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Abstract
Despite the frequent use of the term “trust” in the security community literature, it 
has rarely explored the role and concrete processes of trust-based interactions. This 
article investigates trust interactions within the transatlantic security community, 
and US–German relations in particular, during the crisis following the construction 
of the Berlin Wall (1961–1963). In theoretical perspective, I argue that the produc-
tion and repair as well as the corrosion of trust are constituted by symbolic policies, 
discursive actions, the use of institutions, and material reassurance measures. Based 
on this analytical framework, the article illustrates how President Kennedy rebuilt 
trust in the leadership role of the US by delivering symbolic policies and discursive 
actions on a societal level and by proposing multilateral, institutionalized policies. 
Kennedy’s measures restored confidence in the ability and willingness of the US to 
defend Europe while maintaining a leadership role in crucial questions of alliance 
policy, such as détente on the one hand and nuclear strategy and arms control on the 
other. Despite continuing divergence of interests among allies, restored trust helped 
to overcome this first severe crisis of the security community.
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“Finally, it is increasingly clear and increasingly understood that the central 
moving force of our great adventure is enduring mutual trust.”

John F. Kennedy, Naples, 2. July 19631
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Introduction: the puzzle of NATO’s resilience

Trust is a core aspect of alliances, especially those that go beyond short-term mili-
tary cooperation and include wider political, societal, and cultural bonds. Even in 
regard to central military aspects, trust is key. For example, Article 5 of the Wash-
ington Treaty, NATO’s core security norm, is based on trust. After all, there is no 
guarantee that member states adhere to their pledge to defend other allies in case of 
an attack. The dependency on trust also explains the severity of the “Trump shock” 
in transatlantic relations.2 By casting doubts on American commitments to NATO 
in general and Article 5 in particular, the 45th and 47th US president undermined 
European trust in US leadership and thereby damaged the cohesion of the alliance.

Yet, existential crises within the  transatlantic alliance have been diagnosed 
throughout its history. In 2003, controversies over the war in Iraq led to serious 
transatlantic rifts. During the Cold War, when the Soviet Union’s military threat 
supposedly tied the alliance together, disputes emerged as well, for example, when 
France withdrew from NATO’s military structures in 1966, and two decades later, 
when the question of nuclear reinforcements in Europe arose.3 Still, despite those 
critical junctures, the transatlantic alliance has endured. While historical contexts 
differ vastly in transatlantic relations after 1945, this puzzling resilience nonetheless 
begs the question what explains the alliance’s crisis management capabilities and 
which specific mechanisms are relevant to overcome imminent crises. My argument 
is that the transatlantic partnership needs to be understood as a “security commu-
nity”4 rather than a “thin” military alliance. Seen from this angle, it becomes clear 
that trust plays an important role in overcoming internal crises.

This article contributes to a growing literature that considers trust as an important 
factor to explain cooperation in international relations.5 While trust was always con-
sidered a vital feature of security communities and is frequently mentioned in stud-
ies on transatlantic relations, few scholars have examined processes of trust build-
ing, loss of trust, and trust repair within this specific type of social relationships.6 

2  Stephanie Hofmann, ‘Elastic Relations: Looking to Both Sides of the Atlantic in the 2020 US Presi-
dential Election Year,’ Journal of Common Market Studies 59, no. S1 (September 2021): 153.
3  Wallance J. Thies, Why NATO Endures (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 3–14.
4  Karl W. Deutsch et al., Political Community and the North Atlantic Area. International Organizations 
in the Light of Historical Experience (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 122.
5  See i.a. Jan Ruzicka, and Nicholas J. Wheeler, ‘Decisions to Trust: Maintaining the Nuclear Non-Pro-
liferation Regime,’ RUSI Journal 155, no. 2 (2010): 20–25; Philipp Brugger, Andreas Hasenclever, and 
Lukas Kasten, ‘Vertrauen lohnt sich. Über Gegenstand und Potential eines vernachlässigten Konzepts in 
den Internationalen Beziehungen,’ Zeitschrift für Internationale Beziehungen 20, no. 2 (2013): 65; Esz-
ter Simon, and Agnes Simon ‘Trusting Through the Moscow-Washington Hotline: A Role Theoretical 
Explanation of the Hotline’s Contribution to Crisis Stability,’ Journal of Global Security Studies 5, no. 4 
(2020): 658; Emmanuel Adler, and Michael Barnett, ‘A Framework for the Study of Security Communi-
ties,’ in Security Communities, ed. Emanuel Adler and Michael Barnett (Cambridge/New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1998), 37; Nicholas Wheeler ‘“A Presumption of Trust” in International Soci-
ety,’ International Relations 34, no. 4 (December 2020): 638.
6  Haftendorn’s seminal study on NATO conflict management is a typical example: trust and distrust is 
mentioned throughout the book, but not developed as an analytical concept. Helga Haftendorn, NATO 
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The lack of in-depth analysis of the role of trust within transatlantic relations is even 
more astonishing in view of the frequent emphasis political elites put on “trusting 
relationships” between Europe and the US.7

In this article, I specify trust-related processes between transatlantic partners 
to gain an understanding of how trust contributes to crisis management within the 
security community. I use NATO’s first eminent internal challenge following the 
Berlin and Cuban Missile crises as a case study. My analysis reveals that during the 
crisis, US President John F. Kennedy was able to restore the level of trust towards 
the United States after a severe loss of confidence, which occurred after the Berlin 
Wall went up in 1961. By repairing trust, Kennedy ensured the continuity of the 
alliance. Subsequently, the partners even intensified their cooperation in the field of 
arms control and nuclear sharing, despite persisting national interests.

Transatlantic relations, the security community literature 
and the role of trust

In theoretical perspective, my article makes three contributions to the literature 
of transatlantic relations in general and the security community framework in 
particular.

First, the security community literature has established that trust is an important 
feature contributing to the cohesion of social groups. The term “security commu-
nity” was coined by Karl Deutsch and his associates in 1957 to analyse integrative 
processes in international relations. The key argument is that cooperation depends 
on more than material interests and power. Instead, norms, meaningful communica-
tion, and mutual trust enable peaceful change in stable communities, even though 
national interests persist.8 In recent years, scholars have updated the original frame-
work of Deutsch et al. and connected it to constructivism in IR, which also stresses 
the role of norms and identities.9 However, the particular function of trust for the 
creation and maintenance of alliances has seldom been specified.10 Although Adler 
and Bennett argued that trust and collective identities are interrelated, it is still 
unclear how to grasp the emergence, scope, and entertainment of trust as well as 

7  See, for example, NATO secretary general Jens Stoltenberg: “Just 10  years after the Second World 
War, fourteen NATO Allies were ready to put their full trust in the young Federal Republic.” NATO. ‘60 
Years of Germany in NATO. Speech by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg at the international 
ceremony marking the 60th anniversary of Germany’s accession to NATO,’ 30 June 2015. http://​www.​
nato.​int/​cps/​en/​natohq/​opini​ons_​121378.​htm.
8  Karl W. Deutsch et al., Political Community, 68. See Koschut, Normative Change, 6.
9  Adler and Barnett, ‘A Framework,’ 45. See the critique by Brugger et al., ‘Vertrauen lohnt sich,’ 86; 
Wheeler, ‘A Presumption of Trust,’ 638. Koschut, Normative Change, 41.
10  Exceptions are Hofmann, ‘Elastic Relations,’ 150; Pesu and Sinkkonen, ‘Trans-atlantic (mis)trust,’ 
206.

and the Nuclear Revolution: A Crisis of Credibility 1966–67 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
112. See Matti Pesu, and Ville Sinkkonen, ‘Trans-atlantic (mis)trust in perspective: asymmetry, abandon-
ment and alliance cohesion,’ Cambridge Review of International Affairs 37, no. 2 (2023): 206.

