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In the months leading up to the 2022 U.S. midterm elections many Europeans let it be known that these elections felt 
exceedingly consequential, certainly more than the average midterm election round. A first indication was that my son 
asked me in September to remind him how to apply for an absentee ballot.  A second indication came during a dinner 
in mid-September hosted by the U.S. Mission to the Netherlands where it was noted that the Dutch were paying close 
attention to the campaign. 

The big reason, of course, were concerns raised by Donald J. 
Trump and his possible impact on both U.S. domestic and for-
eign policy as well as possible knock-on effects to American 
democracy.  The question that I was asked the most: will Trump 
be the kingmaker for Republicans running this November? And 
if so, what does that portend for November 2024, when Trump 
himself runs again, and what impact might that have for the 
future of American foreign policy?

CONCERNS EMERGE
Geopolitical pressures leading up to the midterms were im-
mense, especially those related to Russian president Vladimir 
Putin’s attempts to starve Europe, principally Germany, of the 
natural gas needed to fuel its industry and its electrical grid. 
Putin aims to splinter support for Ukraine as economic pain 
intensifies, factories close and homeowners cannot afford to 
pay for heating.

The cost of combating Europe’s worst energy crisis in 50 years 
already runs into hundreds of billions of euros with govern-
ments committing to spend several billions to bail out fragile 
firms. Even so, governments might still face energy rationing 
and economic recession, which will strain ties with citizens 
already wrestling with surging food and commodity prices be-
cause of the war in Ukraine. 

Add to this the evident failure of U.S. President Joe Biden’s 
July visit to the Persian Gulf states to tamp down global energy 
costs. Since Biden initially refused to meet with Saudi crown 
prince Muhammed bin Salman (MBS), because of MBS’ hu-
man rights abuses, it was a huge climb down for the president. 
However, after the OPEC+ grouping of oil-producing nations an-
nounced the biggest cut in production since the beginning of 
the pandemic, clearly communicating that the Gulf cared more 
about maintaining high energy prices rather than supporting 
Western efforts to target the Kremlin’s oil revenue, it was ob-
vious that Biden’s fist-bump diplomacy had failed. On October 
11, the White House announced that it was reevaluating its re-
lationship with Saudi Arabia. 

Given all these pressures on food and fuel, it is not surprising 
that NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg warned of possi-
ble civil unrest in Europe.1

CHINESE AND RUSSIAN ATTEMPTS TO INFLUENCE THE 
MIDTERMS 
To these geopolitical tests we must add nefarious conduct by 
China and Russia.  A report compiled by Meta released in late 
September details how Chinese and Russian networks mount-
ed a social media influence operation designed to sway Amer-
ican midterm voters of both major parties.2 The recorded net-
works’ activities ran between November 2021 and September 
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2022 over as many as 60 websites that used fake social media 
accounts and impersonated news organizations. Both the Rus-
sian and Chinese networks peddled extreme, divisive partisan 
messaging on topics such as abortion rights, the COVID-19 
pandemic, racial injustice and police brutality, often targeting 
swing states. In the case of the Chinese network, it was the first 
instance where Meta found China focusing on disrupting U.S. 
domestic politics ahead of an election. 

Two cybersecurity firms uncovered evidence that supported 
Meta’s findings that Chinese government-affiliated cyber actors 
were seeking to disrupt the midterms.3 Chinese misinformation 
included undermining faith in public institutions, especially the 
efficacy of voting, highlighting the prospect of a civil war and 
suggesting that violence was a way to rectify democracy’s fail-
ings. In what is surely an attempt to bend the narrative in Rus-
sia’s favor, Chinese government-affiliated posts also criticized 
U.S. military assistance to Ukraine. 
 
We do not need to look in the dark web to find evidence that this 
social media influence operation was successful. We only need 
to half-tune in to prominent people like billionaire Tesla chief 
executive Elon Musk, who tweeted to promote “Ukraine-Russia 
Peace.”4 Because Musk used Kremlin-propaganda language, 
he confirmed that Russian propaganda was impacting the pub-
lic discourse leading up to the elections. In fact, the Midterm 
Monitor,5 an interactive tool that provides a snapshot of social 
media messages and narratives shaping elections, revealed 
that Putin’s talking points were increasingly being spread by 
many Trump-endorsed candidates running for office, including 
successful Senate candidate J.D. Vance.vi At the Conservative 
Political Action Conference (CPAC) in Orlando, Florida, in Febru-
ary this year, Trump himself praised Putin for his cleverness in 
invading Ukraine.

