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Abstract

Since the second inauguration of President Donald Trump in January 
2025, relations between the United States and its European allies have 
experienced a marked divergence. The “America First” policy of the 
current administration is grounded in principles that appear to largely 
contradict those underpinning the liberal international order that the 
European Union seeks to uphold. However, despite global divergence, 
certain regions are witness to a puzzling degree of policy convergence 
between the United States and the European Union. The Western Balkans 
is one such region, where EU and US approaches appear more closely 
aligned than in 2019 or 2020. 
This article addresses this puzzle by examining why the US and the EU 
do not substantially differ in their approaches to certain regions, despite 
holding different visions of global order. The authors argue that this 
convergence is primarily enabled by of the conceptual extension of the 
liberal international order, as well as by the assignment of different relative 
weights and importance to the Western Balkan region in the global policies 
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of the EU and the US. This leads both actors to adopt broadly similar 
objectives based on the principles of constrained realism. At the same 
time, other confl ictual elements of the “America First” agenda – including 
so-called “megalothymia” and the notion of “MAGA goes international” 
– remain relatively marginal in shaping US policy towards the Western 
Balkans. 
Ultimately, this produces a situation in which the elements of an 
international order preferred by the Trump administration and those of 
the EU-favoured liberal order appear to be in a state of peaceful coexistence 
in the Western Balkans.

Keywords: America First, Liberal International Order, Donald Trump, 
European Union, Western Balkans

Introduction

The fi rst year of President Trump’s second administration has 
introduced unprecedented challenges for transatlantic relations. This 
development was not entirely unexpected, as relations between the 
United States of America (US) and the European Union (EU) had become 
increasingly transactional already during Trump's fi rst term (Mazur, 
2020). The expectation of collective defence in the event of an attack by 
a third party has diminished to a low level, thereby undermining mutual 
trust (Krstić, Nedeljković, Dašić, 2025). However, the key difference today 
lies in the fact that the two sides are pursuing fundamentally different 
global policy orientations. European states continue to seek to protect the 
remaining elements of the liberal international order (LIO), which has 
been under strain for a decade (Haass, 2019; Adler-Nissen, Zarakol, 2021), 
whereas President Trump’s America First policy appears to be directing 
the world along a different trajectory.

The Trump administration does not offer a clearly articulated 
alternative world order, instead prioritising the practical aspects of its 
America First agenda, grounded in notions of “common sense” and 
“peace through strength” (White House, 2025). However, by openly 
characterising the rule-based international order as a “cloud-castle 
abstraction” in the 2026 National Defense Strategy, the administration 
effectively signals its rejection of the LIO. This position was further 
reinforced by President Trump’s statements rejecting the idea that 
international norms constitute binding constraints on US behaviour in 
international relations (Sanger et al., 2026).
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This fundamental policy mismatch between the US and the EU was 
evident across many critical regions and issues in 2025, including the 
Middle East, Ukraine, Venezuela, and, most importantly, Greenland.1

However, certain regions seem to constitute an exception, witnessing 
a notable degree of policy convergence between the US and the EU. 
Transatlantic partners display relatively aligned priorities and policies in 
the Western Balkans. This article addresses this puzzle by explaining why 
the US and the EU largely converge in their approaches to the Western 
Balkans, despite broader divergences in global strategy.

Firstly, it argues that this convergence is enabled by the conceptual 
fl exibility of the liberal international order (LIO) and, to a lesser extent, 
the America First doctrine. Secondly, it suggests that US policy towards 
the region does not fundamentally undermine a broad interpretation of 
the LIO, primarily because the Western Balkans is not a central priority 
within US global strategy. As a result, this leads the US and the EU to 
adopt broadly similar objectives within the region, grounded in the 
principles of constrained realism. Confl ictual elements of the America 
First policy (such as megalothymia and the notion that “MAGA goes 
international”) remain of limited relevance to US policy in the Western 
Balkans. Ultimately, this implies that the principles of the US-leaning 
neo-royalism (Goddard, Newham, 2025) and the EU-favoured LIO are 
not in direct confl ict in this regional context.

The article is structured as follows. The fi rst section outlines the 
main pillars of the America First policy and the main elements of the 
LIO, assessing the extent to which they are conceptually compatible or 
contradictory. The second section examines why America First does not 
necessarily confl ict EU policy in practice, using the Western Balkans as 
a case study.

America First and the Liberal International Order: 
Worlds Apart?

Key Pillars of the “America First” Doctrine
America First functions both as a doctrine and as the guiding 

principle of Trump’s foreign policy, grounded in the assertion that 
the United States “has no obligation to pursue anything larger than 

1  A more recent example of policy divergence can be observed in the lack of coor-
dination between the US and the EU in relation to the 2026 US–Israel confl ict with 
Iran and the consequential broader Gulf crisis, which started around the time of com-
pleting the fi nal draft of this article.
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its own self-interest” (Brands, 2024), while also serving as a domestic 
political message emphasising prioritisation of American citizens. 
From the mid-nineteenth century until its revival during the 2015–2016 
presidential campaign, the slogan operated in a fundamentally different 
international and domestic context, and its contemporary usage refl ects 
a distinct reconfi guration of meaning. Moreover, freed from partisan and 
institutional constraints, Trump, in his second presidential term, has 
further developed the America First doctrine, adding new interpretive 
layers and instruments for its implementation, so that today it appears 
markedly different from its 2017–2021 incarnation. In this form, the 
doctrine is structured around four main pillars: constrained realism; 
Trump’s megalothymia; the internationalisation of MAGA ideas; and 
neo-royalism.

Trump’s Constrained Realism: 
A Realistic Approach Without Being “Realist”

Although several prominent realist scholars argue that the America 
First doctrine does not belong to the realist school of thought (Kaplan, 
2016; Kirshner, 2025; Walt, 2025), and although the 2025 National 
Security Strategy explicitly characterises the Trump administration’s 
foreign policy as “realistic without being «realist»” (NSS, 2025, p. 8), it is 
diffi cult to dispute that many of Washington’s actions have aligned with 
core realist impulses. 

