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Introduction

The relationship between the type of political system a country has and the quality and
quantity of its power is not a settled science. Adherents of democracy generally believe that
democracy brings some significant advantages for a nation’s power.! Open policy debates, for
example, can ensure that policies are well thought through and supported by a strong public
consensus. Democracy can also generate bonds among politically like-minded countries, as
well as soft power and prestige for the leading democratic nation. But the view that autocra-
cies may have some natural strengths in the realm of international power is also common.?
Freed of the need for public deliberation and consensus, the thinking goes, autocrats may
project power more nimbly and decisively than democrats. And not needing to worry about
winning the next elections, autocrats may find it easier to impose near-term costs on the
public for the sake of longer-term foreign policy goals.

Until recently, U.S. scholars debated these issues comparatively, focusing on varied country
cases around the world. However, as the health of U.S. democracy has become a matter of

serious concern, the question of democracy’s relationship with national power arises in the

United States itself. Specifically, how is the degradation of democracy at home affecting or

likely to affect U.S. power abroad?

How is the degradation of democracy at home affecting
or likely to affect U.S. power abroad?

Given the uncertain endpoint of America’s current democratic decline, no definitive answer
to this question is yet available. But a look at the main contours of the current U.S. dem-
ocratic backsliding should raise concerns about how the erosion of the nation’s democratic
foundations may diminish its national power. Although President Donald Trump and his
administration are a significant part of the story of America’s current democratic woes,

the analysis in this essay is not an account of how Trump’s foreign policy is changing U.S.
power. The analysis concentrates on those elements of U.S. democratic backsliding—some
of which are directly tied to Trump and some of which are not—that appear to be affecting
U.S. power.
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U.S. Democracy Under Pressure

Rising political polarization in recent decades has been a major cause of the current erosion
of U.S. democracy. Democratic systems naturally encompass diverse, sometimes sharply
varying political views. But in the United States, polarization has hardened around two
overarching narratives that do not share a consensus on basic political norms and values.
This is where serious trouble arises. This is not the first time the United States has experi-
enced deep polarization—consider the Civil War, for example. Today’s surge in polarization
has its near-term roots in the two clashing views about core American national values that
crystallized in the 1960s—a rapidly rising progressive vision of America and a conservative
status quo response. This schism gained force in the 1970s and 1980s when the two main
U.S. political parties transformed from ideologically diverse “big tents” with varied internal
fractions representing quite different outlooks into relatively uniform embodiments of either
the progressive or the conservative vision, with a resulting significant decline in shared
beliefs and willingness to compromise. The intensifying polarization took on increasingly
toxic qualities starting in the 1990s as lines hardened and ideological conflict intensified
between hardline conservatives in the Republican Party and the liberal democratic majority
in the Democratic Party.’

As polarization has ratcheted up from significant to severe in recent decades, it has become a
harshly corrosive dynamic, fueling congressional blockage and dysfunction, eroding public
faith in the neutrality of the courts, pervading the media space, spurring gerrymandering,
and spreading throughout society to the point where large majorities of voters have reduced
contact with fellow citizens with a different political outlook than their own and regard
those on the other side as a fundamental threat to the country itself.

Various broader factors have contributed to this intensification of polarization, including
rising socioeconomic inequality; the emergence of highly partisan private media sources like
talk radio, cable television and, more recently, social media; and the dramatic increase in
money flowing into U.S. elections from ideologically motivated high-net-worth individuals
on the right and the left.* Contingent factors have also been at play, such as the bitterly
divisive fight over the Florida vote count in the 2000 Al Gore vs. George W. Bush presiden-
tial election.

Donald Trump’s return to the presidency in 2025 marked a new, even harsher phase of this
polarization. Trump returned to power on the foundation of his divisive denial of his elec-
toral loss in 2020 and in a full embrace of governing by polarizing—a strategy that seeks to
constantly inflame and energize his core partisan base, reflexively label opposition as lunatic
or extremist, and eschew any effort to speak on behalf of and represent all Americans.
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This polarizing mindset has led Trump to pursue a sweeping political project that directly
challenges basic democratic structures and norms: the centralization and personalization of
domestic political power, or what analysts who study the ongoing global wave of backsliding
by elected leaders call “executive aggrandizement.” While this process gains motivation

and energy from the underlying context of polarization in which it is occurring, it is in fact
different and deeper, aimed at reshaping America’s basic political structures and methods of
governance.

