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BY SIGMAR GABRIEL

S

ince the beginning of the 21st century, Europe has rarely been associated with power. Complaints
about Europe’s weakness are the rule,
especially among those Europeans who
too often favor depressive self-reflection
over strategic observation, Germany
included. Only one hundred years ago,
just before World War I, European
powers were at their imperial peak –
and the US was beginning its rise. Many
countries that are now our equal partners were, at that time, targets of European might. More than a century later,
a very different Europe must still find
its place in a rapidly changing world. If
Europe wants to remain a major pole
in the evolving world order, it needs
power.
First of all, we should not underestimate the power we have; Europe is
a powerful magnet in the eyes of the
millions of refugees and migrants who
choose Europe as their
destiny. Its soft power
may frighten some leaders in the EU neighborhood when their own
people wave blue flags
with twelve golden stars
in public squares. Europe
is sometimes a safe haven
for journalists, politicians
and citizens, when they
appeal to the European
Court of Human Rights.
The European Union
also exerts economic
hard power when the European Commission, representing more than 510
million people in a common market
with a GDP of $17 trillion, takes a
tough stance in negotiations on trade
agreements. Moreover, Europe matters when the European Union, aligned
with other European partners, imposes
economic sanctions in reaction to the
illegal annexation of Crimea or against
the regime in North Korea. Finally,
the EU and its member states are also
a humanitarian power. They are the
biggest donors of humanitarian aid
and development assistance, and major
financial contributors when it comes to
mitigating climate change and funding
adaptation projects to support developing countries.
Europe in this sense is a pole of its
own in a multipolar world – with real
but limited power projection capabilities. Yet it is not equidistant from the
other poles. It is by far closest to the
United States as the source and defender
of the liberal world order – even when
the United States seems to disassociate
itself from that role. Common history

and values – as well as the role the US
played in Europe in two World Wars,
during the Cold War and in the 1990s
– have formed robust bonds. NATO is
the most successful alliance in history,
and remains strong to this very day.
Germany is committed to doing its part
in our common efforts, in the Baltics, in
Kosovo, in Afghanistan and in NATO’s
headquarters and command chain. Germany has always acknowledged that
the aim of combining European soft
and hard power to create real “smart
power” has an important military component.
How do we make Europe militarily
strong and efficient? How can Europe
gain a significant capability for military
power projection that will enable us to
uphold the rules and norms of the UN
Charter? First, we all know that nothing
comes from nothing; a sound and strong
economy is the basis for any investment. In democracies, having a growing economy is the best way to avoid
budgetary battles in which the armed
forces suffer.
Therefore, supporting the economic recovery
of our European
allies,
especially in the
south, is not
only a question
of European
solidarity; it
is also in Germany’s security
interests. If we
were to lose the
support of the people of Europe for
the European cause, we would only
weaken Europe. This is why it is sensible to reach out to President Emmanuel Macron to discuss his ideas on the
future of Europe.
At the same time we must not repeat
the mistakes of the past and base
our political planning on the wrong
assumptions. World history provides
no set path towards perpetual peace, in
Immanuel Kant’s sense. If Europe ever
wants to be a strategic power, we must
look beyond our horizons and plan for
a world we do not yet know. It is therefore neither reckless nor anti-American
to imagine a Europe without the United
States. Anyone who has ever had a
nightmare knows that the thoughts we
have are not always the thoughts we
wish to have. If a time traveler from
2050 were to assure us today that the
US presence in Europe would endure,
we would be able to relax. Yet now,
in 2018, we cannot. We must strive
to keep the US as close as possible,
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n past decades – a time we may yet
come to refer to wistfully as “the
good old days” – America’s national
security elites have tended to be somewhat blasé about the National Security
Strategy (NSS). In 1986, a Congress
alarmed by US policy failures in Vietnam, Iran and Grenada had decreed
that this document should be produced
at the outset of each new administration to explain the principles and goals
of the president’s grand strategy.
On occasion these exercises proclaimed a genuine strategic shift that
would make headlines worldwide.
This was the case in 2002, when President George W. Bush issued a NSS
declaring that the US might undertake
preemptive strikes against adversaries
armed with weapons of mass destruction. After appalled reactions from the
international community, this neverimplemented threat was retracted in
the subsequent document.
Far more often they
produced a stew of
strategic platitudes
rendered in boilerplate language, a
testament to the tortuous “interagency
process” by which
the American federal
executive explains
its thinking to itself.
Sometimes a paper
was no sooner published than it was obviated by events.
Survivors of the process were prone
to intimate in a strangled whisper that
they would rather be waterboarded
than have to go through it all again.
Germany’s “Iron Chancellor” Otto
von Bismarck famously said that two
things should never be exposed to
public view: the making of sausage
and the making of laws. Were he alive
today, he would likely include the writing of national strategy papers.
Nevertheless, even the most jaded
critics will admit that producing a NSS
has its merits. On the domestic front,
it helps remind the executive of the
principle of separation and balance of
powers; Congress will keep a watchful
eye on the shaping of foreign and security policy by a president and his advisers, and it intends to use the strategy
paper as a benchmark against which
to measure their actions. Within the
executive, it helps the national security adviser and his or her staff align
other agencies with the administration’s
political preferences. For the national
security staff itself, it can be a useful

