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T

his short piece focuses on mapping and evaluating some of the expectations of International Relations
(IR) theory with regard to the potential effects of Trumpism and the illiberal turn in world politics on
war and peace. 1 Obviously, there is a high degree of uncertainty here, but that does not mean that
such an intellectual exercise cannot be helpful in highlighting some of the potential consequences of the major
changes taking place on the important subject of war and peace. 2 The mere fact of rising uncertainty in
international politics is, by itself, going to have some significant effects, which we should try to explore.
The election of Donald Trump and other nationalist challenges to the post-Cold War liberal order raise
concerns about the increasing danger of armed conflicts. Many observers believe that various components of
the U.S.-led liberal international order have promoted international peace and cooperation despite the
emergence of some dangerous conflicts in recent years. 3 Especially notable is the peaceful transformation of
Central/Eastern Europe following the end of the Cold War. This transformation was arguably made possible
by the strengthening of the liberal international order in the aftermath of the Soviet disintegration. Thus,
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challenging the liberal order may undermine peace and any further prospects for peaceful change. Yet, some
realists might view a few of the challenges to international liberalism as being not so negative. These
challenges, in this realist view, might even have some stabilizing effects --even if they do not by themselves
cause stable peace in conflict-prone regions.
The logic of the U.S.-led international liberal order is based on the ability and willingness of the hegemonic
power to provide the collective goods of peace and prosperity. 4 The key component of this liberal order are
the worldwide U.S. alliances and military deployments, creating a credible security umbrella for the liberal
order based primarily on the U.S. commitment to NATO and the American bilateral alliances with Japan and
South Korea. Another crucial element is multilateral free-trade agreements and the growing globalization and
economic interdependence of numerous states. The rising European integration through the European Union
(EU) has been a particularly ambitious liberal accomplishment, which made possible peaceful change, notably
between France and Germany after World War II and later helping to stabilize the whole continent. The
American security umbrella was a key condition for this integration to take place. 5
American leadership has also encouraged the rising global involvement of international institutions, including
UN peace-keeping in various hot-spots around the world, which seem to strengthen peace and to prevent
violent hostilities. 6 Finally, despite some major setbacks, liberals strongly believe in the pacifying effects of the
basic U.S. and Western commitment to support democracy-promotion and the protection of human rights,
culminating in the United Nations (UN) resolution of “Responsibility to Protect.” Many components of the
liberal order have seemed to signify a decline in the appeal of nationalism and its power of attraction in
relation to more inclusive, universal, cosmopolitan, or regional identities, values, and attachments.
These pillars of the liberal order appear to be challenged by the Trump administration and thus, in the liberal
view, emerging American policies are likely to challenge some of the key mechanisms which helped to
promote international peace and cooperation. The major mechanism of the U.S.-led alliances, particularly in
Europe and East Asia, appears to be challenged by the ‘America First’ narrow transactional and nationalist
view of Trump. This view suggests that the weakening of the solid commitment to the allies, especially since
Trump views these countries as free riders who prosper under the American security umbrella, while not
paying their fair share for their own protection. Moreover, Trump argued that NATO is “obsolete,” including
in the context of the global war on terror. 7 He also challenged U.S. alliances in East Asia, while raising the
idea that the Japanese and South Koreans should acquire nuclear weapons. 8 Even if more recent statements by
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administration officials suggest a continuous American commitment to the allies, it seems that the positions
expressed by Trump have already undermined, at least to some extent, the credibility of American security
commitments. 9
One potential effect of the decline in credibility of these commitments might be to weaken the Western
deterrence of the revisionist powers, while encouraging more assertive, if not aggressive, behavior such as that
of Russia in the post-Soviet sphere and in Syria, China in the East- and South China Sea, Iran in the Arab
world, and more dangerous missile and nuclear tests by North Korea. Even if the administration will reiterate
its commitments to the allies, one may expect a higher degree of uncertainty in international security. 10 Such
uncertainty might, in turn, lead to miscalculations resulting in an inadvertent escalation in one or more of
these arenas. Moreover, at least some of the allies might try to balance against the rising threats in their
neighborhoods by arming themselves and enhancing their alliances. Such armament might include nuclear
weapons and thus increase the danger of nuclear proliferation. Indeed some in Europe, notably in Germany,
have already suggested the establishment of a joint nuclear force by the EU, or at least by Germany and some
of its neighbors, because of the rising fear of the American retreat. 11
Another option for at least some of the allies—especially for the more vulnerable of them and those who are
more proximate to the key source of threat — is to bandwagon with the threatening power or at least trying
to accommodate its key demands. Thus the option of ‘Finlandization,’ especially for weak countries in
Eastern Europe and in East Asia, might become relevant. In other words, these countries are likely to
subordinate their foreign policies to the preferences of their powerful revisionist neighbor.
