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KEY POINTS

1. The Trump administration’s harsh rhetoric toward NATO allies obscures that the U.S. defense
posture in Europe remains mostly unchanged. Rather than reducing the U.S. presence, Trump has
leveraged it to bargain for heavier European defense spending.

2. Europeans last year pledged to spend 5 percent of GDP on defense and related infrastructure. In
return, the United States is keeping its current forces in Europe and remains committed to European
defense for the foreseeable future.

3. This is a bad deal for Americans, not only because the European pledges are not worth much, but
because heavier European defense spending, even if it occurs, does little on its own to benefit the
United States.

4. Because the Russian threat to Europe beyond Ukraine is limited, the United States need not worry
that reducing its force posture will leave European allies dangerously exposed.

5. lIronically, keeping so many U.S. troops in Europe undermines the incentive for European states to do
more on defense, which means not just meeting spending pledges but reducing their dependence on
the United States for military operations.

6. Rather than try to get the Europeans to spend more on defense, the United States should start
leaving Europe by reducing its force structure on a timetable toward an ultimately full withdrawal.

TRUMP VS. EUROPE: MORE BARK THAN BITE

To many observers, President Trump’s recent announcement that he would pull 5,000 troops out of
Germany—initiated in response to German Chancellor Friedrich Merz’s criticism of the U.S. war on Iran—
demonstrates his desire to radically remake the transatlantic relationship by forcing a genuine burden-shift
within NATO and ultimately reducing the U.S. military presence on the continent.*

Even before taking office for the second time, Trump unnerved European allies with his enthusiasm for
peace talks with Russia over Ukraine, his failure to hold Ukraine in the same high regard as most
transatlantic leaders, and his tendency to occasionally blast NATO allies as free-riders.? As early as March
2016, he complained, “We are getting ripped off by every country in NATO, where they pay virtually nothing.
...And we're paying the majority of the costs.” Since then, he has repeatedly struck a similar chord,
lamenting that “[w]e’re providing all they want, and... they’re not doing anything toward helping us
monetarily,” adding, “It's disgraceful” and “l don’t like being taken advantage of.”

Upon Trump's return to office, his secretary of defense Pete Hegseth similarly attacked European defense
efforts while suggesting the United States would no longer be “primarily focused on the security of Europe.”
Vice President J.D. Vance at the Munich Security Conference criticized many European states on cultural
grounds.® After something of a lull for the rest of 2025, the president once again ignited European furor by
insistently talking about buying or maybe even seizing Greenland, a Danish territory.®
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Most recently, Trump has threatened to pull out of NATO as punishment for the allies’ lack of support for his
attack on Iran, and then threatened to punish states that he deemed insufficiently supportive of his war in
the Middle East.” The administration then announced plans remove troops from Germany, cancelled the
deployment of an army “Multi-Domain Task Force” there—a unit that exists to fire various medium- or long-
range missiles—and stated that U.S. troop levels in Europe were returning to 2021 levels.® These actions fit
within the larger pattern that defines Trump’s dealings with U.S. allies in Europe.

In many ways, however, appearances are deceiving. Beneath the surface of the increasingly harsh rhetoric,
the Trump administration has done little to substantively change U.S. policy towards Europe. Neither the
most recent National Security Strategy nor the National Defense Strategy, let alone the defense budget
itself, suggest any reductions to U.S. force posture on the continent.® It also remains doubtful whether the
announced troop withdrawals from Germany will actually take place. If they do, odds are the troops will not
come home but instead move to a neighboring country.’® And given that the proposed retrenchment from
Germany seems largely to be the result of presidential pique, there is little reason to believe it is indicative of
a coming strategic shift.

To be sure, even without actual policy changes, the rhetorical attacks the Trump administration has
launched against NATO and the allies are consequential. By U.S. design, Article 5 of the NATO treaty does
not legally commit states to fight for others to honor the alliance’s mutual defense commitment.** The idea
that the United States would fight a war and risk nuclear annihilation for its allies is not a legal requirement
but simply a transatlantic political consensus among leaders. That makes it ethereal—and subject to damage
by rhetoric, especially from a U.S. president.?