THE OCTOBER SHIFT
If the adage is that a week is long in politics, what does the 
month before the election look like? Trump and his support-
ers must have looked warily at the month of October because 
their strategy to win back both houses of Congress was crum-
bling under the weight of a deluge of indictments and criminal 
charges. At the end of September, The Economist wrote that 
Biden was “enjoying a winning streak,” as he addressed the UN 
General Assembly.7 In particular, three events transformed the 
midterm elections into a much closer race than Republicans ex-
pected. First, the preponderance of evidence that Trump com-
mitted crimes on the 6th of January and at his home in Mar-a-
Lago made the midterms about Trump rather than perceived 
failures of the Democratic Party. 

Second, the Democrats showed that they could pass legislation 
linked to their key campaign promises, such as Student Loan 
Forgiveness, the Inflation Reduction Act that included $369 
billion in measures to combat climate change, and the Chips 

Act that delivered on promises to stimulate the supply side of 
the semiconductor industry within America. And third, the over-
turning of Roe v. Wade energized progressives and females in 
general against a Republican Party that had become depend-
ent on continually expanding the culture wars to motivate its 
increasingly conservative base. Ironically, winning the Dobbs v. 
Jackson Women’s Health Organization case meant the Repub-
lican Party lost a key rallying cause. Moreover, to keep their 
evangelical voters primed, Republicans needed to move on to 
ever more conservative cultural touchstones, such as marriage 
rights for gay Americans. 

But October was a month of whipsaw movements in the Amer-
ican electorate, starting with what looked like a Democratic 
ability to staunch their losses in the House, to a sudden swing 
back to the right as discontent surged over a four-decade high 
inflation rate and fears of rising crime levels, which, in turn, 
heightened Biden’s deep unpopularity within the electorate. 
Biden’s July failures in the Middle East to increase the flow of 
global oil, to help bring down inflation and to avoid an American 
recession, were thrown into sharp relief. Senior Democrats in 
Congress made statements that called for a freeze on arms 
sales to Saudi Arabia, for the Justice Department to sue OPEC 
members for antitrust violations and for labeling Saudi Arabia’s 
decision “a hostile act” that necessitated a reconsideration of 
the U.S.’ security role in the kingdom.
 
Such strong language reflected the importance of fossil fuels 
to American pocketbooks and the general electorate’s feelings 
about who is responsible for high gas prices at the local station. 
The willingness of oil producers in the Persian Gulf to ignore 
appeals by a sitting American president additionally underlined 
Biden’s weakness on the global stage. In line with the major 
role that the price of energy plays in the American economy and 
for the electorate, by mid-October, Republican chances in key 
battleground states looked much rosier.

THE OCTOBER BRIDGE SURPRISE
At the international level, October was also a month of shifts 
and Ukrainian surges aimed to gain advantages on the ground 
before the winter set in.  By fall, the Ukrainian military’s use of 
HIMARS (High Mobility Artillery Rocket System), which the U.S. 
began sending in late June, helped tilt the war back in its favor. 
Timed seemingly for Putin’s 70th birthday, Ukrainian Special 
Forces blew out part of the link between Russia and Crimea, 
the 19km Kerch Bridge. Ukraine defense officials made the 
taunt clear with a tweet that featured Marilyn Monroe sing-
ing “Happy Birthday, dear President” alongside a video of the 
bridge blowing up.8 

Putin’s response was to launch more than 100 missiles as 
well as hundreds of unsophisticated, Iranian-made, but never-
theless menacing drones. While unfortunately, these October 
strikes against Ukraine did kill civilians, they did not have any 
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In the months leading up to the 2022 U.S. midterm elections many Europeans let it be known that these elections felt exceedingly consequential. The big reason, of course, 
are concerns raised by Donald J. Trump and his possible impact on both U.S. domestic and foreign policy. Pictured is Trump during a rally in Arizona earlier this year (photo: 
brian james cramer / Shutterstock.com)

meaningful military effect. Just like his annexation of parts of 
Ukraine via sham referendums and his “partial” call-up of re-
serves, the missile strikes smacked of desperation. More hu-
miliating is that many missiles were stopped by air-defense sys-
tems. And more worrying for Putin was the estimated number 
of his losses, which by mid-October reached 90,000 Russian 
soldiers killed and injured. Putin’s go-to response to his losses 
so far has been to double down, to take the more extreme step 
in his range of options—the option that the knowledgeable Rus-
sia-watcher Fiona Hill points out is “the one that actually cuts 
off other alternatives.”9 

