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CHAPTER 2

Looking Beyond Trump
Jack Thompson 

Support in the United States for the liberal world order is under threat from 
a combination of profound economic, cultural, and political changes. The 
election of Donald Trump, and the emergence of his America First credo, 
underscores the fact that the world can no longer depend upon the US 
to pursue an internationalist foreign policy. Europe, in particular, would do 
well to begin planning for a future in which the US is more skeptical of 
alliances and trade agreements and less willing to provide leadership in 
addressing international challenges.

US President-elect Donald Trump speaks during a “USA Thank You Tour” event at Giant Center in 
Hershey, Pennsylvania, 15 December 2016.
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For decades, Americans benefited 
greatly from the liberal international 
order that the United States has pro-
moted ever since the end of World War 
Two. This includes formal security alli-
ances with Europe, in the form of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
and with nations such as Australia, Ja-
pan, and South Korea. It is also based 
upon a set of financial, monetary, and 
trade institutions that have encour-
aged international trade, placed the US 
dollar at the heart of the international 
economy – first as part of the Bretton 
Woods System and after 1971 as the 
world’s foremost reserve currency – 
and made New York City the world’s 
leading financial center. Key financial 
and monetary institutions, such as 
the World Bank and the International 
Monetary Fund, are located in Wash-
ington DC. In addition, the liberal or-
der relies upon respect for a shared set 
of values. These include administering 
democratic elections, protecting the 
rights of religious and ethnic minori-
ties, a commitment to human rights, 
and upholding the rule of law. 

Maintaining this web of alliances, 
economic structures, and values has 
not come without challenges. These 
included the collapse of the Bretton 
Woods System in 1971 and longstand-
ing imbalances in military spending 
between the US and its allies. Over-
all, however, it has reinforced and 

institutionalized the role of the US as 
an economic and military superpow-
er. For decades, it also contributed to 
a steadily improving quality of life for 
most Americans and optimism about 
the future. Not surprisingly, this ar-
rangement faced little opposition for 
many years and a bipartisan consen-
sus coalesced around international-
ism as the cornerstone of US foreign 
policy. Seminal advice from leaders in 
the early 19th century, such as Thomas 
Jefferson and John Quincy Adams, 
about avoiding “entangling allianc-
es” and not going abroad “in search 
of monsters to destroy”, no longer 
seemed relevant.

Recently however, and especially 
since the Great Recession of 2008, it 
has become clear that many Ameri-
cans no longer see the liberal inter-
national order as a beneficial arrange-
ment. This means that the election of 
Donald Trump, and the embrace by 
many of his “America First” credo, is a 
symptom, not the cause, of an under-
lying evolution in the political fun-
damentals – namely, that US foreign 
policy is undergoing its most dramatic 
transformation since the onset of the 
Cold War. Three interrelated types of 
problems that, it is clear with hind-
sight, have been gestating for years 
are driving this: globalization fatigue 
and other economic crises; increasing 
multiculturalism and a corresponding 
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backlash among cultural conserva-
tives; and political dysfunction. 

The upshot is that internationalism is 
no longer the default American world-
view. This should worry the rest of the 
world. Europe, in particular, should 
think carefully about its longstanding 
partnership with the US, especially 
when it comes to European goals and 
values, trade, security cooperation, 
and the rise of right-wing populism. 

Globalization Fatigue and 
Interlinked Economic Crises
Recent headlines would seem to indi-
cate that the US economy is relatively 
strong. After contracting by 2.8 per 
cent in the wake of the global eco-
nomic crisis, gross domestic product 
grew steadily between 2010 and 2015 
and appears to have been at least as 
strong in 2016. The unemployment 
rate, after reaching a peak of 10 per 
cent in October of 2010 – which is 
very high by US standards – has been 
steadily dropping. It reached a low 
of 4.6 per cent in November 2016, 
which constitutes full employment in 
the US context. Perhaps most impres-
sively, household income rose by more 
than 5 per cent in 2015, breaking a 
pattern of years of stagnation.1 

However, a closer look indicates that 
important sectors of the economy, and 
many parts of the country, have been 

in crisis for some time. The overarch-
ing problem is often characterized as 
globalization fatigue (a term which 
cannot convey the massive trans-
formation that has taken place for 
many Americans): discontent with 
the upheavals that usually accompany 
deeper integration with the global 
economy, such as loosened capital 
controls, lowered barriers to trade, 
and reducing obstacles to foreign di-
rect investment. 