Yet even these political effects are limited because the Trump administration has given Europeans every
reason to hope that they can maintain the United States as Europe’s primary security provider as long as
they pledge to rearm and avoid criticizing U.S. foreign policy in the process. In essence, U.S. officials have
offered their European counterparts an implicit bargain: as long as they promise to finally start rearming, the
United States will abstain from reducing its troop presence in Europe and commitment to European security.

From the White House’s perspective, this strategy has already proven effective. In what was widely
applauded as a landmark decision, at the 2025 Hague Summit, the European NATO allies pledged to spend
3.5 percent of gross domestic product on defense plus another 1.5 percent on related infrastructure.®® In
return for this official commitment, the Europeans appear to have secured sufficient goodwill from the
Trump administration to prevent any plan to meaningfully reduce the U.S. military role in Europe from being
implemented.

The problem is that this quasi-bargain does little to promote U.S. strategic interests. For one thing, the
defense spending pledges Trump extracted from U.S. allies are virtually meaningless. The Europeans are
buying off Trump with mostly future spending promises they are likely to renege on.

Getting the Europeans to spend more on defense is the wrong goal in the first place. A narrow focus on
defense spending betrays a fundamental misunderstanding of Europe’s current geopolitical circumstances.
As we discuss in more detail below, the Russian threat to the rest of Europe is quite limited: the balance of
power favors U.S. allies, especially if they can pool capabilities more effectively. This means that European
states ramping up defense spending need not be a precondition for drastic reductions in U.S. forces, which
can safely begin withdrawing from the continent.

In fact, without a significant U.S. retrenchment from Europe, it is unlikely that Europeans will ever implement
the policy changes needed to substantially increase their military capabilities. Only when they feel more

2 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES T



STOP BARGAINING WITH EUROPE,
START LEAVING

exposed to external threats will they turn pledges and white papers into real burden-shifting. Even a large
U.S. withdrawal might not be enough to incentivize such changes, given Russian weakness. But one thing is
clear: continuing to reassure allies of U.S. commitments, as the standard Washington playbook calls for, is
counterproductive to putting American interests first.

BOOSTING ALLIED DEFENSE SPENDING IS THE
WRONG GOAL

The first Trump administration did little to change defense policy in Europe. A late push to trim force levels in
Germany came to naught, while slight increases to the U.S. presence in Poland went forward and NATO
continued expanding.** But Trump’s flirtation with making Article 5 commitments contingent on European
defense spending and rejection of the ally worship that had become standard in Washington certainly ruffled
feathers.

Many analysts believed that his second term would reveal the true Trump, the one who would unleash his
instinct to bring the troops home and make nice with Russia. This fear motivated Europeans leaders to take
on a greater burden of their defense, or to at least make a show of doing so.

By now it has become clear, however, that Trump Il is following the pattern established during his first term.
Trump continues to issue verbal attacks against European allies in public and private—the intensity with
which he does so has certainly amplified—but seems content to abstain from implementing big policy shifts
as long as the allies behave in accordance with his expectations.

Despite the president’s dramatic rhetoric on first Greenland and now Iran, his administration’s overall
message on European defense has remained remarkably consistent: “do more, or we’'ll do less.”*® Implicit in
this stance is a promise of encouragement: do more, and we will continue being there for you. Even
Hegseth’s confrontational speech in early 2025 posited that if the Europeans were to take “primary
responsibility” for their continent’s defense, they would find that the “the American military and the
American people stand beside you, as we have in NATO.”1¢

In general terms, this position is not revolutionary: U.S. presidents and secretaries of defense have
complained about European defense efforts for decades.'’” But past presidents have also shied away from
any signals that might be read as a break with the transatlantic alliance and instead reliably extolled the
virtues of defending allies through NATO.*® Trump is genuinely different. Because his threats to pull troops
from Europe—and potentially even leave NATO—are perceived as more credible, he has been more
successful at provoking energetic responses.