Footnote 6 (Continued)

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_121378.htm
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_121378.htm
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mistrust among allies.11 Yet, we can assume that trust plays an important role within 
security communities, as their resilience is based not only on common interests, 
but also on the understanding that partners share basic norms and values and seek 
to uphold communication through various societal and political channels. At the 
same time, trust cannot be seen as a given feature of the community, but rather as a 
resource that might become depleted if actors do not seek to renew it. In situations 
of conflict, trust might be damaged, and a spiral of mistrust could become threaten-
ing to the cohesion of the alliance.

In this context, my second theoretical contribution to the existing literature is 
to propose a process-oriented perspective of trust that also recognizes the societal 
dimension of trust building and loss of trust. Here, I go beyond the notion of per-
sonalized trust between leaders that parts of the current literature focus on.12 Based 
on the constructivist perspective of a value-based security community as coined by 
Deutsch et al. and updated by Adler and Barnett, I contend that trust among mem-
bers of the community not necessarily depends on personal relations, but requires 
shared understandings over societal norms. Societal ties, public diplomacy and the 
resonance of symbolic policies within the broader public are crucial reservoirs of 
security community interactions that are central to understanding processes of trust 
and mistrust.13

Third, my article contributes to the broader literature on the politics of alliances. 
In studying alliances, scholars have typically discussed the hegemon’s dilemma of 
balancing the risks of entrapment and abandonment.14 Security guarantees towards 
less powerful allies may entrap the hegemon in conflicts as they incentivize allies to 
pursue risky policies. Convergingly, decreasing its guarantees, the security guaran-
tor risks abandonment of its allies, who may become distrustful of the hegemon’s 
protection and seek to bolster their security through national measures (hedging) 
or outside options, e.g. seeking separate agreements with adversaries.15 The focus 
on trust-related processes can here help to illuminate a crucial puzzle which relates 
to important aspects of alliance politics and the dilemma between abandonment 
and entrapment. This stands in contrast with the traditional understanding of pro-
tector–client relations in alliances, which posits that powerful states primarily use 
threats and material power to enforce alliance cohesion.16

16  See Gene Gerzhoy, ‘Alliance Cohesion and Nuclear Restraint: How the United States Thwarted West 
Germany’s Nuclear Ambitions,’ International Security 35, no. 4 (2015), 91.

11  See Adler and Barnett, ’A Framework,’ 46.
12  Simon and Simon, ‘Trusting Through the Moscow-Washington Hotline,’ 663.
13  See Philipp Brugger, ‘Trust as a discourse: Concept and measurement strategy – First results from a 
study on German trust in the USA,’ Journal of Trust Research 5, no.1 (2015): 83.
14  Glenn Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997), 181.
15  See Alexander Lanoszka, Atomic Assurance: The Alliance Politics of Nuclear Proliferation (Ithaca/
London: Cornell University Press, 2018), 3.
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Grasping trust within security communities

As a basic definition of trust, we can assume that during an interaction, actor A 
decides to trust actor B by putting confidence in B’s promise to cooperate despite 
doubts, limited information and insecurity.17 Even a highly institutionalized security 
community depends on trust in many respects. As noted above, the core security 
arrangement of the transatlantic region, NATO’s Article 5, depends on trust. Trust 
may also be paramount to overcome internal disputes or situations of crisis. One 
could argue, for example, that Germany’s non-participation in NATO’s intervention 
in Libya in 2011 did not trigger a major crisis because its partners could trust that 
Germany would still be committed to the fundamental norms and principles of the 
alliance. Transatlantic relations can also suffer from a lack of trust. When the United 
States withdrew its plans for a missile-defence system in Europe in 2009, Poland’s 
confidence in American security commitments was compromised. Consequently, 
Warsaw sought to foster European security integration at the expense of the transat-
lantic alliance.18

So far, most studies have argued that trust is either based on the generalized 
behavioural capacity of individuals or on rational considerations.19 I contend that 
trust is neither an individual feature, nor a purely strategic cost–benefit analysis 
alone. Trust is rather also connected to shared norms and values, which originate 
from social interaction. Trust can rely on the diffuse expectation of reciprocity 
as well as on specific expectations that cooperation partners will honour existing 
norms. This also implies a conceptualization of “thick trust” rather than “thin trust”. 
While in the latter concept, trust is based on information, calculated expectations 
and previous experiences, “thick” or “moral” trust is bound to social norms and 
mutual recognition of common values between the cooperation partners. Further-
more, “thick trust” enables a significant reduction in uncertainty20 (see Table 1).

Trust among allies takes various forms. For example, the repeated use of estab-
lished practices of cooperation may bolster institutionalized forms of cooperation 
that can decrease uncertainty by creating transparency and predictability. The use 
of institutions may even be of dual purpose: actors might seek to lock-in achieved 
compromises while also furthering norms and principles.

Levels of trust are thus continuously re-evaluated among actors through coop-
erative processes, discourses and institutions. Within the transatlantic alliance there 
are several discursive channels through which signals of trust can be communicated. 
This includes, for example, the North Atlantic Council (NAC), bilateral relations 

17  See Ken Booth, and Nicholas Wheeler, The Security Dilemma: Fear, Cooperation, and Trust in World 
Politics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 228.
18  See Jan Hornat, ‘Status enhancement and attention-seeking in the transatlantic relationship: the 
Visegrad states and the Trump administration,’ Journal of Transatlantic Studies 21, no. 3–4 (2023): 208.
19  See Torsten Michel, ‘Time to Get Emotional: Phronetic Reflections on the Concept of Trust in Inter-
national Relations,’ European Journal of International Relations 19, no. 4 (2013): 869–890; Tobias 
Wille and Benjamin Martill, ‘Trust and calculation in international negotiations: how trust was lost after 
Brexit,’ International Affairs 99, no. 6 (2023): 2408–2410.
20  See Brugger et al., ‘Vertrauen lohnt sich,’ 77. Andrew Kydd, Trust and Mistrust in International Rela-
tions (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 5.
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among member states, NATO’s parliamentary assembly as well as non-governmen-
tal relations. Institutionalized forms of cooperation, for example, military exercises, 
shared defence arrangements and out-of-area missions, also influence trust among 
allies.

