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Crisis and Opportunity: NATO’s
Transformation and the Multilateralization of
Détente, 1966–1968

✣

Introduction

French President Charles de Gaulle informed U.S. President Lyndon B. John-
son on 7 March 1966 that France would withdraw its remaining forces from
the integrated military commands of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO). For many years de Gaulle had argued that the growing vulnerability
of the United States to Soviet nuclear attack meant that the U.S. nuclear “um-
brella” for Europe had lost credibility. In June 1966 de Gaulle went to Mos-
cow, taking one step further his policy of economic opening toward Eastern
Europe and starting a rapprochement with the Soviet Union. The new
polycentrism in Eastern Europe had brought about stirrings of détente and
hopes that the split in Germany and on the continent as a whole might be
overcome. De Gaulle claimed that in this new environment NATO, domi-
nated by the United States, had lost not only its credibility as an integrated
military structure but also its legitimacy as a political forum for the coordina-
tion of its members’ détente policies. The Gaullist challenge to the raison
d’être of the alliance amounted to the most serious crisis of NATO since its
founding in 1949.1
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Détente as such was not new. After the Berlin crisis and the Cuban mis-
sile crisis, policy makers in Washington and Moscow had increasingly ac-
cepted the territorial and nuclear status quo. Taking a step back from nuclear
danger, neither side set much store in the principle of “victory through force.”
Gone were the times of John F. Dulles’s rhetoric of “liberation,” “roll back,”
and “driving wedges.” This new environment allowed for the relaxation of
tensions in 1963 between Washington and Moscow and the subsequent bilat-
eral talks on the two main factors that contributed to a modus vivendi: the
German question and the nuclear question. The spirit of limited bilateral
cooperation was formalized with the signing of the Limited Test Ban Treaty
and a series of smaller steps, including the Hot Line and the Consular Agree-
ment.2

The problem with the “ºexible bilateralism” of 1963 was that although it
constituted a logical and sensible step back from the nuclear abyss, it did not
do justice to Eastern and Western allied concerns, which were motivated his-
torically not rationally.3 Within NATO the economic and political interests
of the most important member-states were diverging over such issues as
burden sharing, policy toward Eastern Europe, and the escalating war in
Vietnam. The nuclear impasse between Washington and Moscow did not al-
low for the lasting settlement of disputed issues—the division of Germany,
French independence, and, to a lesser degree, British independence—that
were top priorities for Bonn, Paris, and London respectively. The implication,
however, was that East-West détente would not deepen, because the next
steps, notably a nuclear nonproliferation treaty (NPT) and a non-aggression
pact (NAP), would be multilateral and would require the consent of all
NATO members.

Was de Gaulle right? Did U.S. forces in Europe, as a symbol of U.S. he-
gemony, have to leave Europe before the historic process of détente could pro-
ceed? Or would France be forced to leave the North Atlantic Treaty and
NATO’s political structures, thereby losing its “nuisance value” and much of
its political inºuence in Washington? Would there be a NATO after its twen-
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tieth anniversary in 1969? De Gaulle’s dual challenge exposed NATO to un-
precedented tension. Yet even as the alliance moved toward a crisis, opportu-
nities for reform and a renewed perception of the essentially political meaning
of NATO made themselves felt.4

The alliance had been conceived in 1949 primarily as a means of curbing
Soviet political inºuence. Not until after the outbreak of the Korean War in
mid-1950 did the emphasis shift to military functions and to a buildup of in-
tegrated forces for collective defense. Once the perceived urgency of the threat
to NATO began to ebb in 1955, the committee of the “Three Wise Men” in-
vestigated what could be done to reemphasize NATO’s economic and politi-
cal ties. By the mid-1960s, however, the idea that NATO should preserve its
military functions, while at the same time evolving into what Henry Kissinger
called an “Atlantic Commonwealth,” was gaining ground in Washington.5 In
the broader context of East-West détente NATO urgently needed a mecha-
nism for more effective political consultation.6 The new “Grand Coalition”
government in Bonn realized that the only way to achieve its objectives was by
pursuing a diplomatic course of action that would lead to an incremental eco-
nomic and cultural rapprochement with the East.7 The more France dis-
tanced itself from NATO, the more Britain emphasized the transatlantic
rather than European integration process.

By 1968 the allies had weathered a stormy two years. Compromise had
been achieved at considerable cost and effort, perhaps not least to the citizens
of Eastern Europe, who were to pay the price of the settlement of European
borders in the long run. For NATO member-states, however, the successful
resolution of the crisis resulted in a new sense of purpose. Reform was found
to be the answer to the troubles of the Western bloc, and NATO evolved from
the previously hierarchical military alliance of fourteen to a more political and
participatory alliance of ªfteen. The successful transformation of NATO
shifted the issues of a European settlement (including the German problem)
and of arms control (including the nuclear problem) away from the bilateral
Soviet-U.S. “little” détente of 1963 and placed these issues into the broader
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context of the “high” European détente of the 1970s. In short, the transfor-
mation of NATO was instrumental to the multilateralization of détente.

This article discusses NATO’s reaction to the Gaullist challenge, with
particular emphasis on the role of the remaining big three—the United States,
Britain, and the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG)—in the ensuing trans-
formation of the alliance. First, I show that the French action came as no sur-
prise to the other members of the alliance. In fact Washington had repeatedly
adapted its policies to de Gaulle’s moves and had a series of short-term contin-
gency plans ready. Second, I analyze the six-month period of policy review
and intense internal debate and consultation in Washington that followed de
Gaulle’s action. During this period Johnson and his administration moved to-
ward a less hegemonic style of leadership and built a less hierarchical alliance
of fourteen. At the same time, Washington formulated new policy options on
how to save NATO as an integrated military structure and on how to expand
the alliance’s political role as an agent of peace.

Third, I show how the United States, risking the stability of West Ger-
man politics, put these new policies to the test during the trilateral talks with
Britain and the FRG from the autumn of 1966 through April 1967. The tri-
lateral talks not only were instrumental in forging a consensus among Wash-
ington, Bonn, and London on economic and security priorities, but also
paved the way for a new consensus of the fourteen on strategy, force levels,
and the Nuclear Planning Group (NPG). As a result, NATO was saved as an
integrated military structure. Fourth, I provide a new view of the role that the
Harmel exercise played in restoring NATO’s political purpose and its legiti-
macy as an instrument of détente.8 During the work on the Harmel study the
views of the ªfteen on a political program for European security, including
the German question, and on arms control and disarmament converged in
substance. Given France’s opposition, however, the ªfteen reached only a mi-
nor compromise on the issue of political machinery. NATO’s new two-pillar
security policies—military security and a policy of détente—would endure to
the end of the Cold War.

The Gaullist Challenge and the Future of NATO
After 1969

NATO’s simmering crisis reached the boiling point in the ªrst half of 1966.
The Gaullist challenge amounted to a double crisis for the alliance: a credibil-
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ity crisis and a legitimacy crisis. De Gaulle’s announcement that France
wished to “recover the entire exercise of her sovereignty over her territory” and
would “terminate her participation in ‘integrated’ commands and no longer
place her forces at the disposal of NATO” challenged the credibility of
NATO’s integrated military structures.9 The fact that de Gaulle went to Mos-
cow only a few weeks later expanded the challenge into a crisis also of legiti-
macy: If NATO was no longer credible as a military deterrent, the evolution
of détente with the USSR meant that NATO had lost its function as a forum
for political consultation regarding East-West relations.

De Gaulle’s actions represented the end to an increasing discrepancy be-
tween his vision of a Europe under the leadership of France as a third force be-
tween East and West and the raison d’être of an Atlantic Community, as laid
down in the 1949 treaty. With regard to the military balance in Europe, de
Gaulle’s claim to French independence rested on a combination of geography
and the nuclear force de frappe. With regard to the political balance, de
Gaulle’s claim to French independence was based on France’s potential role as
facilitator of a rapprochement between the FRG and the Soviet Union. The
general’s views on the future of Europe had been well known since the late
1950s: He had repeatedly said that the national interests of great powers
would always overlap only partially (citing Suez as an example) and that the
credibility of the U.S. nuclear guarantee for its European allies was decreasing
as U.S. vulnerability to a Soviet nuclear attack was increasing, a vulnerability
symbolized by Sputnik and the advent of intercontinental ballistic missiles
(ICBMs).10

The Credibility Crisis of “Military NATO”:
French Action and the U.S. Response

In 1958 de Gaulle had demanded that NATO be reorganized to form a Trilat-
eral Directorate that would accommodate France’s status as a great power.
Once his demand had been rejected by the Anglo-Saxon powers, de Gaulle
began to implement a step-by-step withdrawal of France’s naval and air forces
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from the integrated commands in the Mediterranean and Atlantic. By 1966
only the French land and air forces stationed in the FRG were still assigned to
the allied command in Europe, although NATO’s headquarters remained
outside Paris. In the wake of the Berlin crisis and the Cuban missile crisis the
United States pressed for a new strategic concept for NATO. De Gaulle, how-
ever, was opposed to giving non-nuclear forces a greater role and to moving
toward a “ºexible response” strategy. Raising the nuclear threshold, he argued,
would undermine the credibility of the nuclear deterrent and decouple the
United States from Europe. In his view, NATO should not deviate from its
nuclear “trip-wire” strategy. In late 1963 France rejected the strategy docu-
ment MC 100/1 as a basis for a new strategic concept and effectively blocked
the development of NATO strategy until France’s withdrawal from NATO’s
military commands in 1966.11

Similarly, de Gaulle opposed the idea of a nuclear Multilateral Force
(MLF) within NATO. The United States had proposed the MLF to meet the
FRG’s needs for ªrst-class membership in a multilateral nuclear club. The
U.S. State Department depicted the project as a step toward greater European
integration. For the French, however, the MLF threatened the objective of an
independent Europe because of its decisively transatlantic character. Accord-
ing to the U.S. State Department, de Gaulle believed the project was a “divi-
sive element for NATO and Europe” that would produce a “chill in French-
German relations,” and he attacked the project as a conspiracy against France
and Europe.12 Bonn reacted sharply to de Gaulle’s attempts to block a MLF
and “push Germany down.” West German Chancellor Ludwig Erhard was
not prepared to “yield to pressure” and indicated a strong determination to
proceed with the MLF at all costs.13 Subsequently de Gaulle increased pres-
sure on NATO and in May 1965 told the U.S. ambassador in Paris that “he
believed it would be necessary in 1969 to re-examine the North Atlantic
Treaty.” By then “any form of [military] integration would have to go.”14
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By the time de Gaulle announced the complete withdrawal of France
from NATO’s integrated military structure in March 1966, he had made clear
that his move was based on what he perceived as the lack of credibility of the
U.S. nuclear guarantee and the dubious nature of Europe’s integrated defense.
The United States, for its part, had used 1964 and 1965 to reconsider its poli-
cies on nuclear sharing and nonproliferation. When de Gaulle made his an-
nouncement, much of the legwork for Washington’s new nuclear policies had
already been accomplished. Since 1963 Johnson’s attempts to defuse growing
European doubts about the credibility of the U.S. nuclear guarantee had
focused on the MLF. In a National Security Council (NSC) meeting of
April 1964 the acting U.S. secretary of state, George W. Ball, discussed the ra-
tionale of the MLF concept, stressing the danger of perpetuating discrimina-
tion against West Germany and emphasizing the need to give the West Ger-
mans a legitimate role in the defense of the alliance, albeit “on a leash.”15 The
two key aims of the MLF project were obvious enough: to guarantee the po-
litical integration of the FRG into the multilateral structure of the alliance,
and to guarantee U.S. central control over all NATO nuclear forces.