Firstly, Trump re-centred the state as the primary unit of the global 
order, expressing scepticism toward international organisations and 
transnational movements. Secondly, he exhibits distrust of alliances and 
discomfort with multilateral formats, privileging self-help and thereby 
reaffi rming the realist scepticism towards sustained cooperation under 
conditions of anarchy. Thirdly, he views international politics through 
the lens of relative gains. As Agrawal notes, for Trump, “every transaction 
is zero-sum, with a clear winner and loser. More than anything else, Trump 
likes to be seen as a winner, even when he isn’t” (Agrawal, 2025). Fourthly, 
he was the fi rst president to state explicitly that “China and Russia 
challenge American power, infl uence, and interests, attempting to erode 
American security and prosperity” (NSS, 2017), thereby acknowledging 
that great powers compete for power and infl uence rather than cooperate 
for mutual benefi t. Fifthly, after several decades, he reintroduced the 
concept of the balance of power into the National Security Strategy (2017; 
2025), a concept widely regarded as “the most infl uential theory in the 
realist canon” (Brooks, Wohlforth 2008, p. 22).
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However, what compels us to characterise Trump’s foreign policy 
approach as a form of constrained realism – rather than a fully articulated 
and coherent realist strategy – is the decisive infl uence of ideational factors, 
pronounced personality traits, and the particularistic interests of Trump’s 
inner circle embedded within the America First framework. Although 
realists have traditionally been sceptical of international institutions, 
what is particularly concerning from a realist perspective is that Trump’s 
approach appears to undermine even those institutional frameworks that 
have historically contributed to systemic stability. Even strategic rivals 
– most notably the United States and the USSR during the Cold War 
– recognised the necessity of cooperation in critical domains such as 
nuclear non-proliferation and pandemic response (Mearsheimer, 2019). 
Conversely, Trump’s resistance to multilateralism threatens to further 
erode – and potentially fully deinstitutionalise – the international order.

Trump’s Megalothymia

In political theory, “the desire to be recognised as superior to other 
people” (Fukuyama, 1992, p. 182) is termed “megalothymia”. The 
concept derives from the ancient Greek notion of thymos, denoting the 
human longing for recognition – an element that, in Francis Fukuyama’s 
interpretation, modern political thought has largely overlooked. Fukuyama 
argues that the desire for recognition can be both “the source of the noble 
virtues” and “the fundamental source of human evil” (Fukuyama, 1992, 
p. 181). He introduced the term “isothymia” to describe the desire to be 
recognised as equal to others, and “megalothymia” to capture the drive 
for recognition as superior – an impulse associated with fi gures such as 
Caesar or Stalin. 

If one accepts Fukuyama’s later observation that “Megalothymia thrives 
on exceptionality: taking big risks, engaging in monumental struggles, 
seeking large effects, because all of these lead to recognition of oneself 
as superior to others” (Fukuyama, 2018, p. 9), the relevance to the 45th 
and 47th president becomes apparent. Notably, as early as 1992, Fukuyama 
identifi ed Donald Trump as an example of a fl amboyant personality 
whose desire for recognition had been safely channelled into business 
and entertainment (Fukuyama, 1992, p. 295). Trump’s megalothymia 
rests on two interrelated pillars: the demand for recognition of himself as 
an exceptional leader and outstanding dealmaker, and the insistence on 
the United States’ status as a superior and preeminent power. Perceived 
refusals to acknowledge either American or personal superiority – as 
well as statements interpreted as insuffi ciently deferential – are often 
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met with swift retaliation. The consequences of this dynamic have 
affected adversaries such as Venezuela, Iran, and Cuba, as well as allies 
and partners, including the EU, Denmark, the United Kingdom, France, 
Ukraine, Colombia, and South Korea. Among the most striking examples 
have been the public confrontation with Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelenskyy at the White House and the dramatic measures directed at 
Nicolás Maduro.

MAGA Goes International

Make America Great Again began as a political slogan during Donald 
Trump’s 2015–2016 presidential campaign and gradually evolved into 
a reactionary populist movement (Barber, Pope, 2019). The movement’s 
adhesive force has been resistance to so-called “woke” ideology, the 
radical left, immigration, the administrative or so-called “deep” state, the 
liberal media, alleged anti-Christian bias, and what supporters interpret 
as the social, cultural, and economic decline generated by progressive 
change over recent decades. Over time, the movement acquired elements 
of ideological coherence – rooted in post-liberal, nativist, and Christian-
nationalist orientations – alongside a sense of in-group solidarity among 
members “who feel as though their way of life is becoming eclipsed” 
(Parker, Bloom, 2025, p. 192). 

By the end of the fi rst year of Trump’s second term, the connection 
between the America First policy and a broader ideological project had 
become increasingly pronounced. Authors such as Baudouin de Hemptinne 
contend that “the MAGA movement is much more ideologically driven 
than interest-oriented”, while Francis Fukuyama argues that Trump is 
“executing a deliberate strategy for implementing policies he promised”, 
drawing in part on the right-leaning policy blueprint known as Project 
2025 (Hemptinne, 2025; Fukuyama, 2025). 

If MAGA is understood as a post-liberal reaction against the 
institutions and values of the LIO – prioritising collective identity over 
individual autonomy, sovereignty over globalism, and strong leadership 
over institutional constraint – then Europe, alongside domestic US 
institutions, becomes a natural focal point of contestation. This was 
manifested openly already in Vice President J.D. Vance’s address at the 
Munich Security Conference, during which he criticised the normative 
foundations of European liberal political identity and democratic values 
(Munich Security Conference, 2025). 