Cycles of trust and mistrust

Hence, the working hypothesis of this article is that trust influences cooperation in 
internal crisis situations. In an ideal-type situation, the following scenarios are fea-
sible: First, disputes and diverging interests may amount to a severe crisis of the 
community. A severe crisis is hereby defined as a conflict that goes beyond existing 
national interests, which are a constant feature of the Western alliance. Such severe 
crises rather pertain to the core of the alliance. This core consists of the principle of 
collective defence, multilateralism and central values such as democracy and human 
rights.21

Second, a crisis may be worsened by growing mistrust between member states. 
Here, mistrust is a factor that impedes continued cooperation. The partners may then 
seek to repair the loss of trust by taking a leap of faith and entertain costly sig-
nals to highlight their intention to honour existing partnerships. If both sides refrain 
from using these trust-based interactions, the security community might be severely 
damaged.

Third, if trust signals are perceived as credible and the trust taker is deemed trust-
worthy, cooperation between the partners may be resumed.

Hence, outcomes of these intra-alliance disputes vary between a protraction and 
worsening of the crisis, a retrenchment of cooperation, institutional adaptation and 
continuity. A persistent crisis fuels the loss of trust whereas continued cooperation 
enables to re-build trust (see Fig. 1).

Indicators for trust and mistrust

Trust can only be measured indirectly as methods of social science cannot observe 
the “true” motives of cooperation between actors. Hence, I use indicators to grasp 
existing trust on four levels of analysis. First, regarding symbolic actions, actors can 
either signal an existing emotional bond through established rituals of the alliance 
and other important symbols, or they can withdraw from taking part in these ritu-
als. Second, regarding discursive practices, I distinguish between actors which iden-
tify themselves with the existing community and actors which explicitly distance 
themselves from the alliance. Third, I hypothesize that the use of existing institu-
tions within the alliance is an indicator for trust, as it highlights the actor’s intention 
to stick with established practices of previous cooperation. In the same vein, actors 
might create new institutional forms of cooperation to signal their trust towards the 
cooperation partner. Conversely, unilateral policies and hedging strategies to pre-
pare for abandonment indicate mistrust. Fourth, I also include material aspects of 

21  See Koschut, Normative Change, 41–44.
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reassurance as an indicator for trust. Here, actors might deliver “costly signals” to 
highlight their intention and at the same time increase transparency and predictabil-
ity of their actions. Mistrust would then be connected to the withdrawal of material 
assets (Table 2).

Method and case selection

While the ideal-type conception of trust-related processes and indicators of trust 
does not allow to detect a clear causal path for the role of trust in crisis situations, 
it is possible to analyse intra-alliance conflict management and examine specific 
mechanisms that contribute to overcome or protract the crisis. Based on the theoreti-
cal framework outlined above, the empirical analysis follows a “process tracing”22 
method using primary sources, such as official statements and governmental doc-
uments from archives as well as contemporary West German newspapers (BILD-
Zeitung, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung), in addition to the 
existing literature.

The selected case of the early 1960s presents a critical juncture for the alliance. 
The 1960s are often described as a key era during the Cold War, in particular in 
view of the crises over Berlin and Cuba as well as the ensuing phase of superpower 
détente.23 This transitional period exposed fault lines among allies, setting the alli-
ance under stress and jeopardizing its cohesion.24 I focus primarily on the United 
States as the trust taker and West Germany as the main trust giver in an asymmet-
ric relationship between the leader of the alliance and its less powerful ally, but 
also consider the wider implications for the security community. The focus on the 
German question is also justifiable due to the attention Washington paid to West 

Table 1   Thick versus thin trust

Thin trust (strategic trust) Thick trust (moral trust)

Rationalist understanding of trust Social constructivist understanding of trust
Trust primarily based on information and shared interests Trust based on moral integrity of the actor, 

common values, collective identities
Actor calculates probability of cooperation partner’s 

compliance
Significant reduction in uncertainty and 

complexity within relationship
External structures and institutions influence trust relation-

ship
Structural factors less important

22  Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sci-
ences (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 214.
23  See i.a. Christoph Münger, Kennedy, die Berliner Mauer und die Kubakrise. Die westliche Allianz in 
der Zerreißprobe 1961–1963 (Paderborn et al.: Schöningh), 38.
24  See Klaus Schwabe, ‘Three Grand Designs: The U.S.A., Great Britain, and the Gaullist Concept of 
Atlantic Partnership and European Unity,’ Journal of Transatlantic Studies 3, no 1S (2005): 8.
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Germany and Berlin’s role as the critical frontline city of the Cold War.25 At the 
same time, we can assume that other allies closely tracked US security guarantees 
vis-à-vis West Germany and Berlin to gauge the hegemon’s trustworthiness. In addi-
tion, US policies needed to balance interests in regard to West Germany with the 
partially diverging interests of other allies as well as policy goals, such as super-
power stability and non-proliferation. The case therefore illustrates salient aspects of 
the transatlantic alliance and crisis management.

From crisis to cooperation: trust and the resolution 
of the transatlantic crisis of 1961–1963

The empirical section begins by depicting the alliance dilemma the hegemon faced 
within the security community and how France and West Germany in particular 
met with distrust the Kennedy administration’s policies in the wake of the Berlin 
and Cuban Missile crises. In view of this transatlantic crisis, Kennedy undertook a 
“leap of faith” and campaigned to regain trust among allies, most notably through 
his European trip in the summer of 1963. I argue that these trust-building measures 
improved the transatlantic relationship and that Kennedy was able to stabilize the 
security community despite persisting conflicts of interests.

Fig. 1   Ideal-typed trust cycle during crises

25  Frank Costigliola, ‘The Failed Design: Kennedy, de Gaulle, and the Struggle for Europe,’ Diplomatic 
History 8, no. 3 (1984): 230; Marc Trachtenberg, A Constructed Peace: The Making of the European Set-
tlement 1945–1963 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 305.
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Crisis stage I: policy disputes and increasing mistrust