Yet while Trump has made a break from feckless U.S. efforts to jawbone Europeans into spending more, he
is hardly a radical seeking to dismantle U.S. hegemony abroad. Instead, he has revealed himself as an
instinctual proponent of what has been dubbed “illiberal hegemony.”*® He seems to want to extract higher
rents for U.S. hegemony, not end it. In practice, this means that as long as heavier European defense
spending is forthcoming, the president is more than content to maintain the status quo and keep the current
U.S. force posture intact. Eliciting higher European defense spending is the ultimate goal, not an
intermediate step on the way to a reduced U.S. military presence and thus a reduction in U.S. costs.
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DEFENSE SPENDING IN NATO COUNTRIES (2025)
$1,000 Billion
$845 billion

800

The United States nearly spends twice as much
600 as every other NATO country combined.
400
200

0

O @ @ &P @ @@ @@ @S DNE @@ QXS NN ® D PN @SSP
RO T S S SR i A S S SRR X SN AN e P RN SN SRR
P70 PP e P W T @ QO 5O & @0 F N @ R 500 @ & &

o W @ g8 Va0 g aed ot Fae™ Tl o O @ W
o‘\g \>g‘r Qp“ ) S 0(\\&

X2
& & N

Note: Figures are in constant 2021 prices and exchange rates. Figure for Germany based on SIPRI reporting, adjusted using an online calculator to match 2021 constant dollars. This
should be treated as an estimate.

Sources: NATO Public Diplomacy Division, “Defense Expenditure of NATO Countries (2014-2025),” June 3, 2025; Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, "Global Military
Spending Rise Continues as European and Asian Expenditures Surge," April 27, 2026.

European officials grasped this proclivity easily enough and, early in this Trump administration, sought to
mollify Washington to avoid a drawdown of U.S. forces from Europe. At the Hague NATO summit, they seem
to have achieved just that by committing to investing at least 5 percent of their gross domestic product in
defense and related infrastructure by 2035. In addition, various European countries also seem to have
assured U.S. officials that they would comply with their demands to buy more American defense products
with their rearmament efforts.°

By pledging to spend more, and spend American, the Europeans gave the Americans a public relations
victory. In President Trump’s eyes, the Hague summit delivered “a monumental win” for the United States.
After decades of failure, he proclaimed to have achieved what none of his predecessors could: to convince
Europe to shoulder more of its defense burden.?*

While the United States did not offer anything formal in exchange for these commitments, European leaders
seem to think they have bought themselves a reprieve from, if not an utter cancelation of, any U.S. plans to
disentangle from continental security affairs.>? In fact, U.S. leaders have taken care to assure several of their
allies that they need not fear a withdrawal of U.S. troops now that they have been forthcoming with their
spending pledges.?®

This overarching approach of essentially trading spending pledges for a continued U.S. presence in Europe
permeates the current National Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy. Both documents celebrate
the fact that the administration has induced the Europeans to do more on defense—without saying that the
United States can therefore do less.

The same idea also underlies the administration’s careful framing of any moves that might be interpreted as
a prelude to a diminished U.S. role in European defense. For instance, when the Trump administration
announced it would end the Baltic Security Initiative, which has given $200 million annually to Baltic states
for training and equipment since 2018, it was quick to clarify that the move “will not have an impact on the
U.S. troop presence in the region.”?* Similarly, the Pentagon’s 2025 announcement that 800 soldiers who
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had rotated into Romania would be withdrawn from Europe were accompanied by U.S. assurances that this
was not a sign of a fundamental shift in military posture in Europe.?® Indeed, Trump immediately assured the
press that the move constituted nothing but a simple repositioning.

EUROPE OUTMANEUVERED TRUMP

While the president has touted Europe’s pledges as a landmark achievement that will ensure U.S. allies
produce significant military capabilities and thus help decrease the burden on the United States, upon closer
inspection there is little for Americans to celebrate here. The significance of Europe’s defense spending
pledges has been vastly overstated: they ultimately mean little, and they certainly do not guarantee that
Europe will decrease its military dependence on the United States.

