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Abstract: This article examines the Trump administration’s depar-
ture from post-Cold War liberal internationalism and its conse-

quences for the international order. Analyzing the “America First” doc-
trine through the lens of strategic fragmentation, it argues that Trump’s 
unilateralism both reflected and accelerated structural transformations, 
including China’s rise, Russian revisionism, and alliance erosion. Situ-
ating these developments within established theoretical frameworks—
hegemonic stability theory, liberal order theory, and the sociology of 
norms—the analysis reveals how transactional diplomacy, systematic 
multilateral withdrawal, and explicitly conditional security guarantees si-
multaneously undermined institutional coherence and normative consen-
sus. Biden-era continuities in China competition, technology restriction, 
and alliance management demonstrate that structural constraints—not 
merely leadership preferences—shape contemporary American foreign 
policy. The article concludes that the Trump administration represents 
an acceleration of long-term  processes, not a temporary aberrations 
that could be simply to overcome. Strategic fragmentation differs from 
historic multipolarity, representing a deeper legitimacy crisis character-
ized by competing visions of international order that lack universal nor-
mative acceptance, with direct implications for defence planning in the 
Euro-Atlantic space.
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Introduction: The Unraveling of Liberal Hegemony

Donald Trump’s 2016 election interrogated fundamental assumptions governing 
American foreign policy since the Soviet Union’s collapse and what Krautham-

mer (1990/91) termed the “unipolar moment.” For nearly three decades, American 
strategic thinking—codified in successive National Security Strategies, institutional-
ized through expanding alliance networks, and embedded in a thickening web of mul-
tilateral agreements—assumed the United States possessed both the capacity and 
the responsibility to architect a liberal international order emphasizing open markets, 
democratic governance, multilateral institutions, and universal human rights. This as-
sumption reflected a theory of interest in which American power was most efficient-
ly exercised through an order others found legitimate enough to sustain voluntarily 
(Ikenberry, 2011).

The Trump administration’s departure from this consensus was neither subtle nor 
gradual. Trump articulated a vision fundamentally skeptical of liberal internationalism, 
converting structural pressures that previous administrations had absorbed within the 
liberal framework into an explicit policy logic that abandoned the pretense of main-
taining a system from which others derived disproportionate benefits. Where theorists 
of hegemonic stability—from Kindleberger (1973) to Gilpin (1981)—had argued that 
the hegemon’s willingness to provide systemic public goods was the foundation of 
order, the Trump administration treated that willingness as the source of American 
disadvantage.

The result is what this article terms “strategic fragmentation”—a condition wherein 
major powers increasingly contest the organizing principles of international order, the 
institutional architecture designed to manage their competition progressively weak-
ens, and the normative consensus that provided the order with its claim to legitima-
cy fractures. This concept requires careful differentiation from classical multipolarity. 
Though material capabilities are now distributed more diffusely, strategic fragmenta-
tion represents a deeper legitimacy crisis: competing visions—liberal, authoritarian, 
nationalist, and technocratic—vie for systemic dominance without any single vision 
possessing sufficient power or normative attractiveness to prevail universally.

This article examines five interconnected dimensions of this transformation: (1) 
the doctrinal foundations of the Trump Doctrine’s rupture from prior consensus; (2) 
the multipolar structural challenges to American primacy; (3) the dynamics of alliance 
stress; (4) the manifestations of strategic fragmentation across institutional, norma-
tive, and epistemic registers; and (5) the Biden-era continuities that reveal structural 
constraints transcending individual administrations.
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DOCTRINAL FOUNDATIONS AND STRATEGIC 
RUPTURE

The America First Framework: Theory and 
Antecedents

The Trump Doctrine rests on interlocking premises distinguishing it sharply from 
the preceding four presidential administrations’ strategic orientations, while drawing 
on older American foreign policy traditions that liberal internationalism had margin-
alized but not extinguished. “America First” represents not simple withdrawal from 
international engagement but a reconceptualization of American involvement’s pur-
pose: the rejection of obligations to underwrite global public goods or sacrifice national 
interests for systemic stability. In Nau’s (2013) terms, it represents a return from the 
“internationalist” to the “nationalist” pole within the recurring oscillation of American 
foreign policy identity.

