
 

 

 

THE LIBERAL WORLD ORDER IS UNDER ASSAULT ---BY THE 

NEW POPULISTS FROM WITHIN AND AUTOCRATS FROM 

WITHOUT. 

 

Written by Ehsan Kareem (FSP) 

The liberal world order established in the aftermath of World War II has 

been fragmenting under the pressure of systemic economic stresses, 

growing nationalism and populism, and a general loss of confidence in 

established international and national institutions. This liberal order inspired, 

developed and sustained by America over three generations, underpinned by 

an array of values (democracy, free markets) and institutions (UN, IMF 

,WB,WTO etc.), seems promised to a rapid break down under the populist-

revolutionary assault of nationalists and autocrats all over the world . 

Most of the 1990s was a honeymoon period for liberal thinking about 

international affairs and for liberal politics: the Cold War had ended with 
liberal victory, and that created great expectations for a long phase of 

sustained progress for liberal democracy, liberal international institutions, 
the liberal world economy, and liberal values. By the turn of the century, or 

even earlier, it was clear that any such hope for liberal progress rested on a 
much shakier foundation than most people had believed. The years 2016 

and 2017 have been more significant in this sense. The world experienced a 
political earthquake in the year 2016 with the British vote to leave the 

European Union in June and the election of Donald Trump as President of the 
United States in November. These events were the culmination of a longer-

term trend away from the postwar liberal international order. The current 

crisis of the liberal order is taking place on two levels. Pressure is coming 
from inside liberal democracies, where populist politicians are pushing back 

against open borders and open societies. But it is also coming from the 
outside, where powerful autocratic regimes are doing their best to reset the 

rules of the game in their favor. 

In Russia, China, India, Turkey, Egypt — and yes, even here in the United 

States — one sees either resurgent authoritarianism or a yearning for a 

“strong leader” whose bold actions will sweep away present discontents. 

According to democracy expert Larry Diamond, “between 2000 and 2015, 

democracy broke down in 27 countries,” while “many existing authoritarian 
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regimes have become even less open, transparent, and responsive to their 

citizens.” Great Britain has now voted to leave the EU; Poland, Hungary, and 

Israel are heading in illiberal directions; and one of America’s two major 

political parties is about to nominate a presidential candidate who openly 

disdains the tolerance that is central to a liberal society, repeatedly 

expresses racist beliefs and baseless conspiracy theories, and has even 

questioned the idea of an independent judiciary. For those who believe that 

liberal democracy constitutes the best form of government, the rise of 

populist nationalism is a very worrying phenomenon. The last time this 

happened in the 1930s, the Great Depression was deepened and prolonged 

by punitive tariffs and competitive devaluations, while Europe eventually 

plunged into World War II. The central question is then whether the current 

trend is actually just a democratic recession from which the world will 

eventually recover, or whether the forces visible today will strengthen and 

threaten liberal democracy as a form of government in more countries. 

The progress of history cannot be taken for granted; reversals are possible 

too. "History has no libretto", Isaiah Berlin used to say; progress is possible 
in principle, but by no means guaranteed. In today's world, the liberal model 

is in a state of crisis, facing severe economic and political challenges. The 
financial crisis has not been handled well and may break out in full force 

again. In the United States and in parts of Europe a rich minority may 
thrive, but major sections of the populations face stagnating real incomes 

and unemployment. As far as democracy is concerned, several countries 
have seen political openings and relatively free elections. But the political 

systems continue to be plagued by corruption, abuse of power, inequality 
before the law, and lack of respect for basic human rights. About one 

hundred countries are in a "gray zone" between democracy and 

authoritarianism, and there is no guarantee that democracy will prevail.  

"Liberal world order" is not an entity of fixed principles set in stone. There 
are two different, major strains of liberalism. One is a "Liberalism of 

Imposition"; it is activist, interventionist, and potentially imperialistic. 
Imposition became the liberal strategy chosen by George W. Bush after 9-

11. It was sustained by the unparalleled position of liberal democracies, and 
especially the United States, after the end of the Cold War combined with 

the resolve to conduct a global "war on terror" and to actively seek the 
promotion of liberal values worldwide. This was not a recipe for a stable, 

well-functioning liberal order. Great powers such as China, Russia and India 
would not participate; nor would close liberal allies such as France and 

Germany.  



