UDC 327:316.66(73:87)"2026" [Nonutuka HanroHa He 0€30eTHOCTH

DOI: 10.5937/pnb32-67270 (The Policy of National Security)
Review article Year XVII vol. 32
No. 2/2026

pp. 55-81

Nikola Preradovié

Strategic Research Institute, University of Defence,
Belgrade, Republic of Serbia

THE ROLE OF PERSONAL PRESTIGE
IN DONALD TRUMP’S FOREIGN POLICY
DECISION-MAKING: THE CASE OF
VENEZUELA

(Translation in Extenso)

Abstract

The paper analyses the US intervention in Venezuela in 2026 from the
perspective of prestige policy, seeking to show that security, economic,
and value-based explanations are insufficient to understand the decision
of the Donald Trump administration. In this context, the arguments
about the fight against “narco-terrorism”, the spread of democracy,
the economic interest in Venezuelan oil, and the strengthening of
the Monroe Doctrine are critically examined, concluding that they
cannot fully explain the scope, manner, and symbolic dimension of
the armed action. The paper offers an interpretation of the intervention
as a demonstration of US military power in order to affirm Donald
Trump’s personal political prestige. Relying on classical realism and
Hans Morgenthau’s concept of prestige, the paper shows that the need
for recognition of one’s own value remains an important motivational
factor for leaders who perceive international politics as an opportunity
to prove personal superiority. The intervention in Venezuela is
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interpreted as an action aimed, more than at any real American strategic
interest, at confirming Trump’s historic role through a demonstration of
force and determination.

Keywords: Donald Trump, USA, Venezuela, prestige politics,
intervention.

INTRODUCTION

The decades-long crisis in relations between the United States
(US) and Venezuela culminated on January 3, 2026, when integrated
US military forces in operation “Absolute Resolve” captured
Venezuelan President Nicolds Maduro and his wife (Barnes, Pager and
Schmitt 2026). The captured duo was detained in Brooklyn on charges
of “narco-terrorism” (Suares Sang and Hubbard 2026). In the spirit of
his earlier claims that Maduro’s “days are numbered,” President Donald
Trump triumphantly described the operation as “bringing a renegade
dictator to justice” and announced that the US would govern Venezuela
for a limited period of time, guaranteeing safe access to its oil reserves
for US companies (Politico 2025; Olay 2026; Aratani 2026). The
dramatic escalation of tensions between Washington and Caracas has
brought the “rogue” Latin American state back under the full control
of “Uncle Sam”. Two decades of hostility have ended in a matter of
hours. A new example of the old practice of US interventionism in
its own backyard has also reignited debates over its rationale. Is it
a matter of national security, naked imperialism, regime change, or
unscrupulous plunder of natural resources? Are the causes at the level
of the international system and the renewal of great power competition,
the state, and the special relationship of the US towards Latin America,
or are they the personal whims of the returnee to the White House?

This paper aims to highlight the policy of prestige as an
important factor in President Trump’s decision-making. Specifically,
the role that personal prestige played in the US intervention in
Venezuela. The methodological approach relies on qualitative content
analysis to examine statements by officials, key strategic documents,
and other relevant sources. The following chapter is an analysis
of different explanations for the US military operation in Caracas,

56



Nikola Preradovié¢ THE ROLE OF PERSONAL PRESTIGE IN DONALD...

followed by a definition of the policy of prestige as a framework for
interpreting the actions of the US president. The actions of the new
administration towards Venezuela are examined in this light, indicating
the continued importance of personal characteristics in foreign policy
decision-making.

WHAT DOES TRUMP WANT
IN VENEZUELA?