The problem Americans most fre-
quently attribute to globalization is 
the loss of manufacturing jobs to low-
er-income countries (though many 
economists consider technology to 
have had a much larger effect in this 
respect). The conventional argument 
in favor of free trade holds that, al-
though some sectors of the economy 
will see job losses due to competition 
from cheaper imports, workers in 
these industries will find employment 
in more efficient areas and the over-
all economy will benefit. However, 
as the authors of a recent paper on 
trade with China argue, the reality 
has been more complicated. Job losses 
in industries exposed to import com-
petition have been significant, as ex-
pected, but new jobs for these work-
ers in other industries have mostly 
not emerged. To make matters worse, 
areas of the country where the worst-
affected industries are located, such as 
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– is higher still: nearly 15 per cent for 
college graduates and 37 per cent for 
those with only a high school diplo-
ma. These numbers are even worse for 
African-Americans and Hispanics.3 

Even for those that manage to en-
ter university, formidable challenges 
await that are further reducing social 
mobility and increasing income ine-
quality. The cost of attending univer-
sity in the US has risen dramatically 
over the last few decades, at a rate far 
higher than inflation, from an average 
of just under USD 11,000 in 1983 – 4, 
for four-year institutions, to more 
than USD  36,000 in 2013 – 4. This 
has made higher education much less 
affordable for the middle and working 
classes and, not surprisingly, led to an 
explosion in student debt levels. As of 
September 2016, borrowers no longer 
in school owed almost USD 1.4 tril-
lion in loans. Many of these former 
students – about one quarter – are be-
hind in their loan payments or are in 
default. This has prompted warnings 
from some observers of a student debt 
“bubble” reminiscent of the housing 
bubble prior to the 2008 financial 
crisis.4

At the same time that many sectors of 
the traditional manufacturing econ-
omy contract, and young Americans 
endure a prolonged economic crisis, 
other concerns have emerged. One 

parts of the Midwest and Southeast, 
have also experienced rising unem-
ployment rates overall, as the depar-
ture of the manufacturing base under-
mines the rest of the local economy 
(and as Americans, once famously 
peripatetic, become less willing and/
or able to relocate). This has literally 
become a matter of life and death. Re-
gions disproportionately exposed to 
trade liberalization have higher rates 
of mortality, due to suicide and other 
causes of death that have been linked 
to reduced income and employment. 
This has been particularly true for 
working-class white Americans.2

Those working in traditional manu-
facturing jobs are not the only ones 
to have suffered in recent years. Young 
Americans also face significant eco-
nomic challenges. The extent to which 
these can be directly attributed to glo-
balization is debatable, but the end 
result – pervasive resentment of the 
status quo – is not. The official unem-
ployment rate for those under the age 
of 25 was 11.5 per cent in July 2016. 
However, that number understates 
the problem, perhaps by a significant 
margin. A report by the Economic 
Policy Institute in 2015 found that the 
unemployment rate for recent high 
school graduates is almost 20 per cent. 
The underemployment rate – which 
tracks part-time work undertaken by 
those who would prefer full-time jobs 
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It is true that many communities 
in the US have benefited consider-
ably from adapting to the globalized 
economy. And a plausible argument 
can be made that overall the US is 
in a stronger position because of its 
willingness to embrace the transfor-
mation induced by globalization. But 
the process has taken a profound toll 
on many parts of the country. 