The MLF, however, had many problems and came at a big cost: It would
effectively mean that there would be no Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT). The Soviet Union opposed an NPT that did not exclude the MLF, ar-
guing that the joint force would be a ªrst step toward West German nuclear
capability. At the very least, the MLF would establish long-term and very
close links between the United States and Europe regarding defense.16 Con-
versely, Erhard emphasized in a talk with Johnson that “it was impossible to
assume that [West] Germany will go forever without a nuclear deterrent” and
that “agreement on non-proliferation presupposes agreement on nuclear shar-
ing.”17 Within the U.S. government views differed signiªcantly with regard to
the priority of the MLF and the NPT proposals. This became clear in Octo-
ber 1964 when a Chinese nuclear test forced the Johnson administration to
evaluate the feasibility and costs of preventing nuclear proliferation. People
like George W. Ball and John J. McCloy, the former high commissioner for
Germany, were concerned about “the price of dissolving the Alliance” rather
than about “the price of proliferation,” and they demanded ªrm U.S. leader-
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ship on the MLF issue.18 However, the Gilpatric Committee on Nuclear Pro-
liferation, a body set up to evaluate the options, came down hard on the side
of preventing the further spread of nuclear weapons and called for “strong
pressure on signiªcant countries,” including West Germany and France, to
obtain their participation in an NPT.19

In late 1964 U.S. priorities with regard to the MLF and the NPT began
to shift in favor of the latter. The Chinese nuclear test highlighted the danger
of nuclear proliferation, and it became clear to Johnson that there was “no
support whatever for the MLF either abroad or at home.”20 Soviet and French
leaders opposed the project, Britain was essentially unconvinced, and the
FRG was divided on the issue, fearing enduring consequences for Franco–
West German relations.21 In the United States neither the Congress nor the
military was convinced of the project’s merits. For these reasons National
Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy concluded that “the U.S. should now ar-
range to let the MLF sink out of sight.”22 Bundy’s position became ofªcial
policy when Johnson signed National Security Action Memorandum
(NSAM) No. 322 on 17 December 1964. The document stated that the
United States would not “press for a binding agreement” and effectively left
the initiative on the MLF issues with the deeply divided Europeans.23

Although the MLF, in the form of the British proposal for an Atlantic
Nuclear Force (ANF), remained nominally on the table for political reasons
until 1966, Washington had already decided to renew the concept of a “soft-
ware” solution along the lines established at the NATO Ministerial Meeting
in Athens in 1962. When the NATO defense ministers met in Paris on
31 May 1965, U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara proposed that a
Select Committee of Defense Ministers be set up as an ad hoc body to exam-
ine the possible means of improving and extending NATO participation in
planning for the use of nuclear weapons.24 The ªrst two meetings of the new
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committee went extremely well and indicated that the United States really in-
tended “to consult more seriously with allies on nuclear questions that affect
them.”25 Even as de Gaulle moved ahead and seemed to bring his deadline
closer for France’s ªnal withdrawal from NATO’s integrated commands,
Washington pushed trilateralism with Britain and the FRG “as a substitute for
NATO as a means of concerting power.” In October 1965, during a discus-
sion of a draft NSAM on France and NATO that called for quiet contingency
planning in case France moved, McNamara stated that “he had already
revised his ideas about the Select Committee . . . and was prepared to have
any number join but use a tripartite group to coordinate and run it behind
the scenes.”26 Before the second meeting of the Select Committee on 29
November 1965, McNamara and British Defense Minister Denis W. Healey
met their German colleague, Kai-Uwe von Hassel, to discuss the status of
nuclear planning.27 This new emphasis on a “software” solution and on
trilateralism did not go unnoticed by French representatives, who concluded
that NATO as an integrated military structure without France was a practical
solution.28

The Legitimacy Crisis of “Political NATO”:
French Action and the U.S.

For de Gaulle the essence of the French nuclear program was political, not
military. Once he had become convinced there would be no war in Europe, he
could manipulate NATO’s credibility crisis for his political purposes. At the
heart of de Gaulle’s political challenge to NATO were the growing doubts
about NATO’s legitimacy as a military alliance at a time of improving
East-West relations. In an aide-mémoire of 11 March 1966, Paris reminded
Washington that “the threats weighing on the Western world . . . no longer
[present] the immediate and menacing character that they presented for-
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merly.”29 Moreover, the West European economies had regained their
strength, and the establishment of the Common Market had meant that
ªnancial relations between the United States and the West European coun-
tries had developed clearly in favor of the latter. At the same time, the interna-
tional crisis had shifted from Europe to Asia. The Vietnam War did much to
weaken U.S. authority in the alliance. The West Europeans increasingly ques-
tioned the legitimacy of U.S. intervention in Vietnam, and in Washington
the war effort increased pressure from the Congress on Johnson to reduce
U.S. ªnancial and military commitments to the defense of Europe. All this
suggested to de Gaulle that political leadership in Europe was in the ªrst place
the responsibility of the Europeans.

In the wake of the Cuban missile crisis, de Gaulle had tried to increase
French inºuence in Europe by forming a close partnership with the FRG.
However, once it became clear that the Elysée Treaty of 1963 would not work,
the French Foreign Ministry started to form relationships with the smaller
East European countries. French relations with Eastern Europe were intended
as a counterweight to the growing inºuence of the FRG in this region. In late
1964 and early 1965 de Gaulle took his East European policy a step further
and embarked on a rapprochement with the Soviet Union. These efforts cul-
minated in de Gaulle’s trip to Moscow in June 1966, a trip that was met with
serious apprehension in the West. The U.S. ambassador in Paris, Charles E.
Bohlen, speculated that “the biggest diplomatic coup that de Gaulle might
dream of would be to start [the] process of German reuniªcation which
would lead to permanent restrictions on Germany’s military establishment
and [the] acceptance of the Oder-Neisse line, guaranteed by the nuclear pow-
ers, and, of course, the departure of American troops from Europe.”30

Washington’s response to the changes under way in Eastern Europe was
outlined in a speech by President Johnson on 23 May 1964:

We will continue to build bridges across the gulf which has divided us from
Eastern Europe. They will be bridges of increased trade, of ideas, of visitors, and
of humanitarian aid. . . . And it is also our belief that wise and skilful develop-
ment of a relationship can speed the day when Germany will be reunited.31

The concept of “bridge-building” linked the opening toward the East with
the hope for reuniªcation. The new signs of independence were welcome not
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only because they signaled increasing tensions within the Eastern bloc, but
also because they “might lead to conditions under which the Soviet Union
could accept a Germany united in freedom.”32 Given the diffusion of power
in the world and the desire in both the FRG and East Germany for reuniªca-
tion, Washington could no longer afford a policy designed to retain the status
quo. Détente could come only as the result of a long-term, ºuid historical
process, and the German question had to be met with a dynamic policy.
However, new steps would be successful only if they were coordinated within
a multilateral setting. Starting from these premises, the U.S. State Depart-
ment worked hard to integrate the bridge-building policies into the larger
framework of NATO: “[The] two goals of our European policy—unity in the
West and evolution in the East—are mutually reinforcing. Efforts to achieve
these goals interact—most notably in helping to sustain moderate political
leadership in Germany.”33

Although the notion of bridge-building was widely praised, it was
difªcult to convert into practical day-to-day policy. The whole approach soon
stagnated when U.S. ofªcials concluded that it had three major drawbacks.
First, it would expose the administration to criticism from Congress that it
was soft on Communism against the backdrop of the escalating war in Viet-
nam. The implementation of economic bridge-building depended on new
legislation that would give the president power to grant Most Favored Nation
(MFN) trade status to the East European countries.34 Second, it would fore-
close the possibility of détente. The possibility of U.S. bridges to Eastern Eu-
rope independent of Moscow was naturally a worry to the Soviet Union. One
of the Johnson administration’s foremost Soviet experts, Llewellyn E. Thomp-
son, highlighted the dilemma: On the one hand, the new policy would be de-
sirable to educate the U.S. public about the steps toward greater independ-
ence in Eastern Europe; on the other hand, “the more we talk about these
things, the more difªcult it is for the Soviets to allow these trends to continue
and the easier for the [Chinese Communist Party] to exploit such statements
against the Russians.”35
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Third, and most important, the bridge-building policy could hinder
Washington’s efforts to encourage the FRG to undertake a more ºexible East
European policy. The United States had to refrain from applying pressure on
the West Germans to move faster than they were inclined to do. The Erhard
government was under increasing domestic pressure from the nationalist wing
of Erhard’s party to increase its efforts for reuniªcation. As long as the West
Germans stuck to a position of reuniªcation ªrst and foremost, there would
be no progress in East-West relations. The U.S. administration was faced with
a serious policy dilemma: The United States could not go much further in
its European policies than the West Germans were prepared to go, but the
U.S. government increasingly ran the risk of losing the initiative to de Gaulle,
who with his economic overtures to the East had begun to exploit the rigidity
of the West German position. The time for a serious reevaluation of U.S. pol-
icy toward Europe came when de Gaulle announced the withdrawal of the re-
maining French forces from NATO and prepared to go to Moscow.

The ultimate danger of de Gaulle’s challenge to NATO was that his poli-
cies threatened to undermine the central assumption of the FRG’s position in
the postwar world, namely “that Germany’s politics and policy have to be
conducted within the collective NATO framework and that a separate Ger-
man policy is not feasible.”36 The Erhard government became more and more
isolated in 1964 and 1965. The MLF had been shelved, the FRG’s reuniªcat-
ion initiatives had been met with widespread skepticism, and West German
policy toward Eastern Europe was making no visible progress.

Troubling questions began to arise in both Washington and Bonn: If
NATO were to disappear, what would West Germany’s position be? Integra-
tion into a European Union would be the best—but at that time also the most
improbable—solution from a U.S. perspective. De Gaulle’s anti-German line,
his wooing of the Soviet Union, and his unwillingness to consider anything
other than unilateral French control over the force de frappe precluded the
option of a close Franco–West German relationship. Erhard was clear in this
regard in a talk with U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk in June 1966: “[De
Gaulle] seeks only a Europe under French hegemony. . . . It is clear that
DeGaulle wants to get the U.S., at least U.S. inºuence, out of Europe. He will
seek in Moscow a protectorate of the Soviet Union and France over Ger-
many.”37

33

Crisis and Opportunity

policies, see Pascal Morf, “Building Bridges: Die amerikanische Deutschlandpolitik unter Lyndon B.
Johnson zwischen Allianzpolitik und Détente, 1964–66” (Master’s thesis, University of Zurich,
2001).

36. Memorandum, “Possible Effects of the NATO Crisis on German Foreign and Domestic Politics,”
n.d., in Nuclear History Project, Non Proliferation Policy, No. 713.

37. Memorandum of Conversation, “French-NATO Issue,” 9 June 1966, FRUS, 1964–1968, Vol.
XIII, p. 412.



Consequently, the most likely, and most dangerous, reaction to the cen-
trifugal forces set in motion by a prospective French withdrawal from NATO
would be the FRG’s shift to political and military unilateralism, reºected in
an increasing concentration on purely national concerns, especially reuniªca-
tion, and possibly spurring another Soviet-German deal à la Rapallo.38

Starting from this premise, the Johnson administration began to formulate its
answer to the Gaullist challenge.

The U.S. Response: Toward a Less Hierarchical
Alliance

When de Gaulle’s letter announcing the French military withdrawal from
NATO reached Washington on 7 March 1966, Johnson’s principal advisers
immediately agreed that the United States should preserve an integrated
NATO structure with or without France. Yet it was unclear how this aim
could be achieved. Existing U.S. policies on Europe had to be reevaluated,
and new answers to well-known policy dilemmas had to be found. Johnson
approached the task of policy formulation carefully and with persistence. It
would take Washington six months of thorough review and intensive consul-
tation before the president would announce his conclusions in a memorable
speech in New York on 7 October 1966.

Before the administration could focus on its objectives and strategy for
dealing with de Gaulle and the NATO crisis, Johnson and his key advisers
had to come to terms with two other fundamental questions: What kind of
leadership should the United States provide to the remaining members of
NATO to ensure that the alliance would be an effective instrument of military
security and a forum of political consultation? Would the new NATO be the
hegemonic alliance of the 1950s or a new, less hierarchical structure?

