Presidential Address

International Legitimacy Lost? Rule and
Resistance When America Is First
David A. Lake
The pillars of the Pax Americana are decaying. There are two critical challenges. Our interests with our closest allies have been
drifting apart for decades, with increasingly serious consequences. A new populist and economic nationalist coalition has been
mobilized in the United States, challenging the internationalist coalition that has prevailed at home since the second World War.
These challenges are not the product of President Donald J. Trump. He is the manifestation of these challenges, not their cause.
Understanding these challenges requires examining anew the role of international legitimacy and authority in world politics and
recognizing that different international orders have different distributional consequences. This essay summarizes my past research
on the incentives for international hierarchy, integrates the role of domestic interests into that theory, and explores the nature and
role of international legitimacy in the study of world order. Part II examines the Pax Americana, and contrasts this order with
those found in the Caribbean basin and Middle East. The ﬁnal section outlines the changing incentives for cooperation between
the United States and Europe, discusses the rise of populism in the United States, and suggests ways of addressing the current
challenges to internationalism.

W

e are in the midst of a possible sea change in US
foreign policy and, in turn, international order.
In the 1970s and 1980s, observers worried
about the decline in US power, especially against a then
rising Japan. In the 1990s and 2000s, analysts once again
worried about US decline, this time relative to a rising
China. Today, the largest threats to world order arise not
from external challengers but from a growing schism
between the United States and Europe and, more
recently, the fracturing of the internationalist coalition
at home that has dominated US foreign policy for eight
decades. As the interests of the United States shift,
its international legitimacy and authority threaten to
evaporate, undermining the international order that has
existed at least in “the West” since World War II. The
question facing the United States now is not whether it can
lead, but whether it wants to lead—and what this might
mean for the future.
Understanding international legitimacy and authority
requires going beyond the conception of anarchy that
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dominates the study of international relations and the
division between domestic and international politics that
separates the ﬁelds of Political Science. International
order is the product of incentives for state-to-state
hierarchy, the interests of the dominant and subordinate
states—especially the distance between their policy
preferences—and international legitimacy, a social construct formed by the beliefs of potentially millions of
individuals in subordinate states. These three sets of factors
are in complex interplay, producing the particular international order that exists in any region and period.
Conditions were especially favorable for an authoritative order between the United States, Europe, and
Northeast Asia after 1945. The gains from cooperation
were large and similar interests allowed a hierarchy to
emerge that could be easily legitimated. The result was
the Pax Americana, a regional order of nearly unprecedented peace and prosperity. By contrast, conditions have
been less favorable in the Caribbean basin and Middle
East. With only modest gains from cooperation, divergent interests in both regions have led the United
States to rule through collaborationist and necessarily
authoritarian elites. The resulting orders, such as they are,
have beneﬁted mostly the United States and the elites
allied with it. Lacking legitimacy, US rule has sparked
anti-American resistance and even violence. As the
United States and Europe diverge, and US authority
becomes increasingly fragile, the Caribbean and Middle
East serve as cautionary tales of what can happen when
international legitimacy is lost.
doi:10.1017/S1537592717003085
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In this essay, I summarize my past research on the
incentives for international hierarchy, integrate the role of
domestic interests into that theory, and explore the
nature and role of international legitimacy in the study
of world order. I then examine the Pax Americana and
contrast this order with those found in the Caribbean and
Middle East. In the ﬁnal section I outline the changing
incentives for cooperation between the United States and
Europe, discuss the recent rise of the populist coalition in
the United States, and suggest ways of addressing the
current challenges to internationalism.

Rule and Resistance in World Politics
For almost four decades, the concept of anarchy has
structured the study of international relations and has,
supposedly, distinguished world politics from other
realms of social interaction. Although the concept has
been in use by scholars since the inception of the
discipline,1 it did not feature in the study of international
relations until Kenneth Waltz identiﬁed it as the ordering
principle of world politics.2 Although subsequent scholars
argued about the meaning and implications of anarchy, few
quarreled with its central analytic position.3 Although it is
a truism that the system as a whole is anarchic, it is a fallacy
of composition to assume that all—or all important—
relations within that system are also anarchic. Rather, as I
and others have argued, the international system is better
understood as a set of relationships that vary by dyad from
pure anarchy, as in some great power relations, to pure
hierarchy, as in the classic overseas empires, with many
forms in between.4 If we accept this premise, then the clear
demarcation between domestic and international politics
dissolves. The legitimacy of rule by one state over others—
or the authority of a dominant state over its subordinate
states—may vary with implications that are just as important for international as domestic politics.5
To understand variations in international hierarchy
requires attention to at least three analytic components:
the incentives for hierarchy, the interests of states as
rooted in and refracted through domestic politics, and the
legitimacy of their relations. It is the interaction of these
factors that lead to the degree and nature of the international order. As below, interests affect the incentives
for hierarchy, especially whether subordinate states will
act opportunistically, and the same ideas and norms that
underlie principled legitimacy will inﬂuence how peoples
and states conceive their interests. Although we can draw
comparative static predictions from any single factor, it is
the complex interactions between them that determine
the degree and nature of international order that we
observe. Having developed some of these foundations
elsewhere, I summarize them brieﬂy here and focus on
legitimacy.6
Incentives for hierarchy vary by dyad. The gains from
cooperation, and their division between dominant and

subordinate states, is the most fundamental. Without
some beneﬁt from pooling resources and coordinating
actions, there is no reason for either party to construct
any hierarchy of any degree to manage their relations.
In turn, the larger the beneﬁts, the more likely some form
of hierarchy is to emerge.
Given appropriate gains, states are also concerned by
the potential for opportunism by both subordinate and
dominant states. The expected costs of opportunism to
the dominant state increase with the degree to which
assets are speciﬁc to a relationship and decrease with
hierarchy. The more dependent the dominant country is
on the subordinate, the more defection or a lack of
cooperation will affect it, and this necessitates a degree of
control over the subordinate’s policies. The cost to the
subordinate state of greater hierarchy is the loss of
sovereignty or autonomy in decision-making.
Conversely, the subordinate state is concerned with
opportunism or the abuse of authority by the dominant
state, and the dominant state incurs governance costs in
restricting its own freedom of action to induce the other
to subordinate itself to its rule. As theorized about states
more generally, Douglass North and Barry Weingast
argue that rulers must tie their hands to commit not to
overstep the authority granted to them by subordinates.7
As the control of the dominant state over the subordinate
increases with hierarchy, and its potential for abuse does so
as well, these governance costs increase with greater
hierarchy, limiting the extent of authority in equilibrium.
In general, the greater the gains from cooperation, the
more speciﬁc the assets at risk, and the lower the
governance costs to the dominant state, the more hierarchical the relationship will be.
All of these incentives, in turn, are inﬂuenced by the
policy preferences or interests of the dominant and
subordinate states in international order. In addition to
variations in hierarchy, it is important to recognize that
different international orders have different distributional
consequences—both within and between countries. As
posited by Hedley Bull, any international order must
provide the elementary goals of security against violence,
assurances that promises, once made, will be kept, and
conﬁdence that possessions will not be subject to constant
challenges without limit.8 Within these goals, however,
international orders vary in their content, some being
more open or “liberal” in their rules, others being more
closed and “mercantilist.” We need only compare the Pax
Americana constructed by the United States in Western
Europe and the Soviet Union’s informal empire in Eastern
Europe after 1945 to see wide variation in form and
substance.9 As sets of rules, international orders affect
individuals and groups in different ways, and these actors
pursue their interests to the extent of their abilities,
including legitimating the rule of some foreign country
or resisting that rule. International order is not simply
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Pareto-improving cooperation, as often theorized in international relations,10 but involves hard bargaining and
winners and losers. To paraphrase Carl won Clausewitz,
international order is the pursuit of politics by other
means.11
Policy preferences over different international orders
follow from the desires of individuals, aggregated into
groups and coalitions and refracted through domestic
political institutions. Although I focus on the material
interests of individuals as factors of production as a ﬁrst
cut, interests are also shaped by external threats—real or
imagined—that affect individuals and motivate them to
demand cooperation by their governments and by ideologies and ideas, some of which may embody normative
ideals.12
When the interests of the dominant and subordinate
states are similar, hierarchy is less costly to both parties.
The subordinate state can yield some sovereignty to the
dominant state, knowing that the latter will act in ways it
desires. Large and more favorable divisions of the gains
from cooperation then secure the subordinate’s participation. The dominant state, in turn, trusts that the
subordinate will not defect or otherwise act opportunistically. When the policy preferences of the dominant and
subordinate states are dissimilar or far apart, hierarchy is
more costly. The dominant state must assume that the
subordinate state will act opportunistically if possible, and
will insist on greater control over its policies or, in a word,
greater hierarchy. The subordinate, in turn, must assume
that the dominant state will seek to exploit its cooperation
and turn outcomes to its own advantage. As a result, it
requires greater constraints on the authority of the
dominant state, which in turn create higher governance
costs. The farther apart the policy preferences of the two
states, the larger the gains from cooperation must be to
sustain any hierarchy; at some point, there are likely no
gains from cooperation that can bridge the policy divide
and the two states will exist in purely anarchic relations.
The heterogeneity of policy preferences within each
state also matter in important ways. The interests of
individuals vary more or less in different societies, with
broad consensus existing in some—as during the Cold
War in the United States—and acute polarization prevailing in others, as in the current period of American politics.
Domestic political institutions either exacerbate or
mitigate these differences and express them as policy.
When the policy preferences of both states are relatively
homogenous, the incentives follow the “national interest”
calculations as just outlined. When policy preferences are
more heterogeneous, different international relations may
follow. If the policy preferences of dominant state are
heterogeneous, a minority might capture foreign policy
(more likely in autocracies) and rule a subordinate despite
the costs imposed on the broader society.13 Conversely,
when interests in the subordinate are heterogeneous, the
8