A strategic shift became clearer with the publication of the US 
National Security Strategy (NSS) announced on 5th December 2025. 
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The document acknowledged that US offi cials had long interpreted 
Europe’s principal challenges as economic stagnation and insuffi cient 
defence spending, but argued that these were merely symptoms of deeper 
structural and civilisational issues (NSS, 2025). The Strategy stated that 
the US would oppose “elite-driven, anti-democratic restrictions on core 
liberties in Europe” and criticised European allies for what it described 
as civilisational decline and loss of confi dence (NSS, 2025, p. 12). The EU 
and other transnational bodies were accused of “undermining political 
liberty and sovereignty, advancing migration policies that transform the 
continent and generate social strain, restricting free speech, suppressing 
political opposition, contributing to declining birthrates, and eroding 
national identities” (NSS, 2025, p. 26).

Neo-Royalism

Finally, an increasingly salient component of the America First 
doctrine is what Goddard and Newman term “neo-royalism” (Goddard, 
Newman, 2025). They argue that as the defi ning features of both the 
Westphalian order and the LIO lose coherence, an alternative vision of 
order is emerging – one in which the central role of sovereign states is 
partially supplanted by royalist cliques. In their formulation, these are 
“small, bounded, exclusive networks, defi ned through their connection to 
an absolute sovereign” (Goddard, Newman, 2025, p. 14). 

Goddard and Newman do not contend that neo-royalist impulses 
originate with, or are confi ned to, the Trump administration. On the 
contrary, they note that “Over the last decade, numerous leaders – including 
Türkiye’s Recep Erdoğan, India’s Narendra Modi, Hungary’s Viktor 
Orbán, Saudi Arabia’s Mohammed bin Salman, China’s Xi Jinping, and 
Russia’s Vladimir Putin – have embraced elements of a neo-royalist order” 
(Goddard, Newman, 2025, p. 13). Yet when such tendencies emanate from 
the state that historically underwrote and institutionalised the LIO, their 
systemic implications become considerably more consequential. 

A particularly illustrative domain of Trump’s neo-royalist approach is 
global trade and tariff policy. Unlike during his fi rst term, when trade 
confl icts were often framed primarily through the lens of US–China rivalry, 
tariff threats during his second term extended not only to competitors, 
but also to close allies such as the EU, Canada, Japan, South Korea, and 
Australia. Even US corporations embedded in global supply chains were 
not immune to pressure. From a neo-royalist perspective, trade wars 
function as a “rent-seeking strategy,” in which “the art of the deal is not 
about creating a cooperative equilibrium but leverage, whereby parties 
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must offer concessions to avoid higher tariff rates” (Goddard, Newman, 
2025, p. 19).

Claims that an entirely new order is crystallising may appear overstated. 
Nevertheless, it is diffi cult to dismiss the neo-royalist impulses discernible 
within the Trump administration. At a minimum, certain policy priorities 
and patterns of behaviour – particularly the prioritising of personal and 
factional interests – become more intelligible through a neo-royalist 
analytical lens. 

The Liberal International Order

By the mid-nineteenth century, alongside the rise of liberal thought, 
“the grand project of liberal internationalism has been to build a world 
order that is open, loosely rules-based, and oriented toward progressive 
ideas” (Ikenberry, 2020, p. 1). The LIO acquired clearer contours during 
and after the Second World War, when “the United States and its partners 
engaged in the most far-reaching international order building ever 
attempted” (Ikenberry, 2020, p. 178). Liberal democracies coalesced around 
shared values and principles, not only to institutionalise cooperation but 
also to safeguard their own way of life (Nye, 2017).

For John Ikenberry, the LIO has a dual meaning. First, “the international 
order is liberal in that it has liberal characteristics – openness, the rule of 
law, and principles of reciprocity and nondiscrimination.” Second, “the 
order may also be liberal in the sense that it is built around cooperation 
among liberal democracies, and the specifi c aspects of that cooperation may 
or may not be «liberal»” (Ikenberry, 2020, pp. 18–19). Conceptualised as 
a two-pillar structure, the LIO rests on liberal values and liberal hegemony 
(Nedeljković, Milosavljević, 2022). The fi rst pillar comprises norms and 
principles such as openness, solidarity, reciprocity, the rule of law, collective 
security, and a progressive orientation. The second pillar is more explicitly 
hierarchical, leading many scholars – whether pejoratively or descriptively 
– to characterise the system as a liberal hegemonic order (Ikenberry, 2010, 
2011; Acharya, 2017; Glaser, 2019; Ikenberry, 2020) or as Pax Americana 
(Kupchan, 1998; Wiseman, 2005; Layne, 2012; Dorrien, 2013; Kupchan, 
2014). Although the US, as the undisputed hegemon within the Western 
world and the liberal order, sought to embed others within shared norms 
and rules, it imposed comparatively few constraints upon itself. As Ikenberry 
observes, “The United States had incentives to operate according to shared 
rules and norms to the extent that these provided legitimating cover for its 
power and encouraged weaker states to cooperate with, rather than resist, 
the American hegemon” (Ikenberry, 2020, p. 182).
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The source of Trump’s hostility towards the EU lies in Europeans’ 
continued commitment to the liberal order. As Goddard and Newman 
note, “In various settings, the president has addressed the EU as a “foe” 
and a “scam”, and Vice President Vance called Europeans “pathetic”. 
Targeting the EU as illegitimate is part of a broader effort to discredit the 
LIO” (Goddard, Newman, 2025, p. 21). Moreover, the US president has 
displayed a marked affi nity for European leaders such as former Hungarian 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, Slovak Prime Minister Robert Fico, and, 
to a degree, Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni – fi gures with whom 
he shares post-liberal positions on migration, state sovereignty, and the 
necessity of strong executive leadership. 