The administration, especially the State Department, was divided on
these questions in the months leading up to de Gaulle’s announcement. Un-
der Secretary of State George Ball and the head of the department’s Policy
Planning Staff, Walt Rostow, spearheaded what the National Security Council
staff under McGeorge Bundy perceived as a “cabal’s exercise.” In their view
neither the MLF nor the bridge-building exercise was moving ahead. Rather,
“Europe was falling back into its ‘bad old habits’, into its pre-World War II
state, with nationalism breaking out all over.” In a meeting with Rusk, Ball
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said that “the U.S. [seems] reluctant to exercise the kind of leadership needed,
turning away from its broader based responsibilities and resorting to the easier
and less useful and effective bilateral track. ‘Leadership requires that we lead.’
The alternative is chaos.” Rusk disagreed with what he called the Ball doc-
trine, replying that he thought it important for the United States to “get away
from the Marshall Plan psychology.” This psychology, he said, had been suc-
cessful because it had been attuned to its time. In the late 1940s only the
United States could lead and pay the bill. But the situation had changed, and
Western Europe was resurgent. The Europeans had a legitimate role to play in
international affairs, and therefore the United States could expect them to
take the initiative. “Why not let the Europeans come to us sometime?” Rusk
asked.39

Ball and Assistant Secretary of State Henry Owen responded by empha-
sizing the desirability of ªrm leadership. Ball insisted that contrary to Rusk’s
hopes, the West Europeans would never do anything themselves. Owen
added that the Europeans were like inexperienced teenagers who knew what
to do once they were told but were incapable of deciding on their own what
was right or necessary. The notion that the West Germans were inexperi-
enced, emotional, and at times irrational remained one of the key perceptions
of those who called for strong U.S. leadership in the alliance.40

Rusk, for his part, wanted to maintain a wait-and-see approach in Eu-
rope, not least because the administration was increasingly preoccupied with
the war in Vietnam. The heavy commitment of U.S. forces in Southeast Asia
and the growing rifts within the U.S. public helped spur the reassessment of
policy toward NATO. Rusk responded to Ball and Owen

by asking whether ‘the reason we did not like DeGaulle was that we were
essentially Gaullist ourselves.’ The Secretary felt it important to draw a clear
line between leadership and hegemony. . . . [H]e was convinced the require-
ments of leadership in the 60’s and 70’s were not the same as in the 40’s and
50’s.”41

With regard to nuclear sharing, Rusk had already stated that on the MLF the
United States appeared “to be out in front of the rest.”42 Henry Kissinger
questioned the wisdom of “pushing the Germans toward a policy of
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bridge-building” and urged U.S. policymakers to curb their “national bril-
liance and refrain from surfacing new schemes every six months.”43

The same fundamental differences on the leadership issue surfaced in the
days immediately after de Gaulle’s move in March 1966. Francis Bator, a na-
tional security aide to the president, warned Johnson that the State Depart-
ment’s “entirely natural irritation with DeGaulle predisposes them to take a
very hard line.”44 Another national security aide, Robert Komer, told the pres-
ident a few days later that

before answering State’s clarion call to propaganda battle, you deserve to be con-
vinced that it’s one we can reasonably expect to win. If not, it may be wiser to
outwait DeGaulle—while limiting the damage he can do. This alternative calls
for a ªrm defensive stance whereby the rest of NATO proceeds as usual, while
reserving an “empty chair” till France outlives DeGaulle.45

The NSC staff challenged the reply to de Gaulle drafted by Ball and Dean
Acheson, who headed an interdepartmental group that reported to Ball. NSC
staffers argued that it would be foolish to cast doubt on the security guarantee
(Article V) of NATO in an effort to create uneasiness in France that
de Gaulle’s policies were isolating France, as Ball had suggested early on.
Doing so, they argued, would be pointless “because the threat to abandon
them [the French and other Europeans] is geographical nonsense.”46 The
NSC ofªcials also contended that the Ball-Acheson draft was driven by “the
natural impulse to get back at DeGaulle, and to explain to the French people
why he is wrong.”47 In the NSC staff ’s view, a blend of “tough dealing with
the French on real issues, and maintaining meticulous good manners in publi-
c and private” would be a more appropriate course.48 Ambassador Bohlen
agreed with Bator and warned that overdramatizing the issue “would be
greatly to DeGaulle’s liking.”49 Bator made sure that the ªnal draft of John-
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son’s reply to de Gaulle had a gracious ending to show that the U.S. president
was “not motivated by pique.”50 Johnson went along with Bator’s suggestion,
and the last sentence of his letter to de Gaulle states: “As our old friend and
ally her place will await France whenever she decides to resume her leading
role.”51

Ball and the Acheson group believed that NATO had to be strengthened.
Although the NSC staff agreed, Johnson’s personal advisers feared that the
State Department’s only proposal for strengthening the alliance was the
well-known MLF/ANF. Bator warned Johnson that “the MLF-ites will once
again start pushing for some form of nuclear sharing involving hardware.”52

Indeed, Ball and Acheson believed that a nuclear-hardware scheme was neces-
sary “to keep the Germans under control and hold the alliance together,” and
they wanted to rebut British Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s suggestion that
the West Germans should be encouraged “to spend less time trying to get
their hands on nuclear weapons.”53 The problem, however, was that a new
push on the MLF threatened to increase tensions within West Germany be-
tween Atlanticists and Gaullists, reinforcing European complaints about U.S.
hegemony. U.S. Ambassador to NATO Harlan Cleveland warned from Paris
that de Gaulle had been able to present the issue as one of maintaining na-
tional independence against the threat of U.S. hegemony, symbolized by the
presence of U.S. forces in Europe.54 Komer added: “Exerting ªrm leadership
of the Western Alliance is one thing, but what if all it leads to is a great ruckus
with little concrete results? We already have one war in Asia, and I can see the
Europe-ªrsters clamoring that Lyndon Johnson is leading us into trouble on
both ºanks. Don’t we also risk Republican charges that we’re losing two wars
instead of one?”55

The NSC staff and Bator won this ªrst round. The initial U.S. reaction
to de Gaulle’s challenge was ªrm but quiet. However, Walt Rostow, who had
moved from the State Department to replace Bundy as National Security Ad-
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viser, warned Johnson that the planning on basic strategy was not being given
the priority it needed: “The town needs your guidance.”56 The president re-
sponded on 22 April 1966 by signing NSAM No. 345, which called for a
thorough review and timely recommendations on NATO’s nuclear policy and
on ways of increasing the political cohesion of the alliance. A few days later,
Johnson wrote to Rusk and McNamara that he saw “no beneªt to ourselves or
to our allies in debating the position of the French government” and asked
them to make it known that he wished “the articulation of our position with
respect to NATO to be in constructive terms.”57 Even so, the disagreement
between the Ball-Acheson group and the NSC staff on whether to opt for a
public show or a quiet approach persisted over such issues as the presence of
French troops in West Germany, bilateral defense arrangements with France,
and U.S. reentry rights in an emergency.58

Eventually the media picked up signs of disagreement within the admin-
istration, and further presidential involvement became inevitable. Rostow and
Bator informed Johnson in mid-May that some of his advisers, notably
Acheson and Ball, were “a bit shellshocked from newspaper stories suggesting
that they are at odds with you.” Rostow and Bator warned this was “bad busi-
ness” that would make “the Europeans, particularly the Germans, uneasy,”
and they suggested that Johnson give Ball and Acheson their “day in court”
and then lay down his own instructions. Rostow and Bator added that Ball’s
and Acheson’s proposal for a hardline public stance would have negative con-
sequences for West German domestic politics. A quiet approach also was sup-
ported by McNamara, who did not want “to argue with DeGaulle much” but
simply wanted “to get on with the job of building an integrated, streamlined
deterrent without France, negotiating in the quietest way possible.”59

Johnson made a decision on the leadership issue in a stormy meeting on
19 May 1966. According to a diary entry by the U.S. ambassador to Britain,
David K. E. Bruce, the meeting was “an unpleasant experience.” Johnson at-
tacked Ball and Acheson, who had “assailed President DeGaulle for his
NATO stance,” and warned that no one in the administration “should con-
travene his orders about being scrupulously polite in reference to the Gen-
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eral.” Johnson’s comments ignited “the Acheson powder magazine,” and
Acheson said he “resented the president’s inferences about his own statements,
as well as what he had said about George Ball.” During the rest of the meet-
ing, Acheson “visibly seethed in silence,” and the president “looked like a hu-
man thundercloud.”60 Acheson’s and Ball’s work on this issue largely came to
an end after the meeting, and the issue of leadership was settled for the time
being. Johnson was willing to abandon the hegemonic leadership style of the
1950s and to avoid a public stance against the French action. The United
States would instead outwait de Gaulle, exercise its leadership within NATO
as primus inter pares, and opt for greater political consultation with its allies.

Transforming NATO: The Military Structure

Once the question of leadership was sorted out in Washington, the adminis-
tration wanted to shore up the military component of the alliance. U.S.
ofªcials realized that the new institutional structures had to be less hierarchi-
cal because of the increasing salience of the FRG. France’s withdrawal from
NATO’s military structures further enhanced Germany’s role, a result that
worried many allies.61 The military alliance had to accommodate the interests
of the smaller countries to a greater degree than in the 1950s. After the June
1966 NATO ministerial meeting Rusk reported to Washington that the “fam-
ily of 14”—that is, the members of NATO minus France—would remain to-
gether.62 By the time of the next ministerial meeting six months later, the
fourteen had in large part sorted out the French-NATO relationship and es-
tablished new institutional arrangements. The adjustment to the French ac-
tion was encouragingly smooth. In the process NATO moved toward more
democratic and consultative alliance structures.

For the ªrst time in NATO history, a ministerial meeting in December
1966 was formally divided into two groups: one excluding France, and the
other including it. The Council of Fourteen, sitting as the revived Defense
Planning Committee (DPC), conducted the alliance’s military business. The
Council of Fifteen—including France, which retained a seat on the North At-
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lantic Council (NAC)—conducted NATO’s non-military business. The mili-
tary structures of the alliance were successfully reorganized. The Standing
Group was abolished, and its International Planning Staff was reorganized
into the International Military Staff, which consisted of all fourteen countries,
making it a more participatory body. The Supreme Headquarters of the Allied
Powers in Europe; Allied Forces, Central Europe; and the NATO Defense
College were in the process of relocating, and the decision was made to move
both the Military Committee (from Washington) and the NAC (from Paris)
to Brussels.63 By July the work of the NPG was accelerated, with the aim of es-
tablishing a permanent body.64 At the December meeting the fourteen coun-
tries established the Nuclear Defense Affairs Committee (NDAC) and its
seven-member NPG. Although in a crisis the ªnal decision on the use of nu-
clear weapons was to remain with the U.S. president, the establishment of
permanent machinery for nuclear consultation provided the institutional set-
ting for West European input.

By December 1966 the United States and its European partners had suc-
cessfully adapted NATO’s military structures in response to France’s pullout.
Johnson’s views on the leadership issue and his vision of a reformed alliance
had proven constructive and forward looking. Ambassador Cleveland con-
cluded his appraisal of the December ministerial meeting with a remark on
the leadership issue:

There is always an inherent danger our leadership will show too much, though
on this score the recent NATO Ministerial Session was outstanding: so many of
our ideas were blended with those of other nations in the advance preparations
and this week’s corridor consultations, that nobody was heard to complain about
U.S. “lecturing,” nobody objected to the trilateral talks, and the word “hege-
mony” was not even used by the press spokesmen in those semi-public gripe ses-
sions called “backgrounders.”