The ongoing executive aggrandizement has three core, interlocking components, all of which
entail overriding long-standing U.S. democratic institutions and practices:

*  The assertion of presidential dominance over, and the injection of political partisan-
ship into, all other parts of the executive branch, including traditionally nonpartisan
executive branch institutions such as independent agencies, the military, and the
civil service.

*  The assertion of presidential dominance over the other two branches of the federal
government—aggressively seeking to sideline Congress from its traditional leg-
islative and oversight roles, and attacking courts and other legal institutions that
seek to check executive power. Complementing these efforts has been a systematic
campaign to magnify federal power over state power by punishing states that
challenge federal authority and seeking to usurp their authority over key functions,
like election administration.

* A steady stream of efforts to tame, constrain, and punish nongovernmental insti-
tutions or individuals that question or criticize the president or his administration,
such as media organizations, law firms, civic groups, universities, cultural organiza-
tions, former government officials, and public figures.®

Trump and his team continuously wrap all three of these elements of executive aggran-
dizement in narratives and images of personalized presidential power. They are putting the
president’s name and face on many initiatives and institutions, sending out hagiographic
Al-generated images that depict the president as a larger-than-life figure in different guises,
and releasing constant messaging by government officials that contains extreme claims about
the president’s putatively unique skills, capacities, and accomplishments.” By eroding the
distinction between Trump as a person and the power of the position, they convey the idea
that criticisms of Trump are attacks on the presidency itself.

The self-reinforcing combination of the intensification of political polarization and the
strident new push toward executive aggrandizement has created political dysfunction and
a weakening of democratic norms at a level of severity unprecedented in more than one
hundred years.
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Effects on U.S. Power

The ongoing degradation of U.S. democracy shows signs of weakening U.S. power along
four dimensions: attractiveness, reliability, effectiveness, and focus.

Attractiveness

An overarching element of U.S. power has long been the attractiveness of the United States
as an enduring and relatively well-functioning democracy—especially among other democ-
racies. This status as a democratic exemplar is one of the core components of U.S. soft power.

America’s status as a successful democracy, combined with its dominant military and
economic power, created a natural leadership position for the country among other democ-
racies, but that leadership position is now eroding. America’s democratic nature facilitated
the building of alliances—with European democracies, East Asian democracies, and
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand—that have proven deeper and more stable than the
ties the United States cultivated with nondemocratic powers. The ongoing damage to U.S.
democracy (combined with Trump’s strong wariness of alliance relationships in general)
has put all these relationships in doubt. Alliances that were once built and preserved on
the bedrock of common political values are weakening, a process the administration fuels
by openly disparaging the idea that political values can be a strong basis for U.S. ties with
some countries. For example, allies took note when Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth said,
during a trip to Asia in May 2026, that “the bedrock of a durable partnership is not based

on idealistic values.”®

The success of U.S. democracy was also the foundation of its support for democracy glob-
ally. Although U.S. efforts to advance democracy were often inconsistent and sometimes
misconceived—the Iraq War, for example—on balance, the United States made significant
contributions to strengthening and spreading democracy in the world, more than any other
country. Over the past eighty years, all of America’s major adversaries have been autocracies,
and no democracy has presented a serious security threat. By helping create a world with
fewer autocracies and more democracies, the United States thus helped solidify U.S. power
and security in fundamental ways.’

Now, the United States’ own democratic travails have hollowed out any credibility it might
claim as an effective supporter of democracy in other countries, even though Trump officials
still sometimes say they aspire to that role.!” Trump’s frequent efforts to sway the outcomes
of elections in other countries, by endorsing candidates he prefers and applying economic
carrots or sticks to try to shape how their citizens will vote, position his administration

as one that seeks to undercut rather than fortify electoral integrity abroad—such as when

he publicly endorsed the far-right candidate in the 2025 Honduran presidential election

or when he offered $20 billion to Argentina in 2025 conditional on the right-wing party’s
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victory in legislative elections." The United States pulling back from its role as a supporter
of democracy abroad has only further tilted the playing field. Together with Trump’s routine
embraces of, praises for, and efforts to bolster autocratic leaders, and his frequent hectoring
and insulting of democratic ones, the United States is sliding from democracy promotion to
autocracy promotion transnationally. By contributing to a more autocratic, less democratic
world, the administration is working against the global political landscape that would be
most favorable to U.S. security.

