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Americans often describe their place in the world as ‘exceptional’. As Stanley 
Hoffmann once pointed out, every country likes to think of itself as unique, 
but two stand out in their claim that their values are universal: France and the 
United States. France, however, was limited by the balance of power in Europe.1 
Only the United States ‘has tried to develop foreign policies that reflect such 
exceptionalism’,2 and has had the scope conferred by sufficient power to take an 
original path in the international jungle.

There are various sources of American exceptionalism. One strand is based on 
the liberal Enlightenment ideas of the founding fathers. As John F. Kennedy put 
it, ‘“the magic power” on our side is the desire of every person to be free, of every 
nation to be independent … It is because I believe our system is more in keeping 
with the fundamentals of human nature that I believe we are ultimately going to 
be successful.’3 Also important are the religious roots in scripture about being a 
chosen people and the Puritan guilt of those who fled Britain in order to worship 
God in a purer way in a new world. Such high aspirations led to anxieties about 
whether they were living up to these impossible standards. Even the founding 
fathers worried whether their new republic would decline in virtue like its ancient 
Roman predecessor. 

Protected by two oceans, and bordered by weaker neighbours, the United 
States of the nineteenth century largely focused on westward expansion, and 
tried to avoid entanglement in the global balance of power centred in Europe. By 
the beginning of the twentieth century, America had become the world’s largest 
economy, and its intervention in the First World War tipped the balance of power. 
In the 1930s, however, the United States turned inward and became virulently 
isolationist. With the Second World War, leaders such as Franklin Roosevelt, 
Harry Truman, Dwight Eisenhower and others drew the lesson that the United 
States could not afford to turn inwards again. The resulting system of security 
alliances, multilateral institutions and relatively open economic policies has been 
called the American international order or the ‘liberal international order’, and 

1 Stanley Hoffmann, Chaos and violence (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006), p. 115.
2 Hoffmann, Chaos and violence, p. 115.
3 Senator John F. Kennedy, quoted in Jonathan Rauch, ‘Real is not a four-letter word’, National Journal, 9 June 

2006. 
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it defined America’s place in the world for 70 years. Today it is being called into 
question by the rise of new forces, such as China on the international scene and 
the rise of a new wave of populist politics within democracies.4 

Twentieth-century realists and liberals
During the nineteenth century, the relatively weak American republic could be 
imperialistic towards its small neighbours, but had to follow a cautiously realist 
policy towards the global balance of power in Europe. The Monroe Doctrine 
asserted the separation of the western hemisphere from the European balance, 
although the United States was able to maintain that assertion only because of 
British interest in excluding European rivals from the western hemisphere and the 
control of the seas by the Royal Navy. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, however, as American power grew, 
its global options increased. The dominant figures in the early twentieth-century 
expansion of American power were Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, 
alike in their patrician Ivy League backgrounds and progressive domestic politics, 
but very different in party, in temperament and in views of world politics. Both 
were moralists who believed in the special mission of the United States; but they 
exemplified two very different aspects of American exceptionalism and the moral 
traditions of, respectively, realism and liberalism.

Teddy Roosevelt believed in the civilizing mission of the Anglo-Saxons in 
general and the United States in particular. He was a balance of power realist who 
believed in the use of force, but he coupled that with a moral belief that America 
could serve humanity by combining power with high purpose. At the same time, 
he believed that ‘life is strife’, scorned those who dreaded war, and was irritated 
by what he saw as the unrealistic idealism of Woodrow Wilson.5

Roosevelt is remembered for expanding American power by mediating the 
Russo-Japanese War (for which he earned a Nobel Prize); starting the Panama 
Canal; establishing the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine that asserted 
a US right to intervene; and expanding the American Navy into a Great White 
Fleet that sailed around the world. But Roosevelt’s ethical score card was far 
from perfect. Even allowing for the prevalent racism of his time, he fell short of 
some contemporary ethical standards, for example in the Philippines, where the 
American Army killed and tortured large numbers of prisoners to suppress an 
insurrection. 

Like most American leaders early in the twentieth century, Wilson also consid-
ered himself an idealist. But in his words, he sought inspiration from ‘a long view 
of human nature derived more from literature’ than from the rough and tumble 
of the frontier or the Spanish–American War that inspired Roosevelt. Wilson 
did not espouse universal human rights. He shared the racial prejudices and the 

4 G. John Ikenberry, ‘The end of the liberal international order?’, International Affairs 94: 1, Jan. 2018, pp. 7–24.
5 James MacGregor Burns and Susan Dunn, The three Roosevelts (New York: Grove, 2001); Kathleen Dalton, 

Theodore Roosevelt: a strenuous life (New York: Knopf, 2002).
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prevailing Anglo-Saxon chauvinism of his times, and did not hesitate to intervene 
in Mexico and the Caribbean to promote democracy; but his vision of the inter-
national system was basically shaped by liberalism.

Wilson’s view of self-determination focused on ethnic nations in Europe, not 
the colonial subjects of Europe or America, though his rhetoric nonetheless had 
a powerful if unintended impact on colonial peoples. Imperfect though it was in 
accepting colonies and imperialism, a liberal tradition had developed in Britain 
and the European continent rooted in the writings of Kant, Mill and others, and a 
league for peace was a European idea. Wilson was not an original thinker in foreign 
affairs. His ‘essential contribution to this ferment was propagation and grand 
synthesis … Nothing less than a new international political ideology.’6 Wilson 
did not initiate liberal views; but he synthesized them into what he  considered a 
more moral American approach to foreign policy. He did not coin the term ‘self-
determination’, but he adopted it without fully confronting all its implications. 

Wilson understood the balance of power, but he said it was immoral because it 
cut up nations like cheeses for the convenience of others.7 Wilson believed that a 
league of nations based on a collective security pact against aggressors would be 
more peaceful and just than the cynical alliances required to balance power. Both 
Wilson and Roosevelt eventually favoured intervention in the First World War, 
but for different reasons: Roosevelt favoured intervention on the side of Britain 
for balance of power reasons, while Wilson sought a peace without victory, 
mistrusted the use of force for material gain, and saw America’s mission as one 
not of material aggrandizement but of leading all nations into a new international 
community organized to achieve right ends. America was an associate, not an ally. 
Wilson argued that this was the only kind of peace that would prove acceptable 
to the American people in the short run and to the moral opinion of the world 
in the long run.