Early on in his presidency, Kennedy commissioned a review of US foreign pol-
icy to balance competing goals, including military deterrence, alliance cohesion 
under US leadership, nuclear non-proliferation and strategic stability vis-à-vis the 
Soviet Union. Two positions crystalized from this process, highlighting the alli-
ance dilemma for the hegemon within transatlantic relations.26 In March 1961, Dean 
Acheson’s report “A Review of North Atlantic Problems for the Future” proposed 
to strengthen transatlantic cohesion and described the “Atlantic Community” as 
the “foundation of US foreign policy”. This cohesion, Acheson opined, relied on 
the “confidence that nuclear weapons will be used effectively in their [the allies’] 
defense against nuclear attack or against a non-nuclear attack”.27 The Acheson 
report thus reflected the risk abandonment fears posed to US interests. Allies’ mis-
trust of the hegemon’s security commitments could induce ripple effects on the alli-
ance if allies resorted to unilateral measures to enhance their security (including the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons) or seek settlements with the Soviet Union outside 
the alliance. Within the administration, this perspective was criticized for restricting 
the possibilities of détente in relations to the Soviet Union. In particular, the Ameri-
can consideration of the German question, including the status of Berlin, unification 
and Germany’s role within the Western alliances, seemed to prevent the US from 
pursuing its national interests.28 Administration officials such as McGeorge Bundy 
and Carl Kayson implicitly warned of a classic entrapment scenario. Any escala-
tion over Berlin could drag the US into a military conflict with the Soviet Union 
that would ultimately risk US cities in a nuclear exchange. Excessive considera-
tions of key West German interests, for example, the non-recognition of the GDR 
and the possibility of unification, could further jeopardize stable relations with the 
Soviet Union, including arms control and global non-proliferation efforts.29 Fur-
thermore, the economic circumstances had shifted, and the US, at the beginning of 
the Kennedy administration, felt the pressure of mounting defence expenditures and 
balance of payment deficits to which military deployments in Europe contributed 
significantly.30 Strengthening the alliance through military deterrence consequently 
seemed to incur considerable political and economic costs, while countries in conti-
nental Europe’s increasingly integrated economies strived.

While the focus of the administration’s European policy centred on the German 
question with Berlin as the frontline city of the Cold War, the US also considered 

26  See Christian Tuschhoff, Deutschland, Kernwaffen und die NATO 1949–1967 (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 
2002), 180–181; Lanoszka, Atomic Assurance, 3.
27  ‘Memorandum for the President,’ March 24, 1961, Folder NATO, 1961–1963, National Security 
Files, JFKL.
28  See on the intricacies of the German question and US foreign policy Frank Ninkovich, Germany and 
the United States: The Transformation of the German question since 1945 (Boston: Twayne, 1988).
29  Kaysen therefore recommended to offer trade-offs, such as a settlement on Germany’s Eastern bor-
ders and the recognition of the GDR, in negotiations with the Soviet Union. These trade-offs would have 
severely contradicted West German interests. See Tuschhoff, Deutschland, Kernwaffen und die NATO, 
181.
30  Schwabe, ‘Three Grand Designs,’ 8.
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its strategy in view of the wider repercussions on its alliances. Seen from this per-
spective, any weakening of credible deterrence could invite aggression by the Soviet 
Union as well as unilateral security policies by allies such as France and Germany 
and thereby drive a wedge into the transatlantic alliance.31

The construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 and the Cuban Missile Cri-
sis in October 1962 strengthened the US president’s inclination to seek windows 
for negotiation and even permanent settlements for issues perceived as destabilizing, 
such as the status of Berlin. While the Kennedy administration used the NAC to 
consult with its allies during and after the confrontation over Berlin, West Germany 
and France in particular were skeptical of the US administration’s intent to pursue 
negotiations.32 During the Cuban Missile Crisis, allies were also largely kept in the 
dark (with the partial exception of Great Britain), and the French government voiced 
its opposition against diplomatic overtures towards the Soviet Union.33

The West German side was particularly dismayed by what it perceived as a reluc-
tant response by the US to the construction of the Berlin Wall. The Adenauer gov-
ernment feared that the US would cave in to Soviet pressure and accept a settlement 
over Germany with the Soviet Union that could have cemented the division of the 
country, including the recognition of the GDR, or that would have weakened Bonn’s 
anchoring in the Western alliance, a key achievement of the chancellor’s policies 
and West Germany’s principal security guarantee.34

In addition to its détente considerations, the Kennedy administration’s change 
of US military strategy to “Flexible Response” exacerbated allied concerns over 
the credibility of US security commitments and risks of (nuclear) war. On the one 
hand, allies feared that reducing the threat of nuclear retaliation would invite Soviet 
military provocation. On the other hand, the “Massive Retaliation” doctrine had 
increased the risk of nuclear war in central Europe, even in relatively minor con-
flicts. This was particularly concerning for non-nuclear allies, as they would bear the 
risks without any influence on the decision-making process.35

Confronted with the problem of increasing costs for troop deployments, which 
were necessary for the credibility of “Flexible Response”, the Kennedy administra-
tion began to negotiate offset payments with European allies, which would compen-
sate for US outlays oversees.36 However, seeking material compensation for provid-
ing the “club good” of collective security had detrimental effects on the cohesion 

31  See Costigliola, ‘Failed Design,’ 230; Schwabe, ‘Three Grand Designs,’ 9; Tuschhoff, Deutschland, 
Kernwaffen und die NATO, 189.
32  See Christian Nuenlist, ‘Dealing with the Devil: NATO and Gaullist France, 1958–66,’ Journal of 
Transatlantic Studies 9, no. 3 (2011): 225; Münger, Kennedy, die Berliner Mauer und die Kubakrise, 
121–126.
33  Frank Costigliola, ‘Kennedy, the European Allies, and the Failure to Consult,’ Political Science Quar-
terly, 110, no. 1 (1995):106.
34  Münger, Kennedy, die Berliner Mauer und die Kubakrise, 144.
35  See Helga Haftendorn, ‘Das Projekt einer multilateralen NATO-Atomstreitmacht (MLF): Vademecum 
für die Glaubwürdigkeit der nuklearen Strategie?,’ Militärgeschichtliche Mitteilungen 54, no. 2 (1995): 
417.
36  See Francis J. Gavin, ‘The Myth of Flexible Response: United States Strategy in Europe during the 
1960s,’ International History Review 23, no. 4 (2001): 848–859.
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of the security community.37 In that regard, not only West Germany began to doubt 
US commitments to uphold Europe’s security. A conversation between Kennedy’s 
National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy and Konrad Adenauer at the German 
chancellor’s vacation residence in Italy on October 2, 1962, highlights this context. 
For Adenauer, doubts about US reliability explained why France pursued a national-
ist course that challenged US authority. As McGeorge Bundy recollects in his report 
to the president, Adenauer held “the motive for De Gaulle to create own atomic 
force [sic!] might perhaps lie in his concern about a possible later withdrawal of 
American troops from Europe.”38

The Kennedy administration did, in fact, consider allied interests and sought to 
balance competing national interests among allies within multilateral forums, such 
as the NAC, through enhanced consultation (as agreed at the 1962 NATO ministe-
rial meeting in Athens), bilateral agreements (e.g. the US–British Polaris deal), and 
multilateral offers (e.g. nuclear sharing via the Multilateral Force). Yet the percep-
tion among allies led to an increasing distrust in US security guarantees.39

West Germany’s public as well as its leadership were already gravely disap-
pointed by Washington’s reluctant and cautious response to the Berlin Wall. The 
German tabloid “Bild-Zeitung” bemoaned on its front page on August 16, 1961: 
“The West does NOTHING! President Kennedy remains silent.”40 The Kennedy 
administration seemed to preserve far more flexibility in solving the German ques-
tion then its predecessors since the US president sought to retain the possibility for a 
détente policy with Moscow.41 The Adenauer government feared that any agreement 
between Washington and Moscow could only be achieved at the expense of West 
German security interests. For Bonn, Kennedy’s willingness to compromise would 
ultimately lead to a status upgrade of East Germany and would diminish the pros-
pects of re-unification.42

