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SITUATION

The election of a US president, the 
commander and chief of the world’s 
most powerful military and the 
person who appoints those who 
direct the world’s largest humani-
tarian aid efforts, has obvious global 
 consequences. Sometimes the conse-
quences are unanticipated. If Joe Biden 
had lost to Donald Trump in 2020, 
Ukraine would now be an occupied 
country, and Europe would be scram-
bling to cope with millions more refu-
gees and an emboldened Putin. 

If the United States stopped its mili-
tary aid to Ukraine today, Russia would 
still be likely to win the war – a fact 
that underscores the consequences 
of the US election for Europe. Despite 
increasing defense spending, Europe 
continues to rely on the United States 
for its security. Beyond that, few of 
the global challenges the EU wants to 
address (from climate change to the 

reform of multilateral institutions) 
can be tackled without US support. 
In terms of policies as well as person-
alities, the contrast between Donald 
Trump and Kamala Harris are clear 
and consequential for Ukraine, Europe, 
and Germany. 

S C E N A R I O S

TRUMP 2.0

It should be relatively easy to assess 
what a returning president’s foreign 
policy and team would look like. But 
Donald Trump is different. Although 
he has demonstrated some consis-
tent priorities and lines of thinking, 
including a mercantilist view of glob-
al economics and a power-centered, 
transactional view of diplomacy, de-
cisions in his first term often seemed 
mercurial. Furthermore, high staff 
turnover in high-level positions (chief 
of staff and secretaries of state and 
defense) and the fact that several of 

his former cabinet members turned 
against him, mean that it is hard to 
know who will have Trump’s ear in 
2025. And while the Heritage Founda-
tion think tank has presented an ex-
tensive domestic agenda for a Trump 
2.0 administration (Project 2025), its 
proposals on foreign policy remain 
sketchy. 

Nonetheless, there are policy ques-
tions on which Trump’s instincts are 
generally aligned with the new GOP 
mainstream or on which Trump and 
key advisors have been consistent. In 
these cases, it is possible to offer rea-
sonably secure estimations of what a 
second Trump administration would 
mean for US foreign policy, Germany, 
and its European allies. 

Muscular Isolationism and 
Transatlantic Relations
Trump 2.0 would mean an even more 
drastic break in transatlantic rela-
tions, especially for Germany, than 

Berlin Needs to Offer Itself as a 
Useful Partner – to Trump or to 
Harris 
 
By Rachel Tausendfreund

As president, Donald Trump openly and consistently questioned the value of the transatlantic alliance. 
For Europe, the possibility that he might return to the White House at a time of immense security and 
economic challenges is daunting. Vice President Kamala Harris, in contrast, has underscored the value 
of US alliances and leadership in her convention speech. Berlin and Europe will need plans and initiative, 
and none of the options include returning to the 2021 status quo. 
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2017-2020 The key to a Trump admin-
istration approach to foreign policy, as 
Claudia Schmucker correctly identified, 
is “Druckmittel” (leverage) – and not 
just in terms of economic negotiations.

The Heritage Foundation’s Project 2025 
report admits divisions among conser-
vatives over US support for Ukraine’s 
defense against the Russian inva-
sion. These divisions were manifest in 
Trump’s first term, as his first secretar-
ies of defense and state represented the 
“primacist” wing of Republican foreign 
policy, which had characterized GOP 
foreign policy since the end of World 
War II. Primacy, as described by crit-
ics Christopher Preble and William Ru-
ger, “presumes that the United States is 
the indispensable nation, and that every 
problem, in any part of the world, must 
be resolved by U.S. leadership or else 
will impact American safety.”

Trump himself represents something 
closer to the “isolationist” wing, a posi-
tion underscored by his selection of J.D. 
Vance, a vocal opponent to US support 
for Ukraine, as second on the ticket. But 
Trump also appreciates power projec-
tion, which made him like some prima-
cist figures during his first term. Hence, 
as much as Trump bemoaned US mili-
tary entanglements in Afghanistan and 
Syria, he increased military spending 
and ordered the Shyrat missile strike 
against the Syrian government. 

