U.S. commitment to collective defense in a somewhat more analytical framework, one that
sounded like Robert Gates’s 2011 warning.
Prior to the Mattis visit to Brussels, Trump had met with British Prime Minister Theresa May. The two
appeared to hit it off, and May even said that “Mr, Trump had given strong backing to Nato, an alliance that
the president has previously called obsolete.” 27 Candidate Trump had supported the UK’s departure from the
European Union, which had been supported narrowly in a popular referendum in the UK in June 2016, and
May was now intent on carrying that mandate. That, combined with the UK’s position as one of the few
NATO countries that was already meeting NATO’s agreed 2014 goal of spending at least 2% of GDP on
defense by 2024, had set up the two leaders for a successful meeting.
The same could not be said of the circumstances surrounding Trump’s first meeting with German Chancellor
Angela Merkel. As the leader of the EU’s political and economic powerhouse, Merkel also represented one of
the leading ‘free riders’ on American defense efforts, at least from Trump’s point of view. The Trump-Merkel
discussion on March 17 concluded with a press conference that put the awkward relationship on full view.
After avoiding the traditional handshake with Merkel in the Oval Office photo opportunity, Trump declared
in the press conference: “I reiterated to Chancellor Merkel my strong support for NATO as well as the need
for our NATO allies to pay their fair share for the cost of defense. Many nations owe vast sums of money
from past years, and it is very unfair to the United States. These nations must pay what they owe.” 28
The suggestion that Germany and other allies owed past dues to the alliance, or even to the United States,
reflected once again Trump’s lack of understanding of how NATO works, or even for what the alliance
stands. Allies do not contribute to the alliance by paying dues, other than providing their share of funds to
support ‘common’ programs like NATO infrastructure, including NATO headquarters in Brussels. The main
‘contribution’ made by each ally is the money spent on their own defense efforts. There is no question that
many allies have not spent as much on defense since the end of the Cold War, or even throughout the history
of the alliance, as the United States would have liked. But the notion of allies owing ‘past dues’ is completely
inconsistent with the terms of the North Atlantic Treaty and the allies’ practice over the last 70 years. 29
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Despite the facts of the situation, President Trump persisted, tweeting on March 18, after Merkel had headed
back to Berlin, “Nevertheless, Germany owes.....” “…vast sums of money to NATO & the United States
must be paid more for the powerful, and very expensive, defense it provides to Germany!” 30
Finally, Trump’s attitude toward NATO cannot be divorced from his peculiar perspective on Russia and its
president, Vladimir Putin. Trump has studiously avoided critiquing either Russia or President Putin. That
fact, combined with the on-going investigations of links between the Trump campaign and Russia’s
clandestine efforts to influence the outcome of the US elections in Trump’s favor, has cast a continuing cloud
over Trump’s approach to NATO. How can allies put their trust in an American president who seems
conflicted about one of the most important threats to many NATO nations and to Western interests and
values more generally?
Against this backdrop, a NATO summit meeting was scheduled for 24-25 May, as a highlight of Trump’s
first international trip as president, in which he was scheduled to visit Saudi Arabia, Israel, Vatican City,
Brussels (for the NATO summit) and Taormina, Italy (for the 43rd G-7 summit). The NATO allies were
collectively holding their breath in expectation of more Trump bombast. But Trump’s new national security
advisor, the well-respected retired General H.R. McMaster who had replaced discredited Trump nominee
retired General Michael Flynn, offered reassurance. Prior to Trump’s departure from Washington, McMaster
said “President Trump understands that America first does not mean America alone…. To the contrary,
prioritizing American interests means strengthening alliances and partnerships that help us extend our
influence and improve the security of the American people.” 31
The most important test of Trump’s approach to NATO came on 25 May when he participated in a summit
of alliance leaders in Brussels. The meeting was technically built around formal dedication of NATO’s shiny
new headquarters, but the new facility played second fiddle to the Trump display of America first-ism.