This is not only a matter of eco-
nomic concern; it is also clear that 
globalization has become difficult 
to sustain politically. Even if we set 
aside as a fluke the election of Don-
ald Trump – who ran for president 
on a staunch anti-globalization plat-
form – his worldview is increasingly 

worrisome trend is the disconnect be-
tween labor force productivity and in-
come. The share of economic output 
that workers collect in wages is at the 
lowest level on record. In fact, since 
the early 1970s, even as the productiv-
ity of the workforce has increased by 
more than 70 per cent, pay levels have 
been stagnant, rising only 8.7 per cent 
over a span of three decades. A second 
problem is rapidly growing inequality, 
to perhaps the highest level in US his-
tory. Since 1979, the wages of the top 
1 per cent of earners have increased 
138 per cent, whereas the income of 
the bottom 90 per cent has only risen 
15 per cent. Hence, by 2013 families 
in the top ten per cent controlled more 
than 75 per cent of all family wealth.5 

Source: Economic Policy Institute

The Rich Getting Richer
Family income growth, by income group, 1957 – 2013
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majority of children under one year of 
age were racial or ethnic minorities.7

Many observers – especially those in 
the media and academic elite – have 
celebrated this fact, or at least por-
trayed it as a normal and mostly ad-
vantageous consequence of living in 
a globalized era. There is much to be 
said for this viewpoint: the newcom-
ers prevent population loss – a criti-
cal problem facing some advanced 
economies, such as Germany and Ja-
pan – and bring new ideas, skills, and 
customs with them when they arrive. 
However, the arrival of large numbers 
of immigrants also dilutes the pri-
macy of the White Anglo-Saxon Prot-
estant tradition that has dominated 
American culture since the founding 
of the nation. There is considerable 
unease about this among culturally 
conservative white Americans, many 
of whom have – especially in the years 
since the election of the nation’s first 
non-white president, Barack Obama 
– fiercely criticized the notion that 
immigration, diversity, and multicul-
turalism are good for the country. 

This perspective comprises several el-
ements. One is an urgent sense that 
the country is changing rapidly, and 
for the worse. Long before Donald 
Trump crafted a successful presidential 
campaign around the theme of mak-
ing America great again, prominent 

representative of the Grand Old Party 
(GOP). A majority of Republican vot-
ers now consider global economic ties 
to be, on the whole, bad for the US. 
What is more, although Democrats 
still consider engagement with the 
global economy to be worthwhile (al-
beit by a narrow margin), a majority of 
Americans now consider it to be bad 
for employment and wage levels.6

Given the longstanding commitment 
to internationalism among elites in 
both parties, it was always likely that 
those most concerned about the ef-
fects of globalization would become 
disenchanted with the status quo. In 
addition, in a country where many 
view immigration and multicultural-
ism as being closely linked to globali-
zation, it was inevitable that cultural 
resentment would constitute part of 
the revolt against elites. 

Multiculturalism, Immigration, and 
the Conservative Backlash
The US is becoming more diverse. 
Sometimes referred to as the “brown-
ing of America,” this trend is driven 
by two factors. One is a relatively 
high rate of immigration – 14 per 
cent of the population is foreign-born 
– especially from Latin America and 
Asia. The other is a lower fertility rate 
among non-Hispanic whites than is 
the case among most minority groups. 
For the first time in history, in 2015, a 
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fatally, by economic globalization and 
immigration from Latin America. A 
focus group conducted in 2013 con-
cluded that self-identified Tea Party 
(essentially anti-establishment con-
servative) voters “want to return to a 
time when they believe government 
was small, people lived largely free of 
the government, and Americans took 
responsibility for themselves.”8

Closely related to this notion – that 
the country has lost touch with a 
more virtuous past – is the belief that 
minorities, especially African-Ameri-
cans and Hispanics, are less likely to 
embrace traditional values. Instead of 

voices have been warning that, absent 
dramatic changes, the nation faces an 
unpleasant future. Patrick Buchanan, 
the former speechwriter for Richard 
Nixon, ran for president on this plat-
form in the 1990s and has published 
books with titles such as Suicide of a 
Superpower: Will America Survive to 
2025? In Who Are We? The Challenges 
to America’s National Identity Samuel 
Huntington, the eminent political sci-
entist, argued that the unique Ameri-
can sense of identity – based upon the 
Anglo-Protestant “principles of liberty, 
equality, individualism, representative 
government, and private property” 
– was being undermined, perhaps 