Ultimately, this raises a broader question: why does the EU remain 
committed to cooperation with the United States and to the liberal 
international order? Why has it not opted to decouple institutionally from 
Washington and construct an autonomous pole of power? The answers 
are multiple; here, only a few key explanations are highlighted. 

First, many EU Member States continue to operate under the 
assumption that only the United States, through the security umbrella 
provided by NATO, can credibly deter or repel potential Russian 
aggression. Second, despite periodic tensions, the US remains the EU’s 
most signifi cant trading partner. The transatlantic economic relationship 
remains deeply institutionalised and mutually benefi cial, with the EU 
recording a trade surplus of approximately $200 billion (Eurostat 2026).

Finally – and arguably most importantly – the EU’s commitment to 
the liberal order and its underlying values refl ects a historical lesson: 
abandoning its normative and institutional foundations risks reopening 
space for retrograde ideologies and renewed instability on the continent. 
The nationalist confl icts that accompanied the dissolution of the former 
Yugoslavia in the 1990s, as well as Russia’s aggression against Georgia and 
Ukraine, provide empirical grounding for this concern. 

Conditional Compatibility: Where the LIO 
and “America First” Intersect

If during Trump’s fi rst term there was uncertainty about the scope and 
sectoral reach of his hostility toward the LIO, the fi rst year of his subsequent 
mandate dispelled most remaining doubts. Despite NATO members’ 
formal commitments to increase defence spending to 5 per cent of GDP, the 
US president repeatedly cast doubt on the fi rmness of Washington’s Article 
5 commitments. By questioning Danish sovereignty over Greenland, 
he further unsettled the security dimension of the liberal order. The 
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imposition of tariffs on the EU and the adoption of additional protectionist 
measures signalled a willingness to undermine its economic dimension. 
Ultimately, by withdrawing from the UN Human Rights Council, the UN 
Democracy Fund, and other “organisations, conventions, and treaties that 
are contrary to the interests of the United States” (White House, 2026a), the 
administration weakened the human rights dimension of the order.

Given that, in pursuing his foreign policy doctrine, Trump challenged 
all three dimensions of the LIO identifi ed by Hans Kundnani, one may ask 
whether America First and the LIO are indeed separate and irreconcilable 
worlds (Kundani, 2017). Yet while their conceptual differences are 
profound, and while America First undoubtedly erodes liberal norms 
and institutions, the authors argue that the two are not entirely mutually 
exclusive. Certain structural affi nities render them conditionally compatible 
in specifi c regional contexts, including the Western Balkans.

First, although the LIO was a joint enterprise of the US, the EU, and 
partners such as Japan, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, hierarchy 
has always been embedded within it. At the systemic level, a form of 
state-level megalothymia was integral to it. From the US’s so-called 
“golden share” within the Bretton Woods institutions, to the Biden 
administration’s Infl ation Reduction Act – perceived by Europeans 
as protectionist – American policymakers have consistently exercised 
hegemonic prerogatives. European actors have periodically contested 
US dominance, from Charles de Gaulle’s withdrawal from NATO’s 
integrated military command in 1966 to Franco-German soft balancing 
(Pape, 2005; Paul, 2018) in the lead-up to the 2003 Iraq War. Nevertheless, 
US hegemony endured because the costs of exit consistently outweighed 
the prospective benefi ts.

Second, the theoretical foundations of America First (often associated 
with realism) and the LIO (grounded in liberal institutionalism or 
liberal internationalism) are not entirely incompatible. Both paradigms 
recognise states as primary actors operating in an anarchic international 
system. Liberals, however, contend that non-state actors also matter and 
that anarchy can be mitigated and managed through institutions. While 
liberal theorists do not deny that states pursue national interests, they 
emphasise the possibility of constructing shared and overlapping interests 
through cooperation. 

Third, illiberal tendencies within the liberal order long predate Trump 
and the articulation of the America First doctrine. US-backed coups, 
indiscriminate bombing campaigns, and electoral interventions during 
the Cold War all strained America’s liberal credentials (Bacevich, 2017). 
Moreover, the integration of countries such as Türkiye, Greece, Portugal, 
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and Spain into the Western order was motivated less by ideological 
affi nity than by strategic pragmatism. Even in the twenty-fi rst century, 
prior to Trump’s presidency, democratic backsliding within the Visegrád 
Group raised concerns regarding the rule of law, judicial independence, 
and media freedom (Bugarcic, 2008). 

Fourth, from its inception to the present, the liberal order has displayed 
a high degree of strategic opportunism in its external partnerships. 
Liberal democracies have repeatedly cooperated with non-democratic 
regimes, including autocracies and outright dictatorships. At times, such 
cooperation has been resource-driven – as in the cases of Azerbaijan, 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Qatar. At other times, it has refl ected 
a forward-defence strategy, as seen in the Philippines, Taiwan and Kenya, 
or geostrategic imperatives tied to pivotal geographic positions as seen in 
Egypt, Singapore, and South Korea. 

Finally, it should be noted that the convergence of these approaches 
is also facilitated by “conceptual stretching” (Sartori, 1970) inherent in 
both the LIO and the America First doctrine. The LIO simultaneously 
incorporates hierarchy alongside normative commitments, unilateralism 
alongside dominant multilateralism, occasionally illiberal alongside 
predominantly liberal values, and a professed commitment to a rules-
based international order alongside sporadic norm violation. These so-
called “windows” of deviation from liberal principles create space for 
a point of convergence between the LIO and the America First doctrine. 
Given that the Western Balkans is composed of states that deviate from 
the liberal model – all countries in the region are classifi ed as “partly free” 
in the Freedom Index (Freedom House, 2025) – the region constitutes 
a particularly fertile environment for such an intersection between the 
LIO and the America First approach.