dominant state may ally with a collaborationist elite, which
must then govern autocratically and repressively. This
characterized Soviet-East European relations during
the Cold War and US-Caribbean and Middle Eastern
relations, as described later. The greater the heterogeneity
in policy preferences within states, the more likely
hierarchy is to emerge even when it is suboptimal for
one or both countries as a whole.14
Finally, legitimacy transforms hierarchy into authority.
All rulers seek to convert raw power (coercive ability) into
authority. When successful, compliance is transformed
from a response to threats and the coercive enforcement
of rules into a duty or obligation in which subordinates
surrender judgement and follow rules because they
should. It is far less costly for rulers to police the behavior
of subordinates (reduce opportunism) when the latter
have accepted and possibly internalized the obligation to
follow rules because they are rightful. Thus, in conjunction with incentives and interests, legitimacy plays
a crucial role in establishing hierarchy and converting it
into authority. Legitimacy rests on three complementary
legs.15 Some authorities at some times may depend more
on one leg than another, but they form a tripod that, when
lashed together, is more stable and can support more
weight than any leg alone. Strategies of legitimation seek to
cultivate legitimacy, and follow from each of these forms.
Performance (output) legitimacy is usually understood
in the context of a social contract theory of authority.16
Subordinates yield some measure of their autonomy in
exchange for gains from cooperation enabled by the ruler
and of beneﬁt to them. In equilibrium, the ruler receives
sufﬁcient beneﬁt from cooperation to enforce it, and
subordinates receive sufﬁcient value to compensate for
the autonomy forsaken in complying with the necessary
rules. At its core, performance legitimacy rests on a quid
pro quo in which society accepts the restrictions of the
ruler, and regards those restrictions as necessary or rightful
to the extent they are necessary for cooperation. These
considerations are captured in the incentives for hierarchy
described above.
Underlying this exchange, in turn, are the interests of
both the ruler and ruled. To create legitimacy, subordinates must want the type and level of order provided. The
ruler might be “performing” at a high level by his own
lights, but if subordinates prefer an order with different
rules—perhaps one that redistributes greater income to the
median voter—then little legitimacy will be produced.
The ruler might choose to produce an order closer to the
median preference, but then he receives fewer beneﬁts
from that order, at least in the short term, which then
reduces his incentives to provide that order. In general,
the further the distance between the interests of the ruler
and the ruled, the less legitimate that ruler will be.
Variation in interests is the primary driver of legitimacy
within the cases below.
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Procedural (input) legitimacy is deﬁned by the correct
following of established practices of decision-making.
This holds for both ruler and rules. Was the ruler selected
by the correct procedure, whether this be hereditary
secession, anointment by some third party (e.g., the Pope
or the Chinese emperor), or a democratic election?
Violations of established practice call into question the
legitimacy of rulers, whereas following the rules legitimates
leaders, despite whatever personal qualities they may
possess. In turn, was a rule adopted by correct procedure?
Passed by a legislature and duly approved by the executive?
If so, then it carries the presumption of appropriateness
even though it may be ineffective or in conﬂict with other
principles. This is, in effect, the core of Max Weber’s
formal-legal approach to authority and legitimacy, but it is
also consistent with tradition in conforming with existing
practice.17 In this view, procedures govern the appropriate
process for adopting new rules, and when followed have the
effect of legitimating the rule regardless of its intent or effect.
Indeed, given that performance is often difﬁcult to assess,
procedures are often used as proxy even when it is outcomes
that in some sense really matter. For this reason, disentangling performance and procedural legitimacy can be
quite difﬁcult.
In international politics, procedural legitimacy is of
increasing importance. As world politics has become
more institutionalized, procedure has become more
central to the legitimacy of intergovernmental organizations
(IGOs), private transnational regulatory organizations, and
more. Procedural legitimacy, however, has mostly played
a constraining or inhibiting role in state-to-state hierarchy.
There is no established procedure by which one state rules
another, so there is, in turn, no criteria to assess whether
a dominant state is following correct practice. Even state-tostate hierarchy, however, has become increasingly embedded
in multilateralism with its procedures of consultation and
collaboration that give subordinate states at least some say in
how they are governed.18 It is this need for procedural
legitimacy that prompted the United States to request
authorization from some multilateral body for every use of
military force between 1989 and 2003, and it was its
insistence on acting against Iraq without explicit authorization from the United Nations that led many to conclude that
the 2003 war was illegitimate.19
Principled legitimacy derives from shared values or
norms through which rulers promote and subordinates
accept a moral vision that justiﬁes rule. Rulers may be
deemed rightful because of religious status—descended
from the Sun God, selected by a priesthood, etc.—or they
may claim superior knowledge, virtue, or social status.
Today, many NGOs have authority because of their
principled standing, and they extend their authority by
linking new programs to accepted principles, often in quite
strategic and intentional ways.20 Other authorities draw
their legitimacy from science as an accepted body of

knowledge or form of inquiry. Climate scientists, for
instance, are authorities on global warming because of
the prior acceptance by Western societies of “science” as
the supreme form of knowledge. Similarly, in the case
of states, the “race for space” can be interpreted as
a competition for legitimacy through scientiﬁc achievement.21 Principles may also condition other foundations
of legitimacy. What constitutes an appropriate outcome or
procedure is itself often deﬁned in terms of underlying
principles, once again making the legs of the tripod
virtually inseparable.22
For state-to-state hierarchy, however, current principles do not legitimate international hierarchy but, rather,
limit the authority of the superordinate state. The broad
acceptance of the principle of state sovereignty implies
ipso facto that the rule of one state over another is generally
illegitimate.23 This precludes empire, especially of the
overseas form, in which one ethnically distinct polity
governs another. It also forces states to adopt euphemisms
to obscure the reality of rule, with scholars writing of
hegemony as leadership and policy makers describing the
United States as the “indispensable nation” to mask its
international authority. As new principles are adopted,
however, what is legitimate or not can change with
surprising rapidity. As liberal principles of human equality
and dignity spread, slavery, race-based laws, and empire
quickly became illegitimate.24 The responsibility to
protect (R2P), in turn, may challenge the principle of
sovereignty.25
Performance, procedural, and principled legitimacy are
mutually reinforcing. “Good” outcomes are often judged
by the procedures and principles employed in their
production, and consistently “poor” outcomes will call
otherwise accepted procedures and principles into doubt.
Even efﬁcient procedures and welfare-improving outcomes that conﬂict with shared principles will likely be
judged as illegitimate. For these reasons, actors seek to
enhance their legitimacy using whatever raw materials and
tools they have available, arbitraging between different
sources and leveraging strengths on one dimension to
offset weaknesses on another. The sources of legitimacy, as
a result, are tightly bound up with one another, difﬁcult to
separate, and typically impossible to identify in their
separate effects. As the following cases suggest, the
foundations of legitimacy in international relations appear
to move together—or not at all.
Incentives for hierarchy, interests, and legitimacy combine to produce particular, rule-based, and authoritative
social orders. International order can, of course, emerge
under anarchy through reciprocity, negotiated institutions,
or widely held social norms.26 None of these mechanisms,
however, lead directly to an authoritative order in which one
actor—the dominant state—legitimately sets and enforces
rules over others. Authoritative international orders
resemble domestic orders. When incentives for hierarchy
March 2018 | Vol. 16/No. 1
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exist, the interests of dominant and subordinate states are
not too distant, and a measure of legitimacy exists,
authoritative international orders are possible and, relative
to other types of international orders, likely to be more
robust and efﬁcient in producing the cooperation on which
that authority itself rests.
Absent legitimacy, however, any international order and
especially the dominant state that underlies it is likely to
encounter resistance from subordinates who fail to beneﬁt
given their policy preferences. Without legitimacy, the
dominant state cannot rely on obligation to bolster
compliance, but must use coercion to impose its will on
others. This breeds further resistance and even resentments
against the power of the dominant state, creating vicious
cycles of repression and resistance. Anti-Americanism in
Latin America in the twentieth century and in the Middle
East today is one manifestation of such resistance, as is
non-compliance and even violence in the form of insurgencies and terrorism. Resistance in any form makes it
harder for the dominant state to accomplish its goals in
world politics and undermines international order.