In Trump’s mind, US military strength 
and support provide Washington with 

leverage, and US allies should offer 
more in exchange for the bounty of 
US protection. This is a central part of 
Trump’s view of Europe in general, and 
Germany specifically, and is shared by 
Vance. As Vance wrote in an op-ed in 
February 2024: “…[W]e ought to view 
the money Europe hasn’t spent on de-
fence for what it really is: an implied 
tax on the American people to allow for 
the security of Europe.” 

Trump and Vance view Europe as an 
economic competitor and Europe-
an states as taking advantage of US 
generosity. This is particularly true 
of Germany, which is seen as playing 
economic hardball, outperforming the 
United States, and ignoring US secu-
rity concerns (Nord Stream and 5G) 
while taking advantage of its protec-
tion. At the same time, a Trump ad-
ministration would see individual EU 

countries as potential partners and 
understand that European support for 
certain measures is key.

What are the implications? Other mem-
os have already outlined specific Trump 
2.0 scenarios for trade, Ukraine, and 
NATO, among other important top-
ics. The authors argue that a second 
Trump administration would likely seek 
a quick shift in transatlantic burden 
sharing, would reduce America’s mili-
tary footprint in Europe, and might even 
withdraw from NATO. Furthermore, 
on Ukraine specifically, as another col-
league argued, Trump administration is 

likely to “terminate US aid” or “predicate 
it on concessions by Ukraine and by Eu-
ropean partner countries.” 

The top line is that a Trump 2.0 admin-
istration will expect returns for its pro-
vision of European security. This could 
take the form of support for US policy 
toward China and/or Russia/Ukraine/
Iran. Or it could mean more robust US 
weapons purchases and trade conces-
sions, or some mixture of the above. It 
will certainly entail making fewer US 
commitments and expecting more ob-
vious benefits from the relationship. 
European allies should expect imme-
diate pressure to either take over the 
burden of military and humanitarian 
aid for Ukraine or support Trump ef-
forts to achieve a ceasefire. 

Since Trump and Vance have no com-
mitment to European unity (because 
its direct benefits to the United States 
are not obvious) they will happily en-
courage European divisions and play 
favorites. Some European countries 
may be able to secure good relations 
with significant arms purchases from 
the United States. Germany, with its 
trade surplus and history of defense 
underspending, is often a focus of cri-
tique by both Vance and Trump and 
cannot expect to be a favorite. 

PRESIDENT HARRIS 1.0

In comparison to Trump 2.0, the for-
eign policy of a Kamala Harris pres-
idency is at the same time more and 
less difficult to estimate. Although Vice 
President Harris is not unexperienced, 
her public record on issues is thin. As 
vice president, her role was to repre-
sent and present Biden’s foreign policy 
rather than shape it. 

Restrained and Principled Leadership 
and Transatlantic Relations
In her acceptance speech at the Dem-
ocratic National Convention on August 
23, Harris devoted a few minutes to 
foreign policy. The positions she took 

Trump and Vance view Europe  
as an economic competitor and 

European states as taking  
advantage of US generosity.

https://dgap.org/de/forschung/publikationen/die-eu-muss-sich-fuer-konfliktfreie-transatlantische-handelsbeziehungen
https://www.project2025.org/
https://www.project2025.org/
https://warontherocks.com/2016/08/no-more-of-the-same-the-problem-with-primacy/
https://warontherocks.com/2016/08/no-more-of-the-same-the-problem-with-primacy/
https://www.vance.senate.gov/press-releases/senator-vance-europe-must-stand-on-its-own-two-feet-on-defence/
https://www.vance.senate.gov/press-releases/senator-vance-europe-must-stand-on-its-own-two-feet-on-defence/
https://dgap.org/de/forschung/publikationen/ein-gespenst-geht-um-der-nato-die-zukunft-von-us-sicherheitsgarantien-0
https://dgap.org/de/forschung/publikationen/ein-gespenst-geht-um-der-nato-die-zukunft-von-us-sicherheitsgarantien-0
https://dgap.org/de/forschung/publikationen/ein-gespenst-geht-um-der-nato-die-zukunft-von-us-sicherheitsgarantien-0
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/08/23/us/politics/kamala-harris-speech-transcript.html
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signaled alignment with the foreign pol-
icy of the Biden administration, includ-
ing on the importance of US leadership 
and values: “I will make sure that we lead 
the world into the future on space and 
artificial intelligence. That America, not 
China, wins the competition for the 21st 
century and that we strengthen, not ab-
dicate, our global leadership.” 