American opinion was initially divided about the war. Wilson sought to estab-
lish an approach to global order that would be more consistent with American 
moral principles. In 1915, after German U-boats sank the Lusitania with the loss 
of many American lives, he proclaimed that ‘there is such a thing as a man being 
too proud to fight … and a nation being so right that it does not need to convince 
others by force that it is right’.8 During his first term as president, he insisted on 
neutrality and sent his aide Colonel House to Europe to try to mediate a peace 
without victors. During that time, Teddy Roosevelt was criticizing Wilson for his 
moralistic approach and his failure to understand the importance of force and to 
see the American interest in an Allied victory. 

Shortly after winning re-election on a peace platform in November 1916, Wilson 
was confronted by Germany’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare (as 
well as the Zimmerman telegram trying to stir up trouble in Mexico). He looked 
carefully at three major options: continued neutrality; armed neutrality to try to 
6 Thomas J. Knock, To end all wars: Woodrow Wilson and the quest for a new world order (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1992), p. 33.
7 Inis Claude, Power and international relations (New York: Random House, 1962), p. 81.
8 John Milton Cooper, Jr, Woodrow Wilson: a biography (New York: Knopf, 2009), p. 287.
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protect ships at sea; and full entry into the war on the side of the Allies.9 Rather 
than pursuing the cautious middle option, Wilson chose the most audacious (as 
Roosevelt urged)—but he then did something Roosevelt would not have done. 
Rather than explaining the balance of power reasons for entry into the war 
that Roosevelt preferred, Wilson wrapped his choice in American moralism. In 
presenting his 14 points to Congress and the world, he outlined a new set of 
principles, including a league of nations, for a more moral order in world politics 
that would be consistent with his view of American values. Wilson had two trans-
formational objectives: to change American foreign policy and to change the very 
nature of world politics; and he linked the two together.

Wilson was also an early proponent of public diplomacy to promote American 
soft power, and he established a Committee on Public Information under the 
journalist George Creel.

For Wilson, spreading the American gospel and winning world opinion to the side of US 
ideas was a crucial war aim. The American mission to transform international relations, he 
thought, could succeed only if others were convinced that a transformation was necessary 
and desirable: ‘everything that affects the opinion of the world regarding us,’ the president 
told his secretary of state, ‘affects our influence for the good.’10

Where Wilson failed, of course, was in transforming the attitudes of other 
world leaders and, ultimately, the American public about the new world order he 
had outlined. Initially, Wilson was treated as a hero by European crowds, but as 
the haggling in Versailles dragged on, the nationalist supporters of Clemenceau, 
Lloyd George and Orlando proved more effective.11 At Versailles, Wilson compro-
mised on many of his 14 points in order to obtain agreement on the Covenant 
of the League of Nations with its obligations of collective security, according to 
which countries pledged to ally with one another against any aggressor rather 
than to balance other powers. But on his return to the United States, he refused to 
compromise with Republican Senator Henry Cabot Lodge (an ally of Roosevelt’s), 
even instructing Democratic supporters to vote against the treaty rather than 
compromise. Wilson thought his inspirational style would win over the public, 
but his barnstorming western tour in the autumn of 1919 was cut short by illness. 

By the time of the final negotiations, when Wilson stubbornly refused to 
compromise and the Senate killed the treaty, he was a very sick man. Ironically, 
if the stroke he suffered in 1919 had killed rather than debilitated him, the Senate 
would probably have ratified the treaty, and the United States would have joined the 
new League of Nations, albeit with Lodge’s conditions. Whether American partici-
pation could have staved off the events in Manchuria and Abyssinia that contrib-
uted to the demise of Wilson’s collective security architecture in the early 1930s 
is debatable, but in the meantime the compromises that Wilson made at Versailles 
to obtain the League undercut his other great principle of self- determination by 

9 Ernest R. May, The World War and American isolation, 1914–1917 (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1959), pp. 428–37.
10 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian moment: self determination and the international origins of anticolonial nationalism (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 47–8.
11 See Margaret MacMillan, Paris 1919: six months that changed the world (New York: Random House, 2001).
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establishing political time-bombs, in the form of German minorities in Czecho-
slovakia and in the Danzig Corridor in Poland, that Hitler would detonate in 1938 
and 1939. By then, Wilson’s objective of transforming the world into one ‘made 
safe for democracy’ had clearly failed. 

Moreover, Wilson’s efforts to use American exceptionalism to win American 
public opinion over to a new approach to foreign policy also failed for the next 
two decades. Ironically, by the 1930s public reaction to Wilson’s transformational 
achievement of bringing the United States into the First World War had led to 
a strong wave of isolationism that complicated the situation faced by Franklin 
Roosevelt when he tried to respond to the threat of Hitler’s growing power 
after Munich. Wilson’s overreaching idealism produced the interwar reaction of 
retrenchment. Excessively ambitious transformational objectives, combined with 
overconfidence in his own inspirational power, ultimately proved counterproduc-
tive to an effective or moral American foreign policy. 

Where Wilson succeeded ethically was not as a foreign policy leader, but as a 
thought leader.12 In 1919 when he was idolized, and again decades later, he symbol-
ized a new type of international relations. Wilson’s ideas for international organi-
zation were not implemented by his compatriots for more than two decades after 
that pivotal moment, and then only in part. Nonetheless, Wilson had a profound 
effect on his successors, particularly Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman, who 
launched the liberal international order that prevailed after 1945. Both men consid-
ered themselves Wilsonians, and the United Nations, which restricts the grounds 
on which nations can go to war, is a descendant of Wilson’s League. As Henry 
Kissinger has noted, even the ultimate realist Richard Nixon was influenced by 
Wilson and hung his picture in the White House.13 

A century later
The hundredth anniversary of the end of the First World War is a particularly 
fraught time to assess the place of the United States in the world, and Wilson’s 
liberal legacy, not only because of the rise of China but also because of domestic 
political polarization which is affecting American public opinion. The election in 
2016 of a president who focused on nationalism and protectionism and rebuffed 
the country’s allies represented a major change in policy after 70 years of broad 
continuity. For example, during the second week of June 2018, at the same time 
as Chinese President Xi Jinping was hosting the Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion which called for ‘a more open world economy’, President Donald J. Trump 
rejected a G7 communiqué calling for a ‘rules-based international order’, imposed 
tariffs on American allies and insulted his Canadian host.14 This anniversary was 
an anti-Wilsonian moment.