For one thing, as is the case with all paper promises in international relations, no one can prevent states
from reneging on them. In fact, there are good reasons to believe that European leaders will do just that, as
they face overwhelming incentives to avoid a significant increase in defense expenditure.

In part, this is due to domestic resistance against the rearmament agenda publicly embraced by Brussels.?®
Across the continent, leaders are grappling with the fact that the anticipated spikes in defense expenditures
might turn out to be deeply unpopular with their electorates.?” When then-Chancellor-elect Friedrich Merz
pushed to disable Germany’s constitutional “debt brake” to pave the way for unlimited defense spending,
this did not sit well with much of his conservative base which is known for its fiscal restraint.?® Confronting
the risk of further hemorrhaging votes to the populist Alternative for Germany, Merz is unlikely to remain as
resolutely committed to rearmament as he appeared immediately following his election victory.?°

France seems likely to face similar implementation troubles. The struggle to improve his country’s fiscal
situation led to the collapse of Prime Minister Francois Bayrou’s government following a no-confidence vote
in early September 2025.% It is doubtful whether President Emmanual Macron and Bayrou’s successor,
Sébastien Lecornu, will be able to reconcile their ambitious spending goals with the need to address
France’s looming debt crisis. After all, the French public is unlikely to finance the purchase of guns if it
requires them giving up their butter.3* A recent public opinion survey found that only 40 percent of French
respondents supported increased military investments.®? With the 2027 presidential election already
looming large, it is likely that candidates will reflect this lukewarm view on militarization.*®* Smaller
Europeans states will likely face similar constraints, especially those in Western Europe where concerns
about Russia are more muted than in the continent’s east.

Even if these political obstacles were absent, European leaders would likely find reneging on their promises
tempting.®* Trump is prone to declare victory prematurely and move on without much attention to detail. And
even if he were to stay focused on European defense spending, he will only be president for a few more
years. After that, the threat of a U.S. withdrawal will likely diminish. Why not go back to free riding off
American protection?3 Why not continue to brush off concerns over hard power, grand strategy, and
geopolitics and avoid politically treacherous guns versus butter tradeoffs?3¢

Of course, it is tempting to believe that recent months, and especially the Greenland and Iran episodes, have
created a genuine tipping point in transatlantic relations and led to a geopolitical awakening in Europe. But
the habit that has prevailed in Berlin, Paris, and other European capitals for decades is hard to break.®’
Having made their careers in the warmth of the transatlantic embrace, European officials are prone to bet
that things will return to “normal” once Trump is gone and forego meaningful change.
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While it is certainly possible that European states will simply decide to not meet their professed spending
targets, it is more likely that they will expand their conceptualization of what counts toward defense
expenditure so they can formally declare fulfillment of their pledges. Even under NATO’s current definition of
defense spending, various budget lines that do little to increase military capabilities in the short to medium
terms—such as pension payments to military retirees—count toward the 5 percent goal.>®

The Hague Summit Declaration itself paved the way for further accounting gymnastics by demanding that
only 3.5 percent of GDP be spent on defense investments proper, while the remaining 1.5 percent can go
toward defense-related expenditures broadly conceived.® The latter could include, for instance,
infrastructure projects primarily aimed at civilian use.*® Foreshadowing what is to come, Italy recently
considered passing off the construction of a $16 billion bridge from Sicily to the Italian mainland as the kind
of strategic investment that would count toward the 5 percent goal.** The pledges made to date effectively
invite states to massage their numbers until they match expectations.

As long as some combination of distant pledges, half measures, and focused flattery keeps the United
States committed, the Europeans have little incentive to take steps toward meaningful rearmament. Their
incentive, to be blunt, is to fake it until the public pressure from Washington subsides.