Source: Pew Research Center
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Similarly, studies demonstrate that 
whites increasingly view gains for 
African-Americans as coming at their 
expense and view reverse racism as a 
more significant problem than tradi-
tional racism.10

Working-class whites are at the heart 
of the conservative cultural backlash. 
This group is confronted by multiple 
crises. In many parts of the country, it 
has been devastated by the loss of tra-
ditional manufacturing jobs and stag-
nant wage levels. In numerical terms, 
the white working class is shrinking 
as a per centage of the electorate, 
from nearly three quarters of eligible 
voters in the mid-1970s to less than 
half today. They are also less healthy 
than the rest of the population. One 
study found that middle-aged white 
men and women suffered an increase 
in mortality rates in recent years that 
was not seen in other ethnic groups 
or in other countries. The biggest in-
creases were seen among whites with 
lower education levels. Not surpris-
ingly, scholars have documented a 
strong sense of unhappiness and pes-
simism among suburban and rural 
uneducated whites that is not found 
among minority groups in similar 
circumstances.11

The white working class is all too 
aware of its diminished status, as 
one scholar notes, and he argues that 

working hard like other Americans, 
goes the argument, they are more like-
ly to rely on the government for sup-
port. A member of the Oklahoma state 
legislature, for instance, argued during 
a debate about affirmative action in 
2011, “I’ve taught school, and I saw a 
lot of people of color who didn’t study 
hard because they said the govern-
ment would take care of them.” One 
study found that Tea Party adherents 
placed considerable emphasis on their 
perception of “workers” and “people 
who don’t work.” Included in the sec-
ond category were unauthorized im-
migrants “who may try to freeload at 
the expense of hardworking American 
taxpayers.”9

Indeed, a key finding of scholars who 
have examined white resentment is 
that, in spite of the fact that conserva-
tive intellectuals champion limited 
government, there is actually little op-
position to federally funded social in-
surance, among the rank and file, as 
such. Instead, there is more selective 
anger that those who have worked 
hard and thereby earned such assis-
tance are being crowded out by mi-
norities who, it is believed, do not de-
serve it. As one man in Wisconsin told 
a journalist, “Free services for illegal 
immigrants? I had to fight six months 
to get food stamps after my back in-
jury ... I’m from here, my whole life 
… And this is the way we get treated.” 
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40 per cent of whom retain faith in 
the US system.13

To be sure, the growing lack of trust 
in Washington DC cannot be attrib-
uted solely to the spread of illiberal 
ideas. Many Americans who embrace 
democratic norms are nevertheless 
deeply pessimistic about their system 
of government. That is because, in re-
cent years, it has become increasingly 
dysfunctional. 

Political Dysfunction
There is little common ground in US 
politics these days, but voters across 
the spectrum agree that the govern-
ment is broken. For the second year in 
a row, according to Gallup, respond-
ents named the government as the 
biggest challenge facing the country. 
This result reflects a number of con-
cerns. Congressional job approval, for 
example, stands somewhere in the low 
to mid-teens and has rarely reached 
50 per cent over the last 40 years. In 
addition, according to a recent sur-
vey by the Associated Press-GfK, a 
large majority believe that the federal 
government mainly benefits corpora-
tions, lobbyists, and other special in-
terests. Not surprisingly, nearly three 
in four respondents believe that the 
country is heading in the wrong di-
rection.14 A growing body of scholar-
ship also lends credence to the notion 
that the government is dysfunctional. 

recognition of this – in other words, 
awareness of the fact that they no 
longer occupy a central and influential 
role in American life – is a key factor 
in their radicalization. This process has 
played a crucial role in the emergence 
(or re-emergence) of extremist po-
litical behavior in recent years. It has 
taken several forms. One is a strong 
correlation between white working-
class disaffection and the renewed im-
portance of outright racism – as op-
posed to more subtle coded language 
– in shaping political behavior (the 
election of Barack Obama also played 
a central role in this process).12 

Another worrying manifestation of 
radical political behavior is renewed 
enthusiasm among white nationalists. 
This includes the emergence of the so-
called alternative right, or alt-right, a 
loose grouping of men that, mostly 
online, organizes and promotes a va-
riety of fringe ideas. Traditional white 
supremacists have also been reinvig-
orated and view Donald Trump as 
the first president in the modern era 
who is sympathetic to some of their 
objectives. 