12 Arthur Link, ‘The higher realism of Woodrow Wilson’, in Cathal Nolan, ed., Ethics and statecraft, 2nd edn 
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2004), pp. 127–31.

13 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994), pp. 53–4.
14 Andrew Moody, ‘Shanghai spirit’, China Daily, 17 June 2018, p. 1; Kori Schake, ‘Is it the end of America’s 

world order?’, New York Times, international edition, 18 June 2018, p. 1. 
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Trump and Wilson shared a faith in American exceptionalism, but little else. 
Where Wilson was a liberal idealist who wanted to create multilateral institutions 
and make the world safe for democracy, Trump is an idiosyncratic realist who 
focuses on a narrow definition of American national interest and downplays democ-
racy as a source of American soft power. In his inaugural address on 20 January 
2017, Trump proclaimed that ‘from this day forward, it’s going to be America first. 
America first … We will seek friendship and good will with the nations of the 
world, but we do so with the understanding that it is the right of all nations to put 
their own interests first.’15 In this vision, there is no international community, and 
allies are free-riders who have taken advantage of the United States. 

The alliance policy downgraded by Trump dates back to the decisions of 
Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman that took the United States into the 
Second World War and led to a permanent US military presence abroad. When 
the United Kingdom was too weak to support Greece and Turkey in 1947, the 
United States took its place. America invested heavily in the Marshall Plan in 1948, 
created NATO in 1949, and led a United Nations coalition that fought in Korea in 
1950 under a strategy of containment of Soviet power.16

From 1945 to 1991 the global balance of power was bipolar, although the United 
States was clearly stronger than the Soviet Union, with a disproportionate share 
of power resources and more important allies. Nevertheless, the two superpowers 
competed for advantage in the non-aligned world and engaged in a nuclear arms 
race. But after the fall in 1989 of the Berlin Wall that had divided Europe and the 
collapse in 1991 of the Soviet Union (primarily for internal reasons), the United 
States become the world’s only superpower. Theorists called this a unipolar world 
because the United States was at this juncture the only state able to project military 
power on a global scale.17 The American military budget represented nearly half 
the global total, and it became impossible for other states to balance American 
military power. But unipolarity proved deceptive in terms of controlling events 
in world politics. It contributed to a hubris that led not only to the overexten-
sion of American ambitions in the invasion of Iraq but also to political efforts by 
Russia and China to foil American diplomacy. As Kishore Mahbubani writes, 
some Americans erroneously came to believe that history was over and American-
style democracy was the only real option for the world.18

The unipolar moment provided the occasion for a resurgence of Wilsonianism 
in American foreign policy. Tony Smith describes the American order during the 
Cold War as ‘hegemonic liberalism’, but argues that after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union ‘neo-Wilsonianism’ became a form of imperialism. ‘In its transformation 
from a hegemonic to an imperialist ideology during the 1990s, liberal internation-
alism became a danger to the very values it professed to champion.’19 Democratic 

15 Donald J. Trump, inaugural address, 20 Jan. 2017.
16 John Gaddis, Strategies of containment (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982).
17 Charles Krauthammer, ‘The unipolar moment’, Foreign Affairs 70: 1, 1990–91, pp. 23–33.
18 Kishore Mahbubani, Has the West lost it? (London: Allen Lane, 2018).
19 Tony Smith, Why Wilson matters: the origin of American liberal internationalism and its crisis today (Princeton: 

 Princeton University Press, 2017), p. 232.
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peace theory, democratic transition theory and a responsibility to protect that 
overrides sovereignty culminated in the neo-conservative case for the invasion of 
Iraq.20 As the neo-conservative theorist Robert Kagan explained, ‘a liberal world 
order, like any world order, is something that is imposed, and as much as we in 
the West might wish it to be imposed by superior virtue, it is generally imposed 
by superior power’.21 Monica Toft has pointed out that while the United States 
engaged in 46 military interventions from 1948 to 1991, between 1992 and 2017 that 
number quadrupled to 188.22

George H. W. Bush was a pragmatic realist, but he used Wilsonian language 
of collective security and a ‘new world order’ to explain the first Gulf War. His 
successor, Bill Clinton, pursued what he called a policy of democratic ‘enlarge-
ment and engagement’, and his National Security Advisor, Anthony Lake, referred 
to himself as a pragmatic Wilsonian. Initially, George W. Bush campaigned as a 
realist reacting against Clinton’s humanitarian interventions and nation-building 
in places such as Bosnia and Kosovo, but the Al-Qaeda attacks of 11 September 
2001 transformed public opinion and Bush’s policy and rhetoric.

There were many contributory causes of George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq 
in 2003.23 The various motives of the different groups in the administration that 
launched the invasion included a realist fear that Saddam Hussein might develop 
and use nuclear weapons, a realist desire to increase American hegemony in the 
Middle East (‘the road to Jerusalem lies through Baghdad’), neo-conservatives’ 
concerns over Saddam’s human rights violations and their belief that democrati-
zation could destroy the roots of terrorism. Most of the neo-conservatives were 
former liberals who adhered to Wilson’s American exceptionalism and belief in the 
spread of democracy, though not his multilateralism. As the war became bogged 
down and more unpopular among the US public as well as among America’s 
allies, Bush increasingly turned to Wilsonian-style moral claims for justification. 
His second inaugural address in January 2005 pronounced a ‘freedom agenda’ for 
American foreign policy; and, addressing a West Point graduation in May 2006, he 
affirmed that the United States would ‘not rest until the promise of liberty reaches 
every people in every nation’.24