On the contrary, he concluded, the “most thoughtful Europeans are worrying
less about the continuity of U.S. leadership than about its discontinuance due
to U.S. domestic pressures.”65
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Nuclear Sharing versus Nuclear Proliferation

The crisis in NATO that resulted from the French withdrawal brought the di-
lemma of nuclear sharing versus nuclear proliferation to the fore.66 Johnson
regarded nuclear sharing and nuclear nonproliferation as two sides of the
same coin. On the eve of British Prime Minister Wilson’s trip to Moscow in
February 1966, Johnson urged him not to let the Soviet Union use the impor-
tant issue of nonproliferation “to undermine German conªdence in our will-
ingness to treat their nuclear problem seriously and constructively.” Johnson
did not accept the argument “that we must ªnally solve the alliance nuclear
problem before there can be a treaty,” and he also rejected the notion that “we
can push aside the alliance problem . . . and go along with a treaty which
would rule out . . . possibilities for a NATO arrangement which would not re-
sult in proliferation.” A sound nonproliferation agreement and a sound Atlan-
tic nuclear policy, he believed, would be “mutually consistent and reinforc-
ing.”67

It soon became evident that U.S. proposals for nuclear sharing had out-
lived their usefulness in the new European setting. Few issues, particularly in
light of de Gaulle’s pending trip to Moscow, would bring Paris and Moscow
closer together than their joint opposition to a nuclear role for West Ger-
many. Some of the smaller NATO countries also worried about a U.S.-
British-FRG dominated alliance without the counterbalance of France. More-
over, a missile force was unlikely to push the European integration process
ahead so long as Britain was not a member of the Common Market and de
Gaulle was out of the scene.68

Furthermore, there were increasing signs that the West German govern-
ment would be willing to forgo a shared nuclear force if the NPG evolved into
an acceptable basis for nuclear consultations. The West Germans seemed to
prefer to keep the nuclear option in limbo rather than insist on a ªnal deci-
sion, because they did not want to lose the political symbolism and the lever-
age with Moscow afforded by this option.69 In reality, of course, a nuclear
force would have accentuated domestic political splits in the FRG. The Chris-
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tian Social Union (CSU), the Free Democratic Party, and even parts of the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) opposed the idea, giving the Social
Democratic Party (SPD) room to maximize the rifts within the governing co-
alition. Henry Kissinger concluded from a series of talks with leading FRG
politicians in January 1966 that “[o]utside the Foreign Ofªce not a single
leading German political ªgure—including the Chancellor—indicated any
desire for the hardware solution . . . [and] every signiªcant German political
ªgure believed that top priority should be given to improved consultation.”70

Erhard stressed that he preferred increased consultations over co-ownership,
but at the end of 1965 many Americans had urged him “to state German nu-
clear demands very clearly” and had told him “that co-ownership was neces-
sary and that Britain was eager to leave the nuclear ªeld via German participa-
tion in a NATO force.”71 If the West Germans accepted something less than
the MLF, it was equally clear that they were deeply concerned about a
nonproliferation treaty, which would jeopardize the country’s vital interests.

The NATO Special Committee’s success in studying ways to improve al-
lied participation in nuclear planning convinced Johnson that his administra-
tion should devise new consultative proposals. These “should cover the full
range of activities involved in planning for the operation of existing forces and
the development of future forces: intelligence, deployment, targeting, consid-
erations affecting use at times of crisis, research, development, production
and budgeting, etc.”72 The key result of the February and April 1966 work-
ing-group meetings was that the allies appreciated for the ªrst time “the prob-
lems associated with the use of nuclear weapons.” The Europeans were forced
to recognize that NATO had more than enough strategic forces for deterrence
but that if these forces were used they could not “protect NATO countries
from unacceptable damage.” With regard to tactical nuclear war in NATO
Europe, there was simply no way for the NATO countries to “predict whether
it would be of net advantage to NATO to initiate the use of nuclear weapons
in aggression less than general war in Allied Command Europe.”73
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These were sobering conclusions for an audience that so far had not been
exposed to the complexities of nuclear warfare. When West German Minister
of Defense von Hassel had been briefed on these ªndings by McNamara in
November 1965, he “seemed rather taken aback . . . and kept protesting that
he had thought that SACEUR had a plan for use of nuclear weapons in Ger-
many’s defense.”74 In essence, McNamara’s brieªngs underscored the strategic
uncertainties in NATO defense planning and increased the West Germans’
appreciation of the U.S. view that only a combination of conventional de-
fenses and some nuclear options would provide a coherent strategy.

Johnson decided in June 1966 that the future of nuclear sharing should
be resolved in early tripartite talks with Britain and the FRG. He authorized
his administration to go along with consultations—a permanent nuclear
planning group—and the assignment of additional U.S. strategic forces to
NATO. The option of building up a collective force was also to be kept open,
although at that stage such a force was not recommended because the United
States wanted ªrst to gain experience in consultation and assignment. Mean-
while, the United States would take no action on nonproliferation that would
rule out a collective force.75 On this last point—the question of whether the
United States should give up the option of a future joint force in exchange for
a nonproliferation treaty—Johnson’s advisers differed until the fall. Although
the State Department was prepared to assure the West Germans that a nuclear
force would remain possible, the NSC staff preferred not to say anything until
the United States found out more about Soviet views on nonproliferation.76

In November 1965 McGeorge Bundy had left a meeting with Soviet Am-
bassador Anatolii Dobrynin with the impression that the United States could
“win Soviet acceptance of any nuclear arrangement in the West which [did]
not involve an immediate decision to build a new weapons system like the
MLF.” Bundy concluded that both “the McNamara committee and the re-
vised ANF now under discussion could meet this condition” and that this
might “open the way for us to meet our NATO responsibilities and move at
the same time toward an agreement on nonproliferation.”77 A year later,
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Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko stressed in a series of talks with
Rusk that the Soviet Union was eager to achieve a nonproliferation agree-
ment. Gromyko was not concerned about NATO consultation arrangements
on nuclear matters.78

The crucial question was whether Moscow would agree to a non-
proliferation formula that “would not rule out the establishment of a multi-
lateral entity in which non-nuclear weapon states participated and contrib-
uted so long as this entity did not obtain ownership of the warheads.” At a
dinner on 10 October 1966 Gromyko conªrmed that the “continuation of
present AEC [Atomic Energy Commission] law on ownership would meet
the Soviet condition on ownership and transfer.” Rusk, who had indicated
that the United States was “willing to accept an obligation to retain ownership
of our warheads,” echoed this opinion.79 Although the draft formula for a
nonproliferation treaty excluded neither a software solution for NATO’s nu-
clear-sharing problem nor a future hardware solution, the United States and
the Soviet Union agreed that there would be no independent German nuclear
capability.

By October 1966, Johnson had decided to compromise with the Soviet
Union on an NPT that would still allow for a nuclear-sharing scheme in
NATO. From the administration’s perspective, nuclear sharing and non-
proliferation could go hand in hand. The NPT would take the question of
Germany’s nuclear status out of a bloc-internal setting into an international
setting. Although the internationalization of the FRG’s nonproliferation as-
surances would increase Soviet inºuence on Bonn’s future nuclear policies—
much to the displeasure of the West Germans—the Soviet Union would not
oppose multilateral nuclear planning and consultation within NATO that
would increase West Germany’s role (and the roles of smaller allies) in
NATO’s nuclear planning. Whether the British and the West Germans would
be prepared to agree with Johnson’s position was something to be tested at the
forthcoming trilateral talks.

Political Options and the German Question

De Gaulle’s withdrawal from the military structures of NATO and his trip
to Moscow accentuated NATO’s political crisis in two ways. It increased
pressure on Washington to deªne new policies that would ease the Cold War
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in Europe and shift East-West relations into more constructive channels.
The Johnson administration had to challenge the “Gaullist allegation that
France alone is concerned with the future of Europe” and that the United
States “prefers to exercise its hegemony over a West Europe that Americans
deªne as ending on the Elbe.”80 At the same time, a fragmented Europe raised
the danger of “a rudderless Germany in the heart of Europe,” as Johnson put
it in a letter to the British prime minister in May 1966: “It seems to me that
what is at stake in all of this is a political question of the deepest moment:
Germany’s relations with the West.”81 If West Germany were increasingly fo-
cused on its national interests, the dilemma of how to balance the stirrings of
détente and the FRG’s urge for reuniªcation would become all the more
acute. Johnson’s earlier attempts at bridge-building had stagnated precisely
because he had been unable to go beyond the German position of reuniªcat-
ion ªrst.

In April 1966 the immediate focus of the Johnson administration was
how best to ensure the FRG’s integration into Western multilateral structures
and “develop forward-looking proposals that would increase the cohesion of
NATO and the North Atlantic community.”82 The Acheson group drafted a
report warning that Europe was “full of demands for a political initiative, for
not leaving the ªeld of East-West relations to General de Gaulle, [and] for a
détente with Eastern Europe.” However, there was little understanding that
“all this was meaningless unless action stems from an agreed policy for healing
the division of Europe and Germany on a sound, equal, and lasting basis.”
The United States could not afford to “be insensitive to German views, or to
override them,” as was suggested by many Western states, particularly the
Scandinavian countries and Britain. As long as the German problem re-
mained the chief danger, Acheson emphasized, “the basic political function of
the alliance is the collective management of the German-Soviet relationship
in the unsettled Central European setting that emerged from World War II.”
As a ªrst step to increase the cohesion of the alliance, the report concluded,
the NATO allies should work for “an agreed NATO policy regarding the divi-
sion of Europe and the division of Germany.” The object of such a policy,
however, should be not “to devise a settlement” but “to improve the environ-
ment which could make discussion of settlement meaningful.”83
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Acheson’s call for a strengthening of the political functions of NATO
found widespread support within the administration. Rusk informed his West
German counterpart, Gerhard Schröder, of the U.S. conviction that NATO,
at the forthcoming meeting in June, should demonstrate publicly that it was
“seeking an expansion of [the alliance’s] political role in augmenting East-
West contacts”—an issue that would take center stage with the initiation of
the Harmel exercise in December 1966.84 The revival of bridge-building had a
clear short-term objective: to strengthen Atlantic cohesion. It would provide
the West Germans with “a sense of direction” and a “feeling of participation”
in shaping East-West policies; it would reduce the inºuence of the French po-
sition that only a “loosening of existing Alliances” would end the partition of
Europe; it would prevent “competition among Western nations” in seeking
better relations with the East; and it would increase the legitimacy of U.S.
leadership in designing a stable European settlement.85

However, the long-term objectives of bridge building remained unclear
and a matter of debate. Bator informed Johnson in July 1966 that only a
NSAM would “put some life in the exercise.”86 In Bator’s view the critical
question was whether the United States could “maintain a consensus that
‘environment improvement’ is all that is possible for the time being.”87

Whereas Ball and Acheson had emphasized that the United States should not
move quicker than the West Germans, the underlying assumption of bridge-
building was that the “partition of Germany will not be undone until and un-
less there occurs a gradual but qualitative transformation in East-West rela-
tions.” The U.S. goal, from this perspective, would be to promote the evolu-
tion rather than the fragmentation of the Communist camp. Only by
involving the Soviet Union in joint East-West undertakings could the Soviet
argument that “the purpose of bridgebuilding is to divide Eastern Europe . . .
from the Soviet Union” be refuted.88 It was one thing to write this in a secret
policy planning paper, as Zbigniew Brzezinski of the State Department’s Pol-
icy Planning Staff did in a memorandum questioning whether reuniªcation
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would be in the interest of the United States at all.89 It was quite another thing
to reverse U.S. policy priorities in Europe.

Yet Johnson did precisely this in his famous speech of 7 October 1966
that concluded the administration’s European policy review. On the third an-
niversary of the signing of the limited nuclear test ban treaty, Johnson said:
“We must improve the East-West environment in order to achieve the
uniªcation of Germany in the context of a larger, peaceful and prosperous Eu-
rope.” The division of Europe, he argued, must be overcome peacefully and
must be “healed with the consent of Eastern European countries and the So-
viet Union.”90 The speech, as Brzezinski noted many years later,

fundamentally reversed the post-war priorities of the United States in Europe.
Until that speech, it was a central tenet of American foreign policy that
reuniªcation of Germany was a precondition for better East-West relations. The
speech reversed the sequences. It said that reconciliation of the two halves of Eu-
rope was a necessary precondition for the eventual and rather distant reuniªcat-
ion of Germany.91

The day before the speech, Rostow told Johnson that the “new team at State,”
in close cooperation with Bator and the NSC staff, had drafted the text.92

Now that Acheson and Ball had left the government, the Johnson administra-
tion had ªnally settled on a new European policy.