37  See Alexander Lanoszka, Atomic Assurance, 38.
38  ‘Gespräch zwischen dem Herrn Bundeskanzler und Herrn McGeorge Bundy am 2. Oktober 1962 
in Cadenabbia,’ Folder: McGeorge Bundy’s trip: Europe, September 1962, Papers of John F. Kennedy. 
Security Files, JFKL.
39  See Jeffrey G. Giauque, ‘Offers of Partnership or Bids for Hegemony? The Atlantic Community, 
1961–1963,’ The International History Review 22, no. 1 (2000): 91; Christian Nünlist, Die westliche 
Allianz und Chruschtschows Aussenpolitik: Eisenhower, Kennedy und politische Kooperation in der 
Nato, 1955–1963 (Dissertation Zurich University, 2013), 383. As Priest remarks, the US administration 
noticed the perception of a lack of consultation following the Kennedy-Macmillan deal at Nassau. This 
highlights the difficulty of the US to foster alliance cohesion and trust at this stage. See Andrew Priest, 
Kennedy, Johnson and NATO: Britain, America and the Dynamics of Alliance, 1962–68 (London: Rout-
ledge, 2006), 51.
40  Own translation, BILD-Zeitung (Hamburg), ‘Der Westen tut Nichts,’ August 16, 1961.
41  See Christian Nuenlist, Kennedys rechte Hand. McGeorge Bundys Einfluss als Nationaler Sicherheits-
berater auf die amerikanische Aussenpolitik 1961–63 (Zürich: Forschungsstelle für Sicherheitspolitik 
ETH Zürich, 1999), 201. In fact, the Adenauer government seemed concerned over the German public’s 
perception of the crisis. As the Süddeutsche reports, the government viewed “with dismay a loss of trust 
towards Western powers due to their lukewarm response to the blockade of East-Berlin” (own transla-
tion). Süddeutsche Zeitung (Munich), ‘Smirnow bei Adenauer,’ August 17, 1961, 2.
42  See Frank A. Mayer, Adenauer and Kennedy. A Study in German-American Relations, 1961–1963 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1996), 71.
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When in April 1962 the outlines of Kennedy’s policy regarding the German ques-
tion were leaked to the press, the relationship between Bonn and Washington further 
deteriorated. The Kennedy administration blamed the German government for the 
incident and conceived it as a breach of mutual trust.43 Soon after, Adenauer bluntly 
criticized the US administration in a press conference on May 7, 1962, and doubted 
that US diplomatic initiatives regarding the Berlin Wall would succeed.44

France’s opposition towards US leadership in Europe was even more pronounced: 
at the infamous press conference of January 14, 1963, together with Adenauer, Pres-
ident De Gaulle declared his “double no”. The French leader publicly dismissed the 
accession of Great Britain to the European Communities and rejected an offer by 
Washington to receive the Polaris nuclear missiles system.45 These unilateral deci-
sions were directed at the Kennedy administration, which had pushed for UK’s 
entry into European institutions. De Gaulle’s “double no” can hence be interpreted 
as a discursive rejection of Kennedy’s “Grand Design”, which promoted intensi-
fied European integration under US leadership.46 For the United States, on the other 
hand, the German–French treaty constituted a symbolic bonding at the expense of 
existing transatlantic ties. Kennedy not only perceived an alienation between the US 
and its core European partners, but also saw the alliance at risk. In a letter to Ade-
nauer, the US president warned: “(…) cohesion could be gravely threatened” if this 
course by de Gaulle and the German leadership continued.47

While the peaceful resolution of the Cuban Missile crisis had reduced East–West 
tensions, the transatlantic security community was in a state of crisis at the beginning 
of 1963. France rejected US leadership and together with Germany largely opposed 
détente initiatives. Other allies, such as the Netherlands and Italy, were also frustrated 
by the lack of consultation by the United States, but were even less sympathetic to 

43  See Andres W. Daum, ‘‘Atlantic Partnership’ or Simply ‘A Mess’? Performance Politics and Social 
Communication in the Western Alliance during the Kennedy Presidency,’ in John F. Kennedy and the 
‘Thousand Days.’ New Perspectives on the Foreign and Domestic Policies of the Kennedy Administra-
tion, ed. Manfred Berg and Andreas Etges (Heidelberg: Winter, 2007), 26.
44  Christof Münger, Ich bin ein West-Berliner. Der Wandel der amerikanischen Berlinpolitik während 
der Präsidentschaft John F. Kennedys (Zürich: Forschungsstelle für Sicherheitspolitik ETH Zürich, 
1999), 144.
45  See Eckart Conze, ‘Hegemonie durch Integration? Die amerikanische Europapolitik und ihre Heraus-
forderung durch de Gaulle,’ Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 43, no. 2 (1995): 332.
46  See Frank Costigliola, ‘The Failed Design,’ 228.
47  ‘Letter to Adenauer re Establishment of MLF,’ January 18, 1963, Folder: Germany: Security, 1963: 
January-March, President’s Office Files, JFKL.
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French postures.48 This suggests that US policies and reactions to external threats did 
not strengthen allied cohesion prior to 1963.49

In sum, this stage of crisis consisted of policy disputes over the German ques-
tion and the repercussions of Kennedy’s strategic review for Europe. This impacted 
the level of trust regarding a core feature of the alliance, namely collective defence 
guaranteed by the US security umbrella. During this first stage of the crisis, mistrust 
between the allies grew considerably. On the German side, policymakers began to 
doubt US commitments and credibility. They also signalled their mistrust by dis-
tancing themselves from the US and its Berlin policies. Furthermore, France and 
Germany engaged in hedging by increasing their security cooperation outside the 
established realm of US-led NATO via their Treaty of Friendship.

Crisis stage II: taking a leap of faith

At this stage of the transatlantic crisis, in early 1963, the Kennedy administration 
faced several obstacles. On the one hand, the open challenge by De Gaulle and the 
German–French rapprochement directly questioned US authority. On the other hand, 
this authority could not be sustained without the support of its European allies. Sim-
ply enforcing US primacy in questions of East–West relations and nuclear strate-
gies would undermine the legitimacy of its leadership role. In that situation, the 
US administration took a “leap of faith” and signalled—mainly through discursive 
and symbolic actions, but seconded by reassurance policies and institutionalized 
actions—its commitment to alliance security.

Kennedy’s visit to Europe in the summer of 1963 provided a suitable opportunity 
for this signalling of trust. Before the president left Washington, National Security 
Advisor Bundy summarized the purpose of Kennedy’s visit:

There is a sense in which only he [Kennedy] can make clear the purpose and 
the direction of American policy, the continuity of the American commitment 
in Europe. (...) to talk frankly with leaders of Europe and to express the basic 
American position and commitment in a way which will be most clearly heard 
by Europeans―these are the central purposes of the trip.50

In handwriting, Bundy added at the heading of the memo directed at Kennedy: 
“Mr. President, why you are going to Europe―in case you are still wondering.”51 

50  ‘Background Briefing (European Trip),’ June 19, 1963, Folder: Trips: Germany, June 1963: 22–26, 
President’s Office Files, JFKL.
51  ‘Background Briefing (European Trip),’ JFKL.

