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The tendency of the Washington establishment to see the election of Donald Trump as the 

cause of a crisis in American foreign policy and the global order it built is wrong.  Rather, the 

election of Trump in 2016 was more a symptom of the recent failures of America’s policy abroad 

and a harbinger of change than the cause of all our contemporary woes.1  American voters, 

disillusioned with the promises of liberal hegemony, sent a signal to the U.S. foreign policy 

establishment, and it took the form of the election of the forty-fifth President of the United States.  

The constituencies on which Trump relied to win the White House––blue-collar Midwesterners, 

rural voters, and Sun Belt suburbanites––are among those who have been most spurned by the 

failures of past policy.2  And while it is far too bold to claim that these voters cast their ballots with 

foreign policy first in mind, it is undeniable that then-candidate Trump was able to make a clear case 

for fundamental change in the way the United States interacts with the world on issues from 

international trade, to China, NATO, and endless war in the Middle East.3  

But despite Trump’s promise to upend conventional U.S. foreign policy, his own policy 

looks strikingly similar to that which he assailed throughout the campaign.  Instead of bringing 
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troops home, he has likened their role to that of neo-imperial stormtroopers with tasks like 

protecting Middle Eastern oilfields.4  Additionally, he has undergone a remarkable evolution on the 

utility of NATO, which he once called “obsolete” but to which he now appears fully committed.5  

Whether this reflects Trump’s being constrained by the immense power of ‘the Blob’ or a coming-

to-terms with the complex realities of governing, it is true that Trump has found himself (perhaps 

unwittingly) exercising the same worn methods of advancing American primacy, except that he does 

so incoherently and rather incompetently.  

As a result, Trump has given restraint a bad name––one from which it may not recover in 

the near future.  Much to the chagrin of scholars and activists from across the political spectrum 

who have advocated for prudence in American grand strategy, a foreign policy of doing less is likely 

to be conflated with a Trumpian policy unmoored by any sort of coherent strategy or world-view yet 

branded as “realist” by its opponents.6  Stephen Walt notes that this issue existed long before 

Trump, remarking of this humbler vision that its most visible proponents have been outliers within 

the American political establishment, but the directionless foreign policy of the Trump 

administration might be the ultimate punt to Team Liberal Hegemonywho has been known to run 

out the clock.7  So, if the election of Donald Trump was a reaction to a broken system, but the 

people who put him in power now think they have seen the alterative and are thoroughly 

unimpressed, American foreign policy come January 2021 might, to paraphrase Yeats’ “The Second 

Coming,” slouch toward the status quo ante to be reborn.  This would not, however, address the 

core reality that our current approach is unsustainable. 
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Because the United States cannot alter the primordial tide of international politics, its best 

bet would be to reimagine its own role in the world.8  This is a meaningful enough reason to do less, 

and it is in the national interest for the United States to do so gracefully rather than crash out against 

its own will.9  A new American foreign policy should first appreciate that the United States possesses 

tremendous advantages––the providential boon of its geography among them––that make it 

remarkably safe and prosperous.  From there, the United States should then acknowledge that the 

hubris that has characterized American strategy since the end of the Cold War has only made it less 

safe and generated a strong case for balancing against American power.10 

A reevaluation of American foreign policy should start by taking stock of its commitments 

and demanding that allies and partners alike do more for their own security.  While this has been a 

popular refrain by leaders for years, the American experience has proven that the only true catalyst 

for inspiring others to do more is to muster the will to pack up and come home.11  Thus, the United 

States should renegotiate its alliances to ensure its prosperous friends are responsible for their own 

defense and begin a process of reducing its military footprint abroad, especially in regions of 

minimum strategic significance and where serious threats remain muted.12   

In a pandemic-stricken world, the need to do so has never been clearer.  With American 

power put to the test on a scale not witnessed in decades and death tolls continuing to rise, it seems 

American security would have been better served by producing fewer F-35s and many more N95s 
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during peacetime.  This proposed process of gradual disengagement may be the only way to save the 

remnants of the American-led order lest it crumble from the core.  This same order has largely 

served U.S. interests since 1945, but under current circumstances it undoubtedly needs a serious 

makeover.  If the United States wishes to husband its power and prosperity for a new era, it will 

require a radical effort to develop a strategy that is defined by doing less, not more.  
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