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That the four years (2017-2020) that Donald J. Trump was president of the United States were a tumultuous period 
in transatlantic relations is an understatement. Trump publicly harassed European allies over their underspending on 
defense, called the European Union “a foe” and “worse than China”, threatened and planned to withdraw from NATO, 
and dismissed the multilateral approaches to international relations that Europeans have become accustomed to and 
complacent about. With very few exceptions, Europeans breathed a collective sigh of relief when Joe Biden’s election 
victory was confirmed. European public opinion polling regarding their approval of the role the United States plays in 
the world saw a noticeable uptick.

At the 2021 Munich Security Conference in February, Bid-
en triumphantly announced that the United States was 
“back”. But is it really? Will the Trump presidency be a 
bump in the road? In a sense, since its origins in the 
wake of WWII and the start of the Cold War, the secu-
rity relationship between the United States and Europe 
has been one of recurring crises. As recently as 2003 
during the clash over the invasion of Iraq, the end of the 
relationship has been prophesized. Donald Trump was 
arguably the American president the most openly hostile 
to Europe and its institutions, but will it all be “sound and 
fury, signifying nothing” in the end?

Four sets of questions should be asked about the legacy 
of the Trump administration for transatlantic relations: 
(1) what was rhetoric, what was reality; (2) what was cos-
metic and what is likely to have real consequences; (3) 
what was singular about the president as a personality, 
and what was symptomatic of structural issues in Ameri-
can politics; and (4) what does the future hold and what 
can Europeans do about it? 

RHETORIC AND REALITY
Was President Trump’s rhetoric just that, and should we 
never have taken it all so seriously?

As the Trump years recede into the background, there is 

sure to be a temptation to dismiss the former president’s 
attacks on the alliance before and during his tenure as a 
simple bargaining tactic of a man who made his money in 
New York real estate negotiations.1 Trump’s defenders - 
for every dismissive remark towards the European Union, 
towards NATO, towards specific countries such as Ger-
many – can point to the continuity in actual policies. The 
United States did not leave NATO. Despite the allegations 
charging the president with an unsavory personal con-
nection to Russia, his administration did not accommo-
date Russia in Ukraine. In fact, as his defenders make a 
habit of pointing out, the Trump administration not only 
maintained the funding for the European Deterrence In-
itiative, but increased it. Military-to-military cooperation 
continued unimpeded. European allies may have feared 
that the lynchpin role the United States plays in deterring 
Russia would collapse. Yet such fears evidently did not 
materialize. 

What about the larger role of the United States in the 
world? Trump campaigned on a promise to put “America 
First” and at least part of his appeal to his supporters 
was and remained that he would disengage the United 
States from its “forever wars” in the Middle East. Yet, for 
better or worse, the United States remained in Afghani-
stan and Syria, continuing the fight against terror groups 
his predecessors had begun. Of course, Trump aban-
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doned the Kurdish allies of the United States – leading 
to the final break with Jim Mattis, his Defense Secretary. 
The Trump administration’s approach to Iran was more 
telling; it withdrew from the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action with Iran and executed a “maximum pressure” 
campaign to stifle a nascent Iranian nuclear program. 
The effects have been the reverse, as Iranian enrichment 
has begun increasing again. In contrast, the Trump ad-
ministration, after initial rhetorical tensions, relented on 
pressuring North Korea. Finally, despite initial complaints 
about East Asian allies underspending on defense, plac-
ing China as the central threat to the United States has 
arguably been the defining legacy of the Trump adminis-
tration.
What does it all mean? On the surface, continuity argua-
bly prevailed in most of the components of U.S. foreign 
policy. Yet the Trump administration’s behavior represent-

ed a clear departure from the liberal internationalist (or 
liberal hegemonic) aspirations of most of the post-1945 
period. Thomas Wright probably had it exactly right al-
most a year before Trump won the 2016 election: Trump 
was neither a true retrencher nor an internationalist, but 
could better be described as a 19th-century imperialist.2

Continuity prevailed, but only by a hair. Trump came very 
close to ending the U.S. role in NATO, and began with-
drawing U.S. forces from Germany in 2020. Had he won 
a second term, this author does not doubt he would have 
doubled down on pulling the United States out of NATO. 
He might not have actually succeeded – one assumes 
even most Republicans would have opposed the attempt 
– but simply the public attempt would have done irrepa-
rable damage to the alliance. NATO Europe dodged the 
bullet. As documents and transcripts are declassified, fu-