For more evidence on Harris’s foreign 
policy thinking, look to her current 
foreign policy advisor, Philip H. Gor-
don, who served both president Bill 
Clinton and President Obama. He has 
been characterized as a transatlanticist, 
“intrinsically appreciative of what the 
EU has done.” At the same time, in an 
article published in 2019, Gordon to-
gether with Jeremy Shapiro from ECFR 
argues for a new transatlantic bargain: 
“one based on a more realistic bargain 
between Europe and the United States, 
and one that better addresses the 
needs of both partners.” After his time 
in the Obama administration, Gordon 
also wrote a book on the folly of US re-
gime-change attempts in the Middle 
East. A Harris administration foreign 
policy is likely to be keenly aware of 
the limits of US power and its past mis-
takes, while seeking to provide positive 
leadership with partners. 

The contrast between this restrained 
and principled leadership style and the 
likely Trump positions outlined above 
is stark. European countries can expect 
demands from a Harris administration, 
but these will be well-meaning and 
placed on allies viewed as important if 
underperforming. A Harris administra-
tion would likely be at least as interest-
ed in coordinating policy with partners 
as the Biden administration was (which 
is to say, consistently but imperfectly). 

A President Harris would continue 
strong support for Ukraine against Rus-
sia and underscore US commitment to 
NATO. But unless the Democrats win 
majorities in both bodies of Congress, 
which seems unlikely, her ability to se-
cure funding at 2022 levels will be se-
verely limited. In terms of European 
security more broadly, a Harris admin-
istration (similar to the Obama admin-
istration) would expect the European 
pillar of NATO to become more capable. 
On many issues from global minimum 
taxes to climate change and interna-
tional climate justice, a Harris admin-
istration would be closely aligned with 
the EU. But this also means that the EU 
would have to act on its rhetoric.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S 

ON TRANSATLANTIC 
RELATIONS 

In transatlantic relations with Trump 
2.0, it will be key to think in terms of 
leverage. Berlin should be ready for a 
Trump administration to prioritize bi-
lateral relations with European gov-
ernments more to Trump’s liking. 
These could be politically aligned lead-
ers such as Hungary’s Orbán or Italy’s 
Meloni, but also countries that impress 
him, such as Finland, which enjoyed 
good security relations with the first 
Trump administration. 

To prevent divisions among Europe-
ans, Berlin should proactively consid-
er what it can put on the table. The 
Trump administration will want or 

need cooperation from Germany on 
various issues: Berlin must be ready 
to communicate (ideally jointly with 
EU partners) what it wants and what it 
can offer in terms of NATO, transatlan-
tic and global trade, tech competition 
with China, etc. 

If Kamala Harris wins in November 
Berlin and the other European NATO 
countries will be offered the opportu-
nity to remake – with US support – the 
alliance into something that can retain 
bipartisan US support. Berlin must do 
its part to make the EU a strong – and 
strategic – partner. Rather than com-
plain about the pivot to Asia (which will 
certainly continue), Berlin needs to of-
fer itself as a useful partner for trans-
atlantic security and global strategy, 
and as a partner which can help shape 
a new bargain. For this, though Berlin 
will need to have a vision of where and 
how it wants the transatlantic relation-
ship to go forward. 

ON UKRAINE

Regardless of the elections, Europe 
needs to prepare to take on an ev-
er-greater share of the burden of sup-
porting Ukraine. In the case of a Trump 
victory, immediately and fully, but also 
with a President Harris if the Demo-
crats do not control both House and 
Senate. Together with Kyiv, the EU and 
UK need to make realistic assessments 
and plan accordingly – before Decem-
ber. This will require assessing what 
support Ukraine’s European partners 
can actually deliver, how quickly, and 
for how long, and what options this 
leaves for Kyiv. 

A Harris  
administration 
would be closely 
aligned with the 
EU. But this also 
means that the 
EU would have  

to act on its  
rhetoric.

https://www.politico.eu/article/philip-gordon-us-politics-kamala-harris-us-elections-europe-joe-biden-emmanuel-macron/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2019-02-26/how-trump-killed-atlantic-alliance
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