There are uncanny similarities between George W. Bush and Woodrow Wilson. 
Both were highly religious and moralistic men who were initially elected to the 
presidency with less than a majority of the popular vote, and initially focused on 
domestic issues without any vision of foreign policy. Both were initially successful 
with their transformational domestic agendas in Congress. Both tended to portray 
the world in black and white rather than shades of grey. Both projected self-
confidence, responded to a crisis with a bold vision, and stuck to that vision. 
As Secretary of State Robert Lansing described Wilson in 1917, ‘even established 
20 Smith, Why Wilson matters, p. 232.
21 Robert Kagan, quoted in Smith, Why Wilson matters, p. 260.
22 Monica Duffy Toft, ‘Why is America addicted to foreign interventions?’, The National Interest, 11 Dec. 2017, 

p. 1. 
23 Daniel Deudney and John Ikenberry, ‘Realism, liberalism and the Iraq War’, Survival 59: 4, Aug.–Sept. 2017, 

pp. 7–26.
24 Guy Dinmore, ‘US right questions wisdom of Bush’s democracy policy’, Financial Times, 30 May 2006, p. 8.
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facts were ignored if they did not fit this intuitive sense, this semi-divine power 
to select the right’.25 And Bush’s Secretary of State Colin Powell described the 
President as knowing ‘what he wants to do, and what he wants to hear is how 
to get it done’.26 Bush did not lack intelligence, but rarely explored beyond his 
area of comfort. As Tony Blair, British Prime Minister during the Bush presi-
dency, observed, ‘George Bush was straightforward and direct. And very smart … 
George had great intuition. But his intuition was less … about politics and more 
about what he thought was right and wrong. This wasn’t stated analytically or 
intellectually. It was just stated.’27

Though Wilson started as an idealist and Bush as a realist, both wound up 
stressing the promotion of democracy and freedom in the rest of the world as 
their transformative vision. And both espoused visions that failed to acknowl-
edge a wide gap between expressed ideals and national capacities. Many of Bush’s 
speeches, particularly his second inaugural address about a ‘freedom agenda’, 
sounded as if they could have been uttered by Wilson. Both Wilson and Bush 
tried to educate the public to accept their transformational visions; both failed, 
and in both cases the result was a reaction towards retrenchment, today manifest 
in the Trump presidency. 

As Stephen Sestanovich has shown, American foreign policy has always oscil-
lated between overreaching maximalism and retrenchment.28 In the cycle of 
retrenchment that began well before the election of November 2016, Trump’s 
National Security Strategy (NSS) of December 2017 expressed scepticism about 
the benefits of multilateral institutions and global commerce,29 refocusing atten-
tion instead on Great Power rivalry with China and Russia. In January 2018 
Defense Secretary James Mattis proclaimed that ‘great power competition, not 
terrorism, is now the primary American focus’.30 In contrast, George Bush’s 2006 
NSS had promoted freedom and a growing community of democracies, leader-
ship rather than isolationism, and open markets over protectionism. Obama’s 2015 
NSS rebuked Bush for overreach and called for America to act alone only when 
enduring national interests were at stake, and to lead by example at home. In 
the view of The Economist, ‘Trump seems to reject both the Bush and Obama 
doctrines’ and the strategy’s ‘transactional, zero-sum tone is dismaying’.31

Neo-conservative critics saw more similarity than difference in Trump’s and 
Obama’s strategies. In their view, though different in style, both were misguided 
responses to domestic demands for retrenchment. Thomas Donnelly and William 
Kristol argued that ‘the Obama–Trump consensus is leading to a more dangerous 

25 MacMillan, Paris 1919, p. 10.
26 David Rothkopf, Running the world: the inside story of the National Security Council and the architects of American 

power (New York: Public Affairs, 2005), p. 33.
27 Quoted in Stephen F. Knott, Rush to judgment: George W. Bush, the war on terror, and his critics (Lawrence: Univer-

sity of Kansas Press, 2012), p. 164.
28 Stephen Sestanovich, Maximalist: America in the world from Truman to Obama (New York: Vintage), 2014.
29 Peter Dombrowski and Simon Reich, ‘Does Donald Trump have a grand strategy?’, International Affairs 93: 5, 

Sept. 2017, pp. 1013–38.
30 David Sanger and William Broad, ‘A Russian threat on two fronts meets a US strategic void’, New York Times, 

6 March 2018, p. A10.
31 ‘Defending America, Donald Trump’s way’, The Economist, 23 Dec. 2017, p. 12.
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world. It is also redefining what it means to be the United States. We are a nation 
built on expansion—not just territorial and geopolitical expansion, but the expan-
sion of liberty and prosperity. The United States exists not merely to defend what 
is but to realize what can be.’32 Tod Lindberg describes two major differences 
between the Trump NSS and its two predecessors. In the first place, ‘for both 
Bush and Obama, the United States was part of a larger whole, one (admittedly 
very powerful) liberal state among a number of liberal states comprising a liberal 
international order.’ The second difference lay in Trump’s rejection of his prede-
cessors’ notion of an arc of history moving towards universal liberalism. ‘Again 
Bush and Obama, so different in so many ways, share a Whig view of history 
as progress moving towards universal liberalism.’33 In contrast, for Trump, the 
relevant standards were Hobbesian realism, a zero-sum perspective and a narrowly 
defined national interest. For now, Wilsonianism is dormant and the future of the 
post-1945 American order is uncertain. 