tool for building consensus and exerting message discipline.
Last and probably least, it lends
gravitas to signals the US government
sends to the rest of the globe. Thus,
back when things were “normal,” the
publication of a new NSS meant that
analysts, journalists and diplomats the
world over would heave a sigh, pour
themselves some extra-strong coffee
and inspect the text with a fine-toothed
comb to extract any available insights
into the superpower‘s latest strategic
intentions.
But the Trump era is anything but
business as usual. Never has an American president so recklessly dispensed
with the formalities of international
relations, or so liberally threatened
allies and adversaries alike, from calling NATO “obsolete” to threatening
Europe with trade wars and North
Korea with nuclear obliteration.
Of course, unilateralism, skepticism
of “foreign entanglements” (George
Washington) and protectionism are
American traditions
as old as the republic itself. Presidents
Clinton, Bush and
Obama oversaw
NATO (and EU)
enlargement after
the fall of the Berlin
Wall, yet all made
serious efforts to
retrench the US
military and diplomatic engagement
in Europe.
One faction of
Trump explainers in Washington – let's
call them the “nothing to see here”
faction – suggests ignoring presidential language and looking instead at
events, or rather everything that has
not happened: NATO is still standing, they say; and what wars has he
started? They also point out – fairly –
that this uniquely disruptive president is
surrounded by a multitude of political
appointees, civil servants and military
officers, all of whom are attempting to
hold the administration to standards
and processes that will make it more
stable and predictable.
Others have a different take: none of
this is a return to normalcy. Trumpism
is not the latest iteration of an American retrenchment following a period of
(over-)extension. It is rather a massive
and radical discontinuity. Trump is the
first president to question the validity of an international order based on
norms and cooperation, and the first
to decry globalization as a nefarious
ideology (“the false song of globalism”)

THE TRUMP
ERA IS
ANYTHING BUT
BUSINESS
AS USUAL

Continued on page 4

The Security Times
4		

February 2018

S E C U R I T Y S T R AT E GY

Continued from page 1

Power outage

CONSTANZE
STELZENMÜLLER
is the inaugural Robert Bosch
Senior Fellow at the Brookings
Institution.