The Oval office rejected simultaneously the Cold War logic of strategic investment 
in alliance structures and the post-Cold War logic of systemic maintenance through 
liberal norm entrenchment. Post-Cold War allies were characterized as free-riders ex-
ploiting American security guarantees while deploying mercantilist trade practices. In-
ternational institutions were portrayed not as instruments amplifying American power—
the Ikenberry thesis—but as constraints on American autonomy. The implicit theory of 
international relations underlying this rejection is closer to offensive realism’s zero-sum 
premise: others’ gains come at America’s expense, and multilateral commitments that 
constrain American unilateralism are traps rather than tools (Mearsheimer, 2001).

Conditional Security Guarantees and the 
Withdrawal from Multilateralism

The 2018 NATO summit crystallized the transactional turn. Trump’s public casti-
gating of allied governments for failing the two-percent GDP defense spending target 
and his explicit questioning of Article Five obligations converted collective defense 
from a near-absolute commitment into a contingent political variable—introducing 
strategic uncertainty unprecedented in the alliance’s history (Shear & Davis, 2018). 
Similar logic animated the Trans-Pacific Partnership withdrawal in January 2017, ced-
ing to China precisely the standard-setting initiative TPP was designed to contest, and 
validating Beijing’s Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership as the regional 
trade architecture of default.

The pattern extended across multiple domains with structural regularity: the with-
drawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in May 2018, justified 
despite the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) confirmation of Iranian com-
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pliance, signaled that the United States would not be bound by agreements deemed 
inadequate by successor administrations regardless of allied preferences (U.S. De-
partment of State, 2018a). The Paris Climate Agreement was abandoned on asym-
metric burden grounds. The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) Trea-
ty was terminated citing Russian non-compliance but also acknowledging strategic 
dissatisfaction with its failure to constrain China’s intermediate-range arsenal. The 
World health organization was defunded amid COVID-19. And the World trade or-
ganization’s appellate mechanism was effectively hollowed out by blocking judicial 
appointments—a policy the Biden administration continued.

A unified strategic logic connected these heterogeneous decisions: the conviction 
that the United States had been systematically disadvantaged by the multilateral in-
stitutional architecture it had constructed, and that reclaiming strategic sovereignty re-
quired extracting from commitments that constrained American freedom of action. The 
2017 National Security Strategy codified these instincts in the language of “principled 
realism,” defining American interests in narrow, tangible terms—economic prosperi-
ty, homeland security, sovereignty—as prior to and constitutively independent of the 
health of the international system (White House, 2017).

Paradoxes of Unilateral Assertiveness
Even as the Trump Doctrine challenged liberal internationalist orthodoxies, it pre-

served and amplified traditionally assertive elements of American foreign policy. The 
“peace through strength” emphasis was translated into the largest sustained peace-
time defense spending increases since the early 1980s. Willingness to employ mili-
tary force unilaterally—evidenced by the 2017 and 2018 strikes on Syrian chemical 
weapons infrastructure, the 2020 assassination of Qasem Soleimani, and intensified 
counterterrorism operations across multiple theaters—demonstrated that skepticism 
toward multilateral constraints did not translate into strategic passivity.

The resulting strategic profile was paradoxical: an administration that questioned 
the alliances it relied upon for forward basing and intelligence sharing, that withdrew 
from agreements while imposing maximum-pressure sanctions requiring allied com-
pliance, produced a signal structure that neither allies nor adversaries could interpret 
with confidence. This strategic ambiguity—whether intentional or structural—itself be-
came a factor in international politics, altering the calculations of European partners, 
East Asian allies, and revisionist competitors alike (Nye, 2004).