By October 1966, Johnson had decided, as Bator put it a few days after
the speech, to draw a balance between “a momentary ºutter among the more
cold-war-minded Germans, as against giving some gentle support to those
people in Germany who want slowly to back away from a self-defeating posi-
tion.”93 The U.S. decision to emphasize environment improvement over
reuniªcation meant that there would be no German reuniªcation and no
change of borders without the consent of the Soviet Union and the Eastern
European states. This shift in U.S. priorities would, however, be balanced by a
greater political role for NATO as an instrument for moving toward a settle-
ment of East-West problems. The trilateral talks would have to show whether
the new West German government would be prepared to get along with John-
son’s position.
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Trilateral Negotiations: Saving NATO as an
Integrated Military Structure

The Johnson administration recognized early on that the NATO crisis could
be overcome only if Britain, the FRG, and the United States stayed together
and provided leadership to the remaining members.94 Early trilateral talks
were crucial not only for a solution of NATO’s nuclear-sharing problems but
also for the debate about a greater political role for the alliance.95 Although
the talks would have to be followed by consultations with the other allies, the
Johnson administration ªrst had to devise a solution that would cover the de-
fense needs of the alliance, meet the domestic political requirements of Brit-
ain, the FRG, and the United States, and provide a solution to their ªnancial
problems. Quite apart from the difªculty of ªnding a solution to these intri-
cate problems, the situation was roiled by changes in West German politics in
the fall of 1966, notably Erhard’s resignation and the formation of a “grand
coalition” government under Kurt Kiesinger. Despite these complications, the
successful conclusion of the trilateral talks in April 1967 paved the way to-
ward a new consensus of the fourteen on military strategy and the functioning
of NATO as an integrated military structure.

The Burden-Sharing Issue

One of the key issues to be dealt with at the talks was the question of burden-
sharing.96 The United States, Britain, and the FRG all faced serious ªnancial
problems by the mid-1960s. The leaders of the three countries had to cope
with growing domestic pressures and parliaments that dealt with economic
and ªnancial matters in terms of national rather than alliance interests. Be-
cause shifts of economic policies could have far-reaching effects on NATO,
the U.S., British, and West German governments sought to devise a compre-
hensive security strategy that would integrate defense and economic concerns.
This was easier said than done, however. Britain’s hopes of improving its
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ªnancial situation led not only to an acceleration of British colonial disen-
gagement in Africa but also to proposals for a redeployment of British forces
stationed in Germany or a greater sharing of the economic burden. The offset
treaties stipulated that the FRG had to compensate the United States and
Britain for their expenses by buying its military hardware from them. In the
summer of 1966, Erhard found himself in the middle of a major parliamen-
tary ªght over a spending-reduction program and had to announce the FRG’s
inability to honor the offset payments for the British Army on the Rhine. The
British government indicated that unless the FRG changed its position, sub-
stantial British troop withdrawals would ensue. In March 1966 the British
ambassador to the United States, Sir Patrick Dean, told Rusk that “if the Brit-
ish were to talk about the NATO nuclear problem, they would certainly want
to talk about the offset problem at the same time.”97 Subsequently, Prime
Minister Wilson, in a letter to Johnson, outlined his view that de Gaulle’s
“rogue elephant tactics within the Alliance” posed a threat but also offered “an
excellent opportunity for a radical examination of the [alliance’s] structure,
force levels, and ªnancial arrangements.”98

British concerns about the offset payments were shared in Washington,
where the administration concluded that economic and security issues were
inseparable and had to be tackled together. The United States was facing its
own balance-of-payments deªcit. As the budget for the Vietnam war in-
creased, Johnson confronted pressure in Congress, led by Senator Mike
Mansªeld, to limit other foreign expenditures by reducing U.S. forces in Eu-
rope. U.S. Treasury Secretary Henry Fowler urged Johnson to emphasize
ªnancial issues in all his dealings with Western Europe. Despite growing dis-
parities in burden-sharing, the Common Market had blocked measures to
achieve a more equitable allocation of responsibilities.99 The United States,
Fowler stressed, urgently needed a better monetary basis to expand world
trade without putting dangerous pressure on the dollar.100

The German and British announcements forced Johnson’s hand on the
matter in August 1966. His advisers differed on how to deal with the offset
problem. Fowler and McNamara “insisted on a 100% weapons-offset, regard-
less of German politics,” though for different reasons. Fowler emphasized the
ªnancial necessity of a tough stance, whereas McNamara believed that a full
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offset would provide “the best way out of big, unnecessary troop commit-
ments in Europe.” The key question posed by the two men’s position, Bator
explained to Johnson, was simple: “Do we want to use ªnancial pressure to
maneuver the Germans into asking us to cut troops? If this worked, it would
permit us to shift to a more economical military posture (dual basing, airlift,
etc.), with minimum resistance from the [Joint] Chiefs and their allies on the
Hill.”101 The NSC staff and the State Department favored a gentler strategy
that “would delay a shift to more economical troop deployments” but would
“avoid the appearance of the ªnancial tail wagging the security dog.” Ball,
Rostow, and Bator insisted that major shifts in U.S. security policy in Europe
be based on political and military factors rather than on money. Unilateral
U.S. troop cuts, they argued, would “seriously unsettle German politics” and
“conªrm the impression that NATO is falling apart.” Such cuts also would re-
duce NATO’s “assets for an eventual mutual-withdrawal bargain with the
Soviets.”102

Eventually, Johnson decided on the gentler approach favored by Ball,
Rostow, and Bator. “[S]teps to stop the outºow of foreign exchange,” he
wrote to the British prime minister, “must always be measured against the cost
in terms of defense and foreign policy.”103 He suggested to both Wilson and
Erhard that they hold trilateral talks on an entire range of issues, including
“force levels, deployments and the sharing of the foreign exchange burden.”
The exploration “would involve our Ministers of Finance, as well as of For-
eign Affairs and Defense. And, of course, it would have to be followed by
thorough consultation with all our Allies in NATO.”104

The trilateral talks brought to the fore the economic dimension of alli-
ance security and the delicate issue of how to balance this against political and
military security considerations. Johnson had realized that the link between
the allies’ military and economic security could be used as an instrument of
détente, and he said as much in his letter to Wilson: “[I]t would be foolish to
run down our assets vis-à-vis Moscow without some quid-pro-quo.”105 The
same line of reasoning was at the heart of the report of sub-group 3 of the
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Harmel exercise a year later that argued for mutual force reductions.106 The al-
liance would not compromise its security for ªnancial reasons. Instead, its
members were moving toward a wider deªnition of security that integrated
political, military, and economic power.

Domestic Politics: Watershed in Germany

At the trilateral talks Johnson sought to convince the West Germans to accept
his latest ideas on ªnancial burden-sharing, nuclear planning, non-
proliferation, and overtures to the East. Although Britain had already stressed
the graveness of its ªnancial problems, Washington had to take the lead in ne-
gotiating a new deal with the FRG. U.S. ofªcials realized that success would
depend on certain developments in West German politics. In August 1966,
Bator warned Johnson that frustrating the Germans on both offsets and
nonproliferation “would lead to really serious trouble in Germany.” In
his view, if the United States had to take a serious risk with the stability of
West Germany, it should do so “in connection with nuclear-sharing/
nonproliferation, rather than with offset and U.S. forces in Europe.”107

Chancellor Erhard’s visit to Washington in September 1966 opened a
prolonged phase of negotiations that culminated in the compromise on off-
sets of April 1967. A few days after the meeting, the U.S. ambassador in West
Germany, George McGhee, cabled from Bonn that “Erhard’s recent Washing-
ton visit is widely interpreted [in the FRG] as marking the beginning of a pe-
riod of increased divergence in German-American interests.”108 Johnson had
left little doubt that Erhard’s survival in ofªce was less important than getting
the Germans to hold trilateral talks that would lead to more equitable burden
sharing.109 A few days later Johnson “passed the point of no return in policy
commitment” in his New York speech on bridge-building.110 The fact that he
had broken certain “taboos” by opting for environment improvement over
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reuniªcation resulted in an emotional West German reaction and a wide-
spread feeling that the FRG was no longer the principal U.S. ally.111 The peak
of tension in U.S.–West German relations was reached when Washington cir-
culated a draft nonproliferation treaty at the December 1966 NAC meeting,
signaling its readiness to compromise with the Soviet Union and move ahead
with the NPT.

The Johnson administration was aware, however, that carrots as well as
sticks would be needed in the trilateral negotiations. On 9 November 1966
the three countries signed an Agreed Minute on Strategy and Forces.112 The
U.S. representative to the Trilateral Offset Negotiations, John McCloy, in-
formed Johnson that the three sides had concluded that “[e]xisting NATO
conventional forces for the Central Region are adequate in size to support a
ºexible response strategy.”113 The agreement revitalized the dormant work on
NATO’s strategy and paved the way for the adoption of the new strategy of
ºexible response with the signing of MC 14/3 in December 1967. The four-
teen military allies had initiated work on a new draft strategic concept in De-
cember 1966, and in May 1967 they provided ministerial guidance on strat-
egy for NATO’s military bodies.114 In addition, they established a permanent
framework for consideration of general questions regarding the nuclear de-
fense of the alliance. The NPG was designed to provide West Germany with a
more meaningful nuclear-sharing scheme, thus enabling the United States to
achieve its goals of saving NATO as an integrated military structure and ex-
panding NATO’s role as a forum of consultation on arms control and the
German question.

How would the West Germans react to these new U.S. policies? Erhard
had warned Johnson in September 1966 that “there were some trends in Ger-
many to lean closer to France” and “that a different German Government that
might succeed his Government may not show the same loyalty and determi-
nation to cultivate close ties with the United States.”115 Johnson, however, had
his own domestic priorities that were more worrying than the survival of the
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Erhard government.116 Without strong personal support from Johnson, the
already weak Erhard government was bound to fail. The collapse of Erhard’s
government in October–November 1966 further “complicated an already
complex task,” and the completion of the trilateral talks would have to wait
until the “grand coalition” government of the CDU/CSU and the SPD de-
cided on its approach. Ambassador McGhee reported from Bonn that
“[t]here is reason to think that Germany has reached a watershed in its post-
war political development. In retrospect, it may well appear that the Erhard
[government] was the last [government] of the postwar era.”117

In fact, the government of Kurt Kiesinger, with Willy Brandt as foreign
minister, fundamentally reoriented the FRG’s East European policies.
McGhee informed the State Department that Brandt had been encouraged by
Johnson’s October speech, having “interpreted it as a go-ahead signal for Ger-
many.”118 Brandt told McCloy “that in the past German emphasis had been
on reuniªcation. . . . The main orientation now is, what can Germany do for
peace of the world. Everything must be put in relation to this without giving
up Germany’s ultimate legitimate aims, i.e., reuniªcation.”119 In principle, the
new West German government seemed to endorse Johnson’s choice of envi-
ronment improvement over reuniªcation. The crucial question, however, was
whether the FRG would attempt to implement such a policy within NATO
or whether it would follow the French line of achieving German and Euro-
pean unity by dissolving NATO and the Warsaw Pact.120 Should the United
States, asked McGhee from Bonn, “take advantage of the favorable trend
by encouraging the Germans to go still further or do we need to think now of
restraining the Germans lest they go too far?”121
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In late December 1966, McCloy asked Kiesinger directly “[i]f the new
German government was prepared to sacriªce the unity of NATO in favor of
a new relationship with France.” Kiesinger reassured McCloy that West Ger-
many would not “withdraw from NATO in order to advance reuniªca-
tion.”122 At the December 1966 NATO meeting Brandt very effectively told
Rusk and McNamara that the new West German government was ready “to
forget ‘hardware’” and that, personally, he was relaxed about the European
clause.123 According to Harlan Cleveland, this meant that “for the time being
at least we can stop debating how to cut the allies in on nuclear matters, and
proceed systematically to do so.”124 By January 1967 it looked as though the
gap between the U.S. positions and those of the new West German govern-
ment had narrowed on reuniªcation, environment improvement, and nuclear
sharing. Not surprisingly, however, it was the NPT that aroused considerable
suspicion and distrust in the FRG that the United States might give priority
to bilateral détente with the Soviet Union and to retaining the status quo in
Europe.