Finally, even if European states were to keep their spending promises and invest in military assets, the
effective gains in Europe’s ability to defend itself independently are likely to be limited for two reasons. First,
defense investments will do relatively little to lessen Europe’s dependence on the United States if the
administration keeps pushing the continent to buy American weapons systems.*? In this case, greater
European defense spending would enshrine the United States’ role as the continent’s protector.
Dependence on U.S. defense contractors will also preclude the development of a stronger military spending
lobby in Europe, making the increased effort harder to sustain.*®

Second, spending as a portion of GDP is a poor proxy for military capability.** Unless European militaries

achieve greater unity in military matters, the newly available defense funds will split into dozens of pieces,
most of which are too small to matter. Unsurprisingly, given the number of states involved, there is so far
little consensus about what the increased military spending should buy, beyond general balancing against
Russia. This means that spending increases, if real, are likely to dissipate in service of disparate agendas.

To illustrate the point, one concrete objective that Europeans might unite their investments around would be
to enhance their ability, absent U.S. help, to quickly move ground forces east to defend against a potential
Russian move against a bordering state.*® This approach would require heavy investment in keeping forces
ready to deploy, transport to move forces quickly, the required infrastructure to enable deployments, and
increasing military manpower, which is especially expensive in Western Europe.

Rather than taking such meaningful steps, Europe’s defense pledges are likely to follow standard patterns to
fund expensive and overlapping procurement. For example, Germany’s €100 billion special fund for defense,
the purported centerpiece of the Zeitenwende spurred by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, has gone to the
procurement of a broad suite of equipment, including buying pricey U.S. F-35s, as opposed to a more
focused push to build a readier force.*® Similarly, while infrastructure investments in integrated road and rail
projects in Germany, Poland, and the Baltic states would meaningfully alter the military balance,
independent national efforts to separately improve military infrastructure will be of little significance in the
grand scheme of things.

Viewed in this light, it becomes clear that the Europeans have been outmaneuvering Trump and gotten much
more out of the quasi-bargain than the president might think. In return for spending pledges of dubious
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strategic value, they seem to have achieved their central goal: fending off any actual U.S. disentanglement
from the continent for the foreseeable future.*’

JUST START LEAVING

All this being said, the Trump administration has not yet committed itself officially to upholding the status
quo in Europe. This means there is still a genuine opportunity to change course.

One option for the United States would be to focus on making sure the Europeans enact their pledged
defense spending, push to have that increase used efficiently to prepare to defend against Russia, and then
start pulling U.S. forces. This would be the classic “as they stand up, we stand down” approach, which
echoes the early Cold War view that the U.S. military presence was a temporary stopgap that could be
removed once Europeans had the ability to balance Soviet power on their own.*®

This approach would be a meaningful improvement over one that keeps U.S. force levels in Europe at status
quo levels either because it is what we owe our allies (the classic Washington/Biden administration view) or
because it is a reward for increased effort (the Trump view to date). Still, it makes a similar error in
effectively letting European moves dictate U.S. policy.

U.S. FORCES IN EUROPE (2026)
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Note: Information about U.S. troops in Europe is less precise than in the past because the Pentagon has become less forthcoming about numbers, especially of rotational troops.

If the United States wants a sustained European defense effort, then the best way to get it is to take the first
step and force the Europeans to balance Russian power on their own, though even that might prove
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insufficient. U.S. forces in Europe today dull the limited threat Russia poses beyond Ukraine and other
borderlands. Without a more pungent whiff of danger, it is hard to see European defense reforms going from
the showy and temporary to the real and permanent.

The other fundamental problem with the idea that U.S. retrenchment should await greater European
capability development is its assumption that current NATO defense efforts are necessary to keep Russia at
bay and thus protect U.S. interests. In other words, it assumes that, while the burden of containing Russia
can be shifted around, defense efforts need to remain as large and intense as they are to avoid a strategic
catastrophe. This view badly inflates the Russian threat, as discussed below.

The best U.S. option for European defense is to simply start leaving.*® Ideally Washington would present its
allies with a plan for a phased withdrawal of U.S. forces from Europe, especially ground forces. This will give
them time to adjust as they see fit, either collectively via the European Union or other regional groupings, or
on an individual basis.