American Power and Peril: the Trump Doctrine and Strategic Fragmentation...

II/11

MULTIPOLARITY, REVISIONISM, AND THE 
CHALLENGE TO AMERICAN PRIMACY

China’s Comprehensive Challenge
The Trump Doctrine’s reorientation both reflected and accelerated broader struc-

tural transformations. Chief among these was the consolidation of revisionist challeng-
ers possessing both the capability and the inclination to contest fundamental aspects 
of the existing order. China’s challenge is comprehensive, operating across material, 
institutional, and normative registers simultaneously. Its economic ascent over four 
decades constitutes one of the most consequential shifts in the global distribution of 
productive capacity in modern history. Under Xi Jinping, China moved beyond inte-
gration into existing economic structures to active institutional entrepreneurship: the 
Belt and Road Initiative extends influence across more than 140 countries; the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank provides development finance outside Bretton Woods 
structures; and sustained renminbi internationalization seeks to reduce dependence 
on the dollar-denominated financial architecture anchoring American structural power.

More fundamentally, China has articulated an explicit ideological alternative to lib-
eral democracy, promoting “socialism with Chinese characteristics” as a viable—and 
in some respects superior—governance model. This counter-offer contests the liberal 
order’s normative foundations beyond territorial or material competition. The liberal 
order’s legitimacy rested partly on what Fukuyama (1989) described as the terminal 
nature of liberal democracy’s ideological victory; China’s model directly contests this 
presumption and offers developing-state governments a template for resisting liberal 
conditionality.

The Trump administration correctly diagnosed this as requiring fundamental stra-
tegic reorientation. The 2017 National Security Strategy explicitly identified China as 
a “strategic competitor” engaged in “economic aggression” (White House, 2017, pp. 
25–27). Yet even as the administration correctly diagnosed the structural challenge, 
its unilateralism systematically undermined the effectiveness of its response. TPP 
withdrawal eliminated the framework within which regional allies could have coor-
dinated rules governing state-owned enterprises, intellectual property enforcement, 
and currency manipulation—precisely the practices identified as most problematic. By 
simultaneously escalating pressure on China and alienating the allies whose cooper-
ation was essential to that pressure’s effectiveness, the administration’s unilateralism 
constrained the very policy instruments it sought to deploy (Farrell & Newman, 2019).
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Russian Revisionism and Strategic Ambiguity
Russia, though commanding considerably less comprehensive power than China, 

proved equally committed to challenging the post-Cold War territorial and normative 
settlement. Under Putin, Russia systematically exploited the gap between the liberal 
order’s proclaimed norms and the limits of Western will to enforce them: military inter-
vention in Georgia in 2008 tested Western resolve; the Crimean annexation of 2014 
confirmed that the costs of territorial revision fell short of triggering collective defense 
responses; and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 revealed the outer 
boundary of Putin’s revisionist ambition (Floyd & Webber, 2024).

Putin’s revisionism differs from China’s in its essentially destructive orientation. 
Where Beijing seeks to reshape international institutions toward greater accommo-
dation of its interests and governance model, Moscow’s primary objective has been 
to demonstrate the hollowness of the existing order—to show that the United States 
and its allies lack the will or capability to enforce their proclaimed commitments. This 
strategy of delegitimation operates through military coercion, systematic disinforma-
tion, active support for nationalist movements within allied states, and exploitation of 
energy dependencies as political leverage.

The Trump administration’s relationship with Russia was analytically complex. 
Trump’s repeated admiration for Putin and equivocal responses to Russian aggres-
sion created persistent perceptions of compromised policy. At the operational level, 
however, the administration imposed significant sanctions, provided lethal defensive 
weapons to Ukraine, terminated the INF Treaty for Russian non-compliance, and ex-
pelled Kremlin intelligence operatives following the Salisbury poisoning. The strategic 
consequences of this disconnect between declaratory and operational policy were 
severe: in deterrence theory, credibility requires that commitments be clearly com-
municated, and chronic ambiguity toward Russia damaged confidence in collective 
defense precisely among the eastern flank allies whose security it was most vital to 
assure.