Equally disquieting is the increase in 
illiberal political views. These numbers 
are particularly high among young 
people – only 30 per cent consider 
it “essential” to live in a democracy – 
and among supporters of Trump, just 
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in particular, is potentially dangerous. 
It is an enormously powerful position 
– if not in the original conception of 
the framers of the Constitution, then 
certainly in its modern, “imperial” in-
carnation – especially when it comes 
to foreign policy. And because of the 
dissatisfaction that most voters express 
when it comes to the government, 
there is a temptation for candidates to 
craft personalized – even demagogic 
– platforms in which they promise to 
radically transform Washington DC. 
It has also been suggested that a sys-
tem conceptualized in the late 18th 
century for a geopolitically marginal 
nation with a few million inhabitants, 
and which limited suffrage to a frac-
tion of the populace, cannot possibly 

Why is this? And why have politicians 
failed to fix a set of problems that have 
been obvious for years? One explana-
tion is that these shortcomings are an 
inevitable result of the design of the 
US Constitution. Some scholars, for 
instance, note that presidential sys-
tems have, on the whole, been less sta-
ble than parliamentary systems. Hold-
ing separate elections for the executive 
and legislative branches, they contend, 
is inherently problematic because it 
inevitably leads to a fight for power. 
In fact, the US struggles across the 
board when it comes to running free 
and fair elections. Experts found that 
out of 22 industrialized democracies, 
the US ranked last in terms of electoral 
integrity. The office of the presidency, 

Source: Pew Research Center
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(and still are in other modern democ-
racies) are now overseen by Congress 
and the courts, much as they were in 
the 19th century. The quality of gov-
ernment has steadily declined in re-
cent decades, he contends, as the bu-
reaucracy becomes less meritocratic, 
policymaking gets captured by special 
interests, and the enforcement of laws 
becomes increasingly litigious and 
less predictable.17 

Another explanation for political 
dysfunction is that one of the two 
main parties has been radicalized to 
such an extent that it is sabotaging 
the system. For close observers of 
politics in the US, it has been clear 
for some time that the Republican 
Party – in spite of the fact that it 
now controls the White House, both 
chambers of Congress, and a major-
ity of governments at the state level 
– is in crisis. Most of the increase in 
political polarization in recent years 
is the result of the GOP moving 
rightward, transforming from a cent-
er-right party into one that is very 
conservative. It is increasingly dis-
dainful of expertise and evidence and 
is resistant to information that does 
not originate from within the move-
ment (a phenomenon that has been 
called “epistemic closure”). The result 
is that, as two political scientists put 
it, conservatives today “show less in-
terest in policy details or execution 

cope with the challenges of governing 
a democratic superpower with a glo-
balized economy and a population of 
more than 320 million.15

Even those that consider the Constitu-
tion to be of sound design tend to agree 
that the US system of government no 
longer functions as it should. Con-
servative intellectuals, for instance, 
believe that the federal government 
has grown too large to be effective or 
democratically accountable and, as a 
result, is rife with rent-seeking behav-
ior by special interests. In addition, 
they contend, the president and the 
courts have usurped powers that the 
framers of the Constitution intended 
to be exercised by Congress.16 

Though few outside of the movement 
would agree with the conservative pre-
scription for this problem – to shrink 
dramatically the size of the federal 
government – the view that Washing-
ton DC is more responsive to elites 
than to ordinary people is widespread. 
One study found, for instance, that 
business groups and their political al-
lies have far more influence on public 
policy than do voters or civic groups. 
Francis Fukyama, the political scien-
tist, has characterized this as part of 
a broader process of “political decay.” 
He argues that functions that, for 
much of the post-New Deal era, were 
the preserve of a skilled bureaucracy 
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in government and corporate Ameri-
ca. The massive bailout packages that 
the financial industry and General 
Motors received during the recession 
heightened this sense of betrayal. 
Trump’s presidential campaign plat-
form was astutely designed to take 
advantage of such concerns. 