Whereas Brandt seemed prepared not to stand in the way of an NPT in
return for Washington’s approval of his Ostpolitik, Kiesinger publicly accused
the United States and the Soviet Union of “atomic complicity” in putting for-
ward the NPT.125 The Erhard government had failed to raise the matter at an
early stage, and now the public in the FRG was unprepared to enter into a
binding agreement with its major adversary. Consequently, the remark by the
former FRG chancellor Konrad Adenauer in Der Spiegel in February 1967
that “the NPT was the Morgenthau Plan squared” carried considerable weight
in his own party, as Kiesinger explained to Johnson when they met at
Adenauer’s funeral in late April 1967.126 Fueling the anger was a “brutal state-
ment of Kosygin in London” to the effect that the “Germans had to take the
agreement and like it,” a comment that reinforced doubts about Soviet moti-
vations for signing the agreement. “The Soviets wished to keep Germany
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down,” Kiesinger told McCloy. The West German chancellor sensed that “the
purpose of the agreement was directed primarily against Germany.”127

On matters of substance the SPD feared that the NPT would endanger
the FRG’s civilian nuclear programs and weaken its research and development
base. Suspicions within the CDU/CSU went much further. The NPT, many
believed, would destroy the possibility of a hardware solution within NATO
and a European nuclear option. Although intensive U.S.–West German con-
sultations largely eliminated these complaints about the draft treaty, consider-
able public distrust remained.128 In a talk with Ambassador McGhee, Brandt
highlighted that the problem was mainly one of domestic politics and public
opinion. The coalition government would not split over the NPT, but it cre-
ated problems within Kiesinger’s own party.129 In early March 1967 the chan-
cellor explained to McCloy that the “non-proliferation situation, coming on
top of the question of offset and the fall of Erhard after his unfortunate Wash-
ington visit, had constituted the last drop which made the barrel overºow.”
He mocked “the idea that either he or Germany was hypnotized by de Gaulle
‘like a rabbit by a snake’” and insisted that it would be possible to reach “an
acceptable text.”130

Johnson, while recognizing that the NPT issue was posing domestic
problems for Kiesinger, was under growing pressure from Congress and the
public to reduce U.S. forces in Europe. On 23 February 1967 Bator informed
the president that his advisers were split on the level of troop cuts in Europe.
McCloy was in favor of no cut, Rusk was in favor of rotating one division and
three air wings, and McNamara was in favor of rotating two divisions and six
air wings. Although Johnson was highly reluctant to make any cuts, he be-
lieved that he “would probably be obliged to do some cutting because of Con-
gressional pressure,” and therefore he wanted to assess the mood in Congress
before making a ªnal decision.131 After meeting with senators and representa-
tives, Johnson was considerably less optimistic than Bator and Rostow. When
McCloy warned that they were “on the verge of the collapse of the Alliance,”
Johnson responded that he would try to “hold this Alliance together longer
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than anybody else will, longer than the British will, and longer than the Ger-
mans. But they have got to put something in the family pot.” Not only did
Johnson want to protect his domestic political ºank, he also regarded
Kiesinger’s public complaints about the lack of consultation as a “damned
outrage.”132

McCloy was instructed to tell the West Germans and the British that in
the absence of a ªnancial solution, “Congressional and public pressure would
be intense,” and the domestic political situation “might get out of hand.”133 A
few days later McCloy reported back that the ªnancial shortfall between the
FRG and Britain had narrowed to $40 million. On 9 March, Johnson de-
cided that “he would not see NATO go down over $40 million” and autho-
rized McCloy to conclude an agreement along the following lines: The
United States would rotate one division and three air wings; Britain would
withdraw one brigade; and the FRG and the United States would split the
$40 million.134 In addition, Johnson went along with his advisers’ recommen-
dation to make the ªrst move and reassure Kiesinger with a personal letter be-
fore a critical West German cabinet meeting on 15 March 1967.135 The presi-
dent conªrmed that the “level of forces in Europe should be determined by
agreement among the Allies on the basis only of security consideration,
broadly construed,” that “it is for the German Government to decide what
military procurement it wishes to undertake,” and that “the Allies should deal
at the same time with the remaining problem of neutralizing the foreign ex-
change consequences of troop presence in Germany by cooperation in the
management of monetary reserves and other ªnancial arrangements.”136

A compromise was hammered out and signed in April 1967—the United
States, Britain, and West Germany had successfully squared their defense and
security policy priorities with their economic and ªnancial priorities.137
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NATO in December 1967: Strategy, Force Levels, and
Nuclear Sharing for the Fourteen

The successful conclusion of the trilateral negotiations saved NATO as a mili-
tary structure—at least in the short term. In the Agreed Minute on Strategy
and Forces of 9 November 1966 Washington, London, and Bonn agreed on
basic guidance for NATO’s ºexible response strategy. In their April 1967
agreement, however, they deªned force levels that matched available ªnancial
resources. These agreements would achieve their purpose only if they were
properly integrated in NATO’s strategy and defense planning mechanism.
The three countries therefore took pains to inform and consult the other
NATO members about the progress of the negotiations. The establishment of
new force-planning and nuclear-consultation machinery at the December
1967 NATO meeting went a long way toward deºating the “ghost of a tripar-
tite directorate” that had marked McCloy’s ªrst informal brieªng of the four-
teen permanent representatives the preceding October.138 By the end of the
year, Ambassador Cleveland could report back to Washington that “nobody
objected to the trilateral talks.”139

The most urgent task of the NPG in 1967 was “to begin to ªll in [the]
great void which surrounds [the] question of the role of [the] 7,000 nuclear
warheads in Europe and their proper relation to external and conventional
forces.”140 In the process, the West European allies were informed about how
difªcult it was to imagine circumstances in which NATO would ªnd it feasi-
ble to initiate the use of tactical nuclear weapons.141 It was therefore all the
more important to redress the imbalances of NATO’s conventional forces
that were oriented toward “massive attacks mounted with minimum warn-
ing” rather than toward “less extreme and far more likely nonnuclear contin-
gencies.”142 The rotation and dual-basing of some U.S. forces in Europe al-
lowed McNamara to initiate some modest force restructuring and
modernization, despite the opposition of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In May
1967 NATO’s DPC approved a new strategy that stressed ºexibility and the
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idea of escalation, and by September the Military Committee had endorsed
MC 14/3.143

After the DPC met again in December 1967, Rusk reported back to
Washington that “the Fourteen now have in being a set of institutional ar-
rangements enabling them realistically to tie together nuclear and conven-
tional strategy, force planning and available resources.”144 On 12 December
the DPC formally adopted MC 14/3 and the new doctrine of “ºexible re-
sponse” and agreed on force commitments for 1968 and a ªve-year force plan.
If de Gaulle’s withdrawal from NATO’s integrated commands had unblocked
the debate on strategy in NATO, the trilateral talks subsequently forced a
compromise between the remaining big three. In the end the reshaped institu-
tional structures of NATO proved instrumental in forging a convergence of
West European and U.S. views on the military importance of NATO in a
time of détente.145

Yet NATO’s consensus on force levels and burden sharing was bound to
be only a temporary achievement. Expectations of détente in early 1968 stim-
ulated public debate in West Germany and other countries about possible de-
fense reductions, which, if carried out, could lead to a steady decline of na-
tional commitments. When Johnson met with NATO Secretary General
Manlio Brosio in February 1967, they jointly announced that “[t]hey consid-
ered the maintenance of NATO’s strength, including the U.S. commitment,
as necessary to continuing stability and security in the North Atlantic area.”146

Further problems were posed by the arrangements to offset the balance of
payments for U.S. and British troops in NATO. Secretary Fowler warned
Johnson that a sound ªnancial basis for the alliance was still missing.147 In
view of rising sentiment in the U.S. Congress in favor of substantial troop re-
ductions in Europe, McNamara’s successor as Defense Secretary, Clark Clif-
ford, told his NATO colleagues in mid-1968 that he did not believe it was
“realistic to assume that the United States will maintain the same level of
ready forces deployed in Europe indeªnitely into the future.”148
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At the Reykjavik ministerial session in June 1968, NATO called on the
Soviet Union to prepare for discussions about the possibility of mutual force
reductions in Europe. No member government expected Moscow to be recep-
tive to the idea at an early date, but the allies hoped that their emphasis on
reciprocity would demonstrate that NATO was seriously pursuing arms con-
trol—a perception that, as it gained hold, would ease pressures to cut defense
budgets and would forestall unilateral cuts.149 Nevertheless, Rusk was not sure
that this would help much.150 Not until the invasion of Czechoslovakia by
Warsaw Pact forces would the allies seriously consider increasing NATO’s mil-
itary strength.

The Harmel Report: NATO’s Political Role in a Time
of Détente

The withdrawal of France from NATO’s integrated military structure and de
Gaulle’s trip to Moscow had led to increased public questioning of the rele-
vancy of NATO. The alliance, Rusk told his colleagues in June 1966, had to
expand its political functions and increase its role in enhancing East-West
contacts. Later that year, Belgian Foreign Minister Pierre Harmel approached
Washington with the idea of a major study on the future of the alliance in
light of international developments since 1949. Rostow and Harmel agreed
that the aim of such a study would be to underscore the continued relevance
of NATO beyond 1969. Rusk was delighted that the initiative had come from
a small European partner, because this would support the view that NATO
was moving toward less hegemonic and hierarchical structures.151

At the December 1966 ministerial meeting, Harmel, recalling ideas put
forward by Canada two years before, proposed to his colleagues that the
NATO Council “analyze the political events which have occurred since the
Treaty was signed” and “study the future tasks which face the alliance, and its
procedures for fulªlling them, in order to strengthen the Alliance as a factor
for durable peace.”152 Two key questions were at the heart of the study, one re-
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lated to substance, the other to NATO machinery: First, what political roles
could and should the alliance take on in the interest of détente? Second,
should the alliance improve its political consultation machinery, and if so,
how should it do this? The report evolved in two phases. A special group of
representatives was established under the secretary general, and four sub-
groups, chaired by rapporteurs, were each assigned a broad subject of interest
to the alliance. The work of the sub-groups started in April 1967 with a focus
on substantive issues. The written reports went through several stages and
were ªnalized in late September. The political phase of the study began in Oc-
tober, after the last meeting of the rapporteurs at Ditchley Park. While the
secretary general consulted key alliance members, the International Staff Sec-
retariat drew on the sub-groups’ reports in drafting a summary document that
was presented to foreign ministers in December 1967.153

Convergence on Substance

The ªrst task of the main special group was to deªne broad ªelds of work
for the sub-groups. By 20 March 1967 the special group had come up
with a subjects for each sub-group: 1) East-West relations; 2) inter-allied rela-
tions; 3) general defense; and 4) developments in regions outside the NATO
area.154

At the same time, the special group had to decide on the rapporteurs and
the composition of the group. Brosio’s original idea was to choose the rappor-
teurs from the smaller member-states. However, most of these countries sig-
naled that they did not want to take the lead and preferred to await the results
of the trilateral talks.155 The United States, Britain, and the FRG ªlled the
void by presenting a list of high-ranking ofªcials, with special emphasis on
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working groups 1 and 3.156 Eventually, the following rapporteurs were chosen:
J. H. A. Watson from the British Foreign Ministry and Karl Schutz from the
West German Foreign Ministry for sub-group 1; Minister of State Paul-Henri
Spaak from Belgium for sub-group 2; U.S. Deputy Under Secretary of State
Foy D. Kohler for sub-group 3; and C. L. Patijn, a professor of international
relations at the University of Utrecht, for sub-group 4.