ALLIANCE STRESS AND THE CRISIS OF LIBERAL 
SOLIDARITY

Transatlantic Fracture and the Capability-Aspiration 
Gap

The Trump Doctrine’s implications were most immediately manifest in the trans-
formation of alliance relationships that had been the cornerstone of American global 
strategy since 1945. The transatlantic alliance, built on the twin foundations of shared 
security interests and shared liberal democratic values, underwent severe stress as 
European leaders confronted an administration that questioned both simultaneously. 
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The damage extended beyond familiar policy disagreements to more fundamental 
questions about whether the alliance continued to rest on a shared understanding of 
political legitimacy. Trump’s warm relationships with Viktor Orbán and Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, his denigration of the European Union, and his sympathy for Brexit chal-
lenged not just American policy positions but the political-normative foundation on 
which European elites had justified the alliance for seven decades.

French President Emmanuel Macron’s November 2019 declaration of NATO’s 
“brain death” and German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s May 2017 statement that Eu-
rope must “take our fate into our own hands” reflected genuine strategic reassess-
ment—reevaluations of extended deterrence reliability and the credibility of American 
security guarantees that had underpinned European defense planning since 1949 
(The Economist, 2019; Karnitschnig, 2017). Yet the European response to this mo-
ment of strategic reckoning exposed a structural constraint defining European security 
since 1945: the vast gap between strategic aspirations and military capabilities. Even 
as political leaders issued solemn declarations of strategic autonomy, the material 
preconditions remained absent.

This gap was dramatically exposed when Russia invaded Ukraine in February 
2022. Despite years of strategic autonomy rhetoric, the European response depend-
ed critically on American intelligence sharing, weapons systems, and leadership in 
coordinating the sanctions coalition—illustrating the structural durability of a European 
defense dependency that neither Trump’s provocations nor the shock of the Ukraine 
invasion had yet proven sufficient to overcome. The same pattern of transactional 
alliance management extended to Indo-Pacific relationships: Japan and South Korea 
faced intensified host-nation support demands that introduced unprecedented uncer-
tainty into alliance arrangements serving as anchors of regional stability since the 
Korean War and the 1951 U.S.-Japan security treaty. Erosion of American credibility 
carried systemic effects disproportionate to any individual bilateral dispute.

STRATEGIC FRAGMENTATION AND THE POST-
UNIPOLAR LANDSCAPE

Three Dimensions of Fragmentation
The cumulative effect of American unilateralism, Chinese and Russian revision-

ism, the erosion of alliance solidarity, and the systematic weakening of multilateral in-
stitutions has produced a condition of strategic fragmentation analytically distinct from 
both the preceding unipolar order and from historical multipolarity. The post-Cold War 
order featured institutional coherence—a dense web of overlapping organizations, 
treaties, and regimes creating predictable frameworks for interstate interaction—and 
normative consensus, however thin, around sovereignty, human rights, and the pro-
hibition on aggressive war. That coherence and consensus are now unmistakably 
fractured.
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This fragmentation operates across three analytically distinct dimensions. The in-
stitutional dimension involves the degradation of organizations designed to facilitate 
cooperation and constrain unilateral action. The UN Security Council, paralyzed by 
great-power veto politics reflecting genuine strategic divergence, has failed to pro-
duce meaningful collective responses to the major security challenges of the past 
decade. The World Trade Organization’s appellate mechanism has been effectively 
incapacitated through the systematic blocking of judicial appointments. The Interna-
tional Criminal Court faces open defiance from multiple major powers. Most severe-
ly, the arms control architecture has been comprehensively eroded: the INF Trea-
ty’s termination, the Open Skies Treaty’s collapse, and Russia’s suspension of new 
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) have left no binding bilateral agreement 
limiting deployed U.S. and Russian nuclear warheads—the first such period since the 
early Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) negotiations, at a moment of intensified 
great-power rivalry.