As the date for President Donald Trump’s arrival in Brussels neared, Trump’s White House remained upside
down with controversy while, in Brussels, allies worried about how to deal with the unpredictable yet
demanding American president. The controversies swirled around issues of interest to NATO – charges of
Trump collusion with Russia to affect the presidential election and a Trump dump of classified information
into the laps of Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and Russia’s reputed spymaster Ambassador to the
United States, Sergey Kislyak.
By the time Trump arrived in Brussels, internal consultations among the allies and with Secretary General
Jens Stoltenberg had produced a strategy designed to please the American president while defending against
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his possible assaults on the alliance and individual allies. 32 The strategy included limiting the time available for
formal presentations (to avoid boring Trump) and avoiding a final ‘declaration’ to avoid potential battles over
contentious issues, like burden-sharing and Russia relations.
The visit to NATO headquarters began with dedication of displays at the entrance intended to commemorate
the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 9/11 attacks on the United States – the latter being the only time that
NATO’s Article 5 has been invoked. In Trump’s remarks, after asking for a moment of silence for the victims
of the terrorist attack in Manchester, England earlier in the week, and condemning terrorists, he lit into a
critique of defense spending levels of NATO members. His burdensharing remarks did not come as a
surprise, as they reflected his previous positions. The big question was whether President Trump would clarify
his position on the American commitment to collective defense. According to press reports, “Mr. Trump
offered a vague promise to ‘never forsake the friends that stood by our side’ in the aftermath of the Sept. 11
attacks—a pledge that White House officials later said amounted to an affirmation of mutual defense.” 33 This
was hardly the ringing endorsement for which the European allies had hoped.
The weak affirmation of collective defense was made even more telling by the fact that, once again, Trump
chose not to challenge Russia on its aggression against Ukraine and threats to NATO allies. He focused
instead almost entirely on the terrorism and refugee issues. As if to add a punctuation mark to his hard line to
the underperforming allies, at one point he pushed his way to the front of the gathering of leaders, physically
brushing aside Dusko Markovic, the Prime Minister of Montenegro, scheduled to become NATO’s newest
member on 5 June 2017. The great irony, or the explanation, if one is inclined toward conspiratorial
thinking, for the rude behavior (replayed all over social media) was that Markovic had led his country through
a successful bid to join NATO in the face of strong overt and clandestine Russian opposition.
Before Trump left Brussels, the alliance announced that NATO, as an organization, would formally join the
anti-ISIS coalition (all members were already contributing to the effort in one form or another). To
demonstrate that they were listening to Trump’s burdensharing complaints, the allies agreed to develop
annual national plans for how they intend to meet the 2014 defense investment pledge, covering cash,
capabilities and contributions. 34
With the summit in the rearview mirror, more turmoil lies ahead, for the alliance as well as for President
Trump. The most important consequence of the summit and the G-7 meeting that followed was the reaction
of German Chancellor Angela Merkel to her interactions with Trump. In a campaign appearance after the
meetings, Merkel said “the days when Europe could rely on others was “over to a certain extent. This is what I
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have experienced in the last few days.” 35 Merkel’s comment, made in the context of the British exit from the
EU, Trump’s demands on NATO, and his calling German automakers “very bad” 36 suggest that Trump
handed Vladimir Putin an important victory in his campaign to split the Western alliance.
Trump’s participation in NATO’s “mini-summit” may eventually be interpreted as an important way station
on his learning tour of NATO issues. But it remains to be seen whether the President wants to learn anything
that would conflict with his well-established bias and, if he does, whether he will make a good student. The
bad news for Atlanticists is that his management of the alliance could last a full four, or even eight, years. He
could over time do a lot of damage to the trust and mutual confidence that make that relationship work.
While many Americans share Trump’s view that the burdensharing relationship with all allies–including those
in Asia–should be “fairer” to the United States, the good news is that a substantial majority of Americans (and
Europeans) believe that the transatlantic alliance remains in their country’s interest. 37
If this popular support holds up, it will create pressure on the Trump administration to hue more closely to
traditional lines in its alliance policies. It will also provide a foundation on which the transatlantic relationship
could be rebuilt in the wake of the Trump disruption.
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