This option need not involve a painful fight about withdrawing from NATO. The U.S. could keep the treaty
commitment while reducing the force levels it commits—relying on the example of the Rio Treaty that
officially commits U.S. forces to defend much of Latin America but has largely become a dead letter. In
addition, the president could simply state that the United States plans to take Article 5 literally, which entails
supporting allies under attack but not necessary fighting for them. This political step, combined with the
removal of U.S. forces, would likely energize Europe’s collective defense efforts and reduce dependence on
the United States.

Such an ideal path should also include dropping any insistence that Europeans “buy American.” Letting
European countries build bigger defense industries will create more powerful domestic political interests that
support heavier arms trading going forward.

A less ideal but perhaps more realistic alternative is making a withdrawal a fait accompli and simply letting
the facts on the ground do the communicating. While such a course of action would be more disquieting for
European leaders, U.S. officials can rest assured that it would not endanger American security.

THE LIMITS OF THE RUSSIAN THREAT

The United States does not need to worry about whether Europeans step up defensively before withdrawing
forces from Europe because Russia has neither the evident intention for further revisionism beyond Ukraine
nor the capabilities to do so.

Because intentions are changeable and notoriously hard to pin down, they are less important in measuring
threat than capabilities. But it is important to note that there is little basis for the widespread view that
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine demonstrates a broader agenda of territorial aggrandizement. Russia’s
motivation for the war seems largely to have been to keep Ukraine out of the Western sphere, especially with
regard to NATO forces being deployed there, whether as part of the alliance or informally.>® Whether one
sees this as imperialistic or a response to Western policies that threatened Russian security interests, the
point is that it does not entail any desire for further expansion beyond Ukraine.
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In any event, Russia’s military capability makes it a limited threat to NATO states, irrespective of what its real
intentions are. This is not simply because it has been seriously degraded by the war in Ukraine.®* Rather, it is
the lasting result of a balance of power that highly favors the Europeans, both in the short and long terms.

In 2025, total non-U.S. NATO military spending was about $600 billion.>? Russia, with its ramped-up war
spending, has a defense budget of perhaps $462 billion, adjusting for purchasing power.>®> Non-U.S. NATO
has 2.1 million active-duty troops to Russia’s 1.5 million. The $22 trillion in GDP that NATO has when
excluding the United States is 10 times Russia’s economic output. Of course, political divisions make these
European figures hard to compare directly to Russia’s, but they show the massive amount of potential
capability the continent possesses and could tap into amid a direct Russian threat to a NATO member.

NATO-EUROPE VS. RUSSIA
GDP Military spending Population
$28.16 T $589 B 590 M
$190 B
143 M
$2.66 T
N

NATO- Russia NATO- Russia NATO- Russia

Europe Europe Europe

Note: “NATO-Europe” is all NATO members except for the United States and Canada. Military spending is in constant 2024 prices and exchange rates. GDP is measured in 2026 USD.

Sources: IMF Datamapper, "GDP, current prices", International Monetary Fund; SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, 2026; IMF Datamappet, "Population”, International Monetary Fund

Russia’s battlefield performance in Ukraine is a more direct measure of its capability and constitutes good
news for Europe’s security. While Russia has improved its performance after a disastrous start in Ukraine, its
forces still suffer from questionable morale, logistical deficiencies, and difficulty with combined arms
warfare.®* They have suffered upwards of half a million casualties and lost vast stores of vehicles.>® Despite
recent gains, Russian forces remain largely stuck east of the Dnipro River, a far cry from an army likely to
come sweeping toward Poland.

The Ukraine war demonstrates why states increasingly avoid invading capable rivals. Defense, as Clausewitz
tells us, has major political advantages.*® When countries are attacked and defend their territory, they tend
to excite nationalism, which motivates their people to fight on despite heavy sacrifices. Defenders also tend
to attract outside support because they are victims of aggression. The invasion of Ukraine elicited a furious
outpouring of Western support, which has been crucial to Ukraine’s cause.