Normative and Epistemic Fragmentation
The normative dimension involves the dissolution of the intersubjective consen-

sus—what Ruggie called “embedded norms”—that governed state behavior within the 
liberal order (Ruggie, 1982). The prohibition on aggressive war has been repeatedly 
violated without meaningful sanction: Russia’s annexation of Crimea and full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine represent the most dramatic violations. Critically, the selective 
application of this prohibition across cases of comparable gravity constitutes a further 
erosion of its normative authority. The pattern is consistent: foundational norms are in-
voked against adversaries while exempted for allies and the hegemon itself, hollowing 
out the universalist claim on which their legitimacy rests. When the major powers that 
visibly violate norms are not held accountable—when the hegemon itself selectively 
abandons commitments—the information value of normative commitments declines, 
and states facing security dilemmas must increasingly rely on capabilities rather than 
commitments.

The third and most novel dimension of strategic fragmentation is epistemic: the 
deliberate contestation of shared factual reality as a strategic instrument. Disinforma-
tion proliferation, weaponized social media, and the systematic cultivation of epistem-
ic uncertainty have created an environment in which shared assessments of basic 
facts—the precondition for any agreement on norms or rules—can no longer be as-
sumed. It would be analytically incomplete, however, to locate this pathology exclu-
sively in authoritarian states. The United States’ intelligence community’s presentation 
of fabricated evidence to justify the 2003 Iraq invasion represents one of the most 
consequential episodes of state-sponsored epistemic manipulation in modern interna-
tional history (Pillar, 2006). The systematic use of algorithmic amplification by West-
ern-headquartered technology platforms to disseminate politically motivated content 
creates epistemic distortions whose effects extend globally (Wardle & Derakhshan, 
2017). Analytical frameworks that identify disinformation exclusively with authoritarian 
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states reproduce the very asymmetry of normative application that the epistemic di-
mension of fragmentation is designed to exploit.

Fragmentation Distinguished from Historical 
Multipolarity

Strategic fragmentation as defined here differs from classical multipolarity in three 
crucial respects. First, previous multipolar orders featured great powers whose com-
petition operated within broadly shared normative frameworks and relatively homo-
geneous political systems. Contemporary fragmentation involves powers with funda-
mentally divergent political legitimacy claims, governance models, and theories of 
international order. 

Second, previous multipolar orders were characterized by substantially lower 
levels of economic interdependence. Contemporary fragmentation occurs within un-
precedented interdependence, creating weaponized interdependence: the exploita-
tion of asymmetric dependencies within ostensibly cooperative economic structures 
as instruments of political coercion—a domain of strategic competition that previous 
multipolar orders did not encompass (Farrell & Newman, 2019). 

Third, and most significantly, contemporary fragmentation coincides with the dif-
fusion of disruptive military technologies—precision-guided munitions, cyber capabili-
ties, unmanned systems, hypersonic weapons—whose proliferation challenges tradi-
tional deterrence architectures in ways that remain incompletely understood.

Biden-Era Continuities and Structural 
Constraints

The Biden administration, inaugurated in January 2021, promised a decisive 
break from Trump-era unilateralism through a return to multilateral engagement and 
restored alliance solidarity. In its rhetoric, the administration achieved considerable 
distance from its predecessor: “America is back” became the programmatic shorthand 
for rejoining the Paris Agreement, recommitting to NATO’s Article 5, and restoring the 
formal apparatus of allied consultation. Yet beneath these important stylistic differenc-
es, fundamental continuities in the structural constraints shaping American foreign 
policy reveal the extent to which the Trump era represented acceleration of durable 
trends rather than a recoverable aberration.
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China Competition: Bipartisan Structural 
Consensus

The most consequential continuity involves China policy. The Biden administration 
maintained and expanded the tariff regime erected under Trump, despite prior criti-
cism of tariffs as inefficient instruments. It intensified technology export controls tar-
geting Chinese semiconductor capabilities, going considerably further than Trump-era 
restrictions with the October 2022 semiconductor export controls representing a qual-
itative escalation. The conviction that the United States faces fundamental long-term 
strategic competition with China requiring comprehensive mobilization of economic, 
technological, and diplomatic resources achieved a degree of bipartisan consensus 
unprecedented in the post-Cold War era.