US Rule in World Politics
Since 1945, the United States has acquired and exercised
a measure of authority over other states. This authority
has been limited to certain policy areas—largely those
dealing with international security and ﬂows of goods and
capital between countries—and certain countries, mostly in
Europe and Northeast Asia. This authority, in turn, was
never as broadly accepted or as legitimate as that found
within liberal democratic states; though accepted by many,
it is still denied or rejected by not insigniﬁcant numbers of
citizens within each subordinate country who prefer
autonomy or sovereignty in their security and economic
relations. Nonetheless, despite this opposition, in some
issue areas and some countries the United States has enjoyed
a substantial measure of legitimacy and therefore authority.
This “Western” system, misnamed because it additionally
includes at least Japan and South Korea, is also known as the
Pax Americana, and I will use these terms interchangeably.
At the same time, the United States continues to interact
with other states under hierarchy but without authority. It
has ruled through collaborationist elites in the states
bordering on the Caribbean, but it lacks broad-based
legitimacy even in those countries and certainly in most
of South America. Its more recent attempt to extend its rule
to the Middle East is supported again by collaborationist
elites, but also lacks popular support. Yet the United States
today still possesses more authority over more states and
peoples than any other country in history—with the
possible exceptions of the Roman and British empires.
The United States and the Pax Americana
The Pax Americana, limited to security and international
economic affairs and to Western Europe and Northeast
10

Asia, has provided internal and external political stability,
intra- and interstate peace, and generalized prosperity for
subordinates, producing substantial international order.27
For scholars of international relations, this order has been
our muse, if you will, our baseline for international
cooperation around which we have built many general
theories.28 By emphasizing its apparent voluntarism,
however, we ignore the important role of legitimacy and
authority in its success. Geir Lundestad famously highlighted this voluntarism within hierarchy in his description
of the Pax Americana as an “empire by invitation.”29 To
fully understand this order, we need to recover the often
invisible authority at its core.
Brieﬂy, there were large gains from postwar cooperation between the United States and what are euphemistically known as its allies. Collective security through the
US nuclear umbrella and NATO both deterred the
possibly expansionist Soviet Union and provided a vehicle
for reintegrating Germany into Europe. This dual move
required a forward-based defense strategy. Aimed to
protect Europe at the intra-German border, without the
autonomous rearmament of Germany itself, the United
States deployed troops to make credible its commitment
and substitute for German defense capabilities. In the
famous words of Lord Ismay, the ﬁrst Secretary General
of NATO, this cooperation aimed to “keep the Soviet
Union out, the Americans in, and the Germans down.”30
US troops at the intra-German border, however, created
site-speciﬁc assets that required a degree of control or
hierarchy over German foreign policy, lest the Socialists
pursue the neutral foreign policy they preferred and
Germans consent to that control (legitimacy). The limited
sovereignty of the German state was the result, ﬁrst under
the occupation and later under international agreements.
A similar bargain emerged in Northeast Asia, with the
defense perimeter linking Japan (Okinawa), the Philippines, and Guam, with island bases being highly site
speciﬁc. Japan possessed only limited sovereignty over its
foreign policy, with some restrictions remaining today
through its constitutional provision limiting its military to
self-defense. Though nominally independent, the Philippines remained an informal empire of the United States,
and Guam, of course, remains a US possession.
Similarly, free trade created large gains from cooperation and economic interdependence between the United
States, Europe, and Northeast Asia. As specialization
deepened, and foreign direct investment expanded as
well, site- and industry-speciﬁc assets grew, requiring new
rules to govern international exchange. Here, too, the
United States asserted a degree of authority embedded in
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
Both security and economic cooperation called for at least
a measure of hierarchy.
The building of this hierarchy, in turn, was facilitated
by a convergence of interests between the United States
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and its allies. In the United States, greater cooperation
was desired by a new internationalist coalition of business
and the military that consolidated its political dominance
during World War II and was willing to expend the
resources necessary to produce a new international order.
Economically supreme given its expansion during the war
and near lack of competition from war-devastated
industries abroad, US business eschewed its pre-war
protectionism and turned outward to conquer new
international markets. Likewise, the United States
emerged from the war with what President Dwight
Eisenhower later called a military-industrial complex that
both facilitated and advocated for a greater international
presence.31 These forces came together in the “Eastern
Establishment” that triumphed over the remaining isolationists and sustained internationalism in the following
decades—even after the Cold War consensus otherwise
broke down during the Vietnam War (discussed later).32
The interests of its subordinates, in turn, were
unusually plastic or malleable after the war and were
easily reshaped to conform with the US-led order.33 With
substantial industrial capacity destroyed by the ﬁghting,
and old elites delegitimated by the war itself and especially
by defeat, there were few “vested interests” in society, or at
least few interests that had the means and the will to ﬁght
to regain their lost political power.34 The United States
dangled the attraction of participating in an open international economy before European and Asia industrialists, sidelined any residual militarists, and actively
intervened—mostly covertly—to prevent communists
from winning elections in France and Italy.35 Faced with
some opposition from the left in both Europe and Japan,
the United States promoted and ruled through new elites
drawn from among moderate conservatives—most notably Konrad Adenauer in Germany and Yoshida Shigeru in
Japan.36 These moves reshaped the domestic political
economies of its allies and created new interests dependent
on the US-led order. Beneﬁting from the lower defense
expenditures permitted by the US security umbrella, and
dependent on access to the US market, these new interests
became rapidly vested in supporting and preserving the
Pax Americana. Through export-led growth, industries
that enjoyed a comparative advantage in international
markets grew more rapidly than their comparatively
disadvantaged counterparts, increasing their political clout
and becoming wedded to the new internationally liberal
economic policies. The initial direction of the postwar
order created by the United States became self-enforcing
by restructuring the domestic political economies of its
subordinate states. In this way, the interests of the United
States and its subordinates converged in ways that made
US hierarchy compatible with democracy.
The peace and prosperity engendered by the Pax
Americana combined to legitimate US rule, producing
at least a measure of authority. Performance legitimacy

