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Erosion, then collapse  

The end of the US-led liberal global order 
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2018 has not been a good year for the rules-based global liberal order, to put it mildly. Nor 
has it been good for the European security architecture. Are we witnessing the end of the 
rules-based, liberal global order? 

In the space of weeks, President Trump has publicly attacked European and Asian allies for 
underspending on defense and has initiated trade wars. He has dismissed NATO as being “as 
bad as NAFTA” (G7 meeting in June) and the “EU as bad as China” (July 1st interview). During 
his visit to Britain weeks later, Trump undermined Prime Minister May and signaled his 
support for the hard Brexiteers who attacked her Chequers proposal. He has casually 
remarked that he considers the EU “a foe.” In Helsinki he refused to publicly challenge 
President Putin on the Eastern Ukraine, Syria, the Skripal poisoning, or the Russian 
interference in the US elections. Earlier, Trump cancelled the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA), and he has now proposed that the EU be punished if it continues dealing 
with Iran. Perhaps most remarkably, Trump openly questioned NATO’s collective defense 
agreement by suggesting that NATO’s newest member — Montenegro — could entangle 
the US in a war not in its own interest. In 2016 Trump campaigned on putting “America 
First”; these statements seem to put that slogan into practice. Trump looks to have sounded 
the horn for the end times of the global liberal order. 

Amidst the exhausting sound and fury of these statements and the responses of policy 
pundits, it is difficult to discern what it all signifies — if indeed anything. Does Trump truly 
consider NATO a costly and entangling risk for the US, and the EU a potential economic or 
other kind of foe? Is the US retreating into pre-WWII isolationism? Are we therefore 
witnessing the end of the rules-based, liberal global order?  

Will Trump end the global liberal order? 

Trump’s zero-sum outlook: foreign policy vision or instinct? 

With any other US president, this rhetoric would and should be understood as representing 
an alternative vision of US policy and world order. However, President Trump is unlike other 
postwar presidents, both in terms of personality and background. We should not assume 
that Trump actively wants to undermine the current order. After all, so far, the majority of 
the administration’s actual policies are consistent with established US policy traditions, as 
Stephen Walt has argued in Foreign Policy and Patrick Porter in International Security. The 
Trump administration has strengthened its presence in Europe, invested more in the 
European Reassurance Initiative, continued and added sanctions against Russia, and 
increased the overall US defense budget.  



How to reconcile the discrepancy between Trump’s rhetoric and policies? By looking at the 
one constant in Trump’s remarks on foreign policy over the past thirty years: a basic instinct 
that the US is being “ripped off.” That instinct can be found as far back as Trump’s 1990 
interview with Playboy, where Japan, during its 1980s heyday, was the foremost target of 
his ire. His remarks on NATO, the EU, NAFTA, or China’s trade practices reflect the same 
instinct. What is important, is that this zero-sum outlook goes directly against the positive-
sum thinking underpinning US foreign policy for the past seventy years. This was not 
altruism on the part of postwar US administrations: policymakers considered security and 
stability in Europe and Asia as increasing US security by keeping threats far away from US 
shores. In turn, trade was good for both US prosperity and for domestic stability in these key 
zones.  

There is no doubt that Trump is inherently deeply skeptical of these components of postwar 
US foreign policy: the US acting as a pacifier and a security provider in Europe and Asia, the 
use of multilateral institutions, mutual benefits from economic gains, providing extended 
nuclear deterrence to facilitate non-proliferation, and so on. This does not, however, equate 
to isolationism. Trump is not skeptical of the US using military force across the globe. 
Trump’s record on the 2003 Iraq War is illustrative, where his primary complaint was that 
the US failed to take Iraqi oil in compensation for the tremendous costs of the invasion and 
occupation. Unlike contemporary advocates of US grand strategies of “restraint” (see 
below), Trump is not advocating cutting the US defense budget. In Walter Russel Mead’s 
conception, Trump’s foreign policy is “Jacksonian” in sentiment, driven by a limited sense of 
national interests. For Trump, “America First” means the US should not be restrained by 
others nor be “ripped off” by them, but not that the US should restrain itself. However, 
Trump has not consistently followed through with actual policies. This suggests that Trump’s 
outlook should — for now — be characterized as an instinct, not a vision. 

The D.C. blob and rhetoric: business as usual? 