The supposed ability of the liberal international order to preserve international peace has also been based on
the U.S. (and European) commitment to democracy-promotion. Not only is democracy viewed as a better
regime internally, but liberals also strongly believe in the peaceful orientation of democracies. At the very
least, liberals highlight the “democratic peace,” namely that democracies do not, or only rarely, fight each
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other. 12 In this sense, the more democracies there are, the greater the ability to advance regional and
international peace. Yet, the Trump administration appears to be opposed to democracy-promotion and also
to humanitarian interventions, which potentially could also reinforce a more benign behavior by various
states, and thus also strengthen regional peace. 13
Another liberal pillar with pacifying effects, which seems to be threatened by the illiberal turn, involves
international and regional institutions. 14 The rise of nationalism in both the U.S. and Europe might weaken
these institutions and thus undermine their ability to promote international peace and security. The
supposedly most effective pacifying institution—the EU—is currently challenged by BREXIT and the rise of
nationalist anti-immigrant parties on the continent. The Trump administration, for its part, indicated that it
would cut its financial support for the UN, which is likely to harm its peacekeeping operations. 15
Key tools of the liberal order include diplomacy, U.S. foreign aid and the American “soft power”—the power
of attraction of the U.S. as a good ‘international citizen.’ This American soft power is also based on the
United States’ democratic and economically prosperous domestic system. 16 In the liberal view, these tools of
diplomacy and soft power advance international peace by facilitating the ability of the U.S. to play the role of
an ‘honest broker’ in various international conflicts. Such tools provide alternatives to war by influencing
states to focus on negotiations and economic development rather than on resorting to violence. Moreover,
diplomacy and development can address the underlying sources of violence more effectively than military
tools. The latter, for their part, might rather exacerbate conflicts and lead to security dilemmas with other
powers and as a result to unnecessary and de-stabilizing arms races and militarized crises. Yet, Trump’s
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budget, while increasing defense spending, suggests major cuts in the State Department and United States Aid
for International Development (USAID) budgets, even though Congress might not endorse all of these cuts. 17
Liberals are worried about two statecraft methods, which the Trump administration seems to prefer:
unilateralism and great-power spheres of influence. Liberals believe, in contrast, in the utility of
multilateralism to manage and advance international cooperation in various issue-areas. At the same time, in
the liberal view, a division into spheres of influence is likely to create tensions both among the great powers
and between them and the smaller states in their respective spheres.
Trade in the liberal approach is a major pacifying mechanism, “better trade than invade,” 18 as the saying goes.
Thus, in this view the growing trade under a globalized world can facilitate the endurance of a stable peace.
Once states enjoy the huge benefits from trade, according to the liberal perspective, they will not have much
motivation to go to war against each other and to pay the heavy costs involved in disrupting the beneficial
trade among them. Economic interdependence among states might also make it more difficult for them to
move unilaterally against each other as production lines and other industrial functions are spread in a number
of countries. Indeed, this was the idea behind the European Coal and Steel Community between the former
enemies France and Germany. And it seems to have worked and to have facilitated the emergence of peace
among them since the 1950s.
Recent elections and voting in the U.S. and the UK—two of the main pillars of free trade—revealed,
however, a rising populist resentment toward globalization and trade-agreements among large publics in the
two countries. Such opposition, endorsed by the Trump administration, 19 might weaken the ability of global
powers to reach multilateral free-trade accords and as a result to reduce the capacity of the trade mechanism to
make the world –and unstable regions—more peaceful.
The rising nationalism and especially anti-immigrant sentiments might also make peace-promotion more
difficult and conflict more likely, especially when it is based on a “clash of civilizations” view against Islam. 20
More specifically, the diplomatic strategy initiated with Iran under the Obama administration in the context
of Iran’s nuclear agreement with the great powers might be interrupted by the rising tensions in the Middle
East between Tehran and Washington, and Jerusalem and the Gulf states. The Trump administration
expresses a much more hostile position toward Iran, while enhancing the strategic relations with Saudi Arabia
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and the Gulf states, and also with Israel. 21 All of these Middle Eastern states are keen opponents of Iran and
are deeply worried about its hegemonic intentions in the region and its growing penetration into the Arab
world. They might produce a dangerous escalation in the region, which could involve also the U.S.