was reinforced by a principled narrative of liberalism and
open markets.37 The social plasticity resulting from the
war helped here as well. With nationalist narratives
delegitimated, a liberal internationalism that promoted
capitalism, democracy, and progress could more easily take
hold. Around this core of liberalism was wrapped a further
narrative of the “West” as a common identity with
a constructed but shared history.38 Though somewhat less
relevant, this narrative even worked in the case of Japan,
which had long admired the West and emulated its beliefs,
practices, and even fashions—never more deeply than after
defeat.39 In conjunction with the moderate conservatives
promoted by the United States, these liberal and Western
narratives provided a moral vision that welded together the
so-called allies.
Finally, the Pax Americana was formed in a unique
experiment of governance. There were few, if any,
established procedures by which one state could rule
others. Having forsaken formal empire, what were the
meta-rules or constitutional provisions that would guide
the creation and maintenance of an empire by invitation?
Even the principle that all states are or should be
sovereign was relatively new.40 For this reason, procedural
legitimacy did not ﬁgure prominently in the early years of
US authority. Over time, however, procedures were
elaborated that have come to play an important role in
legitimating US authority. Sovereignty is one such institution that limits what the United States can and cannot
do legitimately. Multilateralism is a second and perhaps
more important institution, at least in relations with
Europe and extending more broadly in economic governance.41 Grounded in sovereignty, multilateralism is
a procedural institution that grants subordinate states
a formal voice over policies of the United States. Multilateralism does not prevent the United States from acting
in its self-deﬁned interests when necessary, as proven by
the Iraq War, but it aggregates the voices of subordinate
states and establishes “red lines” that, when crossed, allow
subordinates to coordinate their assessments of whether an
action is or is not legitimate.42 Though beginning with
performance and principled legitimacy, procedural legitimacy has become increasingly important in assessing US
rule in recent decades.
In summary, then, all three bases of legitimacy have
been lashed together to create and sustain US authority in
the postwar era. In conjunction with incentives and
convergent interests, US legitimacy transformed hierarchy
into the authoritative international order that we have
known as the Pax Americana, one of the most effective
regional orders in history. It is this legitimacy that is now
under threat.
The United States, Caribbean Basin, and Middle East
By contrast with the Pax Americana, the United States
has ruled the Caribbean Basin since before 1898 and has
March 2018 | Vol. 16/No. 1
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sought to rule the Middle East since the 1930s without
broad legitimacy. It has imposed hierarchy coercively and
governed through collaborationist elites. In turn, resistance has been rife, spurring anti-Americanism in its
mildest form and violence in its most severe. Such dissent
has required the United States to intervene militarily to
quash opponents and bolster client regimes, creating
vicious cycles of repression and resistance. Although the
two regions differ in their particulars, the broad patterns
are similar.43 If the Pax Americana is the muse of
international relations scholars, these are the ignored
regional orders—perhaps because of their far less happy
consequences.
In both the Caribbean and Middle East, the gains from
cooperation with the United States were not large, at least
compared with postwar Europe and Northeast Asia. In
the Caribbean, the previous order created by the European empires was not necessarily failing, with the possible
exception of Spain in Cuba, and in any event the United
States provided little additional security for the region,
mostly mediating outstanding territorial disputes. In the
Middle East, especially in the early years, the United
States also contributed little beyond the old imperial
order. These modest gains from cooperation imply there
are few beneﬁts to share between the United States and
its subordinates and few ways to induce local states to
give up their sovereignty.
The United States has pursued hierarchies in both
regions, instead, largely to protect site-speciﬁc assets and
investments by its nationals. In the Caribbean, the
United States was concerned with control over any
transisthmian canal and with securing its investments in
plantation agriculture, resource extraction, and infrastructure. Similar investments in the past had required formal
colonialism, but the United States was able to protect its
assets mostly through informal empires.44 In the Middle
East, oil has been the primary site-speciﬁc asset at risk,
along with strategic choke points through which that oil
must pass on its way to market (the Suez Canal, straits of
Hormuz). With the exclusion of the Soviet Union from
Iran and Britain’s withdrawal east of Suez, the United
States has also eschewed empire; once US dominance was
established in the region, it relied on more informal forms
of hierarchy. In both regions, however, high site-speciﬁc
assets required some measure of political control by the
United States and, once in place, hierarchy permitted
greater investments in yet more site-speciﬁc assets over
time.
The interests of the US traders and investors propelling
hierarchy, however, and the interests of the majorities in
both regions were and remain quite different. Societies in
both regions suffer from high inequality, with economic
wealth and political power concentrated in narrow and
rigid elites. If given a chance, the masses would likely
push for wealth and land redistribution. Under threat
12

from their own populations, the elites govern autocratically and often repressively. Concerned mostly with the
security of its own site-speciﬁc assets and subsequent
investments, and opposed to the economic populism of
the majority populations, the United States has allied
itself with the elites across both regions. In a devil’s pact,
so to speak, it has exchanged guarantees of external and
especially internal security against perceived political
opponents of these elite-based regimes for protection
and control of its site-speciﬁc assets. In essence, the United
States governs indirectly through elites who are dependent
on Washington for their political survival, and gets protection for its investments in return. It follows that the
United States must intervene when necessary to protect its
client regimes from threats both external and internal.
Opposed to the majorities of citizens, however, the
United States—not surprisingly—has been unable to
build broad legitimacy in either region. Although elites
may view the exchange with the United States as rightful
and legitimate, the masses do not. Performance is biased.
The security provided by the United States mostly protects
the elites from their own people. Indeed, from the
perspective of the majority in each society, the United
States is not providing valuable services but is often the
primary threat to their well-being, at least compared to any
ideal world in which wealth and power are distributed in
more egalitarian ways. Similarly, the United States has
eschewed multilateralism and asserted the right to intervene at will, undermining any procedural legitimacy it
might have otherwise accrued. Finally, the principled
narrative of liberalism and democracy that works in
Europe rings hollow, even hypocritical, to citizens in both
regions. Despite lip service to democracy, even by the
neoconservatives who promoted the Iraq War or President
Barack Obama during the Arab Spring, when push comes
to shove the United States ends up backing its autocratic
clients. Even more so, the “Western” values emphasized in
uniting the North Atlantic fail to resonate and indeed even
exclude indigenous peoples in the Americas and Muslims
in the Middle East. The strategies of legitimation that
worked in the Pax Americana are either inapplicable in the
Caribbean and Middle East or actually counter-productive.
In the absence of legitimacy, and under rule distant
from their policy preferences, subordinate peoples resist
when and how they can. Although relatively quiescent at
present, anti-Americanism has been prevalent throughout
Latin America for more than a century. As in Venezuela
today, it can still be mobilized by populist regimes to
bolster their domestic support. Leftist rebels have periodically challenged—sometimes successfully—local
regimes and the United States in Guatemala (1954),
Cuba (1959), the Dominican Republic (1965), El
Salvador (1979), and Nicaragua (1979), requiring direct
or indirect intervention from Washington. In the Middle
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East, anti-Americanism is also widespread. Iran is the
clearest example, where chants of “Death to America”
continue to ring out during demonstrations. But antiAmericanism is also a problem even in countries like
Jordan where the United States secures some political
support, but only from political moderates fearful of
even more extreme opponents.45 Violent resistance in
the form of transnational terrorism has plagued the
United States itself since the 1970s, when airplanes were
routinely hijacked, through the attacks of 9/11 and
beyond. The United States, in turn, has fought three
major wars in the region since 1990 to protect its clients
and suppress terrorists, and has conducted many more
military operations of a lesser nature for the same ends.
The vicious cycle of repression and resistance is in full
swing.
The contrast with the Pax Americana is stark—and
challenges notions of international cooperation derived
from that experience. As the legitimacy of US hierarchy in
Europe and Northeast Asia decays, as I explain later, I am
not suggesting those regions will come to resemble the
Caribbean or Middle East. The gaps in preferences
between the United States and the latter are much larger
than those with Europe or Northeast Asia are likely to be
in the foreseeable future. Deeply embedded into the Pax
Americana, the domestic societies of Europe and Northeast Asia have been reconﬁgured in ways that align their
preferences with those of many Americans. Nonetheless,
the Caribbean and the Middle East suggest what can
happen in the absence of legitimate rule.

Threats to International Legitimacy
The international legitimacy of the United States is
fraying. The ties that bind the United States to Europe
and Northeast Asia have not snapped yet, although as
a social construct dependent on the beliefs of many
individuals in subordinate countries, legitimacy can be
subject to rapid changes in attitudes. The risk of a major
break has been increasing for decades. The fraying of US
international legitimacy is most evident—and important
—in its relations with Europe. With China’s rise and the
regional instability generated by North Korea, Japan and
South Korea remain closer to the United States.46 The
strain on the Pax Americana arises from two sources: the
changing interests of the United States and Europe after
the Cold War and the recent populist challenge to the
dominant internationalist coalition within the United
States. Although we are often distracted by the latest
presidential tweet, neither of these are directly related to
President Donald J. Trump. He is the manifestation of
these challenges, not their cause. As I explain later, some
of his personal characteristics may exacerbate the threats
to legitimacy, but I have never put much stock in great
men theories of politics—and do not believe we should
do so now.