48  Cees Wiebes and Bert Zeeman, ‘“I don’t need your handkerchiefs”: Holland’s Experience of Crisis 
Consultation in NATO,’ International Affairs 66, 1 (1990): 97–101. On the issue of consultation see also 
‘Briefing Paper for Stikker Visit Washington, March 4–8, 1963, Folder: NATO: General: Stikker visit, 
March 1963, National Security Files, JFKL, 4.
49  See Erin R. Mahan, Kennedy, de Gaulle, and Western Europe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2002), 137. Nünlist concludes that “with negotiations over Berlin and nuclear test stop 1961/1962 and 
1963, Washington was able to improve East–West relations, but only at the expense of weakening NATO 
and a severe loss of trust of allies towards Washington” (transl. by author). Nünlist, Die westliche Allianz, 
383.
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Kennedy’s European trip thus aimed at reassuring European leaders and societies, 
notably not just the German side, of the enduring commitment of the United States. 
A memorandum prepared by the State Department on June 14, 1963, defines the 
following goals of Kennedy’s visit: “To provide graphic emphasis to the continuing 
American presence in and responsibility for Europe and to help restore some of the 
momentum toward European unity and Atlantic interdependence.” The last phrase 
certainly hinted at De Gaulle’s claim to restore European independence. Further-
more, the State Department recognized the public visibility of Kennedy’s visit: “to 
see—and be seen by—as many Germans as possible in representative major cities of 
Germany.”52 While Germany was the focus of the visit, the trip clearly aimed at the 
Atlantic community and NATO cohesion.

In this sense, the visit to European capitals was a campaign to win over European 
hearts and minds. Only a few months after De Gaulle had visited Germany, presi-
dential advisors thought of the tour as if Kennedy was “running for president of the 
West,” as McGeorge Bundy had phrased it on March 9, 1963.53 The tour delivered 
a symbol of Western unity and strengthened the trustworthiness of US leadership 
within the alliance.

Crisis stage III: Kennedy’s symbolic reassurance in Berlin

In his letter of invitation, Berlin’s governing mayor Willy Brandt promised the 
US president an enthusiastic welcome by the people of his city. Brandt had also 
expressed his hopes that Kennedy’s visit would help to improve the strained trans-
atlantic relationship: “However, considering difficulties which have become appar-
ent within the Western camp, your visit to the outpost of freedom would become 
a demonstration of western unity that could not be overlooked any-where (sic!) in 
the world.”54 When Kennedy arrived in Berlin and many citizens lined the streets 
along the president’s motorcade, he spontaneously decided to change his prepared 
remarks. Instead of delivering a carefully balanced diplomatic address, the speech 
conveyed a strong symbolic reassurance of US commitment to European security 
and stressed transatlantic ties.55

Kennedy’s famous phrase—“Ich bin ein Berliner” (I am a citizen of Berlin)—
delivered a clear message to the German public and its government that reaffirmed 
the US security guarantees, which had been put into question after the Berlin cri-
sis. The president vouched with the authority of his office for the security of West 

52  ‘Paper Prepared in the Department of State,’ June 14, 1963, PET/O–6, Foreign Relations of the 
United States, 1961–1963, Volume XV, Berlin Crisis, 1962–1963, Document 194, https://​histo​ry.​state.​
gov/​histo​rical​docum​ents/​frus1​961-​63v15/​d194.
53  Cited in Thomas W. Gijswijt, ‘Running for the President of the West: Kennedy’s European Trip in 
June 1963,’ in Atlantic, Euroatlantic, or Europe-America?, ed. Giles Scott-Smith and Valerie Aubourg 
(Paris: Soleb, 2009), 157.
54  ‘Letter to President Kennedy by Mayor Brandt,’ March 12, 1963, Folder: Trips: Germany, June 1963: 
22–26, President’s Office Files, JFKL.
55  See Arne Hofmann, The Emergence of Détente in Europe: Brandt, Kennedy and the Formation of 
Ostpolitik (London/New York: Routledge, 2007), 83.
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Germany.56 Kennedy’s public diplomacy even entailed the promise to risk an attack 
on US homeland in defence of Europe. In his speech at Frankfurt’s Paulskirche on 
June 25, 1963—the day before his visit to Berlin—Kennedy affirmed that the US 
“will risk its cities to defend yours.”57 This public reassurance apparently also made 
an impression on the sceptical chancellor. In the aftermath of Kennedy’s visit, Ade-
nauer told De Gaulle on July 4, 1963, that Kennedy “was serious” about this particu-
lar sentence. Adenauer further held that Kennedy intended “to dispel the concerns 
of Europeans that the Americans would perhaps not be as firm in their commitment 
to the alliance in the deciding moment.”58

In Berlin, the effect of Kennedy’s speech was also infused with the symbolic 
importance of the city. Kennedy’s call to look at the divided city and recognize the 
difference between tyranny and freedom can be seen as a discursive message to 
highlight a shared transatlantic identity.59 This message was also broadly discussed 
and spread all over European news outlets, which underscores the aspect of a shared 
web of communication within the transatlantic security community.60

The corresponding side of Kennedy’s identification with “the West” entailed the 
portrayal of a clear distinction vis-à-vis the Communist regime of the East:

There are some who say that communism is the wave of the future. Let them 
come to Berlin. And there are some who say in Europe and elsewhere we can 
work with the Communists. Let them come to Berlin. And there are even a 
few who say that it is true that communism is an evil system, but it permits us 
to make economic progress. Lass’ sie nach Berlin kommen. Let them come to 
Berlin.61

In Berlin, according to the US president, the distinction between the competing 
systems would be most visible; the Western part of the city represented the demo-
cratic order of the transatlantic community and was threatened at the same time. By 
using German expressions, Kennedy highlighted two parts of his speech in particu-
lar: On the one hand, the contrast to the Soviet Union (“Let them come to Berlin”), 
and, on the other hand, the identification with the fate of the city (“I’m a citizen of 
Berlin”).

While the president highlighted common responsibilities and multilateral prac-
tices, Kennedy did not shy away from claiming a leadership role for the United 

57  John F. Kennedy, ‘Address in the Assembly Hall at the Paulskirche in Frankfurt. June 25, 1963,’ in 
Public Papers of the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy, 1963 (Washington, D.C.: Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1964), 518.
58  ‘Gespräch des Bundeskanzlers Adenauer mit Staatspräsident de Gaulle,’ July 4, 1963, Document No. 
216, Akten zur Auswärtigen Politik der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, ed. Hans-Peter Schwarz (München: 
Oldenbourg, 1994), 689–702.
59  John F. Kennedy, ‘Remarks in the Rudolph Wilde Platz, Berlin. June 26, 1963,’ in Public Papers 
of the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy, 1963 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 
Office, 1964), 524.
60  Deutsch et al., Political Community. See Gijswijt, ‘Running for the President of the West,’ 160.
61  Kennedy, ‘Remarks in the Rudolph Wilde Platz,’ 524.

