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Four years ago, we wrote that Donald Trump’s presidency could spell the end of an already weakened liberal international order. 1 Now
that the Trump presidency is in the rearview mirror, what can we make of what transpired for U.S. foreign policy and the global order? In
this essay, we review what we wrote four years ago, survey the Trump administration’s foreign policy record, and assess how the Biden
administration may – and may not be – constrained by Trump’s foreign policy legacy.
In just four years, the Trump administration sought to dismantle and undermine a number of international institutions and agreements,
including arms control, free trade, global health, and climate change. While some of these changes are ephemeral, the Trump
administration may prove hugely consequential for hastening a power transition between the United States and China and precipitating
wider decoupling of the two countries’ economies. The failure of the United States and other governments to forge an effective collective
response to the COVID-19 pandemic may unravel interconnections in travel that previously knit the world together and also undermine
public confidence in governments around the world.
Yet, the American public by and large did not embrace a number of President Trump’s key foreign policy positions—notably his hostility
to NATO, free trade, and immigration. Surveys of U.S. foreign policy leaders also showed limited support for these positions. 2 Moreover,
although the president succeeded in cultivating a number of high-level Republican supporters – such as Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
and Senator Lindsey Graham – to support or implement his agenda, many of Trump’s foreign policy views failed to attract majority
support even within the Republican party.
Although Trump failed to persuade a majority of the U.S. public to support his attack on the pillars of U.S. liberal internationalism, the
Trump presidency accelerated a different threat to the United States’ ability to maintain a stable and coherent foreign policy: the threat of
rising partisan polarization. President Trump’s relentless efforts to salt domestic divisions, accentuated by his responses to the COVID-19
crisis and his own electoral loss, may ultimately be his most lasting and important legacy, complicating the country’s ability to forge
coherent policies and detracting from the international appeal of America’s democracy and its economic system. This domestic
dysfunction and polarization, perhaps even more than the rise of a peer competitor in China, may prove to be the biggest challenge facing
the Biden administration and successors in years to come.
The View from Four Years Ago
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As we wrote four years ago, Trump’s approach to foreign policy politicized core elements of the liberal order, not simply the margins. We
warned that Trump’s hostility to NATO, his opposition to free trade, and embrace of authoritarian leaders could potentially deliver fatal
blows to key elements of the post-World War II American project.
The president’s transactional approach to foreign policy suggested that long-standing relationships with allies might be re-negotiated on
the basis of new bargains that suited the president’s perception of America’s interests. Trump’s version of strongman populism seemed
very much on the march around the world with the emergence of similar leaders in other democracies including Brazil, Hungary, Turkey,
the Philippines, and India.
Based on our survey work with the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, we noted that public opinion still showed reservoirs of support for
elements of the liberal order, and that despite some differences, elites still broadly supported traditional internationalist policies such as an
open global economy and working through multilateral alliances like NATO. 3
Trump’s Legacy
Subsequent surveys by the Chicago Council repeatedly showed that the public was generally unconvinced by key aspects of President
Trump’s foreign policy agenda. 4 As we and our colleagues argued in Foreign Affairs on election day 2020, “Large majorities of both the
foreign policy elite and the public support internationalist positions on trade, immigration, and alliances such as NATO. Large majorities
of both groups also subscribe to the belief that the United States should play an active global role” (see Figure 1 below). 5

Figure 1: Public and Foreign Policy Leaders’ Attitudes
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Among elites, partisan differences remain, but many of these – on climate change, Iran, and Israel – reflect long-standing sources of
division rather than new ones. 6 Although Trump has likely accentuated partisan friction among leaders on how to handle China’s rise,
some partisan differences over how to respond to growing geostrategic tension with China would have likely occurred even without
Trump in the White House.
While survey evidence suggests that public and leader support for internationalist policies has been durable, the relatively free hand the
executive has on foreign policy allowed President Trump to announce a number of policy departures from his predecessor.
The U.S. has long had a habit of “exemptionalism” from international agreements and a tendency to pursue unilateral initiatives, 7 but the
Trump administration took this to the next level, with withdrawal from a variety of arms control agreements including the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) on Iran’s nuclear program, withdrawal from the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate change, and
announced withdrawal from the World Health Organization in the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak. By the end of his presidency,
Trump was a diminished figure internationally, skipping a G7 meeting in August 2020 on climate change 8 and ducking out of most of a
G20 meeting in November 2020 on the coronavirus to go play golf. 9
Some of Trump’s initiatives, like withdrawal from the Paris Agreement 10 and the announced departure from the World Health
Organization, 11 have already been undone by the new Biden administration. President Biden has also signaled a pause on the announced
withdrawal of 12,000 American troops from Germany, 12 and raised the limit on refugees to 62,500 in fiscal year 2021, an increase from
President Trump’s 15,000, though still below the 110,000 set during the last year of the Obama presidency. 13
However, other changes are more far-reaching and perhaps irreversible. The U.S. trade war with China disrupted trade relations between
the two countries, and the souring of relations more broadly over cyber security issues, the South China Sea, treatment of the Uyghurs,
among other tensions, may mean that the former degree of trade integration never recovers. With the COVID-19 crisis underscoring the
risks of supply chain interdependence, the United States and China appear poised to pursue a wider partial decoupling of their
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economies. 14 More broadly, trade disputes have weakened the World Trade Organization, leaving its incoming director general Ngozi
Okonjo-Iweala facing a global trading order in crisis. 15
The COVID-19 crisis created the greatest challenge to the world perhaps since the Second World War, and global efforts to contain (and
respond to) the virus were largely ineffective, as countries closed borders and focused on their own internal situations. 16 Rife with
domestic divisions and a leadership that downplayed the virus, the United States did not perform well in its public health response,
accounting for a disproportionate global share of infections and deaths.