Americans Are from Mars, Europeans Are from
Venus47
The interests of the United States and Europe have been
slowly drifting apart since the fall of the Berlin Wall. The
disintegration of the Soviet Union dramatically reduced
the gains from security cooperation for both Western
Europe and the United States. No longer did the allies on
either side of the Atlantic need to fear Soviet tanks
pouring through the Fulda gap. By the early 1990s, the
security situation for the major Western European states
changed dramatically for the better and rendered the US
security umbrella less relevant.48
At the same time, the United States took advantage of
its new unipolarity to expand its role as protector of the
political and territorial status quo in the Middle East. As
already related, the United States had long played a role
in the region. But as the Soviet Union began to fracture,
President George H.W. Bush seized upon Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait to deepen the US relationship with the
conservative monarchies and develop a permanent military
presence in the Persian Gulf. The New World Order, as
President Bush called it, was nothing if not an attempt to
expand and solidify US hierarchy in the Middle East.
Though Europe is the primary beneﬁciary of Middle
East oil, and followed the United States into the Persian
Gulf War of 1991, it does not share the newfound
ambition of Washington in the region. Indeed, in the
most dramatic break, the administration of President
George W. Bush was outraged when “old Europe,” as
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld called it, “deﬁed”
the United States—an odd term if, in fact, the previous
relationship was one of anarchy—and would not follow it
into the Iraq War of 2003. The blowback from US
attempts to expand its rule in the Middle East also
disproportionately affects Europe. As Islam has emerged
as the primary vehicle of political resistance, some members of Europe’s large but poorly integrated Muslim
community have become radicalized and are carrying
out terrorist attacks at home, a development from which
the United States has been somewhat but not entirely
immune. As the proxy wars between US client Saudi
Arabia on the one hand, and Iran, Qatar, and sometimes
Russia on the other, play themselves out in Syria and
elsewhere in North Africa,49 Europe has also had to cope
with an inﬂux of refugees for which the United States has
absolved itself of responsibility. Though Europe has not
yet forged an independent strategy for dealing with the
conﬂict sweeping the Middle East, perhaps reﬂecting
a residual dependence on the US security umbrella, the
interests of the United States and its subordinates are
diverging in ways that render cooperation and US authority over Europe quite problematic.
Overall, the United States and Europe no longer see
eye-to-eye nor necessarily share close geopolitical and
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strategic interests. This difference is sometimes denigrated
in the United States as a reluctance by Europeans to use
military force—thus the widely discussed phrase coined by
Robert Kagan in the subtitle for this section. The United
States built an enormous military capability during the
Cold War and has continued to invest in this capacity—
and having built a hammer, every problem looks like it can
be solved with more nails. Without a similar capacity,
Europe pursues more diplomatic and economic solutions
—even in the face of Russian revanchism in its “near
abroad” and especially Ukraine. Indeed, having solved its
greatest political problems of the twentieth century
through union, Europe’s natural inclination is one of
inclusion and community-building. But the differences go
beyond strategy and reﬂect major changes in interests that
reduce the gains for cooperation and weaken the incentives
for the United States to invest in hierarchy and for the
Europeans to accept it.
Populism and Economic Nationalism
The second major challenge to US legitimacy is the rise of
populism within the United States itself. Populism is the
label we have given to a newly mobilized constituency
that has been economically disadvantaged by globalization and technological change, as well as changing social
norms. Populists generally oppose freer trade and immigration and believe the current political system is largely
broken and must be transformed if it is to meet their
needs. In both of these central tenets, populism threatens
the internationalist coalition that has dominated US
foreign policy since at least World War II.50
Central to US foreign policy over the last eight decades
has been a domestic consensus on the need for engaged
international leadership. Most Americans recognize that
this requires them to sometimes compromise their own
“national” interests, accept constraints on their international freedom of action, and invest in acquiring authority
by cultivating legitimacy from subordinates. There were,
of course, some signiﬁcant disagreements. The Vietnam
War was a major challenge to this consensus, especially in
undermining the notion that there could be a single (anticommunist) national interest. Yet even defeat in Vietnam
did not erode the belief that the United States needed to
lead the international community. Soon thereafter, President Jimmy Carter redeﬁned liberalism to champion
international human rights and proclaimed that the
United States would use force to defend its interests in
the Persian Gulf, and President Ronald Reagan broke with
détente, pursuing “peace through strength” and taking the
United States into a second Cold War before ultimately
reconciling with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. Out of
these disagreements, liberals generally grew more skeptical
about the utility of military force as an instrument of
foreign policy, while conservatives became more skeptical
about the value of multilateralism, which they saw as an
14

undue constraint on US freedom of action. Despite these
disagreements, the various factions continued to agree that
the United States was the “indispensable nation,” as then
Secretary of State Madeline Albright termed it.51 Over the
longer sweep of history, the differences pale by comparison
to the underlying agreement. It was this internationalist
consensus—and Europe’s essential agreement on the
special role and responsibilities of the United States52—
that allowed Washington to invest in the order that made
its hierarchies possible and legitimate.
Though scholars debate the notion of critical elections,
the surprise triumph of President Trump in November
2016 represents a signiﬁcant shift in the coalitional basis
of the Republican Party.53 For several decades, both major
parties in the United States had largely ignored an
important and increasingly disaffected constituency of
low-skilled, largely white workers harmed by the forces
of technological change and globalization. Men with a high
school education or less saw their real wages peak in 1972
and fall by 10 percent or more by 2012. Men with a postgraduate degree saw their real wages grow by almost 200
percent over the same period.54 As a group, these
disadvantaged workers ﬂipped from party to party, ﬁrst
as Reagan democrats, then supporting Clinton’s centrism
as he “felt their pain.”55 As American politics became more
polarized and each party focused on its base, this constituency was mostly left behind both economically and
politically. Although populism is complex and driven by
divides on race, gender, and other social issues, there is
a legitimate economic grievance at its heart.
The genius of Trump as a campaigner was to mobilize
white, less educated workers and wed them to traditional
values voters in the existing Republican coalition around
a vision of a halcyon past. This coalition was drawn in by
the “us versus them” rhetoric of Trump’s campaign, and
was united in opposition to globalization, multiculturalism, and coastal elites. Trump was instrumental in forging
this coalition, but its raw materials—if you will—were
lying around for any political entrepreneur to pick up.
Whether Trump saw the strategic possibilities before
others, was simply the candidate from a ﬁeld of 17 who
happened to articulate a position that resonated with the
members of this coalition, or responded to applause from
his audiences and fashioned his platform in response is
almost irrelevant. If not Trump, then someone else would
have eventually identiﬁed the same political opportunity.
Having mobilized this constituency and formed a new
coalition at the heart of the party, however, it is unlikely to
be broken apart quickly or easily. Trump may be the angry
voice of America First, but he is merely the front man for
this new alignment of interests in the Republican party and
American politics more generally.
Populism almost everywhere has two key tenets, both
fully embraced by President Trump. First is a new
economic nationalism that opposes the free movement
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of goods and people around the globe. In the United
States and elsewhere in the developed world, this
economic nationalism embodies the interests of lowskilled workers, the scarce factor of production. Limiting
both imports and immigrants would increase production
of labor-intensive goods at home and increase real
incomes for these otherwise disadvantaged workers. Most
labor displacement has likely happened in response to
technological innovation, but some portion (estimated to
be 25–33%) of the decline in real wages for low-skilled
workers can be attributed to globalization.56 In the early
years of the Pax Americana trade liberalization was
relatively gradual and cushioned by safeguards and trade
adjustment assistance to displaced workers. John Ruggie
famously described this mix of liberalization and social
welfare spending as “embedded liberalism,” a political deal
that permitted freer trade while protecting workers and
sustaining a consensus in favor of international economic
openness.57 After the Tokyo Round tariff cuts of the late
1970s, globalization began to pick up in earnest. At about
the same time, under President Reagan, the United States
began cutting its social safety net, reducing protections for
workers, and undermining labor unions. As a result, lowskilled workers became both more exposed and more
vulnerable almost simultaneously. Yet the leadership of
neither major political party sought to address the plight of
these voters.
President Trump has consistently opposed globalization. As a candidate, he championed a “made in America”
industrial policy, threatened to renegotiate NAFTA to
create a better deal for US workers, and promised to reduce
both legal and illegal immigration—most famously in his
pledge to build a “big beautiful wall” on the Southern
border of the United States and have Mexico pay for it.
One of his ﬁrst acts as president was to withdraw from the
Trans-Paciﬁc Partnership, a free trade agreement negotiated by his predecessor. Although it remains unclear just
how much of the Trump platform will be transformed into
action, he has positioned himself as the most protectionist
president since Herbert Hoover signed the Smoot-Hawley
tariff of 1930.
Second, populism also challenges elites—the “establishment”—and institutions at home and abroad. For populists, the political system is not working for them and, thus,
must be dramatically reformed or even overthrown. After
decades of economic decline while being largely ignored by
both parties, a good many low-skilled workers are ready to
blow the system up. Although misdirected in its particular
audience, candidate Trump famously captured this sentiment in his question to black and Hispanic voters (however,
asked to a largely non-Hispanic white audience): in voting
for him, “what do you have to lose?”58
The attack on the establishment is reﬂected in
Trump’s foreign policy. Though conservatives have been
skeptical about multilateralism in the past, President