The U.S., British, and West German roles in the Harmel exercise became
even more important in the summer of 1967. Once it had become clear dur-
ing the trilateral talks that the West German government was willing to pur-
sue environment improvement over reuniªcation, the key question was how
Bonn would move ahead with Ostpolitik. Would it be in consultation with
NATO, unilaterally, or at the side of France? The Harmel exercise had to
demonstrate whether and to what degree the East-West dialogue on European
security could be anchored in NATO’s multilateral structures. The permanent
representatives were quite critical about the progress of the exercise when they
met Brosio in a private meeting on 12 July 1966, describing the procedure as
“somewhat chaotic.” In addition, “[t]wo of the four Rapporteurs had been
acting in a highly personal manner,” while the other rapporteurs “were more
governmental.” Sub-group 2, dominated by Spaak, was addressing the issues
in a “rather theoretical way” and causing tensions with the French. The rap-
porteur of sub-group 4 had put forward a number of concrete proposals that
did not adequately take into account “political realities.”157

The work of subgroups 1 and 3 under the leadership of their U.S., Brit-
ish, and German rapporteurs also posed important challenges. The main task
for sub-group 1, on East-West relations, was to balance Britain’s optimistic
outlook on détente with the FRG’s views on the German question. The de-
bate focused on three related questions that accentuated differing viewpoints.
Watson’s ªrst paper immediately raised a central question: What was the na-
ture of détente and, in particular, what did the Soviet Union hope to gain by
seeking détente? Watson claimed that “Soviet policy aims to maintain the
status quo in Europe” and added that “Soviet aggression . . . has become un-
likely.” Various needs and pressures, he argued, had driven the Soviet authori-
ties “not only to limit their objectives in Europe and in the rest of the world,
but even to make certain concessions.”158
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Conversely, West German representatives stated that “détente was a fact
only to a limited extent; to a large extent it was simply an illusion.”159 The
West Germans also believed that Moscow was “trying to isolate the German
problem.”160 Kohler in his paper agreed and warned that the Soviet Union
hoped, “by relaxing tensions selectively, to weaken the cohesion of the Alli-
ance, divide the states of Western Europe, and in particular, to isolate the Fed-
eral Republic and open up differences between Western Europe and the US.”
In the end the more skeptical position won out. Relaxation of tension was
“not the ªnal goal but a step on the way toward a European settlement”; it
was “a ºuctuating process” that would “have to be comprehensive and must
include everybody” to be effective.161

The West German delegation’s ªrst paper broached the related issue of
what a lasting European settlement should look like. The paper outlined a se-
ries of fundamental principles for relations among European countries, an
idea that later would be taken up in the Conference on Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe.162 At the time, however, the idea could be interpreted as work-
ing into the hands of the Warsaw Pact Declaration of July 1966, which called
for a continental European security arrangement. Brosio warned that the aims
of this initiative were “crystal clear: a multilateral European conference lead-
ing to a multilateral European security pact ending the Atlantic alliance and
possibly weakening, if not ending, the Western European communities.”
Such a general system of security, he added, “would lead to the eventual su-
premacy in Europe of the strongest continental power, which is the Soviet
Union.”163 Both Kiesinger and Brandt had at times raised the possibility of
dissolving NATO and the Warsaw Pact as an alternative model for achieving
German and European unity, a prospect that stirred considerable anxiety in
Washington, London, and elsewhere.

The sub-group agreed with Brosio’s comments and drafted a report argu-
ing that NATO and a policy of détente were not contradictory. The report
stressed that the U.S. presence in Europe was vital to a peaceful order and that
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any European settlement, once achieved, would require the continuing sup-
port of the United States. At the same time, the sub-group recognized that the
Soviet Union could effectively block a European settlement. The aim of
NATO should therefore be “not to set Eastern Europe against the Soviet
Union but rather to involve both Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union in
more constructive forms of cooperation.”164

The third and most disputed question was NATO’s position on the Ger-
man problem. The attempt “to extract from the Federal Republic a statement
of policy on the German problem drew a blank.” The West German represen-
tative merely repeated the ofªcial position of the coalition government that
“détente should not be pursued in any way which would prejudice reuniªca-
tion.” Until a ªnal settlement was reached, the legal position of the FRG’s
claim to be the sole legitimate representative of Germany had to be main-
tained. Although Brandt seemed more ºexible in his statements, “Bonn had
only recently begun to experiment with a new policy based on détente.”165

The key problem was that the new West German government could not agree
on a more concrete statement of policy. Faced with this obstacle, the United
States and Britain sought at least a statement regarding the principles that the
FRG thought should guide relations between NATO and the Soviet bloc.

On 18 and 19 September 1967 the sub-group convened to discuss the
draft FRG paper, which adhered to the traditional position on the German
question, emphasizing the right to self-determination, the responsibility of
the four powers, and non-recognition of the German Democratic Republic
(GDR). Consequently, it was up to the West Germans to make life more bear-
able for the East Germans by establishing contacts and facilitating the partici-
pation of the East German population in international life. The allies could
assist these efforts to relax the tension between the two parts of Germany by
making clear that the GDR was not legitimate. NATO should be instrumen-
tal in harmonizing and coordinating the policies of the FRG and the other al-
lies.166 There was considerable disappointment among the other sub-group
members regarding the language of the draft. Delegates from Canada, the
Netherlands, and Belgium said the paper represented a step backward from
the public statements of Brandt and Kiesinger and suggested that something
more positive, dynamic, and concrete be included. The Netherlands, in par-
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ticular, expressed disappointment with the West German government’s appar-
ent desire to maintain “a sort of exclusivity for FRG in contacts with East
Germany” that did not tally with the “facts of life.”167 The sub-group ac-
knowledged the report as a personal statement of the two rapporteurs
but called upon them to revise the text, particularly the part on the German
problem.

The sub-group also spent considerable time discussing whether prefer-
ence should be given to bilateral or multilateral steps. The only point of agree-
ment, however, was that both bilateral and multilateral contacts were needed.
Although bilateral steps, in isolation, posed the risk of a selective détente—an
outcome favored by the Soviet Union—multilateral approaches stirred con-
cerns in West Germany that they would perpetuate the division of Europe.
The members of the sub-group all agreed that NATO “offers an excellent fo-
rum for establishing . . . harmonization on our side, and for maintaining a
necessary degree of coordination in our bilateral and multilateral dealings
with the East,” but they did not agree on whether the allies should adopted a
“concerted” position in multilateral East-West negotiations, as suggested by
the FRG, or merely a “fully discussed” position, as favored by the British.168

The paragraph was eventually dropped from the report.
Sub-group 3, under the original heading of “general defense,” achieved a

remarkable degree of consensus. Its ªnal report was the most substantive of
the four and was met with widespread approval. The report contributed to
the Harmel exercise in three ways: First, it introduced the term “security pol-
icy” to indicate an expanded deªnition of security, covering not only defense
issues but also arms control and disarmament. This widening of the concept
of security was suggested by West Germany on 18 May 1967.169 It reºected
the experience of the trilateral talks and was summarized aptly by Kohler in
his memorandum for the rapporteurs of 18 July 1967: “While our principal
objective remains the security of the North Atlantic area, this now involves,
to a greater extent, questions of political tactics and actions as well as military
issues.”170
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Second, it established NATO’s future two-pillar security strategy, a
phrase that was ªrst mentioned in Kohler’s memorandum and then expanded
to read in the ªnal report:

Security for the members of NATO rests on two pillars. First, the maintenance
of adequate military strength and political solidarity to deter aggression and
other forms of pressure and to defend the territory of the NATO countries if ag-
gression should occur. Second, realistic measures to reduce tensions and the risk
of conºict including arms control and disarmament measures.171

On 1 September 1967, Kohler submitted a paper to the subgroup that drew
praise as a balanced statement of the continued need for an integrated defense
effort.172 Starting from the premise that détente was limited and that the So-
viet leadership still hoped to derive political inºuence in Europe from its mili-
tary power, the paper stressed the importance of having military capabilities
that covered the full spectrum of potential conºict. Military strength, accord-
ing to the report, would deter aggression and counter the political inºuence of
Soviet military power, paving the way for détente. Simultaneously, NATO
should explore the possibility of achieving lower force levels and lower costs
through arms control agreements that would limit Soviet forces as well. The
report called on NATO to strengthen and expand the existing machinery to
deal with arms control.173

Third, the paper integrated into the Harmel exercise the consensus on
strategy, force levels, nuclear planning, and crisis consultation that had been
reached in the DPC and the NDAC/NPG. The United States initially had
believed that the Harmel exercise “should not attempt to deal with force re-
quirements or the strategic concept for NATO Defense which are currently
being reviewed in other bodies of the alliance.”174 U.S. ofªcials were worried
about possibly slowing down the work of the fourteen. But after the DPC and
NDAP/NPG talks led to the reafªrmation of NATO’s military structures in
December 1967, the inclusion of additional language on defense in the
Harmel report provided a welcome opportunity to gain support for the alli-
ance’s new military strategy.
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Compromises on Political Consultation

When the rapporteurs convened for their ªnal meeting in Ditchley Park on
11 October 1967, the secretary general declared that “the Rapporteur phase
of the Harmel study was now closed” and that “[t]he political phase was about
to begin.”175 The work of the sub-groups had generated widespread agree-
ment that the role of the alliance in pursuit of détente should be afªrmed in
the ªnal report, but it was not yet clear how far the French would be willing
to go in linking NATO and détente. The “difªculty started when we turned
to the question of machinery,” as Wilhelm Grewe, the West German ambassa-
dor to NATO, noted in a talk with Brosio and Brandt.176

The United States had indicated during the sub-group phase that it re-
garded the improvement of consultation procedures as a key aim of the exer-
cise. Kohler told the other rapporteurs that in an environment of limited and
selective détente, “maintenance of the NATO organization as a locus for con-
sultation is more important than it has ever been.”177 The existing institutions
of NATO, which had already been adapted and strengthened by the fourteen,
provided a point of departure for a comparable strengthening of NATO’s po-
litical machinery. Accordingly, sub-group 3 proposed a “permanent Arms
Control and Disarmament Committee of NATO and a unit of the Interna-
tional Staff to support this Committee.”178 Earlier, during the work of sub-
group 1, Brzezinski had introduced the idea of a “continuing and permanent”
body that would “study East-West relations.”179 Building on the precedent of
the Kohler proposal, Britain and the FRG made the suggestion “to create a
permanent body to deal with the question of European security and Ger-
many.” Rostow and Cleveland, in a talk with Brosio, reacted enthusiastically:
“This may turn out to be a major result justifying the whole exercise.” They
discussed whether such a body should take the shape of a four-power (or
three-power) group like the NPG or a seven-power group with rotating mem-
bers. In addition, they proposed “some kind of a body for permanent study of
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a common political strategy” for the Mediterranean and Middle East—a pro-
posal that was prompted by the Mideast War in June 1967.180

At the start of the political phase of the exercise, the United States indi-
cated that it would prefer to “stand ªrm and to go ahead, on the basis of the
open endedness and of the empty chair, leaving to France the responsibility of
drawing the ultimate formal consequences.”181 Rusk told Harmel that “we
should not let ourselves be blackmailed.”182 Robert Bowie, a senior State De-
partment ofªcial, commented at Ditchley Park that “the French were already
effectively out of the Alliance,” adding that as far as the U.S. government was
concerned, “the Alliance would in no way be weakened if the French were to-
tally out.”183 Nonetheless, the other members of the fourteen were reluctant to
risk a ªnal break with France over the Harmel exercise. The British “did not
want to see a report that was unacceptable to the French.”184 Instead, they pre-
ferred to work for a paper “that was neither too difªcult for the French to
swallow nor so weak that it would undermine the Alliance.”185

The West Germans faced a particularly complex dilemma on the ques-
tion of machinery. In a talk with Brandt, Brosio said that French Foreign
Minister Couve de Murville had warned that “any antagonistic attitude under
the Harmel Study, and which would tend to isolate France, would force the
French to react.” Brosio was therefore inclined to arrive “at a minimum agree-
ment on détente with the French,” leaving “the machinery to a later date.”
Brandt agreed that “it would not be wise to have a clash with the French in
connection with the Harmel Study,” but he added that “Germany also had a
particular problem: it would be of greatest importance, not for the German
man in the street but for informed public opinion, that the East/West discus-
sions should go on within the framework of the alliance.”186 Brandt, however,
soon realized, from subsequent talks with Couve de Murville, that the French
would not accept an expansion of four-power responsibilities within
NATO.187
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Despite these obstacles, a compromise started to take shape when the
special group met in November. The fourteen, led by Denmark, Norway,
Canada, and the FRG, with support from Britain and the United States,
showed unity and resolve in arguing that the exercise should culminate in a
report of the Council in December. This left the French with little choice but
to accept the proposal favored by the other members instructing the secretary
general to draft a report to the NATO ministers. The French did not want to
sacriªce their position as a member of the ªfteen and therefore reached a com-
promise with the United States on the question of machinery. France accepted
the “general concept of political consultation” and the “necessity for Alliance
consultation in three areas in particular: European security including the Ger-
man question, disarmament, and the Mediterranean area.” In effect, Paris ac-
cepted the substantive work program on détente as outlined in the reports of
sub-groups 1 and 3. The United States, for its part, “stressed its desire to in-
crease political consultation in NATO, but [was] seeking no new commit-
ments by any ally and [did] not contemplate an ‘integrated political com-
mand structure’ in the Alliance.”188

The Final Report

On 14 December 1967 the NATO Council approved the Harmel Report,
formally titled “The Future Tasks of the Alliance.” This highly visible public
statement—a statement that would endure over time—enabled the alliance to
strike a new balance between its military and political functions. NATO’s fu-
ture security policy was to rest on two pillars: military security and a policy of
détente.189 Harmel, speaking to his colleagues in a ministerial session, said the
study had “highlighted that the Alliance had developed stabilising effects
vis-à-vis the outside world and amongst its own members.” Rusk declared
that the exercise itself had reafªrmed the validity of NATO’s political role:
“[T]he most important thing had been the process of the Study itself involv-
ing intense consultations among governments.”190

The Harmel Report codiªed the results of the trilateral talks on NATO’s
military structures and anchored them in a multilateral political dialogue on
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the future of East-West relations and the German question. The alliance had
weathered the French accusation that in a time of détente NATO had become
an anachronism in Europe. As long as France resisted British membership in
the European Community (EC) and opposed the transformation of the EC
into a political union, its position as a leading European power lacked legiti-
macy. Moreover, because Paris could not offer a military counterweight to the
Warsaw Pact and was not prepared to share control of the force de frappe with
the FRG, its drive for hegemony also lacked credibility.