Identifying these linkages does not amount to relativising the 
disruptive impact of the America First doctrine on the LIO. Trump has 
arguably done more than any recent US leader to deepen the order’s crisis 
and strain relations with traditional allies. Rather, the purpose of tracing 
these affi nities is analytical; despite dramatic normative and rhetorical 
divergences, America First and the liberal order do not constitute wholly 
separate universes.

Cooperative Convergence: 
Why Is the Western Balkans Different?

The fi rst Trump administration brought noticeable shift in US–EU 
policy convergence towards the Western Balkans compared with the 



36

Studia Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs, 2/2026

post-1990s period. Namely, the US challenged the EU’s role in mediating 
the Belgrade-Pristina dialogue by launching its own mediation in 2019, 
culminating in the so-called “Washington Agreement” in 2020 (Vujačić, 
2022, pp. 159–162). It was even speculated that the US was considering the 
possibility of delineation or a land swap between Belgrade and Pristina, 
an idea which was outlined by Trump’s then-National Security Advisor 
John Bolton (Vukasnović, 2025, p. 131). This fundamentally contradicted 
the EU approach, which rejected such a possibility.

The United States also backed the regionally driven economic 
integration initiative known as “Mini-Schengen” (later renamed the 
“Open Balkan initiative”) at the expense of the EU-facilitated project of the 
Common Regional Market (Krstić, 2024). These acts openly challenged 
the EU’s political and normative authority. In addition, the Trump 
administration began focusing on how to contain China’s infl uence in 
the region, which had not been a priority issue for the previous Obama 
administration (Krstić, 2022, p. 181). A notable example was Serbia’s 
formal commitment made in the White House in September 2020 not to 
acquire 5G equipment “from untrusted vendors” – widely interpreted as 
a reference to Huawei (Tsifakis, Vasdoka, 2025, pp. 297–298). 

At the same time, the US remained committed to NATO enlargement in 
the region, aiming to reduce Russian infl uence, resolve outstanding issues 
such as the Greek–Macedonian name dispute and the political deadlock 
in Albania, and generally support the region’s integration into the EU 
(Krstić, 2022, pp. 181–182). The primacy of stability over democracy 
in the region become more pronounced, although this tendency was 
also visible in the EU approach, which increasingly tolerated so-called 
regional “stabilocracies” (Bieber, 2018, p. 176). Taken together, these 
developments suggest that policy changes during this period were neither 
substantial nor strategic, but rather operational in nature – mirroring 
dynamics observed at the global level.

As previously noted, 2025 brought unprecedented challenges to the 
LIO due to the (re)emergence of the America First policy. Given the 
unprecedented policy mismatch between the transatlantic partners, one 
might have expected the EU and the US to fundamentally decouple in the 
Western Balkans as well. At fi rst sight, some visible changes did indeed 
occur. Trump withdrew the United States from the Regional Cooperation 
Council in Southeastern Europe and from the International Residual 
Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (White House, 2026a). Countries in the 
region were also affected by US tariffs. Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
faced the highest rates, at 35% and 30% respectively (Kurtić, 2025). North 
Macedonia was the only country to secure a reduction in tariffs – from an 
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initial 33% to 15% – after unilaterally abolishing duties on US imports 
(White House, 2026b). This transactionalism and scepticism towards 
international organisations align with the general direction of US foreign 
policy. However, these changes are not substantial, given that the region is 
not heavily dependent on exporting goods to the US (while services are not 
targeted by the tariffs) and that the mentioned organisations are neither 
heavily dependent on the US nor especially infl uential within the region. 

On the other hand, there appears to be a signifi cant continuity in 
transatlantic alignment in the Western Balkans. Firstly, the Trump 
administration employed sanctions to reduce Russian infl uence in 
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, building upon measures initially 
introduced by Biden’s administration and strongly supported by the EU. 
This included imposing sanctions on Serbia’s oil industry giant NIS, 
which is majority-owned by the Russian company Gazprom (Baletić, 
Kurtić, 2025). Secondly, the administration continued to support NATO 
integration in the region, as evidenced by pressure exerting on the 
leadership of Republika Srpska to unblock Bosnia and Herzegovina’s path 
towards NATO accession through the adoption of the Individual Tailored 
Partnership Program (ITPP), an initiative likewise supported by the EU 
(NATO, 2025). Thirdly, the United States is actively pursuing energy 
diversifi cation in the region, primarily through support for the Southern 
Interconnection Pipeline, which would reduce the region’s dependence 
on Russian natural gas imports – an objective which also aligns with EU 
policy goals (Ginkel, 2025).

Finally, although the administration has remained focused mostly 
on pragmatic considerations, the recent adoption of the bipartisan 
Western Balkans Democracy and Prosperity Act by Congress, followed 
by its signing by President Trump, suggests that the US still perceives the 
protection of democracy as at least a secondary foreign policy objective, 
despite the scepticism towards democracy promotion expressed in the 
latest National Security Strategy (White House, 2025). This Act expands 
the ability to sanction individuals responsible for corruption in the region, 
thereby aligning with priorities previously articulated by the Biden 
administration (Congress, 2025). Moreover, recent US sanctions imposed 
on the Chinese-owned Ling Long factory in Serbia, accused of violating 
human rights standards, indicate that measures aimed at reducing the 
infl uence of China or Russia in the region continue to be formulated and 
legitimised through the use of the traditional LIO normative discourse, 
which is strongly favoured by the EU (CBP, 2025).

In the following paragraphs, the authors explain why this convergence 
between transatlantic partners in the region was possible. As previously 
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elaborated, constrained realism, as the fi rst pillar of the America First 
policy, does not necessarily confl ict with the LIO or with policies oriented 
towards its protection. In this particular empirical context, there is no 
confl ict between the Trump administration’s approach and that of the EU, 
primarily because they assign different strategic weight and importance 
to the region. This, in turn, leads the US and the EU to adopt the same 
goals based on the principles of constrained realism, while similarly 
rendering the second and the third pillars of the America First doctrine – 
megalothymia and “MAGA goes international” – relatively insignifi cant 
factors in US regional policy towards the Western Balkans. Finally, the 
principles of neo-royalism and LIO are not entirely incompatible within 
the regional context.

