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C A T O  P U B L I C A T I O N S

H ow should libertarians, as 
advocates of a more peace-
ful and restrained foreign 
policy, react to a tempestu-

ous president who often professes to share 
those goals? In Fuel to the Fire, Cato foreign 
policy scholars John Glaser, Christopher 
Preble, and Trevor Thrall examine both the 
rhetoric and substance of the Trump foreign 
policy and find it lacking. Instead of stability 
and restraint, the Trump administration has 
often careened from one unpredictable 
move to the other, and usually failed to live 
up to the president�s sporadic anti-war sen-
timents.  

For some critics of the president, his 
foreign policy is to be condemned as ex-
cessively noninterventionist or even isola-
tionist. Fuel to the Fire aims to set the record 
straight by judging America�s foreign pol-
icy since January 2017 against the yardstick 
of restraint-minded realism. The confla-
tion of the two is, in fact, overstated, in 
part because the president�s words often 
do not match his actions.  

As the authors explain, �Expert exami-
nations of Trump�s foreign policy prefer-
ences consistently give the president more 
credit for having a clear vision of foreign 
policy than is warranted. While it is cer-
tainly true that, as candidate and presi-
dent, Trump has expounded prolifically on 
various foreign policy issues, it does not 

follow that he has firm views on in-
ternational relations. Indeed, there 
are compelling reasons to doubt 
that the president has ever system-
atically contemplated the foreign 
policy issues over which he now 
has ultimate authority.�  

As an example, Trump came into 
office openly hostile to the ongoing 
war in Afghanistan, America�s 
longest-ever overseas war, which is 
now into its 19th year. Yet instead of 
drawing down American forces, the 
president instead adopted a surge 
policy of the sort that had been 
tried by George W. Bush in Iraq and 
Barack Obama in Afghanistan. Far 
from a radical departure, it was in 
line with the policies that have per-
petuated the quagmire into a third 
presidential administration. It is 
time to genuinely get out of 
Afghanistan, and remove American forces 
from the Middle East more broadly.  

One of the benefits of a less-interven-
tionist foreign policy is that it can provide 
greater stability and predictability, as well 
as being less expensive in both blood and 
treasure. It would also allow the United 
States to distance itself from some of its 
most unsavory allies, such as the theocratic 
kleptocracy in Saudi Arabia, which has a 
long history of destabilizing the region and 

has inflicted a humanitarian catastrophe 
on its neighbors in Yemen.  

�Restraint in U.S. foreign policy is ripe 
for a revival,� the authors of Fuel to the Fire 
make clear, but �what America needs is not 
Trump�s America First, nor a return to the 
status quo ante, but a radical revolution of 
its role in the world.� n  
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