56  W.R. Smyser, Kennedy and the Berlin Wall: ‘A Hell of a Lot Better than a War’ (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2009), 228.
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States. The “Atlantic Community” should not only be a functional partnership, but 
should also strive to realize a political agenda beyond military and economic coop-
eration. In that regard, Kennedy mentioned the need to deepen political consulta-
tion, European integration and new initiatives towards an improvement of East–West 
relations.62 Here, Kennedy presented himself not only as a “Cold Warrior” stress-
ing the difference between the Soviet Union and the West to evoke a transatlantic 
identity. The president also intended to reaffirm trust between the US and its Euro-
pean allies to garner support for his long-term agenda of détente.63 This double-
edged strategy became visible once more during his Berlin visit and by the contrast 
between Kennedy’s two public speeches at Rudolph Wilde Square and at the Free 
University.64 In the latter speech, Kennedy referred more explicitly to his détente 
ideas, which he had already outlined during his remarks at American University on 
June 10, 1963. In Washington, Kennedy had affirmed to “reexamine our attitude 
toward the Soviet Union”65 and had proposed to seek negotiations in the realm of 
nuclear arms control and non-proliferation. Similarly, in Berlin, Kennedy connected 
the traditional responsibility of the US for Europe with the idea to seek détente with 
the Soviet Union.66

In addition to Kennedy’s public demonstration of mutual trust, the US admin-
istration delivered trust signals in terms of institutional practices and reassurance 
policies. Kennedy here highlighted the Multilateral Force (MLF) initiative as a 
key component of US nuclear policies in Europe. While Kennedy had already pro-
nounced his support for this initiative in May 1961, the administration increased its 
lobbying efforts for the MLF proposal after the Berlin crisis and its Nassau agree-
ment on nuclear weapons delivery systems with Great Britain in 196. Although 
never realized, the MLF would have institutionalized nuclear sharing within NATO 
and significantly increased the role of non-nuclear powers, such as West Germany. 
In addition, the US could increase the credibility of its nuclear umbrella for Europe 
while lowering the incentives for nuclear hedging of allies.67

In terms of material reassurance policies, the number of US troops deployed 
to Europe remained constant after the cuts implemented under Eisenhower’s 

62  Kennedy, ‘Address in the Assembly Hall at the Paulskirche,’ 517.
63  See Eckart Conze, ‘Konfrontation und Détente. Überlegungen zur historischen Analyse des Ost-West-
Konflikts,’ Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 46, no. 2 (1998): 273.
64  See Gijswijt, ‘Running for the President of the West,’ 153.
65  John F. Kennedy, ‘Commencement Address at American University in Washington. June 10, 1963,’ in 
Public Papers of the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy, 1963 (Washington, D.C.: Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1964), 461.
66  John F. Kennedy, ‘Address at the Free University of Berlin. June 26, 1963,’ in Public Papers of the 
President of the United States. John F. Kennedy, 1963 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 
1964), 529.
67  Kennedy feared that without the MLF treaty, Germany might step up its security hedging and develop 
(or at least credibly threaten to develop) own nuclear weapons. However, support among other continen-
tal allies for the MLF was scarce and the Johnson administration later cancelled the project completely. 
See Nünlist, Die westliche Allianz, 392; Lanoszka, Atomic Assurance, 41.
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presidency in 1957. Between 1958 and 1966, the number only slightly varied 
between 320,000 and 360,000 soldiers.68

Crisis stage IV: successful trust repair and continued cooperation

Upon his return from Europe, the US President addressed his domestic audience via 
radio:

Today I can report an even deeper tie between the people of Europe and the 
people of the United States. Our steadfast role in the defence of freedom for 
18  years, for peace and justice, I think has earned us the abiding trust and 
respect of the people of Europe. Our willingness to undertake the hard tasks 
of leadership, (...) to assume the burdens of preventing another war, all this 
which we in America sometimes take for granted and which we think other 
people take for granted have earned the American people a high reputation and 
brought us steadfast good will.69

There are several indicators which attest that the president’s assessment of 
“deeper ties” between Europe and the United States is fairly accurate in contrast to 
previous symptoms of crisis in transatlantic relations.

First, despite De Gaulle’s attempt to shift the allocation of alliance authority from 
the US to Europe (under French leadership), the United States remained the leader 
of the security community. In fact, France gradually withdrew from the alliance 
after De Gaulle’s “double no”. After France announced its withdrawal from NATO’s 
Atlantic fleet in 1963, it also withdrew from NATO’s military structures in 1967. 
Although some observers qualify this situation as a separate crisis of the alliance,70 
French unilateralism did not lead to a break-up of the community.

Second, trust interactions by the US were reciprocated at least in part by West 
Germany. In an important symbolic gesture, the West German parliament added a 
preamble to the Élysée Treaty which emphasized the goal “of a close partnership 
between Europe and the United States of America.” Atlanticists within the govern-
ing CDU party, in particular Minister of Economic Affairs Ludwig Ehrhard, had 
pushed for this symbolic reference of trust towards the US partner.71 In addition, the 
Adenauer government tasked Undersecretary of State Karl Carstens to signal Bonn’s 
intention to overcome the disputes over the Berlin crisis prior to Kennedy’s visit in 
February 1963.72

69  John F. Kennedy, ‘Radio and Television Message to the American People After Returning From 
Europe. July 5, 1963,’ in Public Papers of the President of the United States. John F. Kennedy, 1963 
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1964), 557.
70  See Haftendorn, NATO and the Nuclear Revolution, 5.
71  See Tim Geiger, Geiger, Atlantiker gegen Gaullisten. Außenpolitischer Konflikt und innerparteilicher 
Machtkampf in der CDU/CSU 1958–1969 (München: Oldenbourg, 2008), 211.
72  ‘Gespräch des Staatssekretärs Carstens mit Abteilungsleiter Tyler, amerikanisches Außenministerium 
in Washington,’ 5 February 1963, Document No. 82, Akten zur Auswärtigen Politik der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland 1963, ed. Hans-Peter Schwarz (München: Oldenbourg, 1994), 269.