LI

A

RULES OF
ENGAGEMENT
FOR TRUMP
WORLD
FO
TO

rather than an economic and
political fact. Furthermore, his
more mainstream advisers have
not managed to “normalize” the
administration; at best, they have
achieved less bad outcomes, such
as kicking the responsibility of
reviewing the Iran nuclear deal
over to Congress rather than just
tearing it up.
Under these circumstances, the
publication of the Trump administration’s first National Security
Strategy in late December of
2017 was met with significantly
more than the customary tepid
specialist interest. But the document does not resolve the tension
between the normalizers and the
radicals – indeed, it enshrines it.
On the one hand, the NSS
makes dozens of references to
partners and allies. It also makes
a point of restating the president’s late and reluctant re-commitment to the mutual defense
clause in Article 5 of the NATO
Treaty. On the other hand, it
emphatically reinforces the dictate delivered in a now-notorious
op-ed written in May by National
Security Advisor H.R. McMaster
and Gary Cohn, president of the
National Economic Council: the
fundamental paradigm of American power in the age of Trump
is one of zero-sum competition
rather than cooperation. And the
rationale made by the NSS for
US support of its allies in Europe
and elsewhere is self-interested
in the narrowest possible terms:
America’s “allies and partners
magnify US power and extend
US influence.”
The NSS also insists, rather
remarkably, that the institutions
of domestic democracy must be
made resilient to political interference from abroad. This new
emphasis on challenges to US
dominance by other great powers
– specifically, Russia and China –
was amplified shortly after publication of the NSS by the new
National Defense Strategy and
its motto of “compete, deter, and
win.” Written at the Pentagon
under the aegis of Secretary of
Defense Jim Mattis, this document is notable for its embrace
of allies and partners, which it
describes as “crucial” to American strategy. Given the increasingly aggressive global assertiveness of both Russia and China,
this re-focusing of US strategy
makes sense, and Europeans can
and should engage with it.
If only the commander in chief
agreed. President Trump has
made it clear – in his speeches
on the launch of the NSS, his
Davos speech and his State of
the Union address – that he does
not share the strategic framework advocated by his advisors.
Trump continues to argue for
cooperation with Putin’s Russia,
and sees China chiefly as a trade
adversary; the top three threats
he obsesses over are immigrants,
terrorists and North Korea. He
remains disdainful of the notion
that has underpinned US strategy
since World War II: American
stewardship of a liberal international order is in the American
interest.
Even more importantly,
Trump appears to believe that
the US should to be able to use
nuclear weapons, would win a
trade war against China and
could emerge victorious from
a preventive “bloody nose”
strike against North Korea.
Should any of these come to
pass, the world would become
a different place. But even if
they are avoided, the president’s inability or unwillingness to tone down his rhetoric,
his overt disagreements with
his advisors or his contempt
for allies will lead America’s
friends to hedge their bets. As
for America’s adversaries, they
will feel encouraged to fill the
vacuum the superpower leaves
behind.

Keeping Washington tethered to the international community during the president’s
tenure will make it easier to repair the wreckage he leaves behind
BY CHARLES A. KUPCHAN

O

ne down, three to go. And judging by Trump’s first year in
office, the next three should be
long and painful. As the US backs away
from is traditional role as team captain, its “America First” foreign policy
is setting the world on edge. Trump has
already pulled out of the Trans-Pacific
Partnership and the Paris Climate Agreement. Next on his chopping block may
well be the Iran nuclear deal and US
participation in NAFTA and the World
Trade Organization.
America’s deliberate undermining of the
rules-based international order it worked
so hard to establish after World War II
has left America’s partners understandably vexed, and wondering when it is time
to give up on Trump. But even if justified,
their approach is ill-advised.
Instead of turning their backs on Trump
in anger and frustration, friends of the US
should engage the president with hopes of
curbing his destructive instincts. Trump
will do more damage if he feels isolated,
rejected and cut loose, while holding
him close provides at least some leverage
over his behavior and may impress upon
him that partnership has its advantages.
Moreover, the Trump presidency will not
last forever. Trying to keep Washington
tethered to the international community
during his tenure will make it easier to
repair the wreckage he leaves behind.
Learning to live with the Trump presidency means accepting the harsh reality
that what you see is what you get. Indeed,
his presidency is likely to get worse, not
better, in the months ahead. The adults
in the room – John Kelley, Rex Tillerson, H.R. McMaster, James Mattis
– are unable to tame Trump, and some
of them may well jump ship in the near
future, eliminating whatever moderating influence they may exercise. Trump
is also likely to ramp up his hard-edged
populism as the mid-term elections draw
near. With the Democrats poised to do
well in November, Trump will seek to
rally his base by doubling down on his
nationalist and populist agenda.
Having alienated the more centrist
voters who helped him win the presidency, Trump is retreating to his faithful
base, which at least for now has commandeered the Republican Party. The
Republican establishment is running for
cover in the face of a mobilized and angry
base. Whether he likes it or not, Trump is
beholden to an ascendant insurgency of

populist nationalists; he has already lost
much of the rest of the country.
Trump has gravitated to the far right
by inclination as much as by necessity.
Even as Steve Bannon, Sebastian Gorka
and other fervent ideologues have been
banished from the White House, Trump’s
racially tinged brand of nationalism has
continued, if not deepened. His equivocation over neo-Nazi protesters in Charlottesville, his insults toward Hispanic
immigrants, his decision to send back
Haitians, Salvadorans and others who
came to the United States to escape conflict and natural disaster, his disparaging
comments about Africa – this is the real
Donald Trump, not a political concoction
of his handlers.
Confronted with this sobering reality,
how should the international community
handle the remainder of Trump’s tumultuous presidency?