With very few exceptions, Europeans sighed a collective sigh of relief when Joe Biden’s election victory was confirmed. European public opinion polling regarding their approval 
of the role the United States plays in the world saw a noticeable uptick. Depicted are current and former US Presidents Joe Biden and Donald Trump during a 2020 Presidential 
election debate (photo: Devi Bones / Shutterstock.com) 
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ture historians will coolly delineate all the instances and 
how close these moments were. Until such facts become 
public, the last year of Trump’s presidency, and especially 
the period between his election loss and January 6th’s 
official confirmation of Biden as president, underlined 
that Trump had succeeded in surrounding himself near-
ly exclusively with those who agreed with him. He was 
unmoored from the Republican Party; they needed him 
to hold onto their seats, he did not need them anymore. 
Trump had shed the centripetal influences of General Mc-
Master, General Mattis, Rex Tillerson, and others, and 
was embracing those he could control and who were will-
ing to indulge him. What would have happened during a 
second term will remain a counterfactual, but the direct 
or indirect damage to NATO would be terminal.3

COSMETICS AND CONSEQUENCES
Will the Trump presidency have long-lasting effects if the 
president never actually managed to accomplish what 
he wanted?

There is no need to only think of counterfactuals; some 
consequences have been very real. First, the Trump ad-
ministration years exposed the existing fissures within 
open, pluralistic but flawed societies. The level of distrust 
of governing elites and democratic institutions is endem-
ic on both sides of the Atlantic. It remains a weakness 
open to exploitation by domestic actors within and inter-
national rivals of the United States and Europe.4 Second, 
the situation on the Korean Peninsula has been made 
more unstable. Trump’s fawning over 
Kim’s “very beautiful” letter has not 
stopped the development of North 
Korea’s nuclear weapons program 
or its missile program. In fact, it has 
underlined that a nuclear program is 
the best way for an errant state or ac-
tor to be taken seriously. Third, this 
brings us to Iran and its nuclear en-
richment and missiles program. The 
cancellation of the JCPOA  and the 
subsequent “maximum pressure” 
campaign further made clear that 
agreements with the United States 
are open to unilateral revision. A nu-
clear program becomes only more 
attractive. From the Iranian point of 
view, the Abrahamic Accords – the 
treaties between Israel, the UAE, and 
others – have only underlined that 
a hostile alliance has been formed 
that surrounds it. Biden might try to 
reinvigorate the JCPOA, but the situa-
tion is likely to come to a head again, 

potentially leading to another conflict in a region that has 
dealt with several already. Whether they want to or not, 
or are directly involved or not, Europeans will feel the 
effects of such a conflict.

What about the transatlantic relationship? The dam-
age to the international standing of the United States 
remains deep. As noted, opinion polling in European 
states on approval of the U.S. began trending upward 
again soon after Biden’s election and then inauguration. 
Yet, the shift in erstwhile staunchly Atlanticist countries 
like the Netherlands is remarkable. Previously, after 
the George W. Bush presidency approval ratings of the  
United States also recovered, but they never reached the 
heights attained before 2003, and this was particularly 
noticeable in Germany, the EU’s largest state. The Trump 
administration further eroded that standing. How much 
time does Joe Biden have to fix the relationship and will 
his successors care to the same extent? In that sense, 
Biden is the last of a dying breed of U.S. politicians that 
were socialized in a deeply institutionalized transatlantic 
cooperation of the Cold War and its aftermath. Younger 
generations of Americans may be positive about transat-
lantic relationship, but they are less enthusiastic about 
the permanent military commitments the United States 
is entangled in. 

The most apparent legacy of the Trump administration 
in the short term will be the coming confrontation with 
China. While the United States was on a long-term trajec-

As recently as 2003 during the clash over the invasion of Iraq, the end of the relationship has been prophesized to 
be ending. Donald Trump was arguably the American president the most openly hostile to Europe and its institutions, 
but will it all be “sound and fury, signifying nothing” in the end? Depicted are several copies of the Michael Wolff 
book Fire and Fury, about the Trump White House (photo: Kaleb Kroetsch / Shutterstock.com) 
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tory away from Europe and towards the Asia-Pacific, the 
Trump administration’s framing of China as an existential 
threat on a par with the Soviet Union will rhetorically trap 
this and future U.S. administrations. It will force Europe-
ans into a choice to commit to the competition that is 
taking on an increasingly military and not only economic 
flavor. Europeans joined the U.S. effort in Afghanistan 
and Iraq to signal their support for the alliance; will they 
and should they do so in the Asia-Pacific as well?