Constrained Realism

The Western Balkans do not hold equal signifi cance for the EU 
and the US. The region constitutes the EU’s immediate geopolitical 
neighbourhood, and is often described as its geopolitical “soft underbelly” 
(Krstić, 2024). The EU has pursued the integration of the region into 
the Union since the early 2000s (European Commission, 2018). However, 
following Croatia’s accession in 2013, as well as enlargement fatigue and 
multiple crises within the EU – combined with democratic backsliding 
and other internal problems in the candidate countries – there has been 
an observable sclerosis of the enlargement process (Economides, 2020, pp. 
2–13). This, in turn, opened a window of opportunity for increased Russian 
and Chinese infl uence in the region. The EU seems to have renewed its 
strategic focus on the Western Balkans after Russia’s 2022 invasion of 
Ukraine, motivated in part by the aim of closing the internal geopolitical 
gap within Europe. This development opened the prospect of a new phase 
of “geostrategic enlargement” (Yariş, 2024, p. 132). By contrast, given its 
peripheral position relative to Washington’s main strategic priorities, the 
region is not even mentioned in the recent US National Security Strategy 
(White House, 2025). 

Since the US has no overriding geopolitical interest in the Western 
Balkans, two principal characteristics defi ne its policy towards the region. 
The fi rst is a tendency towards continuity with previous policies aimed 
at preserving stability. The second is the spillover of broader global 
priorities, which, under the Trump administration, primarily concern 
combating the rising infl uence of China and other strategic competitors. 
The combination of these two traits has led the US to use already-existing 
instruments for this purpose. This means that the integration of the 
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region into both NATO and the EU continues to be perceived as a means 
of limiting the rising infl uence of Russia and China. This approach is 
consistent with the broader – at least short-term – continuity in US policy 
towards NATO signalled in the National Security Strategy (Brookings, 
2025).

The pressure exerted by the US on Republika Srpska to approve 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s new ITPP with NATO refl ects continuity 
with Trump’s fi rst administration, during which NATO expanded in the 
region to include Montenegro in 2017 and North Macedonia in 2020. 
Furthermore, the recently adopted Western Balkans Democracy and 
Prosperity Act of the US Congress clearly states the EU integration of the 
region as an objective of US policy (Congress, 2025).

Two additional global priorities of the administration are securing US 
access to strategic resources and increasing America’s relative gains in its 
economic relations with other actors. The EU also has a strategic interest in 
securing access to critical raw minerals by reducing dependence on imports 
from a single supplier through increased domestic exploitation and 
extraction in partner states (European Commission, 2023). The controversial 
Jadar lithium mining project in Serbia was included on the EU’s list of 
strategic projects for 2025, despite opposition from a number of pro-EU 
activists (Nacionalni konvent, 2025). Western control over these resources 
is therefore in the common interest of the EU and the United States.

Similarly, the export of American liquifi ed natural gas (LNG), 
not only provides the US with an opportunity to generate additional 
economic gains, but also constitutes one of the principal means of 
reducing the dependence of much of the region – particularly Serbia, 
North Macedonia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina – on Russian natural gas 
imports. Consequently, the US effort to expand its position within the 
regional energy-sector through the construction of gas infrastructure is 
compatible with the EU’s strategic goals.

Limited Role of Trump’s Megalothymia

Donald Trump has expressed little genuine interest in South-Eastern 
Europe. This represents a change from his fi rst mandate. The 2019–
2020 separate track of negotiations between Belgrade and Pristina was 
obviously tailored to portray President Trump as a great dealmaker and 
peacemaker who could solve long-standing open issues. The culmination 
of these efforts was the 2020 signing of the Economic Normalisation 
Agreement between the two sides in the White House, in the presence 
of President Trump (Kossev, 2020). Representatives of Belgrade and 
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Pristina praised President Trump’s role in this event. The Agreement’s 
contents were also tailored to suit Trump’s personal agenda and to give 
him “material for his re-election campaign” (Vukasnović, 2025, p. 133). It 
contained elements unrelated to the normalisation of Belgrade–Pristina 
relations, focusing instead on such issues as, inter alia, fostering relations 
with Israel, containing Chinese infl uence, limiting energy dependence on 
Russia, and labelling Hezbollah as terrorists.

On the other hand, Trump has recently often mentioned that he 
“prevented the war between Serbia and Kosovo” in 2025, citing it among 
a list of eight confl icts he has supposedly helped end during the fi rst year 
of his second administration (White House, 2026c). Aleksandar Vučić 
refused to confi rm Trump’s claims that escalation was imminent, while 
Vjosa Osmani corroborated them without providing evidence (Hunnicutt, 
2026). Since Trump already considers this mediation part of his successful 
legacy, it is less likely that the US will return to direct mediation in this 
case, especially given that US strategic attention is currently largely 
focused on the Western Hemisphere, the Middle East, and East Asia 
(China). Therefore, the room for attracting Trump’s attention through 
praise of his deal-making skills currently seems reduced compared to the 
fi rst administration. The EU-led dialogue is supported by the US, as it 
was during Biden’s administration (Krstic, 2022). 

Perhaps the best indicator that megalothymia is not a particularly 
important factor in US policy towards the Wester Balkans is the failure 
of regional actors’ attempts to cultivate personal connections with 
individuals close to Trump, although Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić 
did host Donald Trump Jr. in Belgrade in 2024 and 2025 (NIN, 2025). The 
Serbian government also controversially granted a company linked to 
Donald Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, the right to redevelop the site 
of the former General Staff headquarters – destroyed in a NATO bombing 
campaign in 1999 – into a Trump Hotel in central Belgrade, although the 
project was subsequently abandoned (De Launey, 2026). Nevertheless, 
these gestures of closeness with Trump’s family members did not yield 
any substantial benefi ts for Serbia. 

