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The surprise with which the Brexit referendum was received underlines the complacency 
among politicians and academics that followed the triumphalist years after the Fall of the 
Wall. Brexit, the Trump candidacy, the growth of rightwing populist movements within 
Europe: these events and actors are part of an overarching theme of renationalization 
within politics, the possible consequences of which are profound for the current 
international order. 

Decline of the nation-state, but no alternatives 

The nature and the causes of the populist phenomenon are too complex to capture here. 
One reason for declining legitimacy of centrist parties are a series of failures over the past 
decade by US administrations and European governments to manage the international 
crises: the fiasco of Iraq; the ongoing economic crisis; the inability of the EU to manage the 
debt crisis or the refugee crisis. But there are other, more permanent trends undermining 
trust on both sides of the Atlantic: the political economist Dani Rodrik has noted that 
migration has fed populism on the right, and trade and financial liberalization populism on 
the left.  

At its core this is about the weakening over the past decades of existing institutions without 
a convincing alternative. The foremost of these is the decline of the nation-state, which was 
a successful nineteenth century political innovation precisely because it could meet both the 
need for effective government and the shared identity to tie it together coherently. After all, 
identity offers the promise of solidarity, that others within the community will reciprocate 
when we bear the costs for them. Without that solidarity there is little to absorb economic 
shocks, and without citizenship as something to aspire to, the possibilities for migrants to be 
absorbed are diminished. What binds society together now? 

The postwar international order was an explicit response to the horrors of the world wars 
and their extremist ideologies. NATO, and (the predecessors of) EU, and the other postwar 
international organizations, were a success story by providing hard security and economic 
prosperity. However, they were made possible by simultaneous domestic political and 
societal compromises that proved that governments could govern, provide welfare and 
manage markets. On these compromises a consensus was built that gave governments the 
leeway to build and maintain the institutions that kept order and stability. However, the 
enthusiasm of the 1990s among centrist politicians and academics for overlapping spheres 
of transnational governance and the weakening of national frontiers pushed these 
organizations away from concrete security concerns and common economic needs.  

There are two ironies here. The first is that the ideological and academic foundations for the 
post-Cold War departure from the nation-state were to avoid the dangerous competing 
nationalisms and state-centered security policies that had brought the world close to the 
edge. The second irony is that without roots in the nation-state, internationalism and 
cosmopolitanism themselves are difficult to sustain. 



The populists resist the internationalist vision of politics. Until recently, it has been easy to 
brush aside the warning signs and to underestimate the potential for consequences of the 
discontent and frustration for international order.  

Broken bridges? 

Brexit is the clearest sign that has been a mistake. It is now a mistake to dismiss the Leave 
camp as simply ignorant of their economic interests or as merely xenophobic. The Lord 
Ashcroft opinion surveys taken on the day of the referendum emphasized the importance of 
‘national control’. Unsurprisingly, because skepticism in the UK towards parting with 
sovereignty vis-à-vis the EU and its predecessors has long been greater than on most of the 
continent. However, and this the key lesson, British governments saw the maintenance of a 
foothold in the European institutions as a long-standing national interest — and not only for 
economic reasons. British postwar strategy was predicated on acting as a bridge between 
the US and Europe, a role already foreseen by Churchill himself, in order to compensate for 
its declining global position. Successive American administrations looked to the UK to 
project more American influence in the European project, and indeed Obama publicly 
cautioned against Brexit. In the end, the economic consequences of Brexit may be less 
severe than predicted, and the UK may compensate for its strategic loss in Europe by 
increasing its role in NATO. But it is a sign of the times that a center-right politician as David 
Cameron — for reasons to do with his position within the Conservative Party — chose such 
an unpredictable course that undermined such a long-term British national interest.  