The Harmel study reºected Johnson’s conception of a less hierarchical
and more political NATO and was understandably well received in Washing-
ton. Rusk cabled from Brussels that the “full agreement reached on [the] text
of the report, embracing both a set of agreed principles and [a] work program
for political consultations, is highly satisfactory to us.” Yet he was realistic
enough to add that “the big problem now is to begin carrying out the Alli-
ance’s political work program.”191 On 17 January 1968 the NATO govern-
ments decided to follow up on the Harmel exercise by upgrading the NAC’s
Committee of Political Advisers to work on European security, the German
question, and disarmament.192 Political consultations within NATO in the
month leading up to the Reykjavik meeting of late June 1968 went better
than expected, particularly with regard to arms control and disarmament.

NATO consultations on the proposed mutual and balanced force reduc-
tions (MBFR) proved instrumental in containing public pressure for sharp
cuts in defense budgets, bolstering the December 1967 consensus on strategy
and force levels.193 These efforts gave Moscow greater incentive to begin talks
on MBFR rather than simply waiting for NATO countries to reduce their
forces unilaterally.194 The NATO consultations also proved instrumental in
forging a consensus on the NPT, a consensus that was supported on the mili-
tary side by the NPG meeting in April 1968.195 The NPG endorsed political
“guidelines” for the tactical use of nuclear weapons and deªned topical leader-
ship among the group’s four permanent members. These deliberations effec-
tively answered complaints about national participation in nuclear-weapons
planning. In addition, the U.S. defense secretary used the opportunity to re-
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assure the allies that the NPT “would not interfere with NPG.”196 Last but
not least, the NPG agreed “to the general principle that in nuclear consulta-
tions special weight should be given to the views of those countries ‘most di-
rectly affected.’”197 This was in recognition of West German concerns that
“the selective release of nuclear weapons employed from or on German soil”
would be “subject to conªrmation by the FRG Government.” Rusk and Clif-
ford had told President Johnson that they considered this a “relatively modest
request for sovereign rights in the nuclear ªeld” that would ease Bonn’s anxi-
ety about the NPT.198

Although progress was somewhat slower on East-West relations and the
German question, NATO institutions played a key role in monitoring the de-
bate within the FRG on the progress of Ostpolitik. Brosio, in a talk with
Cleveland, “put great emphasis on [the] central importance of Germany in
NATO consultations,” not least because of the “crossªre between CDU and
SPD as they jockey for positions before [the] 1969 elections.”199 In Washing-
ton, as well, considerable uneasiness about West German unilateralist tenden-
cies and an eventual deal with the Soviet Union persisted.200 Although new
approaches to East-West relations and the German question were more likely
to develop within individual governments or smaller groups of governments
than within NATO as a whole, intra-alliance consultations on these matters
were of signiªcant value, as a U.S. State Department memorandum accu-
rately predicted in December 1966:

[Consultation] enables NATO members to be conªdent that initiatives they
may wish to take toward Eastern Europe are consistent with the activities of the
other Allies. The existence of a “habit of consultation” means that member gov-
ernments are less likely to ignore the interests of their Allies than they would be
if the habit did not exist. The smaller countries can have some conªdence that a
larger country is not negotiating away its interests behind its back. The larger
powers, in turn, can monitor the activities of smaller countries and dissuade
them from unrealistic or inappropriate initiatives. The effects of this “habit of
consultation,” as they accumulate over time, can be seen in the mutual
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conªdence, intimacy and sense of community of interest that are often a part of
NATO deliberations.201

Conclusion: The Preservation of the Alliance

By the summer of 1968 the alliance was no longer in danger “of developing
into a sort of ‘shell with no real spirit left in it,’” as Kiesinger had warned in
March 1967.202 The successes of the trilateral talks and of the Harmel exercise
had effectively reversed the slow process of disintegration that had beset
NATO since the late 1950s and that came to the fore with de Gaulle’s chal-
lenge to the raison d’être of the alliance. Shortly before the NATO ministers
convened for a ªnal time during the Johnson administration, Rusk was able
to write to Johnson that the meeting would “represent a watershed in the re-
cent history of the alliance. The past two years have seen major improvements
in NATO’s defense and consultation arrangements.”203 In the wake of the
Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, even the French were
willing to display greater cohesion on key political issues.204

Indeed, the outcome of the Czechoslovak crisis provided a sobering con-
trast to NATO’s reconªguration. At the very time that the Soviet Union was
bringing its Warsaw Pact allies more ªrmly under its control, U.S. alliance
management was increasingly based on consultation and leadership by per-
suasion. Faced with de Gaulle’s challenge, Johnson was willing to put in the
effort to achieve a consensus within the alliance and to avert further fragmen-
tation. NATO, unlike the Warsaw Pact, resolved its internal crisis by promot-
ing common norms, institutions, and procedures and by transforming itself
into a more political and participatory alliance.

The military component of NATO remained crucial, however. Although
France was gone, the military structures gained new life from the successful
outcome of the trilateral talks and the consensus that was forged by the four-
teen member-states at their December 1967 meeting. During the trilateral
negotiations, the desire to preserve NATO in the face of the Gaullist challenge
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helped the three sides to cope with domestic political interests and to balance
their defense and economic priorities.205

The Gaullist challenge also ended up consolidating the political role of
NATO. The Harmel Report strengthened the alliance’s political-consultation
machinery and laid out a program for East-West relations, including the Ger-
man question and arms control. The essence of NATO’s transformation in
1966–1968 was essentially political. Starting from the constructed yet limited
peace of the early 1960s, U.S. and West European views gradually converged
on a new European order, based on agreement and a stable balance of power
between Western and Eastern Europe—including the Soviet Union—
anchored in the West’s multilateral structures, and guaranteed and supported
by the United States and Canada.

NATO’s crisis and its ensuing transformation were instrumental in the
shift from the bilateral superpower détente of 1963 to the multilateral Euro-
pean détente of the 1970s. The relaxation of tension was accompanied by
risks and opportunities for both NATO and the Warsaw Pact. From the
West’s perspective, the emerging polycentrism in Eastern Europe threatened
to undermine the unity of NATO. The Soviet Union, it was feared, would re-
lax tensions selectively in order to isolate Germany and minimize U.S.
inºuence in Europe, thereby weakening the two most important political
functions of the alliance. On the more positive side, détente offered new op-
portunities to support the evolution of Eastern Europe in a way that would be
acceptable to the Soviet Union. The difªculty with bridge-building was that
Soviet leaders tended to perceive it as a European means of sowing ªssures
within the Warsaw Pact—a concern that, in Moscow’s view, was borne out by
events in Czechoslovakia.

The key to NATO’s transformation was the member-states’ success in
balancing these new opportunities with the well-known risks. The Johnson
administration’s approach proved highly successful in this regard. Rather than
sticking with the bilateral superpower détente based on the territorial and
nuclear status quo in Europe, the United States sought to strengthen multi-
lateral (military and political) cooperation and consultation within NATO
and simultaneously to engage the Soviet Union and the East European states
in talks that would lead to a wider European détente and promote gradual
change in the Eastern bloc.

No country could achieve this alone, however. The United States, as the
military hegemon in the West, could take the lead and could try to shape the
process through bilateral, trilateral, and multilateral initiatives. But success ul-
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timately depended on a number of factors that required the participation of
all NATO countries: the political and coordinative functions of allied institu-
tions, the ºexibility and adaptability of those institutions, and the willingness
of key European allies to take the initiative.

On matters of substance, NATO had to resolve three major dilemmas.
The ªrst dilemma was how to square nuclear sharing with the goal of
nonproliferation. The NPT shifted control of West Germany’s nuclear policy
from an intra-NATO setting to an international context, reducing Soviet and
East European fears of an independent West German nuclear capability. This
outcome was accompanied by a strengthening of the NPG, a step that not
only increased West Germany’s role in allied nuclear planning but also re-
duced U.S. hegemony within the alliance.

The second dilemma—the need to ensure military security without en-
dangering economic prosperity—was exacerbated by the ªnancial problems
confronting the United States and Britain. In consultation with the West Eu-
ropean allies, the United States proposed to hold talks with the Warsaw Pact
states on mutual force reductions that could lead over time to lower defense
costs. Moreover, the United States worked with Britain and West Germany to
forge a wider understanding of security that would facilitate a consensus
among the fourteen on strategy, force levels, and burden-sharing.

The third dilemma was whether to focus on German reuniªcation or on
improvement of the European environment. Ultimately, NATO came down
in favor of the latter, though without explicitly abandoning the former. The
United States worked closely with its European allies to engage the Soviet
Union and the East European countries in bilateral and multilateral ex-
changes, seeking over the long term to facilitate the reuniªcation of Europe
and of Germany. NATO’s decision to emphasize environment improvement
over reuniªcation had to be balanced by a strengthening of the political role
of NATO and by the recognition that Germany would determine the pace of
Ostpolitik itself.

The transformation of NATO, based on the resolution of these three di-
lemmas, led to the multilateralization of détente in Europe in the 1970s.
NATO was able to provide for the nuclear defense of the FRG in a way that
was acceptable to Bonn, its allies, and the Soviet Union. At the same time, the
enhancement of NATO’s political role enabled the West Germans to take the
initiative in consolidating the Central European status quo without alienating
the United States or other NATO allies. Brandt’s Ostpolitik paved the way for
a mutually acceptable framework of values and principles in the Conference
on Security and Cooperation in Europe, but it did not weaken the structures
of NATO on which those values and principles were based. Hence, the
United States (and Canada) welcomed the emergence of a new European or-
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der—an order symbolized not only by the multilateralization of détente but
also by the continued integration of the EC.

In pursuing détente, the Western powers decided to encourage the evolu-
tion, rather than the fragmentation, of the Communist bloc. No European
settlement, it was thought, could be stable if it failed to accommodate Mos-
cow’s legitimate security interests. The NPT met this criterion by alleviating
Soviet anxiety about the sensitive question of West German nuclear control.
When the United States and the Soviet Union signed the NPT on 1 July
1968, they announced that they would soon begin discussing limitations on
strategic nuclear weapons and antiballistic missile systems. Although the So-
viet invasion of Czechoslovakia prevented an early start to the talks, move-
ment toward strategic arms control was revived shortly before Johnson left
ofªce. Within Europe as well, the reorientation of NATO gave rise to new
forms of cooperation and dialogue. The inception of MBFR permitted the al-
lies to cope with domestic economic and political pressures without detract-
ing from their collective military security. The Helsinki process, including its
provisions for human rights, became possible after Brandt’s Ostpolitik led to a
formal recognition of the post–World War II borders in Central Europe.

By accepting the Harmel Report, the alliance overcame the most severe
crisis in its history, a crisis that had broken out at a time of a ºedgling
East-West détente in Europe. The differences of opinion in NATO revolved
around two issues that seem equally relevant in the post–Cold War era.
Should NATO continue to exist? If so, what functions should NATO play in
a European environment marked by increasing cooperation and integration?
It is not surprising that the Harmel Report attracted considerable attention in
1989–1991, when the Cold War ended. A close look at the debate of the
1960s helps explain why NATO did not suddenly collapse after 1989–1991
and why the alliance continued to develop from an integrated defense pact
into an organization that can deal with the broader management of security.
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