The ‘liberal international order’
The ‘liberal international order’, the phrase commonly used to characterize the 
period of American primacy after the Second World War, is somewhat misleading, 
for the order was never global and not always very liberal. What emerged after 
1945 was a security framework and a loose array of multilateral institutions. 
Weaker allies were given institutional access to the exercise of American power, 
and the United States provided public goods and operated within a loose system 
of multilateral rules and institutions. In the words of John Ikenberry, ‘the United 
States provided global services—such as security protection and support of 
open markets—which made other states willing to work with rather than resist 
American pre-eminence’.34 

This American order was a combination of Wilsonian liberalism and balance 
of power realism, and it had four major strands. Chronologically, economics 
came first. The Bretton Woods liberal economic institutions were designed in 
1944, while the war was still in progress and the memory of the Great Depres-
sion fresh in leaders’ minds. The security strand came next, with the United 
Nations created as the war neared its end in Europe. It was clearly a successor to 
Wilson’s League, but with FDR’s important realist addition of four (later five) 
veto-wielding permanent members of the Security Council. After the war, when 
other countries proved too poor or weak to fend for themselves, the Truman 
administration provided substantial aid, and in 1949 created the NATO alliance 
to contain Soviet power. A year later, Truman galvanized a UN force to apply 
Wilson’s principle of collective security in response to aggression in Korea. This 
collective action was possible only because the Soviets mistakenly boycotted the 
Security Council in June 1950, and it was not repeated until 1990 when Gorbachev 
decided not to veto a Chapter VII resolution to expel Iraq from Kuwait.
32 Thomas Donnelly and William Kristol, ‘The Obama–Trump foreign policy’, Weekly Standard, 19 Feb. 2018, p.  24.
33 Tod Lindberg, ‘The gap between tweet and action’, Weekly Standard, 1 Jan. 2018, p. 17.
34 G. John Ikenberry, Liberal order and imperial ambition (Cambridge: Polity, 2006), p. 14.
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A third strand of the American order emphasized human rights and liberal polit-
ical values: this was incorporated in the UN Charter and codified in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. Although—contrary to the conventional 
wisdom—the leadership on this issue was not primarily American,35 the Ameri-
cans led in the important postwar democratization of the defeated Great Powers, 
Germany and Japan. The fourth strand, protection of the global commons, was 
primarily a legacy of Britain’s role in relation to freedom of the seas; even here, the 
United States was not always perfectly liberal, witness President Truman’s exten-
sion of oil drilling on the continental shelf beyond the twelve-mile territorial sea 
limit.36 Eventually diplomatic efforts led to a UN Law of the Sea Treaty, which 
the US Senate declined to ratify but nonetheless treats as accepted international 
law. Other ‘commons’ agreements dealt with space, Antarctica and, eventually, 
climate change. In the security strand, important agreements were later negotiated 
with the Soviet Union and other nations to control arms and to limit the prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction and missiles.

Within this framework, global economic, social and ecological interdepen-
dence grew. By 1970, economic globalization had recovered to the level it had 
reached before being disrupted by the First World War in 1914. One of the impor-
tant questions today is whether other states, such as China, that benefit from this 
rules-based international order would preserve the institutional framework even 
if the place of the United States within it were to change.37 

The liberalism of this order can be exaggerated. Washington may have displayed 
a general preference for democracy and openness, but it frequently supported 
dictators in the context of Cold War competition. At the same time, the creation 
of democratic regimes in the defeated Great Powers of Germany and Japan was 
profoundly important to the global balance. Had Hitler won the Second World 
War or Stalin the Cold War, the current international order would look very 
different. Americans have had bitter domestic debates and partisan differences 
over military interventions and efforts over the years to impose democracy in 
places such as Vietnam and Iraq, and many such efforts have failed. Nonetheless, 
the system of American alliances and multilateral institutions helped to secure 
and stabilize the world, and there was a broad domestic consensus in US public 
opinion that defending and extending this order was in the national interest—
until 2016, when that consensus was challenged by a presidential candidate of a 
major party for the first time. 

Now many observers believe that this American order is coming to an end, and 
that as it does so a major change is occurring in America’s position in the world.38 
For example, Martin Wolf argues that

35 See Kathryn Sikkink, Evidence for hope (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), p. 55.
36 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, Jr, Power and interdependence (Boston: Little Brown, 1977), ch. 4.
37 Robert O. Keohane, After hegemony: cooperation and discord in the world political economy (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1984).
38 Christopher Layne, ‘The US–Chinese power shift and the end of Pax Americana’, International Affairs 94: 1, 

Jan. 2018, pp. 89–112.
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we are at the end of both an economic period—that of Western led globalization—and 
a geopolitical one, the post-cold war ‘unipolar moment’ of a US-led global order. The 
question is whether what follows will be an unravelling of the post-second world war era 
into a period of de-globalization and conflict much like the first half of the 20th century, 
or a new period in which non-western powers, especially China and India, play a larger 
role in sustaining a co-operative global order.39

Will China replace the United States?
Many observers believe that the rise of China will spell the end of the American 
era; but, contrary to current conventional wisdom, China is not about to replace 
the United States as the world’s largest economy. Measured in ‘purchasing power 
parity’ (PPP), the Chinese economy became larger than the US economy in 2014, 
but PPP is an economists’ measure for comparing estimates of welfare, not calcu-
lating relative power. For example, oil and jet engines are imported at current 
exchange rates, and by that measure China has a US$12 trillion economy compared 
to a US$20 trillion US economy.40 Some economists expect China eventually to 
pass the United States as the world’s largest economy (measured in dollars), but 
the estimated date for that event varies from 2030 to 2040 depending on what one 
assumes about the rate of Chinese growth (which has been slowing). And even 
if China does some day pass the US in total economic size, that is not the only 
measure of geopolitical importance.

Power—the ability to affect others to get what you want—has three aspects: 
coercion, payment and attraction.41 Economic might is just part of the geopolitical 
equation, and even in economic power, while China may surpass America in total 
size, it will still lag behind in per capita income (a measure of the sophistication 
of an economy). On military and soft power indices, meanwhile, China is well 
behind the United States. US military expenditure is currently four times that of 
China. While Chinese military capabilities have been increasing in recent years, 
analysts who look carefully at the military balance conclude that China will not be 
able to exclude the United States from the western Pacific. The RAND Corpora-
tion estimates that while war between the two powers would be costly for both, 
the United States would prevail.42 And in soft power, a recent index published by 
Portland, a London consultancy, ranks China in 26th place while the United States 
is ranked in the top three.43

As China’s power grows, some observers worry that it will not contribute to 
an international order that it did not help to create. But this overstates the ‘not 
invented here’ problem. As Rosemary Foot argues in her article in this issue, 
China has benefited from the post-1945 international order, but the question 