The potential accommodation of a revisionist Russia by Trump or by Europe, when the latter perceives it has
lost its American protector, would not necessarily have pacifying effects. Liberals might suspect that an
appeasement of such an authoritarian power is likely to embolden more aggression by it, and for that matter,
by such other potentially revisionist countries such as China or Iran.
The Realist Counter-View
Some realists might, however, not see these recent developments as necessarily leading to more conflict,
although they may not see them as leading to stable peace either. 22 In the eyes of these realists, the seemingly
unconditional U.S. security umbrella for America’s allies has allowed them to ‘free-ride’ on the U.S.
commitment and to avoid allocating the necessary resources for their own national defense. 23 Moreover, some
of the allies have been provocative toward their opponents, while relying on the U.S. security umbrella. This
could cause unnecessary conflict. Especially provocative toward Russia, for example, was the enlargement of
NATO to the east and the EU economic agreement with Ukraine in 2014. Such anti-Russian expansionist
Western moves, in the realist view, compelled Moscow to behave more assertively and to annex Crimea and
to intervene in Eastern Ukraine. 24 Somewhat similarly, it seems less costly for American allies in East Asia to
engage in maritime conflicts with China so long they are under the U.S. protective shield. Realists believe that
moving away from such ever-growing commitments will stabilize the international system, or at the very least
reduce the likelihood of a great-power conflict.
The realists are especially concerned about the American policies to shape the domestic character of other
states, particularly by advancing democracy-promotion, “nation-building,” and the universal protection of
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human rights. 25 In this context they highlight what they see as disastrous American military interventions,
notably, in Iraq in 2003 and in Libya in 2011 and also the continuously costly intervention in Afghanistan
since 2001. In their eyes such military interventions are not necessary for the protection of American national
interests. Moreover, such military engagements are unlikely to succeed and in many cases are de-stabilizing
and are causing unnecessary conflicts. Such interventions simply increase the perceived threat posed by the
U.S. to some other countries. Thus, lessening—if not completely abandoning—the U.S. commitment to
advance these liberal values is likely, in realist eyes, to stabilize the international system and to serve well the
American national security interests.
Even though liberals see trade as a major pacifying mechanism, realists view trade—and economic
interdependence more broadly—as potential sources for conflict. 26 They highlight the earlier U.S. trade
conflicts with Japan and currently with Mexico and China. Thus, moving away from free trade might diffuse
conflicts rather than accelerate them. Moreover, there is a growing populist opposition in the West to
globalization. In this sense, it cannot work as a useful recipe for the promotion of peace. Similarly, despite the
high levels of economic interdependence between Japan and China, for example, such interdependence does
not prevent conflict between them and definitely does not result in stable peace even if it might have helped
to prevent a shooting war between them, at least thus far.
Realists are also skeptical about the ability of international institutions to advance stable peace. 27 Such
institutions are not independent actors, which can influence the behavior of the member-states in important
ways. International institutions just reflect the balance of power among states. States follow their national
interests, and even more so in this age of rising nationalism. Thus we cannot expect much from the ability of
international institutions to pacify intense conflicts, especially among the great powers. Even the most
remarkable of international intuitions—the EU—has recently failed in advancing cooperation among its
members with regard to the key issues of immigration, terrorism and the Euro financial crisis.
Realists might be a bit skeptical about a potential reconciliation between the U.S. and Russia based on factors
such as the personal friendship between Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin or the supposedly
common traditional/illiberal values of key figures in their respective administrations. Yet, the presence of a
common enemy might be a good source of friendship. In this sense the Islamic State and perhaps even China
create a potential basis for cooperation and avoidance of conflict between Moscow and Washington. But on
the whole this will not advance a high-level ‘warm’ peace in Europe or elsewhere; rather it may, at most, lead
to some kind of an unstable spheres-of-influence arrangement, which is unlikely to endure for an extended
period.
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In sum, while liberals offer a menu of mechanisms for promoting peace, these mechanisms seem now under
assault or in some process of weakening under Trumpism and the illiberal turn in quite a few other countries.
Realists, for their part, do not believe in the far-reaching peace-producing effects of such liberal mechanisms.