Europeans should pay heed to similar trends of political uncertainty on the other side of the 
Atlantic. Postwar American grand strategy has been largely and consistently liberal 
internationalist, carried by a strong consensus across the political center, including both 
Republicans and Democrats. But that consensus has long been in decline.1 A Trump 
presidency is still less likely than a Clinton one, but Brexit has shown the seriousness of the 
anti-internationalist mood. Trump’s foreign policy doctrine, though still sketchy on details, is 
undiluted nationalism. “Americanism, not globalism, will be our credo”, Trump stated in his 
acceptance speech at the July Republican National Conference, unlike those elites “who will 
not put America First”. Days before, in an interview with The New York Times, Trump made 
clear that he would not unconditionally support Baltic NATO members if they were 
attacked, unless “they had fulfilled their obligations to us”, because “we’re going to take 
care of this country first, before we worry about everyone else in the world”. Along the 
same lines, Trump argued that the US should not presume to tell others what to do, that 
deploying troops from American soil would be cheaper than their forward deployment, but 
also that the US should invest more in its defense because it was now weak.  

Populism and polarization 

It is easy to argue that it is unlikely that a President Trump would be able to drastically 
change course on NATO or other core elements of postwar American foreign policy. He 
would indeed encounter resistance within Congress and within the Pentagon and State 
Department that would make an immediate reversal of established policy highly unlikely. 
Furthermore, the hope remains that he will moderate as he closes in on power. However, 
would a President Trump become more restrained and cautious after winning an election by 
doing exactly the opposite? The uncertainty among allies and adversaries alone would be 
destabilizing, and that should worry Europeans.  



A Clinton presidency would not be unproblematic for Europeans either. She would 
encounter the same incentives to strongly pressure the Europeans to spend more on their 
defense. Defense Secretary Gates in 2011, and President Obama in his 2016 interview in The 
Atlantic, sent the same message. More importantly, a victory for Clinton, unless profoundly 
sweeping, is likely to leave the US polarized and the political atmosphere poisoned. And this, 
in turn, is likely to continue the deadlocks that have undermined cohesive policymaking — 
as was the case in the 2012 crisis around raising the debt ceiling. 

Political uncertainty is rife in continental Europe as well, where the two major states will 
have their elections in 2017. Front National’s Marine Le Pen is the leading candidate for the 
French presidency, a position likely to be strengthened by the recent terrorist attacks — 
though the electorate is still likely to unify behind either a center Left of center Right 
candidate after the first round. But a Frexit remains a distinct possibility. German politics 
have proved remarkably stable so far, but also here increasing resentment has found a voice 
in Alternative für Deutschland. The relatively welcoming mood towards refugees 
championed by Merkel, however, has turned sour after the full picture of the Cologne 
assaults has emerged, and with it her chances of reelection have diminished.  

Western identity 

The implications of these trends are serious. Even without the structural pressures from the 
rise of Asia, the American role in Europe as a security provider through NATO is becoming 
uncertain. Simultaneously, the European project is becoming increasingly fragile and at risk 
of falling apart. Criticism of both is valid, but as of yet no alternatives have been suggested 
for the roles they play in providing longer-term systemic stability. 

When it comes to solutions, there are lessons to be learned from the last years, but they 
must be learned and applied quickly. The most important lesson is that liberal democrats 
must conquer their disdain of the nation-state and recapture some of its core strengths 
before others do. The strength of postwar embedded liberalism was to match national 
identity and sovereignty, with the benefits of constrained open markets and movement. 
Political, economic and academic elites have a collective blindspot here, because they 
benefit most directly from the opportunities afforded by such a system. For example, the 
TTIP agreement will tie (a part of the) transatlantic elites together, but is already alienating 
the rest of the polity. Internationalization disconnected from interests and without binding 
identities cannot hold society together or allow its effective governance. Yet, 
cosmopolitanism and internationalism have themselves been the strength of the postwar 
Western order. Strengthening a larger European or Western identity is essential, so as to 
not let it be defined by those who see it narrowly as positioned against what lies outside of 
Europe or the US. Liberal democratic values are worth defending, and we should do so while 
we still can. 

Paul van Hooft is Max Weber Fellow at the European University Institute. 

                                                      
1 Kupchan, C. A., & Trubowitz, P. L. (2007). ‘Dead center: The demise of liberal internationalism in 
the United States’, International Security, 32(2), 7-44. 