Compounding Putin’s problems, the most-accurate U.S. artil-
lery shell was quietly added to the aid list as part of the Biden 
administration’s continued prioritization of support for Ukraine.  
Earlier this year, I wrote in Atlantisch Perspectief that the Biden’s 
administration’s response was historic in its decision to lead an 
international coalition to support Ukraine.10 In taking on this 
leadership mantel, Biden prevailed over isolationist sentiment 
in his own party, such as that articulated by 30 members of 
the Congressional Progressive Caucus in a letter in October.11  
The U.S.’ role as a key driver of the West’s unified response to 

Putin’s aggression continues to hold, and NATO countries con-
tinue to send military aid to Ukraine.  For instance, Germany 
delivered the first of four of its newest high-tech air-defense 
missile system, the IRIS-T, while the Netherlands promised at 
the mid-October NATO defense minister summit to send $14.5 
million worth of air-defense missiles. 

BIPARTISAN FOREIGN POLICY
I also pointed out that Putin and Xi Jinping managed with their 
no-limits partnership before Putin’s invasion to accomplish 
the impossible in Washington by getting a bipartisan policy on 
Ukraine. This is the case because both parties feel that some 
issues are too important to be subjected to polarization for po-
litical gain and because some issues do have broad support in 
the whole of the American public (although waning as the war 
continues).12 Both chambers in Congress also exhibit strong bi-
partisan backing for weapons deliveries and other aid to Kyiv, 
as well as for fortifying NATO’s eastern frontier. Senior Repub-
licans like minority leader Senator Mitch McConnell urged the 
Biden administration to move faster in delivering weapons to 
Ukraine.13
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Since few issues unite Democrats and Republicans as much 
as supporting Ukraine in its fight against Russia, in many ways, 
the midterms will not impact U.S. foreign policy. Moreover, even 
if Russia and its allies clearly wanted to affect the midterms 
through their social media influence operations, few Americans 
believe that Russia will win the war. 

Add to this that none of the U.S.’ adversaries and critics expect 
that U.S. foreign strategy towards Ukraine would dramatically 
shift should the Republicans capture one or both chambers of 
Congress.  Instead, Chinese leader Xi Jinping and Indian pre-
mier Narendra Modi made clear to Putin at the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization Summit that they were losing patience 
with his ongoing war. China is especially unhappy about the fact 
that the war created a more united, more militarized West that 
is more suspicious of China and its alliance with Putin. Instead 
of courting Chinese investment, Europeans are acting as if the 
scales have fallen from their eyes about Chinese global inten-
tions.  For example, on October 17, 2022, all the EU’s 27 for-
eign ministers gathered in Luxembourg to recalibrate Europe’s 
China policy. The official document released after the meeting 

refers to China not just as a competitor, which is the official line, 
but a “tough competitor.”14 

REAL SHIFTS IN AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY
America’s two major parties not only agree on the importance 
of helping Ukraine, but they also agree upon the greater threat 
that China’s rise continues to pose. Both parties additionally 
favor spending more money on preventing a possible Chinse 
military takeover of Taiwan. In mid-October, the Biden admin-
istration finally released its National Security Strategy (NSS), 
a document that Congress mandated every administration 
publish.15 Biden’s NSS clearly states that China is the great-
est geopolitical challenge facing the U.S. The NSS argues that 
China is the only competitor with the intent and, increasingly, 
the capability to remake the international order, which is far 
more consequential in the long run than Putin’s belligerent but 
declining imperialist power.