68  Data provided in Tim Kane, Global U.S. Troop Deployment Dataset, 1950–2003 (Washington, DC: 
Heritage Foundation, 2004).
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Third, Kennedy’s visit to Berlin was well received within German society.73 
Reports from enthusiastic citizens in Cologne, Frankfurt and all over Germany dom-
inate the news reporting in this phase. The largest German tabloid, BILD-Zeitung, 
summarizes public perceptions of Kennedy’s trip this way: “He understands us, 
without him, we’d be done” (“wir könnten einpacken”).74 The positive perception 
was shared across the political spectrum. The centre-left Süddeutsche Zeitung con-
cluded: “Through the direct contact between the leader of the West and German citi-
zens, German-American relations were freed from the burden of the past, from mis-
trust and misunderstandings of the present, and they were put on a new basis.”75 The 
conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine was similarly impressed by Kennedy’s trip: 
“The United States want a strong and united Europe. (…) This is credible. Because 
otherwise, they would not risk their own cities to defend ours, as Kennedy said.”76 
Although opinion polls from this era are scarce, the few existing surveys suggest 
that the US image among Germans improved after Kennedy’s visit.77 A review of 
newspaper reports by the Foreign Broadcast Information Services also concludes 
that Kennedy’s European trip was well received. In regard to European views, for 
example in Italy, the report concludes that the president achieved his goal to “reas-
sure the Europeans that the Americans will not abandon them.”78

Fourth, under US leadership, the alliance agreed on new initiatives in terms of 
nuclear strategy and arms control. In contrast to France, which developed its own 
nuclear “force de frappe”, Germany refrained from the nuclear temptation. The 
Adenauer government supported Kennedy’s MLF proposal, which offered shared 
access to nuclear weapons. Bonn also supported Kennedy’s signature arms control 
initiative, the Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT). Although the German chancellor 
remained sceptical about the repercussion of the treaty—since it would offer East 
Germany a status upgrade as a treaty party—Adenauer endorsed Kennedy’s pro-
ject in a letter to the president, shortly after the president’s visit, in July 1963.79 For 
Kennedy, the conclusion of the LTBT (including its Senate ratification against sig-
nificant domestic opposition) was a major achievement during his presidency, both 
in terms of nuclear arms control and regarding an improvement of East–West rela-
tions. The conclusion of the LTBT (and Bonn’s accession to it) were also perceived 

73  See Daum, ‘Atlantic Partnership,’ 35.
74  BILD-Zeitung (Hamburg), ‘…ein Mensch, der uns versteht,’ June 27, 1963.
75  Richard Thilenius, ‘Zeit des Wandels,’ Süddeutsche Zeitung (Munich), June 29, 1963, 1.
76  N.B., ‘Kennedys Appell,’ Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, June 26, 1963, 1.
77  In February 1964, 33.9% held a positive image of the US, in comparison to 25.3% prior to Kennedy’s 
visit (February 1963), and 17.2% (June 1962). See Gesis Data Archive, ‘Internationale Beziehungen,’ 
Folder: Februar 1964, https://​doi.​org/​10.​4232/1.​2073.
78  ‘Daily Report Supplement World Reaction Series’, 2 July 1963, Foreign Broadcast Information Ser-
vice, National Security Files, JKL.
79  Notably, Adenauer still voiced criticism behind closed doors, for example, at a meeting with Rich-
ard Nixon on July 26, 1963. See ‘Gespräch des Bundeskanzlers Adenauer mit dem ehemaligen ameri-
kanischen Vizepräsidenten Nixon,’ July 26, 1963, Document No. 237, Akten zur Auswärtigen Politik der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, ed. Hans-Peter Schwarz (München: Oldenbourg, 1994), pp. 782–788. See 
also Anna Locher, and Christian Nuenlist, ‘Reinventing NATO. Canada and the Multilateralization of 
Détente, 1962–1966,’ International Journal 58, no. 2 (2003): 289.
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positively by Britain and other smaller NATO allies, which viewed German nuclear 
ambitions as threatening and favoured détente policies in alignment with Kennedy’s 
strategy.80

Nevertheless, not all transatlantic disputes were resolved after the crisis of 1963. 
In particular the issues of burden-sharing and concrete steps towards East–West 
détente remained contested among transatlantic partners. The Kennedy and John-
son administrations sought to offset US expenditures for troop deployments in Ger-
many.81 However, the agreement negotiated between secretaries of defence McNa-
mara and Hasselhoff in 1964 (after Johnson had succeeded Kennedy) only protracted 
the dispute. In 1966, the Ehrhard government resigned over domestic contestation 
fuelled by his failure to achieve a deal with Washington.82 At the same time, these 
disputes did not mount to a severe crisis of the partnership as basic functions and 
norms of the security community remained intact.

Conclusion

Transatlantic crises have various sources and depend on temporal contingencies: 
They might originate from a nationalist preference to seek a leading role within 
the alliance (De Gaulle’s challenge to US authority). Or, they can be the result of 
a corrosion of legitimacy, such as during the Bush administration and its unilateral 
policies. The history of the security community provides ample examples of inter-
nal disputes over alliance policies regarding nuclear proliferation and arms control, 
military interventions and burden sharing.

This case study on the crisis of 1961 to 1963 identified trust-based interactions 
that contributed to the resolution of the transatlantic rift. While the argument is not 
that the crisis was overcome solely because of the activation of trust as a resource 
for intra-alliance conflict management, politicians in both West Germany and the 
US exchanged trust signals: in public discourses, symbolic interactions, through 
institutions and reassurance policies. In particular, the US side took a “leap of 
faith” to signal its continued commitment to European security to keep the relation-
ship from spiralling downward. If transatlantic resilience had been purely based on 
shared interests and US coercive measures towards less powerful partners, trust-
based interactions and costly signals (both in terms of political capital and material 
assets) would not have been necessary. Yet, efforts by the Kennedy administration 
regarding discursive, symbolic and institutionalized interactions alongside material 
reassurance aimed at restoring trust, add plausibility to the thesis that trust, in fact, 
played a key role.

81  See Heide-Irene Schmidt, ‘‘The Embarrassment of Strength’: Die deutsche Position im “Interna-
tional Monetary System “ 1958–1968,’ in Deutschland, Großbritannien, Amerika. Politik, Gesellschaft 
und Internationale Geschichte im 20. Jahrhundert, ed. Ursula Lehmkuhl, Clemens A. Wurm and Hubert 
Zimmermann (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2003), 168–176.
82  See Harald Rosenbach, ‘Der Preis der Freiheit. Die deutsch-amerikanischen Verhandlungen über den 
Devisenausgleich (1961–1967),’ Vierteljahreshefte für Zeitgeschichte 46, no. 4 (1998): 710.

80  Münger, Kennedy die Berliner Mauer und die Kubakrise, 347; Nünlist, Die westliche Allianz, 404.
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Kennedy’s trust initiative in the summer of 1963 went beyond improving bilateral 
relations to Bonn and helped to secure transatlantic cooperation in key policy fields 
such as arms control and East–West relations. Furthermore, it contributed to restor-
ing the authority of the United States as the leader of the alliance after De Gaulle’s 
challenge. Of course, this specific historical context during the Cold War does not 
mean that similar trust-based interactions could be used to overcome current transat-
lantic crises. Such an analysis would need to take into account the shifting geopoliti-
cal contexts and actor constellations.

With this important caveat in mind, this article enhanced a static description of 
crisis versus resilience and rather highlighted that in moments of transatlantic dis-
putes, trust-based interactions can represent important aspects of intra-alliance con-
flict management.
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