One narrower but still important dimension of the linkage between decreased attractiveness
caused by democratic erosion and decreased national power concerns the rule of law. The
administration’s pointed disregard or lack of respect for the rule of law in many domains—a
classic element of democratic backsliding—reduces the attractiveness of the United States
for both capital and talent from abroad.'> When Trump imposes personal preferences over
legal norms and well-established practices in the business domain, he hurts the investment
climate in the country. The administration’s chaotic and at times arbitrary application of the
rule of law with respect to immigrants makes the country less attractive to talented foreign-
ers who, in the past few decades, have been a major source of energy and skill in the tech
sector and other key productive domains.

Reliability

High levels of political polarization damage not only a country’s democracy but also its
power. When polarization becomes intense, as it has in the United States, it expands beyond
the realm of domestic politics into foreign policy (and other domains, like economic life and
cultural life). Bipartisan approaches to foreign policy shrink, and the country becomes more
prone to lurching on major international issues—creating policy fluctuations well beyond
the usual changes that are a routine element of the alternation of power in democracies.

As Rachel Myrick and other scholars have documented, such lurching causes a country to be
seen as less reliable by allies and friends, which harms a country’s relationships with them."
Canada, Germany, the United Kingdom, and other key U.S. allies have reacted to recent
lurches in U.S. strategy by de-emphasizing ties with the United States in both the security
and economic domains with a bitter sense of an historic betrayal of trust on the part of

Washington.

Lurching also makes a country more likely to be seen by adversaries as an untrustworthy
negotiating partner, which makes it more difficult to resolve conflicts with them through
negotiated agreements. This can be either because the adversary hopes a successor adminis-
tration will offer a much better deal, or because they believe a successor administration will
tear up any deal they sign. This was likely the case with Russian President Vladmir Putin in
2024-2025, who seemed to hope that Trump would entirely reverse the Joe Biden admin-
istration’s relatively strong support for Ukraine." The back-and-forth on U.S. policy toward
Iran—the conclusion of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) under president
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Barack Obama, followed by the shredding of that agreement by Trump in his first term,
the effort to restart talks toward an agreement under Biden, the switch to open military
conflict under Trump’s second administration, and then the return to a quest for a negoti-
ated agreement—put other countries on notice that going through lengthy negotiations and
making concessions to the United States to arrive at a negotiated agreement might result in
that agreement simply being discarded by an immediate successor.

Effectiveness

A country’s power resides not just in the intrinsic weight of its capacities to influence others
but also in how effectively it employs those capacities. The centralization and personalization
of policymaking that are characteristic of democratic erosion under populist leadership work
against effective policymaking. In the United States, the hollowing out of core foreign policy
bureaucratic capacities—reducing the National Security Council staff by approximately 80
percent, thinning the State Department (including leaving over one hundred ambassadorial
positions vacant more than a year into the administration), and eliminating the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID)—has substantially reduced the amount of expertise
available to the senior foreign policy makers.”

The injection of intense partisanship into what have traditionally been nonpartisan com-
ponents of the policymaking bureaucracy, such as through political loyalty tests and the
punishment of career officials for having played significant policy roles during previous
administrations, creates a chilling effect that diminishes the willingness of career officials
to offer candid views on important policy decisions, for fear of punishment. Some of these
effects are evident in the administration’s conduct of the military actions it initiated against
Iran in February 2026. The decision to strike appears to have been poorly informed, pro-
ceeding without prior in-depth analyses by the White House of how Iran might respond—
for example, by closing the Strait of Hormuz—and of how the United States could counter
that response. It also appears that the attempted negotiations with Iran after the onset of
the fighting were not well prepared or informed by experts with experience in the matters in
question.'®

Another major element of the centralization of presidential power that is a symptom of
democratic erosion—the sidelining of Congress—also contributes to a poorly conceived

and executed foreign policy. The administration’s lack of serious engagement with Congress
about the administration’s strategic planning in the lead up to its 2026 strikes on Iran likely
contributed to the administration’s failure to anticipate and plan effectively for some parts of
Iran’s response.

The abrupt, hasty closure of USAID—undertaken with no consultation with Congress
despite Congress’s deep and long-standing oversight of the agency—was carried out with
no serious review of how it might damage the United States” reputation in other countries
and U.S. relations with governments and other institutions and actors in multiple regions.
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If Congress had been a full partner in the restructuring of U.S. foreign aid, rather than a
shocked, excluded bystander, it could have helped reduce the arbitrary, rushed nature of the
process and the extensive damage that resulted—and could have helped produce a reform
that many observers agreed was badly needed.