Is it then safe to ignore President Trump’s rhetoric, given that the discrepancy between the 
rhetoric and the actual policies signals a lack of commitment to his ideas? Two arguments 
are commonly used that would strengthen such an interpretation. The first is that President 
Trump has been, and will continue to be, restrained or circumvented by his own political 
appointees and bureaucrats. For example, before the NATO summit in July, senior 
administration officials actively tried to keep the President away from negotiations to 
prevent him from undermining a deal.1 With the exception of his first National Security 
Adviser (NSA), Michael Flynn, most of Trump’s (former) members of his foreign policy team 
exhibit fairly conventional, though hawkish, views. One interpretation could be that, while 
Trump has an alternative vision, he simply has been unable to find policymakers to execute 
it. However, it is telling that Trump has passed on the opportunity to seek out ideologues 
had he wanted to. Trump came to power on an anti-establishment, populist-nationalist 
wave, and via his former adviser, Steve Bannon, he has had access to a network of like-
minded thinkers. Yet, in the end, when it came to the crucial foreign policy positions, Trump 
seems to have favored experience over shared ideology or instincts.  

Trump’s second NSA, General McMaster, was as straightforward a representative of the D.C. 
consensus as could be found. His third NSA, John Bolton, may be unilateralist and hawkish, 
but is also an opponent of the US relinquishing its global primacy. The fact that these are his 



own political appointees, and not bureaucrats he has been saddled with, again underlines 
that Trump is less committed to an alternative foreign policy and seems more disposed to 
looking for a “better deal” for the US. These institutional restraints are reinforced because 
Trump notably does not follow through with the details of policies. The D.C. “blob” will 
therefore be able to continue doing business as usual, and policies will continue along 
broadly similar lines. A second argument is to consider Trump’s rhetoric often to be just 
that. One takeaway from my own interviews with those who have worked with Trump is 
that they characterize the President’s rhetoric as sometimes just a calculated tactical 
opening move in a negotiation and at other times simply a spontaneous response to the 
situation at hand. Here too, it is Trump’s character and background that is telling: no 
experience as a politician, (uneven) success as a real estate magnate, and great success as 
professional celebrity and reality TV star. Analysts might simply be overthinking Trump’s 
words.  

Consequence: erosion and shock 

However, believing that President Trump will not impact the global liberal order is wishful 
thinking. Trump might not be able to execute an alternative vision, either because he does 
not have such a vision, or lacks the ability to build a domestic coalition or cadre of officials 
and bureaucrats that would execute it. It does not matter, because for a US president 
rhetoric is policy. Whether Trump has a vision or not, his presidency both erodes the 
foundation of the order and represents a shock to the system that opens the way to others. 
Here are several long-term domestic and international developments and trends to pay 
attention to.  

The first is the impact of the Trump presidency on the foreign policy orientations of the 
major parties. All politics is primarily domestic, especially in the US. However, the shock of 
his presidency has opened the way for more alternative views, and several fractures are 
emerging in the internationalist consensus of both parties. Within the Republican Party, the 
libertarian Koch brothers are deeply at odds with Trump over the direction of the party, and 
deeply opposed to his protectionist trade policies and immigration policies. Outside of the 
party, through the Koch Foundation, the Koch brothers are now sponsoring scholars like 
Barry Posen, Stephen Walt, Christopher Layne, and Randall Schweller. These scholars are 
generally in disagreement with the Koch brothers’ domestic priorities, but share a deep 
skepticism on the unbridled internationalism of the post-Cold War decades and have 
advocated US strategies of “restraint” (or “offshore balancing”) in which the US would limit 
its security commitments, especially in Europe.2 Fed up with the long wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, members of the military are also impatient with internationalist activism and also 
drawn to the libertarian cause. Similarly, while the current crop of politicians on the left-
wing of the Democratic Party, including but not limited to Bernie Sanders, is not as 
aggressively offensive to allies as Trump, nor as uncomfortable with liberal ideas, they also 
lack enthusiasm for continued global engagement of the kind that led to the wars in the 
Middle East and to high defense spending.  

Second, given enough time in office, Trump’s zero-sum outlook will become 
institutionalized. It has already found its way into official documents, such as the National 
Security Strategy and the National Defense Strategy. Both discuss a competitive world, 
where US interests should come first. One could argue that documents also do not 



represent policy, and simply represent an attempt to bridge the language of D.C. 
establishment to Trump’s instincts. However, current members of the foreign policy 
establishment will leave their think tank positions over the coming years, unable to connect 
to the Trump administration, or adapt their positions to the Trump administration’s. 
Similarly, while senior members of the US military have been socialized and institutionalized 
in the current system, the next generation of officers will not be.  