Trump and his supporters appear to hold international
institutions and agreements almost in contempt. Accordingly, the president has withdrawn from the Paris Climate
Accords, even though the US commitment could be
complied with relatively easily. After questioning our
commitment to NATO—later, reluctantly reafﬁrmed—
he has also isolated the United States at the NATO, G-7,
and G-20 summit meetings. More recently, he has once
again threatened to withdraw from NAFTA, actually
withdrawn from UNESCO, and refused to certify Iran’s
compliance with the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(the “Iran agreement,” restricting its nuclear program),
setting in motion the possible collapse of that agreement.
In his inaugural address to the United Nations in
September, President Trump repeatedly appealed to
sovereignty as the guiding principle of his foreign policy
and international relations more generally. Attacking
multilateralism is not entirely new, of course. The
willingness of President George W. Bush to invade Iraq
without the explicit consent of the United Nations caused
many to judge that an illegitimate war. But as in his
disruption of domestic institutions and norms, President
Trump appears to regard disruption of the procedural
limits of multilateralism as a useful end in itself or, at least,
a useful bargaining tool.59
Populism as embraced by President Trump threatens
to undermine the international legitimacy of the United
States. The assault on procedural legitimacy was just
noted. The new president and his constituents also
appear willing to forfeit performance legitimacy for more
“wins” for the United States. In a more zero-sum view of
world politics, President Trump at least says he wants to
shift the gains from cooperation in favor of Americans.60
In this transactional mode, President Trump threatens to
undermine performance legitimacy. At the same time, he
further undermines this legitimacy by questioning commitments to established institutions like NATO and
NAFTA. Though he has, on reﬂection, later afﬁrmed
some of these commitments, the mere fact they were
publicly questioned raises doubts in allies and fosters new
concerns about whether the United States will honor its
commitments when called upon to do so in the future. As
Chancellor Angela Merkel remarked after her ﬁrst meeting
with President Trump, Europe may need “to take our fate
into our own hands.”61
Finally, as implied in his embrace of the American First
slogan, the president is not attempting to craft a narrative
or moral vision that would give the United States
a principled legitimacy in foreign affairs.62 It is here,
perhaps, that the attributes of Trump as an individual, as
opposed to his supporters, make the most difference.
Groups of individual voters, no matter how united, do not
craft political narratives. Rather, this is a task for political
entrepreneurs. Trump’s narrative is one of disruption, the
need to shake up a system that is moving against his
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supporters. But this is largely a negative rather than
a positive message. As part of his emerging narrative—
perhaps reﬂecting his personal values—is also an authoritarian streak in which he maintains that he alone can ﬁx
America’s problems. Accordingly, he has actively undermined the liberal narrative of past administrations by
praising autocrats like Russia’s Vladimir Putin, Egypt’s
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, the Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte, and
Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and criticizing American
institutions even while abroad, including not only the
media but his own intelligence agencies. He has also called
out past US misdeeds, as when in defending President
Putin he stated that the United States has not always acted
honorably either, asking “Well, you think our country is so
innocent?”63 It is, of course, not unusual to criticize US
foreign policy, even for presidents. But by placing the
United States on a moral par with Russia, the president
forfeits any claim to principled legitimacy for the country
he leads.
As the “great disrupter,” the president appears to be
relatively successful. What he has not done, however,
is craft a positive narrative that might appeal to
non-Americans or those outside of his political coalition
at home. To the extent that President Trump has
articulated a positive narrative, it has focused on the
defense of the West against the rest, by which he appears
to mean the Muslim world. In a recent speech in Poland in
July, this was his most prominent theme, as indicated by
his claim that “the fundamental question of our time is
whether the West has the will to survive.”64 This usagainst-them posture may rally his base in the United
States, and perhaps nationalists in Europe, but it does little
to reassure subordinates about US intentions.
As suggested by the cases of the Caribbean and Middle
East, legitimacy has never been the only or even the
primary goal of US foreign policy, and perhaps it should
not be, though the long-term consequences of broad
anti-Americanism are worrisome. Nonetheless, what is
remarkable about President Trump’s foreign policy is its
lack of concern for international legitimacy and his active
and, one must assume, intentional efforts to undermine
what legitimacy the country has carried over from the past.
As a conservative commentator for the Australian Broadcasting Corporation concluded about the G-20 summit,
President Trump has “managed to diminish his nation and
confuse and alienate his allies. He will cede . . . power to
China and Russia—two authoritarian states that will forge
a very different set of rules for the 21st century. Some will
cheer the decline of America, but I think we’ll miss it when
it is gone.”65
Consequences
The United States “won” the Cold War not because it
alone was more powerful and could deter the Soviet
Union, but because it was backed by a solid phalanx of
16

subordinates who augmented its economic and military
capabilities. By one estimate on the eve of the end of the
Cold War, the ratio of US GDP relative to that of the
Soviet Union was 1.8, not enough to establish clear
superiority. Yet the United States and its allies dominated
the Soviet Union and its immediate allies by a ratio 2.9,
and the United States and all its partners dominated the
Soviet Union and all its partners by a ratio of 3.3.66 This
bandwagoning with the United States is sometimes
explained by the fact it did not threaten others or by its
liberal nature.67 Such explanations are likely correct, but
do not go far enough. Common interests and liberalism
permitted the United States to acquire international
authority, but it was that authority itself that allowed
Washington to consolidate the Western alliance into
a coherent and effective entity in the struggle against the
Soviet Union.
More generally, though material capabilities are necessary to protect subordinates and enforce discipline,
authority is not a simple function of power as traditionally conceived in international relations. Rather, authority
can augment substantially the inﬂuence that comes from
national wealth. In a type of “hegemonic afterglow,” for
example, authority can endure long after national capabilities have waned.68 This was true for Britain and its
empire, allowing it to lead the international economy for
decades after the rise of the United States and Germany.
This was also true as US power declined after the 1970s. Its
allies remained supporters of the US order,69 and together
a more powerful United States, Europe, and Japan
eventually defeated the Soviet Union despite the decline
in US capabilities. Authority matters.
In worrying about the decline of US legitimacy in
Europe and Northeast Asia, where it has been strongest,
I am not concerned that relations will devolve into those
found in the Caribbean or the Middle East. Though
interests are moving further apart, they are unlikely to
reach the extremes that have blocked legitimacy and
stimulated sometimes violent resistance in those regions.
Rather, like James Scott’s everyday acts of peasant
resistance,70 European resistance is more likely to take
the form of non-participation, as in the Iraq War. Yet this
too is important. Without European support the United
States will be poorly positioned to deal with the emerging
challenges of the twenty-ﬁrst century. A rising China,
a nuclear North Korea, and terrorism are all more easily
addressed with an array of subordinates willing to follow
the US lead than by Washington alone.

Conclusion: What Is to Be Done?
We cannot hope to roll back time to the good old days
when the Cold War united the United States and Europe
as well as Americans of all political persuasions. To
sustain its international legitimacy and authority, the
United States needs to make two new bargains—new
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New Deals, if you will—one at home, one abroad. These
deals, if made, might resuscitate the authority of the
United States over Europe and Northeast Asia. They
would have the extra payoff of possibly expanding US
authority in other regions as well.71
First, the United States must renegotiate its relationship with Europe and other partners. This does not mean
cutting better deals for the United States as envisioned by
President Trump—quite the opposite, in fact. As US and
European interests drift apart, the United States must
share even more of its gains from cooperation with its
allies. This holds for subordinates and potential subordinates in other regions as well. There, the United States may
need not only to share the gains from cooperation more
broadly but also ensure that they are distributed more
equitably within countries.
Given the conﬂicting interests, moreover, the United
States also needs to further constrain its potential for
opportunism. It should not seek to break the fetters of
multilateralism. Rather, it needs to tie its own hands
more tightly than ever to demonstrate to the Europeans
and others that it will not abuse the authority they grant
it. The unilateralism of the Iraq War and, later, the
hostility to international institutions of the Trump
administration is exactly the wrong response. To lead
requires followers—and that requires leading others where
they want to go. We might debate how best to check and
balance US international power, but some such fetters are
necessary to strengthen its fraying legitimacy.
Second, the United States must address the distributional effects of globalization and technological change
that have fueled populism at home. We are now in
a human-capital intensive economy in which the rewards
go to the highly educated. Many of the less-skilled
workers in the United States are older white males, some
of whom may hold views on race and gender that conﬂict
with those of the more highly educated. It is too easy,
however, to dismiss those disadvantaged by the modern
economy as racist, misogynist holdovers from an
industrial past. To rebuild domestic support for internationalism, prevent the gap in interests with Europe from
growing wider, and sustain international legitimacy, the
winners from globalization must share their gains with
those who lose from freer trade. There are many ways of
doing this, and again we might debate how those
advantaged by the human-capital intensive economy
can best share their gains with those harmed by
greater international economic integration. That we need
a re-embedded liberalism seems obvious, even if how to
create this is not. Failing to redistribute the gains,
however, simply leaves a disgruntled and disenfranchised
constituency for some demagogue to mobilize in an
anti-systemic, potentially undemocratic, and certainly
isolationist program. Without domestic support for US
international leadership, the Pax Americana under which