39 Martin Wolf, ‘The long and painful journey to world disorder’, Financial Times, 5 Jan. 2017. 
40 ‘World GDP ranking 2016’, Knoema, 10 April 2017, https://knoema.com/nwnfkne/world-gdp-ranking-2016- 

data-and-charts-forecast; China is ranked first if PPP is used. 
41 For a fuller discussion of power, see Joseph S. Nye, Jr, The future of power (New York: Public Affairs, 2011).
42 Terrence Kelly, David Gompert and Duncan Long, Smarter power, stronger partners, vol. 1: Exploiting US advan-

tages to prevent aggression (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2016).
43 Portland Consultancy, The Soft Power 30: a global ranking of soft power (London: Portland Consultancy, 2016).
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remains whether it will cooperate in the production of public goods.44 In the 
UN Security Council, China is one of the five countries with a veto. It is now 
the second-largest funder of UN peacekeeping forces and has participated in UN 
programmes related to Ebola and climate change. China has also benefited greatly 
from economic institutions such as the World Trade Organization and Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. On the other hand, China has not practised full reciprocity 
as a market economy, and its rejection of the ruling of the Law of the Seas Hague 
tribunal in 2016 raised serious questions.

Overall, Chinese behaviour to date indicates an intention not to overthrow 
a prevailing world order from which it benefits but rather to increase its influ-
ence within that order; nevertheless, this could change as Chinese power grows.45 
As a RAND study concludes, ‘it is not entirely appropriate to speak of China’s 
interaction with “the” international order—its posture has been highly differ-
entiated depending on the component of the order’.46 In any event, as Chinese 
power grows, the American liberal world order will have to change. For one 
thing, power will have to be shared, and China has little interest in liberalism or 
American domination. Analysts would be wise to discard the terms ‘liberal’ and 
‘American’ and refer instead to the prospects of an ‘open international order’ or 
a ‘rules-based order’. 

As China, India and other economies grow, the US share of the world economy 
will be less than it was at the beginning of this century, and the rise of other 
countries will make it more difficult for America to organize action. But no other 
country—including China—is about to replace the American position in the world 
in terms of overall power. Russia is in demographic decline and heavily dependent 
on energy exports; India and Brazil (each with a US$2 trillion economy) remain 
developing countries. Nor is a real alliance of authoritarians plausible, given the 
underlying mistrust between Russia and China.47 Rapid Asian economic growth 
has meant a power shift to the region, but within Asia, Chinese power is balanced 
by Japan, India and Australia, among others. The United States will remain crucial 
to that Asian balance of power.48 If the US maintains its alliances in the region, 
there is little prospect of China being able to drive America from the western 
Pacific, much less to dominate the world.

44 Rosemary Foot, ‘Remembering the past to secure the present: Versailles legacies in a resurgent China’, 
International Affairs 95: 1, Jan. 2019, pp. 143–60.

45 Ceri Parker, ‘China’s Xi Jinping defends globalization from the Davos stage’, World Economic Forum, 27 Jan. 
2017, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/01/chinas-xi-jinping-defends-globalization-from-the-davos-
stage/; ‘Statement by Wang Yi’, Munich Security Conference, 17 Feb. 2017, https://www.securityconference.
de/en/media-library/munich-security-conference-2017/video/statement-by-wang-yi/filter/video/. 

46 Michael Mazarr, Timothy Heath and Astrid Cevallos, China and the international order (Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND, 2018), p. 4.

47 See Bobo Lo, A wary embrace (Sydney: Penguin Random House, 2017).
48 Bill Emmot, The rivals (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2008).
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The US place and global public goods
Economic and military size is another source of American exceptionalism, and 
if the United States remains the strongest power, there is a case for the largest 
country providing leadership in organizing the production of global collective 
goods. That role, however, requires a broad definition of national interest rather 
than a narrow focus on free-riding. In some areas of military and economic goods, 
American leadership has provided much. For example, the American Navy is 
crucial in policing the Law of the Sea and defending freedom of navigation, and 
in the 2008–2009 financial crisis, the confidence that comes from having a lender 
of last resort was provided by the Federal Reserve.

On the new transnational issues, while American leadership will still be impor-
tant, success will require the cooperation of others. In this sense, power becomes 
a positive-sum game. It will not be enough to think in terms of American power 
over others. One must also think in terms of power to accomplish joint goals which 
involves exercising power with others. On many transnational issues, empowering 
others can help the United States to accomplish its own goals. America will benefit 
if China improves its energy efficiency and emits less carbon dioxide. In the world 
of today and the foreseeable future, networks and connectedness are important 
sources of relevant power. In a world of growing complexity, the most connected 
states are the most powerful. Fortunately, the US comes first in Australia’s Lowy 
Institute ranking of nations by numbers of embassies, consulates and missions. 
Washington also has some 60 treaty allies; China has few.49 

In the past, the openness of the United States enhanced its capacity to build 
networks, maintain institutions and sustain alliances. Will that openness and 
willingness to engage with the rest of the world prove sustainable in American 
domestic politics, or will we see a twenty-first-century analogue to the 1930s? Even 
if the United States continues to possess more military, economic and soft power 
resources than any other country, it may not choose to convert those resources 
into effective power behaviour on the global scene—as it did not between the two 
world wars, in the isolationist reaction to Wilsonian overreach. Former Secretary 
of State Madeleine Albright has recently drawn attention to the danger: ‘I fear a 
return to the international climate that prevailed in the 1920s and ’30s.’50 

If the key to America’s future place in the world is the development of attitudes 
of cooperation and learning the importance of ‘power with’ as well as ‘power 
over’, the opening years of the Trump administration are not encouraging. 
‘America First’ is at one level just a slogan—every country puts its interests first: 
the important question is how broadly or narrowly those interests are defined. 
But Trump has shown an inclination towards narrow, zero-sum interpretations. 
Perhaps the major threat to the future of America’s position in the world is not 
from outside but from within? 