Similarly, the administration’s resistance to judicial oversight of its actions, including those
relating to foreign policy, constricts yet another channel of useful input into policymaking.
This resistance is embodied in the inclination of Trump and his senior team to criticize and
insult judges who go against their wishes and to defy or circumvent judicial orders. After
the Supreme Court ruled in April 2026 against the president’s use of the International
Emergency Economic Powers Act as a basis for many of its tariffs, for example, Trump
directed invective against the justices who voted against him and then immediately set about
finding ways to work around the ruling."” But in the view of the many mainstream econo-
mists who saw Trump’s tariffs as a net negative for the U.S. economy, the judicial input on
this critical economic issue likely pointed in the direction of policy (respecting constraints
on the president’s powers regarding tariffs) that would have been beneficial to U.S. power.

Focus

In cases of democratic backsliding, power is often squandered on the pursuit of private

gain by the leadership rather than the public interest. Sadly, we see this pattern repeating in
America today, where, as a Brennan Center for Justice report notes, “Trump is merging the
powers of his presidency with his businesses and personal finances to an extent never before
seen”—pardoning donors and other financial supporters, dropping federal investigations
into benefactors, using the presidential office to promote his family’s cryptocurrency and
real estate holdings, and providing political perks to donor companies, among other ac-
tions." This obvious corruption is leading Trump to distort U.S. relations with certain other
governments, in part at least seemingly to serve his and his family’s own financial interests
rather than the U.S. national interest. The practice allows foreign powers to manipulate the
White House to advance their own interests, in ways that cut against U.S. power. The ties of
Trump and his family with some of the Gulf countries—which include real estate projects
and crypto deals—are a telling example in this vein. These deals are a two-way street—not
just financially remunerative for the Trump family but also an apparent pathway for Gulf
countries to curry political favor with the White House to advance their own private inter-
ests, not U.S. strategic interests, in the region.”

In cases of democratic backsliding, power is often
squandered on the pursuit of private gain by the leadership
rather than the public interest.
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Looking Forward

Donald Trump’s theatrical exercise of American power around the world lends a facade of
power to his administration, but the reality is that a less democratic America is a less power-
ful America. The ongoing degradation of U.S. democracy under Donald Trump is reducing
the attractiveness of the United States as an ally, weakening its ability to pull in talent from
abroad, undercutting its capacity to shape the global ideological landscape in America’s
favor, lessening its ability to reach negotiated agreements with adversarial countries, reducing
the effectiveness of the exercise of its power, and diluting the employment of its national
capacity by directing it to ends other than the national interest. These effects are happening
in real time, week by week, month by month. How severe they become will depend on how
far the U.S. democratic slide goes.

As noted in the introduction, autocracy may boost a country’s power, for example by
facilitating decisive actions or through the ability of an autocratic government to withstand
short-term public pain for the sake of pursuing a valuable long-term goal. Although this
may be the case in some countries at certain times, there is no indication that the ongoing
centralization and personalization of the U.S. political system are conveying such benefits.
Trump did act with apparent decisiveness and tolerance for risk when he ordered the capture
of Venezuelan president Nicolds Maduro. But the United States has taken significant foreign
policy risks in previous, more democratic times, from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s decision in

favor of D-Day to Obama’s Abbottabad raid that killed Osama Bin Laden.

The United States is unusual in the extent to which
significant elements of its power since World War Il were
integrally built around its status as a successful democracy
and so-called leader of the free world.

The fact that democratic backsliding in the United States appears to be diminishing U.S.
power is not a general finding about the relationship between the kind of political system a
country has and its power. The United States is unusual in the extent to which significant
elements of its power since World War II were integrally built around its status as a success-
ful democracy and so-called leader of the free world. A country for which this was not the
case might find that democratic degradation has less effect on its power. And some autocratic
powers, such as China, might well find that their power would actually diminish during a
democratic transition—for example, due to political and regional fragmentation or reduced
ability to impose economic sacrifices on the public for the sake of the military and security
services.
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Is the damage to U.S. power reversible? Some of the damage will be quick to break, slow

to fix. Renewing the attractiveness of U.S. democracy as a political exemplar is likely to be
very slow, even if favorable democratic developments occur down the road. The same is true
of rebuilding the bureaucratic capacity needed to ensure that policies are informed by deep
expertise. Moreover, even if the centralization and personalization of power occurring now
are substantially reversed in the years ahead—a tall order—it seems probable that the severe
polarization afflicting the U.S. political system and society will continue, given that its roots
are much deeper than the current administration. As a result, the problems that it causes
for U.S. power—Ilike the lurching between discordant policies and the attendant effects

on the U.S. reputation as a reliable, trustworthy partner—are likely to continue for an
extended time.
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