The AUKUS agreement of September 2021, signed by United States, Great Britain 
and Australia—providing Australia with nuclear-powered submarine technology—en-
capsulated the Biden administration’s contradictions. An administration rhetorically 
committed to multilateralism and alliance consultation unilaterally displaced a French 
contract worth approximately ninety billion Australian dollars without prior notification 
to Paris, prompting France’s unprecedented recall of its Washington ambassador and 
revealing that even the Biden administration would subordinate allied sensibilities to 
Indo-Pacific strategic priorities when the two conflicted (Pezard et al., 2022). The pat-
tern was identical in structure to Trump-era unilateralism, differing only in the sophis-
tication of subsequent diplomatic management.

Ukraine and the Limits of Restoration
The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 presented the Biden adminis-

tration with the most significant test of American alliance leadership since Septem-
ber 11. The administration maintained remarkably unified Western support across 
a coalition of more than fifty countries, coordinated the most comprehensive sanc-
tions regime ever imposed against a major power, and organized successive waves 
of military assistance that materially contributed to Ukraine’s capacity to resist. Yet 
even this relative success revealed the persistent structural constraints on American 
leadership. The administration’s determination to avoid direct military confrontation 
with Russia—precluding actions that might have been militarily decisive but risked 
escalation to nuclear use—meant that support was calibrated through a deterrence 
calculus that sometimes conflicted with Ukrainian operational requirements. The cha-
otic Afghanistan withdrawal in August 2021 had already illustrated a different struc-
tural constraint: the limits of American institutional capacity for complex contingency 
management, reinforcing among allied governments doubts about whether American 
institutional competence was sufficient for reliable alliance management regardless of 
the party in power.
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The most decisive confirmation of the structural rather than personal character of 
the dynamics analyzed in this article was provided by Donald Trump’s re-election in 
November 2024. Renewed pressure on NATO allies framed in explicitly transaction-
al terms, expanded tariff escalation targeting not only China but traditional trading 
partners, and resumed skepticism toward multilateral institutions collectively demon-
strated that the forces driving these policies—domestic political economy pressures, 
structural competitive dynamics with China, burden-sharing frustrations, and a foreign 
policy identity tradition that has periodically reasserted itself against liberal interna-
tionalist consensus—were not created by Trump and will not be extinguished by any 
succession. Structural conditions that constrained Trump’s strategic options persisted 
through the Biden years and reasserted themselves from January 2025. The institu-
tional erosion and normative fragmentation that accelerated during 2017–2021 were 
at most partially arrested, not reversed, under Biden—and resumed acceleration 
thereafter.

Conclusion: Power, Perception, and the Limits 
of Restoration

The Trump Doctrine, for all its improvisational character and internal contradictions, 
marked a genuine inflection point in both American foreign policy and the trajectory 
of the post-Cold War international order. By explicitly rejecting the premises of liberal 
hegemony and embracing a transactional, sovereignty-first approach to international 
engagement, it both reflected and accelerated structural trends toward strategic frag-
mentation that had been building for years beneath the surface of apparent liberal 
order consolidation. The Biden interlude demonstrated that rhetorical restoration is 
possible and consequential—tone, process, and reliability of consultation matter for 
alliance politics—while simultaneously confirming that structural reversal is not.