49 Joseph S. Nye, Jr, Is the American century over? (Cambridge: Polity, 2015).
50 Madeleine Albright, Fascism (New York: HarperCollins, 2018, p. 223).
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Power conversion and the threat from within
The 2016 presidential election was marked by populist reactions to globalization 
and trade agreements in both parties. ‘Populism’ is a somewhat vague term that 
can be associated with ideologies of left or right. It generally signifies a resis-
tance to elites, including the type of institutions and commentators that have 
supported the liberal international order over the past seven decades. Populism 
is not new, and it is as American as pumpkin pie. Some populist reactions are 
healthy for democracy (think of Andrew Jackson or William Jennings Bryant); 
other populist individuals and movements, such as the anti-immigrant Know-
Nothing Party in the nineteenth century, or Senator Joe McCarthy and Governor 
George Wallace in the twentieth, have emphasized xenophobia and insularity. 
The Trump phenomenon falls more in the nativist category.

The roots of populist reactions are both economic and cultural, and are the 
subject of important social science research.51 Voters who lost jobs to foreign 
competition tended to support Trump, but so also did groups such as older white 
males, who lost status in the culture wars that date back to the 1970s and involve 
changing values related to race, gender and sexual orientation. Abramowitz 
shows that ‘racial resentment was the single strongest predictor for Trump among 
Republican primary voters’, but that the economic and cultural explanations are 
not mutually exclusive and Trump ‘explicitly connected these issues by arguing 
that illegal immigrants were taking jobs from American citizens’.52 

Even if there had been no economic globalization, these cultural and 
demographic changes would have created some degree of populism. Populism 
is likely to continue as jobs are lost to robotics as much as to trade, and cultural 
change continues to be divisive. Political polarization in the United States began 
well before Trump, and his election was a symptom as much as a cause of it. The 
lesson for policy elites who support globalization and an open economy is that 
they will have to pay more attention to issues of economic inequality as well 
as to adjustment assistance for those disrupted by economic change. Attitudes 
towards immigration improve as the economy improves, but immigration remains 
an emotional issue with some. In a Pew survey in 2015, 51 per cent of US adults 
said immigrants strengthened the country while 41 per cent believed they were 
a burden; this compared with 50 per cent viewing them as a burden in mid-2010, 
when the effects of the Great Recession were at their peak.53 Leaders will have 

51 Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, Trump, Brexit, and the rise of populism: economic have-nots and cultural back-
lash, Harvard Kennedy School faculty research working paper series RWP 16-026 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University, 2016). See also David Autor, David Dorn, Gordon Hanson and Kaveh Majlesi, Importing political 
polarization? The electoral consequences of rising trade exposure, working paper 22637 (Cambridge, MA: National 
Bureau of Economic Research, 2017).

52 Alan I. Abramowitz, The great alignment: race, party transformation, and the rise of Donald Trump (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2018), p. 153.

53 ‘Chapter 4: US public has mixed views of immigrants and immigration’, Pew Research Center, Hispanic 
Trends, 28 Sept. 2015, http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/chapter-4-u-s-public-has-mixed-views-
of-immigrants-and-immigration/; ‘Most say illegal immigrants should be allowed to stay, but citizenship 
is more divisive’, Pew Research Center, US Politics and Policy, 28 March 2013, http://www.people-press.
org/2013/03/28/most-say-illegal-immigrants-should-be-allowed-to-stay-but-citizenship-is-more-divisive/. 
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to show that they are able to manage the nation’s borders if they wish to fend off 
populist attacks, particularly in times and places of economic stress.54 

At the same time, it would be a mistake to read too much about long-term 
trends in American public opinion from the 2016 election or Trump’s brilliant use 
of social media to control the news agenda. While Trump won the election he 
did not win the popular vote, and a September 2016 poll by the Chicago Council 
on Global Affairs found that 65 per cent of Americans said that globalization is 
mostly good for the United States, despite the concern about jobs.55 While polls 
are always susceptible to framing by altering questions, the label ‘isolationist’ is 
not an accurate description of current American attitudes. 

Some Americans doubt that the United States can afford to sustain an open 
international order. In fact, the country currently spends about 3.5 per cent of 
its GDP on defence and foreign affairs—less than half, as a proportion of GDP, 
of what it did at the peak of the Cold War years. Alliances are not that expen-
sive. The problem is not guns vs butter, but guns vs butter vs taxes. Unless the 
budget is expanded by a willingness to raise taxes, defence expenditure is locked 
in a zero-sum trade-off with important investment areas such as domestic repair 
of education and other infrastructure and spending on R&D. The United States 
remains among the most lightly taxed of all the major developed countries, with 
an income tax rate in 2012 10 percentage points below the OECD average.

Another domestic challenge to the maintenance of an open order concerns 
the issue of intervention. In an age of transnational terrorism, some degree of 
intervention is unavoidable, and the Middle East is likely to experience polit-
ical turmoil for decades—much as Germany did in the seventeenth century. 
These crises will create temptations to intervene; but in an age of nationalism 
and socially mobilized populations, foreign occupation is bound to breed resent-
ment, and periods of maximalist overcommitment have done more damage than 
retrenchment to the domestic consensus needed to support an open international 
order. Kennedy’s and Johnson’s escalation of the war in Vietnam produced an 
inward-oriented decade in the 1970s; Bush’s invasion of Iraq in 2003 had much the 
same effect in the ensuing years.

Political polarization is likely to continue, and the tendency to use demagogic 
tactics in relation to foreign policy issues undercuts America’s ability to bolster 
institutions, create networks and establish policies for dealing with the new 
transnational environment. Nativist populism reduces both the American asset 
of network centrality and American soft power. Public opinion polls show a 
decline in the attractive power of the US since 2017. Domestic political gridlock 
often blocks long-term views of the national interest. Well before Trump, the 
US Senate failed to ratify the Law of the Seas Treaty despite testimony by Secre-
taries of State and Defense that it was needed to bolster freedom of navigation. 

54 Jeff D. Colgan and Robert O. Keohane, ‘The liberal order is rigged: fix it now or watch it wither’, Foreign 
Affairs 96: 3, May–June 2017, pp. 36–44.

55 Dina Smeltz, Craig Kafura and Lily Wojtowicz, ‘Actually, Americans like free trade’, Chicago Council on 
Global Affairs, 7 Sept. 2016, https://www.thechicagocouncil.org/publication/actually-americans-free-
trade#tablist1-tab1. 
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And Nixon, not Trump, was the first US president to court domestic votes by 
unilaterally imposing tariffs on allies and breaking the rules of the Bretton Woods 
system.56 In terms of leading on climate change, there was strong domestic resis-
tance to putting a price on carbon emissions long before Trump arrived in the 
White House. 

