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The late 2020s put a painful end to the idea that American democracy prevails in the global struggle against autocracies, 
which had always been a dangerous gambit anyway. In the shadow of great power rivalry, illiberal forces grew stronger and 
democratic norms deteriorated further. Due to significant voter suppression and a manipulated electoral college that secured 
the incumbent Republican president a second term, the United States of America could no longer be considered a democracy 
in 2028. If Europe is to survive in a multipolar world, decision-makers in Berlin and Paris only have one choice: seek salvation 
in further European integration or fall victim to a world in disarray.

THE EU’S BIG GAMBLE FAILS AS 
THE OLD ORDER COLLAPSES

That the wounds of American democ-
racy became so grievous takes Europe-
an decision-makers by surprise. In the 
early 2020s, Berlin and Brussels had 
largely ignored French proposals for 
strategic autonomy. They fell back into  
complacency when democracy pre-
vailed in the US midterm elections of 
2022 and 2023 saw Trump’s removal  
from the political stage. By doubling 
down on a transatlantic agenda in the 
Biden years, Europe had loyally tied it-
self to its big brother in preparation for 
a bipolar confrontation with China.

Decoupling economically from the 
People’s Republic had been a costly en-
deavor for Germany. Yet the political 
and security benefits of following the 
American approach – particularly with 
a revisionist Russia indulging in great 
power phantasies – had made it seem 
worth it. 

Only when the imminent death of US 
democracy became obvious did Ger-
man decision-makers start to join their 
French counterparts in the push for 
genuine strategic autonomy. What was 

unimaginable only a few years before 
becomes reality: European equidis-
tance between the United States and 
China, a country that increasingly por-
trayed itself as an anchor of stability in 
a volatile world. As such, it builds ri-
val institutions able to eclipse the rem-
nants of Bretton Woods.

While Russia’s war in Ukraine dragged 
on for a few more years, it was Biden’s 
successor who struck a deal with Putin  
in 2026 – over the heads of both the 
Europeans and the Ukrainians who had 
to sacrifice large parts of their coun-
try’s territorial integrity. As a new Iron 
Curtain divided the continent, Europe 
became de facto independent from 
Russian fossil fuels, but it failed to di-
versify its energy sources. Although 
warning signs were plenty, guzzling 
LNG from the United States became 
a trademark of Europe’s ill decision to 
put all its eggs in America’s basket.

THE WOUNDS OF AMERICAN 
DEMOCRACY BECOME FATAL

Democrats pulled through the 2022 
midterm elections with just a black 
eye but outperforming public opinion 

turned out to be a pyrrhic victory. With 
a divided government and a slim Re-
publican majority in the US House of 
Representatives, paralysis returned to 
Washington and GOP leaders adhered 
even more closely to an old friend: the 
vicious tactics of obstructionism.

Subsequent political trench warfare 
hindered any constructive policies and 
none of the major problems facing the 
United States were addressed. In the 
face of persistent inflation, the Federal 
Reserve had no choice but to continu-
ously increase interest rates with dev-
astating effects on the economy and 
the American middle class. Rising un-
employment numbers and the bank-
ruptcy of medium-sized enterprises 
fueled anti-elite sentiment and further 
deteriorated trust in the problem-solv-
ing capacity of democratic institutions.

Consequently, public anger returned 
with a vengeance in 2024, enabling  
a Republican landslide with the presi-
dency, the Senate, the House, and ma-
ny state legislatures turning red. Even 
though Trump’s candidacy ultimate-
ly fell victim to his high-profile con-
victions by several juries, Trumpism 
prevailed within the GOP. Bolstered 
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by a radicalized base, election deni-
alism and isolationism had become 
so mainstream that both turned into  
purity tests for any Republican with 
higher political ambitions.

Following the red wave in 2024 and 
encouraged by an ultra-conservative  
Supreme Court, the guardrails were 
off, and a new generation of Repub-
lican strategists made sure that the 
party would no longer lose elections. 
Using its super majority, the adminis-
tration imposed significant voter re-
strictions and excluded minorities 
from ballot access. Neither the mid-
term elections of 2026 nor the pres-
idential elections of 2028 could any 
longer be considered democratic, as 
ruthless Republicans cemented their 
power grip on Washington.

EUROPE’S HAIL MARY

The United States’ concomitant loss 
of credibility and lack of international 
leadership gave its competitors – first 
and foremost, China – the opportunity 
to further undermine the rules-based 
system. Instrumentalizing its econom-
ic relations, China focuses its attention 
on building PRC-centric organizations 
to successfully bypass the statues of 
the old order.

Europe, which initially supported the 
“democracy vs. authoritarianism” nar-
rative and decoupled from China as 
best as it could, is pushed to the side-
lines, facing the tough decision of 
whether to join a China-led order or 
try to preserve the old one without 
its traditional ally. The death of US 
democracy and the return of Amer-
ican isolationism turns into a make- 
or-break moment for the future of the 
European Union.

Only after realizing that the transat-
lantic relationship cannot be saved 
European decision-makers do what 
they should have done years ago: ini-
tiate serious reforms of the EU deci-

sion-making mechanism, push for true 
strategic autonomy, and enable further 
integration of core European states. 
As trust in the US dollar wanes, China  
continues to establish alternative pay-
ment routes in Asia, Latin America, 
and Africa. The twilight of global cur-
rencies not only creates ripple effects 
in the international economy, but also 
disrupts global supply chains, divides 
the world in different economic blocks, 
and puts globalization on life support.

If Europe does not want to become en-
tirely dependent on the RMB, Berlin 
and Paris will have to settle their dis-
putes – all the while fending off pop-
ulist forces at home that creep closer 
to power year after year. Hopes are 
that common European debt struc-
tures and the full integration of a Euro-
pean economy will remedy free falling 
markets, collapsing businesses, and 
a deteriorating middle class. Coun-
tries blocking reforms are threatened 
with expulsion; it’s Realpolitik on all 
cylinders. 

It remains unclear, however, whether  
resources are enough to survive the 
newly fragmented world and protect 
democracy at home. In private, EU offi-
cials admit that earlier strategic think-
ing would have served the Union well.
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