Perhaps most troubling, in recent 
years, is the embrace of non-dem-
ocratic norms in the GOP. Some 
scholars have found, for instance, 
that the single most reliable factor in 
predicting support for Donald Trump 
in 2016 was the degree to which vot-
ers held views that correlate with 
authoritarianism (which can be de-
fined as a desire for order and a fear 
of outsiders). It is tempting to dismiss 
the party’s nomination of, and strong 
support in the general election for, 
Trump – 90 per cent of Republicans 
voted for him – as an aberration. But 
his worldview – with his admiration 
for dictators, his penchant for con-
spiracy theories, his suggestion that 
he might not respect the election re-
sults if he lost, and his threat to put 
Hillary Clinton in “jail” – actually 
dovetails nicely with conservative po-
litical culture. After all this is a party 
that has, in recent years, passed laws 
designed to depress the turnout of 
minority voters. Nearly three quarters 
of its supporters still doubt that Ba-
rack Obama is a US citizen.20 

than they do in upholding the sym-
bolic ideals of limited government, 
American nationalism and cultural 
traditionalism.”18 

One consequence of this ideology is 
that, over the past two decades, Re-
publicans have shown a striking dis-
regard for the norms that are essen-
tial for the proper functioning of the 
federal government. Beginning with 
Newt Gingrich’s tenure as Speaker of 
the House of Representatives in the 
1990s, they have frequently threat-
ened to shut down the government, to 
instigate a default on the government’s 
debt, or to eliminate vital government 
programs in order to extract conces-
sions from Democrats. The same is 
true for their growing inclination to 
block judicial and executive branch 
nominees by Democratic presidents, 
regardless of qualifications.19 

This radicalization is intensified by 
unceasing pressure from the grassroots 
of the GOP, which is deeply suspi-
cious of party elites. One reason for 
this distrust is the belief among con-
servative voters that their principal 
concerns – immigration, the negative 
effects of globalization, and a general-
ized fear that the country is changing 
for the worse – have been ignored by 
their elected representatives, who have 
prioritized tax cuts for the wealthy and 
favors for their friends and colleagues 
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last eight years in particular, whether 
it relates to Barack Obama’s citizen-
ship or global warming, false infor-
mation can be attractive to many 
people if it reinforces their worldview. 
This is one reason that fake news has 
become such a problem. 

In fact, fake news is now an interna-
tional business. In the Macedonian 
town of Veles, for instance, locals 
developed a thriving industry of web-
sites aimed mostly at Trump voters. 
It is also a national security problem. 
Russia, which has developed a sophis-
ticated apparatus for disseminating 
propaganda abroad, takes advantage 
of the American appetite for fake 
news, according to intelligence offi-
cials, and skillfully used the US media 
in its campaign to ensure the election 
of its preferred candidate, Trump. 

The Future of Transatlantic 
Relations
The resurgence of Russia, and its 
willingness to manipulate Western 
elections, highlights the indispensa-
bility of a robust US-European rela-
tionship. However the bond, as it has 
existed since the end of World War 
Two, is at risk. Perhaps most alarming 
is the fact that public support for the 
transatlantic project is on the wane. 
There is profound anger at elites in 
both parties and this has affected, in 
particular, the traditional autonomy 

That so many Republicans are suscep-
tible to such conspiracy theories un-
derscores another set of problems: the 
fragmentation and polarization of the 
media landscape. With the onset of the 
information age and the rise of social 
media, the choice of news providers is 
larger than ever. In contrast to most 
of the post-World War Two era, when 
a relatively small number of newspa-
pers and television stations furnished 
the vast majority of daily news, vot-
ers today can consult (often partisan) 
sources of information that conform 
most closely to their preconceptions. 