Come Home America and Go Forth
The Biden administration faces the two simultaneous challenges of national recovery at home and global problems like COVID-19 and
climate change abroad. While the former reinforces the need for the U.S. to gets its domestic house in order, these international
challenges cannot be ignored.
While foreign policy experts typically look to the external landscape for the biggest national security threats facing the country, the lack of
internal cohesion may be the biggest impediment facing the United States, even before the insurrection that assaulted the U.S. Capitol on
January 6, 2020, and was fomented by President Trump himself. 17
While the notion of politics stopping at the water’s edge was always something of a myth, 18 there has been some continuity between U.S.
administrations on the fundamental pillars of U.S. foreign policy, such as trade policy, alliance commitments, and, more recently, counterterrorism. Many international relations scholars argue that democracies are more credible partners for cooperation because though they
are slow to make agreements, internal checks and balances ensure that commitments once made are durable. 19 However, what if the
United States is increasingly incapable of making credible commitments?
As Kenneth A. Schultz warns, “As the parties become more ideologically distinct, there is a danger of greater swings from one
administration to the next if the party in power changes. And as Congress loses its bipartisan center, it becomes less of a stabilizing force
to keep swings in check.” 20 As other inter-mestic issues like climate change increase in salience, and partisan division intrudes into more
aspects of U.S. foreign policy, there is greater risk of partisan oscillation in U.S. foreign policy as the presidency rotates between parties.
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The international image of the United States declined precipitously during the Trump administration. 21 Though the U.S. has observed
such swings in its popularity before, notably during the George W. Bush administration and the Iraq war, it remains to be seen whether
international partners will have confidence that President Biden can deliver on his commitments and that those will have staying power
beyond his administration.
Here, developing a consistent approach to China’s rise could prove especially tricky. There is increased appreciation of more adversarial
relations with China across the political spectrum. In our 2020 survey, we found that most foreign policy leaders expected that major
action would be likely in the next two years to counter China’s rise and that those expecting action thought it would be bipartisan. 22
However, this survey also contains some sources of partisan division, with Republicans being much more hawkish on containing China’s
rise than Democrats. 23 If the boundaries of China policy, like other elements of U.S. foreign policy, become a major source of partisan
differentiation, Republicans will be tempted to outbid the Democrats with an anti-China policy as a means of winning the presidency.
If Democrats feel that poses a political risk to them, that could contribute to a bipartisan hardening of the U.S. approach to China policy
that makes cooperation on shared challenges like climate change more difficult. Alternatively, we could see partisan sorting on China
policy. Thus far, the public has largely been slower than elites to see China as a threat. However, in the wake of disputes during the last
administration and more overt anti-China rhetoric from the previous president, that is starting to change, as U.S. public perceptions of
China deteriorated, particularly among Republicans. 24
On some level, this pales in comparison to the internal challenges the Biden administration faces to deal with the COVID-19 crisis and
get its own economic house in order. That is not simply an internal challenge. China largely was able to get the pandemic under control
and return to normal economic activity. Meanwhile, the U.S. economy is in a state of suspended animation as citizens’ lives and
livelihoods remain disrupted as of early 2021. As we know, countries can respond to a rising challenger through two primary means,
internal balancing and external balancing. Polarization and a weak post-COVID-19 economic recovery complicate the U.S. ability to
counter China through internal balancing.
America’s domestic problems – including partisan polarization, the lingering effects of the pandemic, racial inequities in policing and
public health, and the emergent threat of right-wing extremism – pose grave threats to the country’s ability to forge coherent economic
and social policies at home. Those risks for the United States include delayed economic recovery that hastens a power transition from the
United States to China. Worryingly, the longer it takes for the United States and the rest of the world to deal with the COVID-19 crisis,
the greater the risk the virus can take hold and mutate beyond current vaccine technology.
The Biden administration thus has to put its own house in order through a more robust effort to address the COVID-19 crisis and
stimulate an economic recovery. This will have international implications for the country’s ability to counter a rising challenge from
China. Given that contemporary challenges like COVID-19 and climate change cannot be resolved by any single country, the Biden
administration will not have the luxury of purely turning inwards. Given that the former president himself over four years cultivated
grievances and domestic divisions that culminated with his own supporters assaulting the U.S. capitol, the Biden administration will have
its work cut out for it.
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