we have lived and prospered for so long will be lost
forever.
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30 http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/
declassiﬁed_137930.htm.
31 Hooks 1991.
32 Friedman 2017.
33 James and Lake 1989 focused on shifts in coalitions
with more well-deﬁned interests. Postwar Europe
might constitute more of a “third face” of hegemony
argument. See Lukes 1977.
34 Olson 1982.
35 Lefﬂer 1992. See also Wall 1991 and Miller 1986.
36 On Germany, Granieri 2003; on Japan, Dower 1999.
37 Ikenberry 2001.
38 Jackson 2006.
39 Dower 1999.
40 Jackson 1990.
41 On multilateralism, see Ruggie 1993. On differences
between Europe and Asia, see Hemmer and
Katzenstein 2002.
42 For a similar argument about constitutional orders, see
Weingast 1997.
43 On the comparison between Latin American and the
Middle East as US empires, see Grandin 2010.
44 Frieden 1994.
45 Jamal 2012.
46 Rich 2017.
47 The phrase is from Kagan 2003.
48 Americans see Russia as a greater threat than do
Europeans, but both worry more about Russian
revanchism than respondents in other regions of the
world; see Vice 2017.
49 Lynch 2016.
50 Populism is also growing in Europe, achieving
prominence in Poland and Hungary and posing
threats to democracy in both. Similar sentiments
underlie the Brexit movement in Britain. Populism is
not, however, a unifying force around which a new
Western alliance can be built.
51 Albright 1998.
52 Bukovansky et al. 2012.
53 On crises and political change leading up to the
election of Trump, see Frieden et al. 2017.
54 Autor 2014.
55 Cohn 2017.
56 Muendler 2017.
57 Ruggie 1983. See also Rodrik 1997 and Katzenstein
1985.
58 Johnson 2016.
59 On differences between the United States and Europe
on multilateralism, see Cohen 2017.
60 Frum 2017.
61 Calamur 2017; Fisher 2017.
62 Landler 2017.
63 French 2017.
64 Trump 2017. For an analysis, see Wertheim 2017.
65 Uhlmann 2017.
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66
67
68
69
70
71

Walt 1987.
Walt 1987, 2005; Ikenberry 2001, 2011.
Krasner 1976; Brawley 1999.
Lake 1988.
Scott 1985.
Londono 2017.

References
Albright, Madeleine K. 1998. “Interview on NBC-TV
“The Today Show”.” In The Today Show, ed. M. Lauer.
U.S. Department of State Archive.
Ashley, Richard K. 1984. “The Poverty of Neorealism.”
International Oganizaiton 38(2): 225–61.
Autor, David H. 2014. “Skills, Education, and the Rise of
Earnings Inequality Among the ‘Other 99 Percent’.”
Science 344(6186): 843–51.
Axelrod, Robert. 1984. The Evolution of Cooperation. New
York: Basic Books.
Bially Mattern, Janice and Ayse Zarakol. 2016.
“Theorising Hierarchies in World Politics.”
International Organization 70(3): 623–54.
Brawley, Mark R. 1999. Afterglow or Adjustment: Domestic
Institutions and Responses to Overstretch. New York:
Columbia University Press.
Bukovansky, Mlada, Ian Clark, Richard Price, Christian
Reus-Smit, and Nicholas J. Wheeler. 2012. Special
Responsibilities: Global Problems and American Power.
New York: Cambridge University Press.
Bull, Hedley. 1977. The Anarchical Society: A Study of
Order in World Politics. New York: Columbia
University Press.
Calamur, Krishnadev. 2017. “Merkel Urges ‘Europe to
Take Our Fate Into Our Own Hands’.” The Atlantic,
May 30.
Chapman, Terrence L. 2011. Securing Approval: Domestic
Politics and Multilateral Authorization for War. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.
Clark, Ian. 1989. The Hierarchy of States: Reform and
Resistance in the International Order. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Clausewitz, Carl von. 1976. On War. Trans. M. Howard
and P. Paret. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Cohen, Roger. 2017. “Macron’s Art of the Deal.” New
York Times, September 21.
Cohn, Nate. 2017. “The Obama-Trump Voters Are Real.
Here’s What They Think.” New York Times, August
15.
Cooley, Alexander. 2005. Logics of Hierarchy: The Organization of Empires, States, and Military Occupations.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Crawford, Neta C. 2002. Argument and Change in World
Politics: Ethics, Decolonization, and Humanitarian
Intervention. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Davis, Lance E. and Robert A. Huttenback. 1986.
Mammon and the Pursuit of Empire: The Political

Perspectives on Politics

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC San Diego Library, on 16 Jul 2018 at 22:32:02, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592717003085

Economy of British Imperialism, 1860–1912. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Donnelly, Jack. 2006. “Sovereign Inequalities and
Hierarchy in Anarchy: American Power and
International Society.” European Journal of International
Relations 12(2): 139–70.
Dower, John W. 1999. Embracing Defeat: Japan in the
Wake of World War II. New York: W. W. Norton.
Dunne, Tim. 2003. “Society and Hierarchy in
International Relations.” International Relations 17(3):
303–20.
Fisher, Max. 2017. “Fearing U.S. Withdrawal, Europe
Considers Its Own Nuclear Deterrent.” New York
Times, March 6.
French, David. 2017. “Trump’s Comment On American
‘Killers’ Isn’t as Bad as You Think; It’s Worse.” National
Review, February 6.
Frieden, Jeffry A. 1994. “International Investment and
Colonial Control: A New Interpretation.” International
Organization 48(4): 559–93.
. 1999. “Actors and Preferences in International
Relations.” In Strategic Choice and International
Relations, ed. D. A. Lake and R. Powell. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.
Frieden, Jeffry A., David A. Lake, Michael Nicholson, and
Aditya Ranganath. 2017. “Economic Crisis and
Political Change in the United States, 1900 to the
Present.” Unpublished manuscript, University of
California, San Diego.
Friedman, Uri. 2017. “The Foreign-Policy Establishment
Defends Itself from Trump.” The Atlantic, February 22.
Frum, David. 2017. “The Death Knell for America’s
Global Leadership.” The Atlantic, May 31.
Gilpin, Robert. 1981. War and Change in World Politics.
New York: Cambridge University Press.
Glanville, Luke. 2014. Sovereignty and the Responsibility to
Protect: A New History. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.
Goh, Evelyn. 2013. The Struggle for Order: Hegemony,
Hierarchy & Transition in Post-Cold War East Asia. New
York: Oxford University Press.
Grandin, Greg. 2010. Empire’s Workshop: Latin America,
the United States, and the Rise of the New Imperialism.
New York: Henry Holt.
Granieri, Ronald J. 2003. The Ambivalent Alliance: Konrad
Adenauer, The CDU/CSU, and the West, 1949–1966.
New York: Berghahn Books.
Hancock, Kathleen J. 2009. Regional Integration: Choosing
Plutocracy. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Hechter, Michael. 2013. Alien Rule. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Hemmer, Christopher and Peter J. Katzenstein. 2002.
“Why Is There No NATO in Asia? Collective Identity,
Regionalism, and the Origins of Multilateralism.”
International Organization 56(3): 575–607.

Hobson, John M. and J. C. Sharman. 2005. “The
Enduring Place of Hierarchy in World Politics: Tracing
the Social Logic of Hierarchy and Political Change.”
European Journal of International Relations 11(1):
63–98.
Hooks, Gregory. 1991. Forging the Military-Industrial
Complex: World War II’s Battle of the Potomac. Urbana:
University of Illinois Press.
Hurd, Ian. 2007. After Anarchy: Legitimacy and Power in
the United Nations Security Council. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.
Ikenberry, G. John. 2001. After Victory: Institutions,
Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after
Major Wars. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
. 2011. Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and
Transformation of the American World Order. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.
Jackson, Patrick Thaddeus. 2006. Civilizing the Enemy:
German Reconstruction and the Invention of the West.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
Jackson, Robert H. 1990. Quasi-States: Sovereignty,
International Relations and the Third World. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Jamal, Amaney A. 2012. Of Empires and Citizens:
Pro-American Democracy or No Democracy at All?
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
James, Scott and David A. Lake. 1989. “The Second Face
of Hegemony: Britain’s Repeal of the Corn Laws and
the American Walker Tariff of 1846.” International
Organization 43(1): 1–29.
Johnson, Jenna. 2016. “Donald Trump to African
American and Hispanic Voters: ‘What Do You Have to
Lose?’.” Washington Post, August 22.
Kagan, Robert. 2003. Of Paradise and Power: America and
Europe in the New World Order. New York: Alfred A.
Knopf.
Kang, David C. 2003/04. “Hierarchy, Balancing, and
Empirical Puzzles in Asian International Relations.”
International Security 28(3): 165–80.
Katzenstein, Peter J. 1985. Small States in World Markets:
Industrial Policy in Europe. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Keck, Margaret E. and Kathryn Sikkink. 1998. Activists
Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International
Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Keene, Edward. 2002. Beyond the Anarchical Society:
Grotius, Colonialism and Order in World Politics. New
York: Cambridge University Press.
Keohane, Robert O. 1984. After Hegemony: Cooperation
and Discord in the World Political Economy. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.
Krasner, Stephen D. 1976. “State Power and the Structure
of International Trade.” World Politics 28(3): 317–47.
. 1999. Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy. Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press.
March 2018 | Vol. 16/No. 1