This has a number of consequences for 
political life. The new, more diverse 
media landscape paradoxically intensi-
fies polarization (and hinders plural-
ism) as voters, especially those that are 
most engaged with the political pro-
cess, become less open to information 
that contradicts their views. It also 
decreases the influence of traditional 
authority figures in the media – such 
as The New York Times or the nightly 
news broadcasts on the major net-
works – and those that have custom-
arily used the media to communicate 
with potential voters, such as public 
officials.21 

This means that it is increasingly diffi-
cult for accurate information to reach 
the public, let alone for people to be 
persuaded. As we have seen over the 
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no international experience – for am-
bassador to the UN, and the over-
whelming support among Republi-
cans in Congress for cutting funding 
to the body do not bode well for his 
administration’s view of the impor-
tance of international law and multi-
lateral institutions.

Moving from the systemic to the spe-
cific, further liberalization of trade 
between the US and Europe will 
likely cease for the foreseeable future. 
Given Trump’s strong opposition to 
such deals, the Transatlantic Trade 
and Investment Partnership (TTIP) 
negotiations, which were already fac-
ing potentially fatal opposition on 
both sides, are already effectively over. 
This dovetails with the president’s 
withdrawal from the TPP agreement, 
his promise to crack down on what he 
has called unfair trading practices and 
currency manipulation by China, and 
to renegotiate the North American 
Free Trade Agreement. 

Taken as a whole Trump’s trade agen-
da could destabilize the international 
economic system. It could also have 
profound strategic implications. The 
Obama administration viewed TTIP 
and TPP as companion agreements 
that were intended to increase trade 
and prosperity and to promote stabil-
ity and the development of a rules-
based international system, especially 

of foreign policy insiders and officials. 
This would have been true even if 
Hillary Clinton had won the election. 
Clinton, for instance, felt compelled 
to withdraw her support for the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement 
when she decided to run for president. 
There is no question, though, that 
Trump’s victory has intensified the 
challenge facing internationalists on 
both sides of the Atlantic.

At the systemic level, the question 
from the European standpoint is: to 
what degree will the US continue to be 
a viable partner for pursuing strategic 
goals and upholding values? Many of 
the initial indications from the Trump 
administration are not promising in 
this respect. Trump’s indifference to 
democratic norms – and the willing-
ness of many Americans to overlook 
this disturbing trait – is unsettling 
for most (with the obvious exception 
of the European populist and illiberal 
right). His characterization of the Eu-
ropean Union as little more than an 
instrument that Germany uses against 
the US in the competition for exports 
indicates that he has little sympathy 
for, or understanding of, the seminal 
role the European project has played 
in promoting peace and stability. His 
dismissal of the United Nations as 
“just a club for people to get together, 
talk and have a good time,” his choice 
of Governor Nikki Haley – who has 
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rhetoric rarely leads to dramatic shifts 
in public opinion, it can set the agen-
da for public discussion, especially 
among voters in the same party. Also, 
when it comes to foreign policy many 
voters are relatively unengaged with 
the issues and frequently follow the 
cues of party elites.23 

In other words, even though many 
Republican officials disagree with 
him, Trump has used his rise to power 
to inculcate skepticism of NATO into 
the mainstream of Republican for-
eign policy thought. In this light, it 
is worth recalling Lord Ismay’s witti-
cism about NATO being designed “to 
keep the Russians out, the Americans 
in, and the Germans down”. Without 
the enthusiastic participation of the 
US, which spends more than twice as 
much on defense as all other mem-
ber countries combined, the alliance 
would quickly collapse and the foun-
dation for European security would 
disappear. 

Ismay’s bon mot has bearing on an-
other issue: relations with Moscow. 
The president’s ambivalence about 
NATO, when seen against the back-
drop of his statements about Russia, 
suggests that there could be a signifi-
cant shift in the US-European-Rus-
sian relationship, especially as it relates 
to the alliance’s eastern flank. It is too 
early to predict with any confidence 

in East Asia. China, which was not 
included in TPP, has moved quickly 
to replace it by suggesting a Free Trade 
Area of the Asia-Pacific. Success in this 
endeavor would boost Beijing’s goal of 
regional leadership and be a significant 
blow to the US. 