Damage to alliance relationships, international institutions, and America’s norma-
tive standing proved easier to inflict than to reverse. Trust, once compromised, is 
not readily restored through declarations and policy adjustments alone; it is rebuilt 
through consistent behavior across time and contingency, and it remains fragile to the 
next electoral cycle. Allies who restructured their strategic assessments in response 
to the Trump years’ evidence about American reliability have not fully recalibrated; 
potential adversaries who identified structural vulnerabilities in American domestic 
cohesion have not forgotten what they observed. The information revealed by the 
Trump era about the conditional character of American multilateral commitment—and 
confirmed by Trump’s re-election—is now embedded in the strategic calculations of 
governments around the world.

More fundamentally, the Trump era exposed the extent to which American global 
leadership has always rested not merely on material preponderance but on a complex 
and historically constructed edifice of legitimacy, credibility, and shared values that 
could be profoundly damaged by the choices of a single administration. The insight 
about attraction in international power—soft power’s contribution to the effectiveness 
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of hard power—was empirically confirmed through its systematic dissipation (Nye, 
2004). The symbolic dimensions of power proved more fragile than material dimen-
sions precisely because they depend on continuous affirmation through consistent 
behavior.

The question confronting American foreign policy is not whether the United States 
can restore immediate post-Cold War unipolar dominance—that structural era ended 
with China’s rise, Russia’s reassertion, and the domestic constraints on American for-
ward commitment. The question is whether the United States can construct a sustain-
able approach to a multipolar world that preserves core interests and values without 
overextending finite resources or systematically alienating the partners whose coop-
eration is essential to addressing shared challenges from climate change to pandemic 
preparedness to nuclear proliferation.

Answering this question will require choices that neither the Trump nor the Biden 
administration made fully: distinguishing vital from peripheral interests with analytical 
rigor; acknowledging that other major powers have legitimate interests that must be 
accommodated in any durable order; and rebuilding alliance relationships not on the 
fiction of American primacy but on the frank acknowledgment of mutual dependence 
and shared vulnerability. Most fundamentally, it will require recognizing—against both 
the instincts of America First nationalism and the wishful thinking of liberal restora-
tion—that international order stability depends on shared norms, functioning institu-
tions, and mutual restraint, none of which can be generated unilaterally or restored 
merely by affirming commitment to them.

For defence planners and alliance managers in the Euro-Atlantic space, the anal-
ysis here suggests that prolonged fragmentation represents the most empirically 
grounded baseline condition—not a transitional phase but a structural reality requiring 
adaptation rather than remedy. The institutional and diplomatic infrastructure for a 
more cooperative multilateral settlement must nonetheless be preserved, because 
the costs of sustained fragmentation—nuclear risk, climate governance failure, pan-
demic preparedness deficits—may eventually generate sufficient shared interest to 
reconstruct minimalist multilateral frameworks that accommodate multiple legitimate 
governance models without requiring normative homogeneity. The strategic fragmen-
tation analyzed in this article will not resolve itself; it will be managed well or badly, and 
the consequences will extend far beyond American borders to the security and welfare 
of all states navigating the post-unipolar landscape.
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R e s u m e

The analysis given in this work indicates that the Trump administration aban-
doned a foreign policy based on liberal values, using unilateralism and “strategic 

fragmentation” in response to changes in the global order, such as the strengthening 
of China and Russia. The paper shows that the continuity of certain policies—includ-
ing technological blockades towards China—confirms that Trump’s mandate was an 
acceleration of long-term systemic processes, and not a passing incident. The current 
crisis of confidence and the fragmentation of power without agreed rules fundamen-
tally change the concepts of European and global security, forcing allies to reassess 
their dependence on Washington, as NATO instability prompts urgent defence re-
forms. States increasingly face a world where alliances are made based on momen-
tary interests rather than enduring values.

Key words: Trump Doctrine, strategic fragmentation, liberal international order, 
multipolarity, transatlantic relations, US-China relations, alliance erosion, principled 
realism, hegemonic stability, normative contestation
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