 

 

The other major strain of liberalism is a "Liberalism of Restraint". It is 

moderate, empathetic, respectful of others, and non-interventionist. Under 
Barack Obama, the United States has turned in a more cooperative 

direction. But it may not be possible to recreate on a universal scale the 
flexible, cooperation-based liberal order that characterized post World War 

II-relationships between the US, Western Europe, and Japan. The common 
enemy is gone; that means less cohesion and less acceptance of US 

leadership. During the Cold War, cooperation was among a community of 
democracies with common values; today, non-democratic great powers 

(China, Russia) must be integrated in a reformed order. They will not show 
the kind of restraint that Germany and Japan displayed after World War II.  

In the United States, the president Donald Trump has declared, 
“Americanism, not globalism, will be our credo.” Trump blames globalization 

and immigration for the decline of the American working class. On the other 
side of the Atlantic, Britain voted to leave the European Union, with calls to 

limit the number of immigrants allowed into the country featuring strongly in 
the debate. In France, the leader of the National Front, Marine Le Pen, 

emerged as a competitive choice as president in presidential elections of 
2017. While her party is notorious for its anti-immigration stance, Lee pen 

also promised to hold a referendum on French membership in the European 
Union. In Hungary meanwhile, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán muses about the 

values of “illiberal democracy”, a populist simulacrum that in various degrees 
does away with the rule of law and protections for individual liberty that 

have been the hallmarks of constitutionally ordered societies that have 
emerged in the West since the end of the 18th century. 

The new populists have a set of common characteristics: they blame open 
borders and open societies for the decline of the economy, for insecurity and 

for moral decline. They promise a much more homogenous society and much 
tighter control by the government over the territory and its borders. In other 

words, they turn against globalization. 

It was precisely the aim to prevent a return to the situation of the 1930s 

that drove the American architects to put up the scaffolding of the liberal 
order built in the West after the Second World War. They recognized that 

U.S. withdrawal from the world after the First World War had been a 
mistake, and were determined to build something lasting. The United 

Nations would provide the ground rules of the international order, and 
America would take the lead in drafting, implementing and guaranteeing it.  

Under American leadership, what we think of as the West became an alliance 

system grounded in shared liberal ideas and principles. Former enemies 
became close partners, and economic exchange and cooperation took the 



 

 

place of competition and conflict. Borders became increasingly irrelevant 

between liberal democracies. The flows of people, capital, goods and 
information were steadily increasing. The long, disastrous Western European 

crisis between 1914 and 1945 was overcome. Prosperity and freedom were 
flourishing like never before in Western societies. 

The stark contrast between Western prosperity on the one hand, and the 

poverty, lack of freedom, and backwardness endemic in Eastern European 
countries led to the collapse of Socialism and Communism as organizing 

ideologies, and the ultimate breakup of the Soviet Union. Most Eastern 
societies were eager to join the West. Central and Eastern European 

countries worked hard to be admitted into the institutions that had made the 

West so successful: Nato and the EU, and the Bretton Woods institutions. 

Russia, too, appeared to be on a transition path to liberal democracy. 
China’s ruling class embraced economic modernization but put a sanitary 

wall between economic and political modernization. Overall, in the post-Cold 
war era, the West’s liberal order became the global liberal order, with the 

U.S. in the lead again. 

In the 1990s, the world looked increasingly “flat”: a “global village” in which 

distances were shrinking at a rapid pace and borders were losing relevance, 
thanks to sinking costs for transportation and to the emergence of the 

internet. It’s easy to snicker at the catchphrases of the time as being 
overoptimistic and simplistic, but they reflected a real achievement: the 

commercial logic of win-win relationships had triumphed, with a remarkable 
rise in living standards for many participating countries. Globalization had 

trumped geopolitics, or so it seemed. 

There have been set-backs, of course: the civil wars in Yugoslavia in the 

1990s, growing assertiveness of authoritarian elites in Russia and China, 
wars in the Middle East that polarized public opinion in the West, Islamist 

terrorism and the financial crisis starting 2008. But these were seen as 
crises inside the liberal order, and were to be tackled through its various 

multilateral institutions. 

Though multilateralism alone, without American leadership, was rarely a 
silver bullet, the solution to crises always involved doubling down on the 

institutional arrangements that had thus far brought the West prosperity. 
There was no retreating from international engagement. On the contrary, 

efforts were made to increase international cooperation and to strengthen 

global and regional institutions. More, not less, globalization was the 
response to the challenges of the post-Cold War era. 