Similar gestures were also visible in Albania, where support was 
expressed for projects associated with Kushner’s company along the 
country’s coast despite protests from environmental activists. These 
initiatives, akin to Serbia’s experience, have likewise failed to bring about 
any notable improvement in Albania’s relations with the United States 
(Sinoruka, 2026). 
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The Regional Reach of MAGA

The ideological and political signifi cance of the Western Balkans as 
a global precedent is less important to the United States than that of larger 
and more powerful European countries. Relevant policy documents prove 
that this issue is not of particular interest to the Trump Administration. 
The only recently adopted policy-relevant document concerning the 
region is the Western Balkans Democracy and Prosperity Act. Apart 
from its reduced emphasis on DEI (diversity, equality, and inclusion), 
this Act largely continues earlier patterns of promoting democracy 
established by previous administrations, and remains broadly aligned 
with a conventional liberal-democratic ideal type (Congress, 2025). The 
fact that this bipartisan piece of legislation secured a clear majority in 
Congress and was signed by President Trump suggests that there is no 
particular Republican interest in promoting MAGA values in the region.

Moreover, previous attempts by politicians from the region to present 
MAGA values favourably and to mimic the behavioural style of one of 
Trump’s favourite politicians, former Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán, also has not yielded any special political benefi ts. The best example 
in this regard is provided by the Serbian regime, led by President Aleksandar 
Vučić, who openly employed explicitly anti-woke rhetoric in his address 
to the UN General Assembly (B92, 2024). Pro-government media outlets 
in Serbia openly supported Trump and celebrated his electoral victory, 
while one government-affi liated civil society organisation painted a huge 
mural dedicated to the assassinated Charlie Kirk (Kovačević, 2025). The 
political leadership of Republika Srpska, including its then-president 
Milorad Dodik also organised public celebrations of Trump’s victory and 
public commemorations marking Kirk’s assassination (Tanjug, 2025).

Nevertheless, despite these MAGA-oriented gestures, the Serbian 
government did not receive any notable additional attention in 
Washington. Although President Vučić announced that he would meet 
President Trump “twice within the next three to four days” in Florida 
in early May 2025, he ultimately cancelled his visit, citing health reasons 
(Blic, 2025). Furthermore, Serbia was the only country in the region to be 
directly criticised in the Western Balkans Democracy and Prosperity Act 
for its stance on democracy and human rights (Congress, 2025). Serbia 
was also subjected to the highest tariff rate in the region (Bjelić, 2026), 
in addition to sanctions imposed on its Gazprom-owned oil industry 
(Reuters, 2025).

As regards Milorad Dodik, the Trump administration lifted all 
sanctions previously imposed on the leader of the Bosnian Serbs in late 
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October 2025. While Dodik’s close ties with Israel were undoubtedly 
helpful in this regard, the removal of sanctions was not a direct 
consequence of Dodik’s MAGA-oriented gestures. Rather, it resulted 
from his agreement to comply with the decision of the Court of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina to step down from the offi ce of President of Republika 
Srpska in September 2025, and to support the country’s ITPP with 
NATO for the period 2025–2028. 

Neo-Royalism Meets Regional Pragmatism

The tendency towards a form of neo-royalism underpinning the 
America First policy, and the EU’s formal commitment to protecting 
the LIO have, despite their macro-level differences, been mutually non-
antagonistic in the Western Balkan context for some time.

The fi rst major difference between these competing visions of order – 
namely, whether the principal actors are states and institutions or informal 
ruling cliques – has for some time been blurred in EU and US policy towards 
the Western Balkans. Both actors have, at least temporarily, previously 
accepted the existence of stabilocracies in the region. In practice, this has 
meant tolerating, or only selectively criticising, the democratic defi cit and 
illiberal practices of ruling elites and governing networks, provided that 
these actors deliver the stability and (geo)political advantages sought by 
the EU and the US (Krstic, 2024). 

For example, Serbia experienced substantial democratic and rule-
of-law backsliding between 2015 and 2021, yet both the EU and the US 
continued to support the ruling regime in Belgrade, largely because of 
concessions made in dialogue with Pristina over the Kosovo issue (Krstic, 
2022). Since 2022, the fact that ammunition and arms manufactured in 
Serbia have ultimately reached the Ukrainian armed forces – despite 
Serbian offi cials denying direct exports to Ukraine – has constituted an 
additional geopolitical reason for tolerating the continuing erosion of 
democracy in Belgrade (Al Jazeera, 2025). 

Similarly, Edi Rama has enjoyed strong support from the West owing 
to his clear alignment with Western geopolitical interests, despite certain 
democratic defi cits. The regime of Milo Đukanović in Montenegro 
likewise received sustained Western backing until 2020 due to its fi rmly 
pro-NATO orientation and decision to distance the country from Russia, 
notwithstanding ongoing problems relating to democracy and the rule of 
law (Lynch, 2023). 

On the other hand, it is evident that the acceptance of existing ruling 
cliques has had certain limits. Besides the previously mentioned example 
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of Milorad Dodik, another prominent example is continuity in the 
stance towards Albin Kurti, who was initially sanctioned in 2023 (Bayer, 
Karnisching, 2023). Trump’s Special Envoy, Richard Grenell, subsequently 
confi rmed that Kurti was not regarded as a “reliable partner” (RSE, 
2025). Similarly, the decision of Kushner’s company to withdraw from 
the Trump Hotel project in Belgrade, after Serbian prosecutors fi led an 
indictment against government offi cials connected to the case, indicates 
that the Trump administration is not prepared entirely to circumvent 
domestic institutions in favour of making exclusive deals with the cliques 
in power (De Launey, 2026).