Third, allies are likely to lose faith with the US and look for backup options. We can already 
see evidence of this. In response to Trump’s disruptive policies, the EU and Japan, 
traditional supporters of the liberal order, met in the middle of July to sustain free trade 
between them. Germany and France have been self-consciously focused on sustaining the 
EU. Whatever the success of these efforts, at the very least, Trump has made Europeans 
aware of their security dependency on the US. It is highly significant that Chancellor Merkel 
pointedly remarked that Europeans could no longer fully count on the US. Indeed, the 
emergence of a small public debate in Germany on a European alternative should the 
American nuclear umbrella be withdrawn is highly significant, especially the previously 
unthinkable option that Germany might pursue its own deterrent. More importantly, 
perhaps, in the long term is that there are a number of states that never wholeheartedly 
bought into liberal order, but instead bandwagoned on American power. Indeed, it is 
precisely these states that Steve Bannon is trying to incorporate into his alternative vision. 
These states are already leaving the liberal order. In other words, whether Trump’s 
presidency lasts two or six more years, the next president, whatever his or her leanings, is 
not going to find an environment as conducive to US policies as previously existed. 

Finally, domestic and international developments will interact. A Trump presidency offer 
opportunities to Russia and China as competitors of the US to take advantage of the lack of 
a foreign policy consensus within the US and the dissension between the US and its 
traditional allies in order to improve their positions. This matters for Europeans, because 
Trump’s successors are likely to be confronted with a fait accompli. The further rise of China 
is likely to draw remaining US interests and resources towards the Asia-Pacific arena, and 
given the choices, Europe is the easier place to cut costs.  

In sum, through both erosion and shocks, whatever his intentions, Trump is likely to fatally 
undermine the existing order. The Trump presidency should not be seen a speed-bump in 
the road after which the rules-based global liberal order roars back full-speed. 

A way forward? European security and the global liberal order 

One way forward for Europeans over the next two to six years is to separate the issues of 
European security and the larger global liberal order. It has been easy to confuse the two as 
they were so intimately and necessarily intertwined over the past seventy years in American 
grand strategy. In the Cold War context, Western Europe and Eastern Asia were weakened 
by WWII and susceptible to internal and external takeover. Building a global order was 
impossible without first providing security in Europe (and Asia). However, in the current 
context, European security and the global order are distinctly different — though still 
connected. A diminishing US role in Europe does not mean the end of European security in 
the way it would have fifty or thirty years ago. It would serve Europeans well to understand 
that.  



Separating the dimensions of European security and order should help clarify the distinctly 
different possible worlds in which the Europeans may find themselves. In one scenario the 
US may continue to serve as a security provider, without actively supporting the current 
order. This role gives the US greater influence over key states. This is what Trump seems to 
lean towards. Indeed, as long as the Europeans rely on US protection, they lack the leverage 
to sustain the liberal order if it goes against the wishes of the US. The collapse of the Iran 
nuclear deal is probably a good illustration of this linkage. Or, in contrast, another scenario 
could see the US broadly but weakly supporting the order, yet without providing European 
security. This would seem to be what the Koch brothers and several restraint scholars would 
favor. Moreover, should domestic and international developments accelerate and reinforce 
each other in unforeseen directions, the provision of both security and order by the US 
might collapse.  

Europeans should therefore reduce their dependency on the US in order to disentangle 
European security from the provision of order. Increased European investment in military 
capabilities would make it more likely for Europe and the US to deal with each other as 
equals. It would diminish the effects of the inevitable volatility of US domestic politics on 
the rest of the world. Moreover, increased European autonomy would undercut the “ripping 
us off” narrative in US politics. Outside of Europe, by limiting costs to the US for European 
security, it is likelier that the US will continue to maintain order and security in East Asia, 
where it is both needed and where Europe has little influence. Otherwise, due to their 
dependency on the US, Europeans will be pushed and pulled in whatever direction the US 
chooses to move in the coming decades. In that case, not only is the continuation of the 
global liberal order uncertain, but, arguably, so is the continuation of a liberal order in 
Europe. 
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