The magnitude of these setbacks in 
East Asia is compounded by the fact 
that Trump presents transatlantic secu-
rity cooperation with its gravest chal-
lenge since the inception of NATO. 
He is the first president to publicly 
voice skepticism about the value of the 
alliance. It should be noted that more 
than three-quarters of Americans still 
believe that it is beneficial and Europe 
continues to enjoy a positive image in 
the US. However, the share of voters 
(37 per cent) who think that NATO 
benefits other countries more is almost 
as large as those (41 per cent) that be-
lieve it is equally important to the US. 
Also, a large minority of Trump’s sup-
porters are skeptical about NATO.22 

What these numbers suggest is that, al-
though US-European security cooper-
ation still enjoys broad support, it is no 
longer a political liability, as it would 
have surely been even a decade ago, to 
suggest that the US should reconsider 
its participation in NATO. Trump did 
not create this skepticism but he has 
used it more effectively than any pre-
vious politician. Although presidential 
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– indicate that, at a minimum, he is 
untroubled by the nature of Russian 
foreign policy. Furthermore, Trump 
is unenthusiastic about restraining 
Russian revanchism in Eastern Eu-
rope. His team – which was otherwise 
unengaged with the drafting process 
– intervened to ensure the removal of 

how he would react to a conflict and it 
is possible that, sooner or later, Trump 
and Vladimir Putin will clash as a 
result of their nationalistic agendas. 
Nonetheless, there is ample reason for 
concern. The nature of Trump’s com-
ments – he has praised President Putin 
and called for closer ties with Moscow 

Sources: Pew Research Center; Vox
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website Breitbart News, suggest that 
his praise of European nationalists is 
more than mere rhetoric: he is look-
ing for ways to cooperate with them. 
In other words, in spite of the dif-
ferences between Trumpism and the 
agendas of these groups, there is now 
a loose but identifiable transatlantic 
coalition of right-wing populist par-
ties that is eager to collaborate and ex-
change ideas that are hostile to liberal 
internationalism.

The Need for a More Assertive 
Europe
Europe should not give up on the US. 
A majority of Americans still consider 
the transatlantic relationship to be of 
value and most members of the eco-
nomic and political elite believe it is 
imperative that the US continue to 
uphold the liberal international order. 
These facts will not change anytime 
soon. What is more, there is a good 
chance that Trump’s successor will be 
a more desirable interlocutor. 

However, even if Trump is not re-
elected in 2020 and is replaced by a 
committed internationalist, the na-
ture of US-European relations has 
already been permanently altered. 
Too much has changed for the US 
to fully return to its previous role of 
unflagging leader of the free world. 
The allure of the nation’s approach 
to foreign policy in the 19th century, 

a line in the Republican Party’s plat-
form that called for providing lethal 
defensive weapons to Ukraine. He is 
also unwilling to commit to defending 
the Baltic nations in the event of an 
attack. This suggests that, at a mini-
mum, the President cares more about 
the relationship with Moscow than he 
does about allies in Eastern Europe. It 
is no wonder that many observers have 
begun to speculate about a second Yal-
ta, wherein Trump and Putin would 
agree to carve out spheres of influence 
at the expense of other nations.

This unsettling relationship, between 
the autocrat Putin and the democrat-
ically-elected but illiberally-inclined 
Trump, underscores another reason 
why European policymakers should 
take stock of their ties to the US. The 
election of a radical right-wing popu-
list to the presidency has provided 
an enormous boost of confidence to 
parallel movements in Europe. Nigel 
Farage campaigned for Trump (who 
then brazenly suggested that the for-
mer UKIP leader be appointed as 
ambassador to the US), Marine Le 
Pen has been spotted at Trump Tow-
er, and Geert Wilders predicted that 
Trump’s victory foreshadowed similar 
outcomes in Europe. But the links go 
beyond mere favor-trading and moral 
support. Those close to Steve Bannon, 
Trump’s chief strategist and former 
executive chairman of the far-right 
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with the UN in particular emerging 
as a target for criticism.

In sum, if it cares about the mainte-
nance of the liberal international or-
der Europe will have to carry more of 
the burden in the future. If one looks 
for silver linings in the current state 
of affairs, the genesis of a more vig-
orous European foreign policy would 
certainly qualify. 
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