It is difficult to know whether Trump’s
stop-and-go style is a sign of genetic
inconstancy or part of a shrewd negotiating strategy. But it does mean that
the door is open to negotiation, and
concerned parties should walk through
that door. In the end, Trump may or
may not uphold the Iran deal, allow
Dreamers to stay in the US, preserve the
health insurance of Americans in need or
return to the Paris Agreement. Nonetheless, it is certainly worth trying to bring
him around. To walk away from Trump
is to encourage his worst instincts.
Second, engaging Trump does not
mean bending to his wishes; it means
attempting to bring him around to sensible positions, and standing one’s ground
when that effort fails. On the Iran
nuclear deal, America’s partners must
staunchly defend the pact, come what
may; it is the only game in town. How-

TO WALK AWAY
FROM TRUMP IS TO
ENCOURAGE HIS WORST
INSTINCTS
First, America’s partners should continue to try to connect with Trump,
seeking to exercise whatever influence
they may have over his behavior. Trump
craves respect and acceptance; shunning
and isolating him will only make matters
worse. Moreover, engagement indeed has
the potential to yield concrete payoffs.
Even when Trump appears ready to start
dismantling policies he does not like, he
tends to offer an escape hatch.
Rather than simply dismantling the Iran
deal, he handed it over to Congress to
address his concerns. He announced the
end of the program allowing Dreamers
(residents who entered or remained in
the country illegally as minors) to stay
in the US, but then opened a dialogue
with Democrats about preserving it. He
declared he was rescinding health care
subsidies needed to fund Obamacare, but
soon thereafter entertained a bipartisan
proposal to salvage the funding. Even
though Trump has announced his intention to withdraw from the Paris climate
agreement, the US cannot formally exit
the accord until 2020, leaving room to
maneuver.

ever, Europeans should engage Washington on the deal’s sunset provisions
and how best to counter Iran’s missile
program and its destabilizing regional
behavior. Exploring side agreements or
follow-on arrangements for addressing
these issues may succeed in convincing
Trump not to scuttle the deal. A good
faith effort to address Trump’s concerns
– rather than dismissing them – may be
just enough to keep him on board. It is
worth a try.
In similar fashion, the international
community should keep working on
Trump regarding issues like climate
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change and trade. But in the meantime,
the rest of the world is right to stand by
the Paris climate agreement, even though
Trump has renounced it. The same goes
for the Trans-Pacific Partnership; its
remaining members are doing the right
thing by proceeding with a trade deal
despite Trump’s withdrawal from the
pact. If Trump seeks to back away from
the World Trade Organization, it will be
up to other members to defend a rulesbased trading order.
While engaging Trump, America’s
partners, and Europe in particular, must
prevent him from dismantling the liberal norms and rules-based institutions
that have long anchored the West.
Europe should make sure that the next
US president does not assume office in
a Western world that has been reduced
to rubble.
Third, America’s friends must prevent
popular opposition to Trump from transforming into anti-American sentiment.
Even if anger toward Trump may be
understandable, and even if politicians
are tempted to cater to it, doing so risks
setting democratic societies against the
US. If leaders around the world are
to remain committed to working with
Trump whenever possible – as well as
reaching out to the US bureaucracy,
Congress, and state and local officials,
all of which may be better partners than
the White House – they must ensure that
their own electorates have not come to
write off the US.
Otherwise, any hope of sustaining
a sense of solidarity and community
among the Atlantic democracies will
prove illusory. Otherwise, the US president following Trump may preside
over a country that has turned sharply
inward and lost its internationalist
calling.
The United States, long the anchor of
republican ideals and multilateralism, is
backing away from both under Trump’s
leadership. This turn in US politics is
part of a broader surge in illiberalism
and populist nationalism playing out in
many quarters of the globe.
To help ensure that we are witnessing
only a temporary setback – not a permanent reversal – in the fortunes of liberal
politics, America’s partners should keep
reaching out to Trump and resist the
temptation to distance themselves from
the US. Engaging Trump will limit the
damage he can do, and make it more
likely that the Trump era represents a
dark detour for Americans – and not the
new normal.