SINGULARITIES AND SYMPTOMS
Is the Trump presidency a one-time event or a symptom 
of a structural shift in U.S. politics?

Considering Trump’s atypical rise to power from real es-
tate developer to reality show character and social me-
dia savant, it is tempting to consider Trump’s four years 
an aberration, linked to his unique personality. As noted 
above, it may have been serious and may prove conse-
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What about the larger role of the United States in the world? Trump campaigned on a promise to put “America First” and at least part of his appeal to his supporters was and 
remained that he would disengage the United States from its “forever wars” in the Middle East. Depicted are American soldiers saluting the US flag (photo: Bumble Dee / 
Shutterstock.com) 
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quential for international relations and the transatlantic 
relationship, but at the same time, the Trump administra-
tion was no more than a glitch in the matrix, and unlikely 
to be repeated.

In many respects that may be true – Trump was and is 
unique - but that does not mean there is no pattern or 
structural feature. For one, it is not new. The “paranoid 
style” in American politics is an enduring feature, recog-
nized by Richard Hofstadter back in the 1960s, when the 
effects of McCarthyism were still noticeable and the John 
Birch Society was riding high.5 Yet, we need to go back 
no further than Biden’s time in office as Vice President 
a decade ago to witness a time when the Tea Party was 
able to sabotage most of Obama’s domestic agenda, as  
well as limit the president’s maneuver space in foreign 
policy.

Whether Trump remains involved as a political figure, 
teasing another run at the presidency in 2024, or uses 
his fame to launch a media enterprise, is railroaded 
through an incoming barrage of criminal investigations 
and possible convictions, or simply slinks away into the 
background, the temperament and style are likely to be a 
persistent feature of American politics. Though the Jan-
uary 6, 2021 attack on the Capitol failed, it underlined 
that Trump did not just offer rhetoric, but was willing to 
coax his followers into action. It is a tell that his actions 
on the international stage were not simply the gesticula-
tions of a frustrated businessman unaccustomed to the 
give-and-take of international politics.

Biden’s first year in office has already been poisoned, as 
a solid three-quarters of Republicans currently believe 
the election was stolen from Trump, and almost three 
out ten Republicans believe in the QAnon conspiracy 
theory.6 The Republican Party at the very least will not 
quickly make it back to the political center, even should 
its leaders desire to do so. It certainly has no incentive 
to support erstwhile uncontroversial bipartisan policies 
that would restore American foreign policy. Toxic politics 
and partisan sniping are likely to dominate.

THE FUTURE IS NOW
What does the future hold for transatlantic relations? 

Europeans have little influence over American domestic 
politics, which are likely to remain fractured and divided 
– as indeed the politics of many European states are as 
well. As the focus of American foreign policy has shifted 
to the Asia-Pacific and away from Europe, Europeans also 
no longer have a great deal of leverage there either. What 
Europeans can do is become a more effective and unified 
actor on the international stage. This does not mean that 

the arid discussion on strategic autonomy needs to be 
perpetuated, but it does mean that Europeans need to 
seriously invest in their military capabilities and under-
stand how to leverage the market power of the European 
Union. 

In doing so, Europeans can become a more effective 
partner in the transatlantic relationship. Diminishing 
the security dependency on the United States not only 
makes Europe less vulnerable to the political tides within 
the United States, but it also ensures the Biden adminis-
tration has more maneuver space as it seeks to address 
the growing belligerence of China in the Western Pacif-
ic. Europeans may have limited ability to project military 
power, but they can leverage access to their markets for 
political effect, and this is useful as the Biden adminis-
tration seeks to build an alliance of “techno-democra-
cies” to stem the rise of China. 

What Europeans cannot do, in any case, is slip back into 
complacency. The good old days of the transatlantic rela-
tionship are truly gone.
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