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC San Diego Library, on 16 Jul 2018 at 22:32:02, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592717003085

19

Presidential Address | International Legitimacy Lost?
Kratochwil, Friedrich V. 1989. Rules, Norms, and
Decisions: On the Conditions of Practical and Legal
Reasoning in International Relations and Domestic
Affairs. New York: Cambridge University Press.
Lake, David A. 1988. Power, Protection, and Free Trade:
The International Sources of American Commercial
Strategy, 1887–1939. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press.
. 1992. “Power Paciﬁsts: Democratic States and
War.” American Political Science Review 86(1): 24–37.
. 1996. “Anarchy, Hierarchy, and the Variety of
International Relations.” International Organization
50(1): 1–33.
. 1997. “The Rise, Fall, and Future of the Russian
Empire: A Theoretical Interpretation.” In The End of
Empire? The Transformation of the USSR In Comparative
Perspective, ed. K. Dawisha and B. Parrott. New York:
M.E. Sharpe.
. 1999. Entangling Relations: American Foreign Policy
in its Century. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
. 2009a. Hierarchy in International Relations. Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press.
. 2009b. “Open Economy Politics: A Critical
Review.” Review of International Organization
4: 219–44.
. 2013. “Legitimating Power: The Domestic Politics
of U.S. International Hierarchy.” International Security
38(2): 74–111.
. 2016. The Statebuilder’s Dilemma: Legitimacy,
Loyalty, and the Limits of External Intervention. Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press.
. 2017. “Laws and Norms in the Making of
International Hierarchies.” In Hierarchies in World
Politics, ed. A. Zarakol. New York: Cambridge
University Press.
Landler, Mark. 2017. “Unlike His Predecessors, Trump
Steps Back From a Moral Judgement.” New York Times,
Aug. 16.
Lefﬂer, Melvyn P. 1992. A Preponderance of Power:
National Security, the Truman Administration, and the
Cold War. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Levi, Margaret. 1988. Of Rule and Revenue. Berkeley:
University of California Press.
Londono, Ernesto. 2017. “In Latin America, Pence Aims
to Soften ‘America First’ Message.” New York Times,
August 16.
Lukes, Steven. 1977. Power: A Radical View. London:
Macmillan.
Lundestad, Geir. 1990. The American “Empire.” New
York: Oxford University Press.
Lynch, Marc. 2016. The New Arab Wars: Uprisings and
Anarchy in the Middle East. New York: PublicAffairs.
Mandelbaum, Michael. 2005. The Case for Goliath: How
America Acts as the World’s Government in the 21st
Century. New York: PublicAffairs.
20

McDonald, Patrick J. 2015. “Great Powers, Hierarchy,
and Endogenous Regimes: Rethinking the Domestic
Causes of Peace.” International Oganizaiton 69(3):
557–88.
Miller, James Edward 1986. The United States and Italy,
1940–1950: The Politics and Diplomacy of Stabilization.
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.
Milner, Helen V. 1991. “The Assumption of Anarchy
in International Relations: A Critique.” Review of
International Studies 17: 67–85.
Morgenthau, Hans J. 1978. Politics Among Nations: The
Struggle for Power and Peace. 5th ed., rev. ed. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf.
Muendler, Marc. 2017. “Trade, Technology, and
Prosperity: An Account of Evidence from a Labormarket Perspective.” World Trade Organization, Staff
Working Paper ERSD-2017-15. Available at https://
www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/ersd201715_e.pdf.
Nexon, Daniel H. and Robert Paul Musgrave.
Forthcoming. “Defending Hierarchy from the Moon to
the Indian Ocean: Symbolic Capital and Political
Dominance in Early Modern China and the Cold
War.” International Oganizaiton 72.
North, Douglass C. 1981. Structure and Change in
Economic History. New York: W.W. Norton.
North, Douglass C. and Barry R. Weingast. 1989. “Constitutions and Credible Commitments: The Evolution of
the Institutions of Public Choice in 17th Century
England.” Journal of Economic History 49: 803–32.
Olson, Mancur. 1982. The Rise and Decline of Nations:
Economic Growth, Stagﬂation, and Social Rigidities. New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Parent, Joseph M. and Emily Erikson. 2009. “Anarchy,
Hierarchy, and Order.” Cambridge Review of
International Affairs 22(1): 129–45.
Reus-Smit, Christian. 2005. “Liberal Hierarchy and the
Licence to Use Force.” Review of International Studies
31(Supplement S1): 71–92.
Rich, Motoko. 2017. “Japan Still Seeks U.S. Protection
but Quietly Stakes Its Own Path.” New York Times,
August 18.
Risse, Thomas, ed. 2011. Governance Without A State?
Politics and Politics in Areas of Limited Statehood. New
York: Columbia University Press.
Rodrik, Dani. 1997. Has Globalization Gone Too Far?
Washington, DC: Institute for International
Economics.
Ruggie, John G. 1983. “International Regimes,
Transactions, and Change: Embedded Liberalism in the
Postwar Economic Order.” In International Regimes, ed.
S. D. Krasner. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
. 1986. “Continuity and Transformation in the
World Polity: Toward a Neorealist Synthesis.” In
Neorealism and Its Critics, ed. R. O. Keohane. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Perspectives on Politics

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC San Diego Library, on 16 Jul 2018 at 22:32:02, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592717003085

, ed. 1993. Multilateralism Matters: The Theory and
Praxis of an Institutional Form. New York: Columbia
University Press.
Scharpf, Fritz. 1999. Governing in Europe: Effective and
Democratic? New York: Oxford University Press.
Schmidt, Brian C. 1998. The Political Discourse of Anarchy:
A Disciplinary History of International Relations. Albany:
State University of New York Press.
Scott, James C. 1985. Weapons of the Weak: Everyday
Forms of Peasant Resistance. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press.
Stroup, Sarah and Wendy H. Wong. 2017. The Authority
Trap. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Thompson, Alexander. 2009. Channels of Power: The UN
Security Council and U.S. Statecraft in Iraq. Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press.
Trump, Donald J. 2017. “Remarks by President Trump to
the People of Poland.” The White House: Ofﬁce of the
Press Secretary. Available at https://www.whitehouse.
gov/the-press-ofﬁce/2017/07/06/remarks-presidenttrump-people-poland-july-6-2017.
Uhlmann, Chris. 2017. “G20: Does Donald Trump’s
Awkward Performance Indicate America’s Decline as
a World Power?” Australian Broadcast Company, July 9.
Vice, Margaret. 2017. “Publics Worldwide Unfavorable
toward Putin, Russia.” Pew Research Center. Available
at http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/08/16/publicsworldwide-unfavorable-toward-putin-russia/.

Wall, Irwin M. 1991. The United States and the Making of
Postwar France, 1945-1954. New York: Cambridge
University Press.
Walt, Stephen M. 1987. The Origins of Alliances. Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press.
. 2005. Taming American Power: The Global
Response to U.S. Primacy. New York: W. W. Norton &
Company.
Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics.
Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Weber, Katja. 2000. Hierarchy Amidst Anarchy: Transaction Costs and Institutional Choice. Albany: State
University of New York Press.
Weber, Max. 1978. Economy and Society. 2 vols. Berkeley:
University of California Press.
Weingast, Barry R. 1997. “The Political Foundations of
Democracy and the Rule of Law.” American Political
Science Review 91(2): 245–63.
Wendt, Alexander. 1992. “Anarchy is what States
Make of it: The Social Construction of Power
Politics.” International Organization 46(2):
391–425.
Wertheim, Stephen. 2017. “Donald Trump’s Plan to Save
Western Civilization.” New York Times, July 22.
Zurn, Michael, Alexandros Tokhi, Martin Binder, Xaver
Keller, and Autumn Lockwood Payton. 2015. The
International Authority Data Project, WZB, Berlin,
Germany.

March 2018 | Vol. 16/No. 1
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Access paid by the UC San Diego Library, on 16 Jul 2018 at 22:32:02, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592717003085

21