They tend to see some level of great-power competition as the natural order under international anarchy.
Realists at most expect that there will be some stabilizing effects of deterrence, especially nuclear deterrence,
and of the balance of power among the great powers. These kind of factors might -- also under Trumpism—
maintain world stability and prevent war even if some level of great-power conflict is expected to endure at
any rate. The most effective instrument for cooperation—applicable even under the illiberal turn-- is based on
common threats faced by the great powers such as large-scale terrorism or risky behavior by a small nuclear
power such as North Korea and potentially Iran.
Evaluation of the Realist and the Liberal Views
At this stage, less than three months into the Trump administration, it is quite difficult to determine which
approach is right. Still, on the whole, we might be able to distinguish between short-term versus long-term
effects and among different types of peace. In the short-term, realists may have a point: the avoidance of
American interventions for democracy-promotion and humanitarian interventions might stabilize the
international system. The key American adversaries—Russia, China, and Iran— will be less troubled by
regime–change strategies or ‘color revolutions’ advanced by the U.S. that are perceived to be posing major
threats to their regimes. The eastward expansion of NATO and the EU, which realists argue has provoked
Russia, will also stop. Such reassurances are likely to increase stability in international politics and to produce
at least a ‘cold peace’ in the international system and in key regions.
In the longer-run, however, the liberals might have a point that the more democracies –and multilateral trade
agreements and stronger international and regional institutions—there are in the international system, the
greater the likelihood of high-level or ‘warm peace’ in which the probability of resorting to violence to resolve
conflicts declines considerably. 28 Under these liberal conditions, there will be a rising likelihood of
international cooperation to tackle major global challenges such as nuclear proliferation, climate change,
terrorism, and the management of the world economy. In an illiberal and nationalist world, it might be
impossible to achieve such accomplishments.
Another short-term benefit from the realist perspective might be a greater willingness of the allies—at least the
affluent of them-- to protect themselves and perhaps also their more vulnerable neighbors. This would reduce
the American defense-burden and make deterrence more credible as it is done by those who could be the
direct victims of aggression by the revisionist powers. Indeed, one important change which may already be
taking place is the seemingly growing European willingness to take care of their own security by increasing
defense spending and even ‘going nuclear.’ 29 This seems to confirm the realist argument that a reduction in
the automatic U.S. commitment to the defense of affluent allies—and to tolerate free-riders— will increase
their efforts to defend themselves and to balance the revisionist powers. The same logic might also apply to
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the rich East Asian allies, notably Japan and S. Korea, although the absence of a multilateral defense alliance
there might weaken a bit the self-defense case in that region.
The drawbacks to this development, highlighted by the liberals, include the dangers of nuclear proliferation
and arms races in Europe and Asia. While such armament by the allies could deter the revisionist powers of
Russia and China even in the absence of a highly credible U.S. commitment, some liberals and also quite a
few realists might doubt whether a rising power such as China would be deterred from pursuing expansionist
moves in its maritime disputes in the absence of a credible American security umbrella to its neighbors. The
worst-case scenario—both for the realists and liberals—might be that following a major Chinese –or Russian - act of aggression, the U.S. might be compelled to intervene. This could lead to a more serious clash than
otherwise would have been the case, namely if the U.S. had kept a clear-cut security commitment to its major
allies in Europe and Asia.
Another potentially problematic scenario detected by at least some liberals refers to the appeasement of the
revisionist/authoritarian powers by the deserted allies or the latter pursuing bandwagoning with these powers
following the disappearance of the U.S. commitment. 30 This differs from the realist expectation of
balancing—especially by affluent and potentially powerful countries. The emerging behavior by the
Europeans thus far seems to fit more with the balancing scenario, although some right-wing nationalists seem
to prefer bandwagoning with Putin’s Russia.
In sum, realists might be right in the short-run. If, and this is a big ‘if,’ Trump’s policies follow at least some
elements of the basic realist logic, they might not jeopardize a cold peace among the great powers and might
have some short-run benefits for the U.S. by avoiding unnecessary interventions. However, the liberals may
be right that illiberal polices will prevent the option in the longer-run of a more stable and cooperative warm
peace to emerge—even if realists are doubtful that such a world is possible under international anarchy.
Moreover, the weakening of the liberal order may encourage aggression by the revisionist powers, or the
bandwagoning of smaller powers with them, or both. Such options should worry both liberals and realists.
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