These political advantages of defense are complemented by technological ones.®” Surveillance systems, with
drones playing a leading role, now allow defending forces to see enemy forces attempting advances with
newfound clarity. This can be translated quickly into targeting information for artillery fire, missiles, and
attack drones, allowing a smaller footprint of military personnel to protect the front lines. Advanced air
defense systems and man-portable air-defense systems make it difficult for aircraft to offer advancing forces
close air support or do much else.®® Massing forces to achieve breakthroughs across defensive lines has
thus become costlier. Since any Russian attack on a NATO state would occur under similarly adverse
circumstances, these shifts in warfare suggest that even the most vulnerable European states, like Estonia,
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would be able to mount a credible defense against Russia, inflicting enough damage to make the prospect
of aggression quite unappealing.®®

The fact that any such war could well go nuclear provides additional reassurance that it is unlikely to occur.®®
The war in Ukraine has done nothing to undermine extended nuclear deterrence. It remains as doubtful as
ever whether Russia would be willing to run the nuclear risks associated with a direct attack on a NATO
member state. While the drone incursions into NATO airspace that took place in recent months signal that
Russia is willing to run the limited escalation risks such gray zone tactics entail, they are orders of magnitude
lower than those associated with a ground offensive.®* Despite common assertions to the contrary, there is
no reason to doubt that Putin is rational enough to heavily weigh the existential dangers of a nuclear war.®?

RETRENCHMENT IS SAFE

As a fallback position, critics of a U.S. retrenchment from Europe willing to admit that the Russian threat is
limited typically point out that a troop withdrawal would either invite an influx of Chinese influence or badly
hurt the credibility of U.S. commitments elsewhere.®® Neither of these claims is particularly convincing.®*
First, some fear that a U.S. withdrawal would open the continent’s doors to Chinese influence. In this
narrative, it is Beijing, not Moscow, that exploits the “vacuum” left behind by departing U.S. forces.®® China
itself has stoked these fears, pitching itself as a new potential partner for Europe following a transatlantic
breakup.®®

But while a limited rapprochement between Europe and China is possible, Washington need not fear that the
continent will fundamentally shift its alignment away from the United States.®” For one thing, China’s limited
support of Russia in its war against Ukraine has become a salient source of disagreement that continues to
draw frequent public censure from European officials.®® Furthermore, economic tensions between the EU
and China appear even more intractable as trade disputes multiply.®® Most importantly, cultural and
economic ties between the United States and Europe are historically rooted, institutionalized, and not easily
undone.

Second, critics of a prospective U.S. retrenchment have argued that such a move would irreparably damage
the United States’ reputation globally, sighal American weakness, and cast doubt on the credibility of its
other commitments around the world. While this line of reasoning is intuitively appealing, such concerns over
reputational costs are misplaced. Ample research on international politics has debunked the idea that allies
and adversaries assess the credibility of a state’s threats based on its historical track record.” Interests and
capability are what make threats credible. The idea that retrenchment in Europe would undermine U.S.
commitments globally and thus empower rivals is flatly wrong.

EMBRACING THE EXIT

The time is ripe for the United States to start withdrawing its troops from Europe and hand the burden of
continental defense to its allies. The Trump administration should save its breath, quit lambasting the
Europeans, and place their security in their hands.

Perhaps counterintuitively, by revealing Russia’s weakness, the war in Ukraine has shown that the right time

for an exit from the continent is now. The European allies possess the means to defend themselves, but to
date continue to lack sufficient incentive to turn their massive latent power into capabilities. As long as
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Uncle Sam is there to bail them out, this will not change. To be sure, following a U.S. withdrawal, Europe will
need some time to adjust. But given the limits of the Russian threat, they will be able to come to terms with
a post-American European security landscape. Whatever intent the Kremlin might harbor, it simply lacks the
capability to begin an extensive campaign of aggression beyond Ukraine for the foreseeable future.

In short, it is safe for the United States to reduce its burden in Europe. It can reap the rewards of a strategic
withdrawal while resting assured that such a move will not lead to Europe being overrun. To the contrary, it
will reveal that the allies have long been fine on their own.
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