 

 

The build-up of international institutions and the persistence of liberal norms 

need to be backed-up by both soft and hard power. What too few observers 
appreciate is that the globalized liberal order of the last few decades is an 

overwhelmingly American order, with the U.S. setting and driving the 
agenda to a large extent. Today, however, it is unclear whether Americans 

still want to play that role. According to a poll from earlier this year, 57 
percent Americans say it would be better if the U.S. just dealt with its own 

problems and let other countries deal with theirs as best they can. Barack 
Obama and Donald Trump both speak of allies dismissively as “free-riders”, 

unwilling to take their share of the burden. Where Obama talked about 
“nation-building at home”, Trump talks about “America first”. Both want to 

focus more on the United States and less on the world. 

It would be a mistake to see this as a temporary blip in support for 

internationalism in America; deeper, structural trends appear to be at work. 
Americans are less and less willing to continue the oversized international 

role the country had played during the Cold War and in the post-Cold War 
era. Europe is largely “whole and free” for many years now, and for decades 

no major competitor has challenged America’s physical security. Neither 
terrorism nor China have replaced the Soviet Union as a permanent, 

existential threat. In the eyes of most Americans, the country’s sacrifices in 
Iraq and Afghanistan have been a waste of lives and money. 

If America indeed chooses to redefine its international interests much more 
narrowly, and perhaps to think in a more short-term way, the globalized 

liberal world order will lose its chief underwriter. The consequences of such a 
shift should not be underestimated. Can the liberal world order survive 

without the United States’ massive commitment? Is this order self-
sustaining, or does it depend on U.S. leadership and readiness to act as a 

hegemon in critical situations where this is order is seriously challenged, 
such as in Eastern Europe, the Middle East and the South China Sea? Will 

U.S. allies step in where the U.S. retreats, or will autocratic countries such 
as Russia and China, and the atavistic forces of chaos and destruction such 

as ISIS, fill the empty space? 

In Asia and the Pacific, China has become more assertive under Obama’s 

watch, moving from a status quo policy in its territorial disputes in the South 
and East China Seas towards more assertively challenging the rights of its 

smaller neighbors, such as Vietnam and the Philippines. The situation has 
become only more tense and more difficult as the United States has 

struggled to remain true to its commitments to allies and to uphold 
principles such as the freedom of navigation in international waters that 

China has increasingly claimed for itself. 
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Both Moscow and Beijing hold different concepts of international order. The 

leadership in both countries wants more influence abroad, doesn’t like the 
international system in its current guise, and is ready to invest substantial 

resources in suborning it. Russia and China are acting as classic revisionist 
powers. 

That doesn’t mean that they seek to overthrow the system in its entirety. 

Chinese and Russian elites benefit immensely from the U.S.-led order in 
economic terms: they know that the prosperity it has fostered in their 

societies is a key for them remaining in power. Millions have been lifted out 
of poverty, and middle classes have emerged in both countries. But the 

elites also understand that the liberal system itself, if left unchallenged, will 

lead to their ultimate demise. The liberal order is is ultimately premised on 
the concept of political freedom and free markets. For autocratic elites, there 

is not much more threatening than democracy. Their rule is based on lack of 
accountability and the lack of political and economic competition. Keeping 

democracy at bay for them is a vital, critical interest. 

And both China and Russia would like to see the authoritarian system they 
have build at home mirrored in international relations: an internationalized 

“power vertical”, to borrow a Putinist concept, in which strong countries 
command and the weak obey. Small countries such as Vietnam or the 

Philippines have to accept that China demands primacy in the South China 

Sea; Russia’s neighbors such as Ukraine have to accept orders from Moscow. 
The idea of international order they have in mind is multipolar, not 

multilateral: instead of a system built on the the idea of equality of states, 
they want a hierarchical order dominated by a few major states. The liberal 

order, based on the consensus between largely sovereign, equal states, is 
standing in the way of their designs. 

Just because both China and Russia are acting as revisionists does not mean 

that meaningful cooperation between them is all that likely. Both compete 
over influence in Central Asia, for one. And while Beijing clearly does not see 

Moscow as a peer, Russia cannot accept becoming China’s junior partner. 

The perceived or real weakness of the West is encouraging autocratic 

challengers to advance their own international agenda, and to test the 
West’s readiness to defend liberal principles. In Europe in particular, the 

resultant clashes are having spill-over effects. Russian aggression in 
Ukraine, its military maneuvers and its aggressive rhetoric (including the 

threat to use nuclear weapons) have provoked sharp disagreements among 
NATO members. And waves of refugees, mainly from Syria, have led to 

serious debates in the EU, turning Germany and its eastern neighbors 



 

 

against each other. ISIS-inspired terrorism has added to the siege mentality 

besetting Europe’s leadership. 