The second difference concerns the purpose of the order itself. While 
the ILO emphasises prosperity and freedom, it does not disregard the 
existing hierarchy. The hierarchical structure within which the EU is 
positioned as the leading normative actor – setting the standards for how 
to become more prosperous – has also been accepted by the countries of the 
region, which voluntarily agreed to participate in the EU’s conditionality-
based integration process.

Claiming prosperity as the ultimate objective for the region as a whole, 
Serbian and Albanian leaders Vučić and Rama recently proposed a model 
of partial integration of the Western Balkans into the EU, which would 
preserve the hierarchical distinction between existing EU Members 
States and Western Balkan candidate countries in place even after formal 
accession (RV, 2026). It is therefore evident that hierarchy and the formal 
aspiration to achieve prosperity and freedom are politically interconnected 
within the region.

The third difference concerns the means of sustaining order. The 
LIO principle of institutionalised interdependence is operationalised 
through the CEFTA regional free trade agreement and through bilateral 
Stabilisation and Association Agreements with the EU. However, there 
is also a clear hierarchical position between the regional economies 
and the EU, so critics therefore argue that this arrangement enables 
the West to extract rents and wealth from the region, a claim that has 
become particularly prominent in relation to the controversial lithium 
mining project in Serbia. In the case of the US, the desire to extract more 
economic benefi ts from the region became more visible with the Trump 
administration’s introduction of high tariffs, unless the US received 
certain benefi ts in return.

Finally, the fourth difference concerns the matter in which order 
is legitimised. Rules, as the principal formal component of the LIO, 
are already deeply intertwined with exceptionalism. On the one hand, 
through the integration of the region into the EU, the West aims to 
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bind the region to EU and international norms. Even the current US 
administration employs human rights norms as a justifi cation for certain 
actions, such as sanctioning the Chinese Ling Long factory in Serbia, 
which was labelled a site of forced labour (CBP, 2025). Therefore, rules 
remain formally important to both the EU and the US. However, since 
the 1990s, there have been clear exceptions to these rules whenever the 
interests of Western countries have been at stake. Examples include: the 
introduction of the Bonn Powers to the Offi ce of the High Representative 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, despite concerns regarding democratic 
accountability; the NATO bombing of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
without authorisation from the United Nations Security Council; and 
the tolerance of stabilocratic regimes, provided they remain broadly pro-
Western.

Conclusions

This paper set out to address an apparent puzzle in contemporary 
transatlantic relations: why the policies of the United States and the 
European Union towards the Western Balkans have remained broadly 
aligned despite the profound differences between the America First 
doctrine and the Liberal International Order. While the literature usually 
portrays America First as a generator of crisis within the liberal order, this 
study has sought to demonstrate that, despite tensions between the two 
concepts at the global level and within transatlantic relations, there are 
regional contexts – such as the Western Balkans – in which convergence 
is possible. The analysis suggests several core reasons for this outcome.

First, the conceptual elasticity of both the LIO and the America First 
doctrine – particularly the former – creates space for points of overlap 
between the two frameworks. Since its inception, the liberal order has been 
characterised by a degree of dualism between liberal hegemony and liberal 
values. Consequently, the LIO has historically combined elements that are 
not always mutually consistent: hierarchy alongside sovereign equality; 
predominant multilateralism alongside episodes of unilateralism; largely 
liberal norms alongside occasional illiberal practices; and a commitment 
to a rules-based order alongside sporadic violations of foundational 
principles such as sovereignty and free trade. These intermittent 
departures from liberal principles have created windows of compatibility 
within which elements of the America First approach can operate without 
necessarily undermining the broader structure of the liberal order.

Second, at the level of core principles, constrained realism – the fi rst 
pillar of the America First foreign policy approach – does not necessarily 
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confl ict with the LIO or the policies aimed at its preservation. In the 
case of the Western Balkans, there is little tension between the policies of 
the Trump administration and those of the EU, largely because the two 
actors assign different priorities and levels of importance to particular 
policy instruments while pursuing broadly similar strategic objectives. 
This convergence enables both the US and the EU to pursue compatible 
goals within a framework of constrained realism. At the same time, the 
second and third pillars of the America First approach (megalothymia 
and “MAGA goes international”) appear to be relatively marginal factors 
shaping US policy towards the region. Similarly, the principles associated 
with neo-royalism do not fundamentally contradict the logic of the LIO 
in this regional context.

Third, the Western Balkans presents a particularly conducive 
environment for such convergence. As refl ected in their classifi cation as 
“partly free” in international democracy indices, these countries do not 
fully conform to the normative expectations typically associated with the 
LIO. At the same time, they remain deeply embedded within Western 
institutional and strategic frameworks, most notably through the EU’s 
enlargement process and NATO’s security architecture. This hybrid 
status enables both the US and the EU to pursue overlapping strategic 
objectives – such as regional stability, Euro-Atlantic integration, and the 
containment of external infl uence – even when their broader visions of 
the international order diverge.

Fourth, from the perspective of the America First doctrine, engagement 
in the Western Balkans can be justifi ed in pragmatic terms. The region 
is a relatively low-cost arena in which the US can maintain strategic 
infl uence, support its allies’ security interests, and limit the geopolitical 
presence of rival actors such as Russia and China. For the EU, cooperation 
with the US is essential for sustaining regional stability and reinforcing 
the credibility of the enlargement process. In this sense, the Western 
Balkans constitutes a space where strategic considerations outweigh 
ideological divergences.

Finally, the central conclusion of this article is that the concepts of the 
America First doctrine and the LIO should not necessarily be understood 
as mutually exclusive or inherently antagonistic in all contexts. While this 
research has focused on the Western Balkans, even a cursory examination 
of other regions suggests that the two frameworks may, under certain 
conditions, coexist and even generate complementary policy outcomes.
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