In addition to these societal trends that affect power conversion capability, the 
uncertainty about America’s place in the world today is increased by the unique 
personality of the 45th President. Social scientists tend to explain change in 
world politics in terms of broad structural or social forces; but, as I showed in 
an earlier study, individual agency also played an important role in the rise of 
America as a world power.57 Gautam Makunda has pointed out that some leaders 
are filtered through the political process, and they tend to be more predictable. 
Others are unfiltered and the range of their performance is much wider. Abraham 
Lincoln, for example, was a relatively unfiltered choice and is generally regarded 
as one of the best American presidents.58 Donald Trump entered politics from a 
background of New York real estate and reality television, and ‘president’ was his 
first job in government. He has proved to be extraordinarily skilled in mastering 
modern media and defying conventional wisdom, and given to disruptive innova-
tion. While some believe this may produce surprising positive results,59 others 
(including this author) remain sceptical. In any event, his term is not yet over.

At mid-term in 2018, of the four major strands of the so-called liberal order 
identified above—security, economics, global commons, and human rights and 
liberal values—the record is mixed. Thus far, though the Trump administration 
has weakened American alliances, it has not destroyed them. And the security 
regimes for restraining proliferation of weapons of mass destruction are challenged 
but remain in place. The damage to economic institutions, particularly those 
related to trade, appears to be greater than that to the monetary order (where the 
dollar still dominates). On global commons issues, the Trump administration has 
withdrawn US participation in the Paris Climate Accords, but the market-based 
substitution of natural gas for coal continues. As for values, in contrast to his 
predecessors, Trump has shown less interest in human rights and has been willing 
to embrace authoritarian leaders, but has been less prone to intervention. Some 
defenders of the administration argue that his unorthodox style and willingness to 
break out from institutions will produce major gains on issues like North Korean 
nuclear weapons or changing Chinese behaviour regarding coerced intellectual 
property transfer. But even so, as The Economist argues, the institutional costs of 
using a wrecking-ball approach may reduce American power to deal with the 
new transnational issues such as climate change.60 If that proves true, it will prove 
costly for America’s place in the world. 

56 Nigel Bowles, Nixon’s business: authority and power in presidential politics (College Station, TX: A&M Press, 2005). 
57 Joseph S. Nye, Jr, Presidential leadership and the creation of the American era (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2013).
58 Gautam Makunda, Indispensable: when leaders really matter (Boston: Harvard Business Review Press, 2012).
59 Niall Ferguson, ‘We’d better get used to Emperor Donaldus’, Sunday Times, 10 June 2018, p. 23.
60 ‘Present at the destruction’, The Economist, 9 June 2018, p. 21.
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Conclusions 
The United States will remain the world’s leading military power in the decades 
to come, and military force will remain an important component of power in 
global politics. As Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth argue, ‘the distribu-
tion of capabilities among states is not shifting nearly as much or as quickly as is 
commonly believed’.61 But they also point out that the scholarly conventional 
wisdom about what the US should do with its power has undergone a sea-change 
at home. The new-found popularity of a grand strategic approach that is alterna-
tively called offshore balancing, retrenchment, disengagement or restraint tracked 
shifts in US public opinion after the Cold War. Even before the inauguration of 
the Trump administration in 2017, there was a reaction against Wilsonian interven-
tionism and some sceptics were questioning the post-1945 order. Realists such as 
John Mearsheimer argued that while liberal democracy is the best political system 
at home,

in the realm of international politics, liberalism is a source of endless trouble … Powerful 
states that embrace liberal hegemony invariably get themselves into serious trouble both at 
home and abroad … The principal source of the problem is that liberalism has an activist 
mentality woven into its core. The belief that all humans have a set of inalienable rights, 
and that protecting these rights should override other concerns, creates a powerful incen-
tive for liberal states to intervene.62

Crusades and liberal hegemony are out of fashion. 
At the same time, a rising China and a declining Russia frighten their neigh-

bours, and American security guarantees in Asia and Europe provide critical 
reassurance to buttress the stability that underlies prosperity. At the same time, 
military force is a blunt instrument. Trying to enter and control the domestic 
politics of nationalistic populations in Middle Eastern revolutions is a recipe for 
failure that will prove counterproductive. And on many transnational issues, 
including climate change, financial stability or norms to govern the internet, 
military force is not the answer. Naval power does not produce cyber power. 
Maintaining networks, working with institutions, creating norms for new areas 
like cyberspace and climate change create the soft power needed to complement 
America’s hard power resources. Yet this is the type of power challenged by 
Trump’s unilateralist policies.

The terms ‘liberal international order’ or ‘Pax Americana’ have become 
obsolete as descriptions of the US place in the world, but the need for the largest 
countries to provide public goods remains. An open international order covers 
political–military affairs; economic relations; ecological relations; and human 
rights, whether directly or indirectly. It remains to be seen to what degree these 
depend on one another, and what will remain as the 1945 package is unpacked. As 

61 Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, America abroad: the United States’ global role in the 21st century 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. ix.

62 John J. Mearsheimer, The great delusion: liberal dreams and international realities (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2018), pp. 218–19.
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for Wilson’s legacy—1918 is long gone. Promotion of democracy can be a source 
of soft power, but only if the means are modest. Overreaching intervention to 
promote democracy has in the past provoked a counterproductive reaction. The 
neo-conservative strand of Wilsonianism is not likely to succeed. Crusades for 
liberal values would not be supported at home or abroad.

On the other hand, Wilson’s legacy of developing international institutions 
continues to make sense. Leadership is not the same as domination, and it will 
need to be shared. Throughout the seven decades of American pre-eminence after 
1945, there have always been degrees of leadership and degrees of influence. Now, 
with less preponderance and in a more complex world, American exceptionalism 
should focus on sharing the provision of global public goods, particularly those 
that require the exercise of ‘power with’ others. Wilson’s century-old insights 
about international institutions and a rules-based order will remain crucial; but 
America’s place in that world may be threatened more by the rise of populist 
politics at home than the rise of other powers abroad. 
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