For its part, Russia is accentuating these cleavages within Western countries 
using propaganda and intelligence instruments redolent of the Cold War to 

further undermine the West’s ability to stand up against Moscow’s designs. 
Anti-establishment parties and movements, funded and abetted by the 

Kremlin, find Russia to be ideologically attractive as a conservative counter-
model to Western cosmopolitanism, which they have come to resent. And in 

Central and Eastern Europe, Moscow has been building on the residual 
influence it has retained from the Soviet period. 

China is much less obviously present in European countries. Its strategy is to 
economically woo individual Western countries, with the goal of turning them 

into champions of Chinese interests. The EU’s difficulties in agreeing on a 
rather mildly-worded statement on the South China Sea ruling by the Hague 

court on July 12 demonstrates that Beijing has already quietly achieved the 
ability to wield what amounts to a veto in European decision-making. 

 

There are five major challenges to the creation of a stable liberal world 
order. The first concerns the economy. The dominant model over the past 

thirty years has been neoliberal, focused on deregulation and less state 

interference with market principles. This has helped create growth and 
economic globalization, even though the most successful economic models in 

Asia-including China-have been state-capitalist rather than "pure" market 
economies. But deregulation has also paved the way for a comprehensive 

financial crisis which has laid bare the rapid growth of financial speculation. 
Inequality has increased sharply in the United States and several parts of 

Europe. It is clear that the model is in need of reform, but strong interest 
groups, especially in the financial sector, work against any far-reaching 

reform. Nor is there any agreement about the major principles of a new 
model. Europe, for example, is focused on austerity measures right now. 

This may be understandable but it will not pave the way for new expansion 
and more employment.  

The second great challenge concerns the network of international 
institutions. Such institutions are a central element in a liberal world order. 

Universal institutions, such as the UN system IMF, WB WTO , are in need of 
reform. The UN reflects the international situation in the late 1940s. A 

reform of the Security Council has been on the agenda for about twenty 
years; it has gone nowhere because countries who stand to lose in terms of 

influence are unwilling to go ahead; a similar situation characterizes the IMF 



 

 

and the World Bank. G20 is an informal and not very powerful ad hoc 

institution; so are G7 and G8. Some argue in favor of a stronger "League of 
Democracies"; that would point towards more intense cooperation in bodies 

with democratic membership, such as NATO, the OECD, and the EU, but it is 
less clear how this will strengthen cooperation worldwide. At a point in time 

where globalization has increased the demand for cooperation, the supply of 
effective institutions is fairly limited.  

The third challenge concerns the greatest security problem today: fragile 

states. Violent conflict with great human cost no longer relates to war 
between states. It stems from domestic conflict in fragile states where 

dominant elites are frequently in open conflict with large sections of their 

own populations and where the political and economic conditions for peace 
and progress are absent. In some cases, liberal democracies have 

undertaken humanitarian interventions in order to protect civilians and stop 
the fighting. But recolonization is not in the cards; we need to go home 

sooner rather than later, which means that sustained improvement in fragile 
states hinges on a local demand for reform. That is often lacking, as 

demonstrated in Afghanistan, Sudan, the Congo and elsewhere. The 
adoption of a "Responsibility to Protect" (R2P) by the UN is a step ahead but 

it does not eliminate the dilemmas concerning conflict inside fragile states.  

The fourth major challenge concerns liberal values. On the one hand, an 

offensive and arrogant liberalism will create opposition rather than support 
around the world; Afghanistan is a recent example. At the same time, too 

much restraint will also be a problem because domestic change will be too 
slow in coming. On the other hand, democracy faces new problems at home, 

in the liberal core countries. The theory of liberal democracy has not been 
able to give good answers to the new democratic challenges provided by the 

intense supra-national cooperation that takes place in the EU, the WTO and 
some other international institutions. Liberal democratic theory needs to 

take on a situation where sovereignty and non-intervention are transformed 
by new forms of cross-border cooperation.  

Finally, the fifth major challenge concerns the lack of leadership. During the 
Cold War the United States was willing to lead and disposed of the necessary 

resources to take on the task. Today, it may still have the resources, but 
there is much less willingness to accept leadership. The US is deeply 

concerned with its own problems which have to do with the economy, health 
care, infrastructure, and several other items. We will probably not see 

outright American isolationism, but the United States is certainly not ready 
to lead in the way it did after World War II. EU-Europe is beset by a 

profound Euro-crisis and Japan has been in stagnation for more than two 
decades. And neither Europe nor Japan has the capacity to lead.  



 

 

In sum, there are deep tensions in the current liberal world order. Liberal 

economic and political progress remains a possibility. But any progress will 

not come automatically. It depends on the successful efforts of people and 

states who are willing to move liberal world order in the right direction. 