In drawing a clear distinction between Russia and China, Bid-
en’s NSS makes a major change in stance from that articu-
lated in Trump’s NSS, which was written by Trump’s National 

Geopolitical pressures leading up to the midterms were immense, especially those related to Russian president Vladimir Putin’s attempts to starve Europe, principally Germany, of 
the natural gas needed to fuel its industry and its electrical grid. Pictured are two power pylons before sunset in Nurtingen, Germany (photo: Jan von nebenan / Shutterstock.com)
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the Midterm Monitor, an interactive tool that provides a snapshot of social media messages and narratives shaping elections, revealed that Putin’s talking points were increasingly 
being spread by many Trump-endorsed candidates running for office, including successful Senate candidate J.D. Vance.  Pictured is Vance during the 2021 Southwest Regional 
Conference (photo: Gage Skidmore / Wikimedia Commons / CC-BY-SA 2.0)

Security Adviser General H. R. McMaster and senior National 
Security Council (NSC) staffer Nadia Schadlow.16 This previous 
NSS cited Russia and China simultaneously thereby elevating 
Russia as a main threat (though Trump appeared not to know 
this when he presented it in December 2017).17 

The fact that the 2022 NSS came out so late also indicates 
early on that Biden did not view Russia as a threat priority.  It 
was originally ready to be published in February, but after Rus-
sia’s invasion, rewrites delayed its publication by eight months. 
Biden’s NSS further envisions that China and Russia will not 
be aligned in their geopolitical interests in the long term, which 
the administration believes will provide opportunities to drive 
cracks and fissures in the relationship between Moscow and 
Beijing. The strategy argues that Russia’s status compared to 
other Asian powers, such as China and India, has been “pro-
foundly diminished” by Putin’s decision to go to war.

UKRAINE FATIGUE
This is not to say that we should shed our concerns about 
Trump-Republicans doing well in 2022 or in 2024. Various po-
litical pundits made forecasts, based on Trump’s past behavior, 
about how he will more craftily wield the arms of the execu-
tive branch to take revenge on his enemies as well as bend 

the institutions of state toward his preferences and whims.18 
Trump’s transactional foreign policy would again fray trans-
atlantic ties and undermine the collective security system in 
Europe. Trump’s eroding of ties across the Atlantic contributed 
to Putin’s calculations that the U.S. would not support Europe 
when he attacked Ukraine. A return to political divisions over 
what sort of relationship Europe should build with Russia would 
bolster Putin’s use of pipeline politics and his calculations that 
he can ride out Western sanctions and wait for Ukraine fatigue 
to set in along with cold houses and high gas prices. 

Ukraine fatigue is a real issue that Trump-aligned candidates 
as well as influential conservative commentators on platforms 
like Fox News used to considerable effect. Attach to this a grow-
ing chorus of America First/MAGA isolationists, who gained 
prominence during the Trump administration and who leading 
up to the November election spoke out explicitly against send-
ing further aid to Ukraine. 

Anti-Ukraine campaign sloganeering was also made by mem-
bers of the House Freedom Caucus, which represents some of 
the most extreme right-wing members of the Republican Party. 
In what is sure to be a razor-thin margin over Democrats, every 
Freedom Caucus member has the potential to play the Joe 



14   Atlantisch perspectief

ANALYSIS

Manchin or Kyrsten Sinema role—and hold legislation hostage 
to their narrow agendas. Add to these potentials for paralysis 
the fact newly elected House Majority Leader Kevin McCarthy 
echoed anti-Ukraine sentiments. Opinion polls that came out 
on October 10 reveal that these isolationist voices in the Re-
publican Party are on to something: 32 percent of Republicans 
believed that the United States has a responsibility to protect 
and defend Ukraine from Russia, compared to 58 percent of 
Democrats.19

But Ukraine fatigue is a real issue here in Europe, too. This point 
was made obvious to me when a member of the audience at a 
lecture I was giving in The Hague in late September asked me 
why America wants to support Ukraine. When America’s role 
in defending Ukraine’s right to exist is up for debate in one of 
America’s strongest Atlanticist allies, then contemplating how 
U.S. foreign policy might change if isolationists leverage more 
control after the midterm elections is no meaningless exercise. 
If both the Republican Party’s base and many of its loudest leg-
islators lean further into Trumpian isolationism, we can expect 
that the midterm elections will significantly impact America’s 
strategic priorities and its transatlantic relations and certainly 
narrow the path for continued U.S. assistance to Ukraine. 
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The U.S.’ role as a key driver of the West’s unified response to Putin’s aggression 
continues to hold. Pictured are HIMARS (High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems), 
which the U.S. began sending in June, used by Ukraine in action in Zaporizhya Oblast, 
the same month (photo: www.mil.gov.ua / Wikimedia Commons / CC BY 4.0)