The beginning of Donald Trump’s second term in the White
House has predictably led to greater unpredictability in international
politics. Despite the traditional isolationist impulses of the president’s
favourite slogan, “America First,” the new administration’s “move
fast and break things” approach to foreign policy has chaotically made
Washington omnipresent in global crises (Ashford 2025). For a leader
who considers uncertainty and the element of surprise, in both business
and political careers, to be one of his most potent tools, such a state
of affairs is natural (Simié¢ i Zivojinovié¢ 2019, 290). It consciously
increases unpredictability for both rivals and allies, seeking to preserve
a wide range of options for the American president. In the whirlwind
of the search for a comprehensive explanation of Trump’s approach
to foreign policy, possible motives for intervention in Venezuela have
become a matter of dispute. What prompted the US president to deploy
military power, leading to Maduro’s capture?

The first formal reason, frequently cited by administration
officials, is to protect the United States from drug trafficking, of which
the Venezuelan president and his wife are accused. According to this
interpretation, Maduro and other high-ranking officials of his regime not
only facilitated the flow of drugs through Venezuela but also personally
led a criminal organisation known as the “Cartel de los Soles,” which
Washington designated as a terrorist organisation late last year (Rubio
2025). The intervention was aimed at protecting American citizens from
dangerous substances, for whose smuggling, according to President
Trump, this Latin American country is largely responsible (Qiu 2026).
This also fits into the broader rhetorical narrative of the returnees to the
Oval Office about the “war” against drug cartels pompously announced
during the election campaign (Blackburn Hudspeth et al. 2024).
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However, Maduro’s removal will not have a significant impact
on the overdose epidemic caused by the illegal drug trade in the
United States. Venezuela’s overall role as a production site and a
trafficking route for the two banned substances most frequently cited by
Washington, cocaine and fentanyl, is minor. Almost all of the world’s
cocaine production takes place in Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia, while
Mexico plays a key role in transit to the United States (Munir 2026).
Last year’s report by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
shows that Venezuela figures as a regional transportation route, but it
is not one of the primary producers of cocaine, nor a central smuggling
corridor (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC] 2025).
Fentanyl, on the other hand, is mainly produced in Mexico, using
chemicals from China, after which it is illegally transported across
the US-Mexico border (Munir 2026). Venezuela’s role in this supply
chain is virtually non-existent (Munir 2026). Furthermore, the notorious
“Cartel de los Soles” is more fiction than reality. The term has been
familiar to the Venezuelan public since the early 1990s, when it was
used to refer to alleged links between high-ranking military officials and
the drug trade (Antillano 2026). However, in the absence of evidence
of clear vertical integration that would allow for control of production
and drug trafficking routes, it is difficult to speak of a defined criminal
organisation. This is probably why the indictment against Maduro and
his wife does not even mention the alleged cartel (Vigna 2026). Another
contradiction in the administration’s overall anti-drug agenda is the
fact that President Trump pardoned the former leader of Honduras,
Juan Orlando Hernandez, who was convicted of smuggling over 400
tons of cocaine into the United States (Yousif 2025). Such a decision
suggests that punishing those responsible for drug-related crimes is not
a central priority for Washington, nor a plausible explanation for the
armed intervention in Caracas.

Another reason for intervention cited by administration officials
and some authors is to secure access to Venezuela’s natural resources,
primarily oil (Johnson 2026; Murphy and McManus 2026). This Latin
American country has the largest proven reserves of “black gold” in
the world, but the gradual process of nationalisation during the rule of
Hugo Chavez almost completely pushed American capital out of that
economic sector (Worldometer 2026; Koivumaeki 2015). Immediately
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after the intervention, Trump emphasised that Caracas would hand
over up to 50 million barrels of oil to Washington and encouraged
major oil companies to invest at least 100 billion dollars in Venezuelan
infrastructure to facilitate the extraction of this important resource
(Epstein and Chia 2026; Aratani 2026). Should we look for the key
reason for the intervention in this? Did the opportunity for the return of
American oil oligopolists shape Washington’s foreign policy?

This interpretation overstates the importance and role of
Venezuelan oil. Despite holding almost a fifth of global reserves,
Venezuela accounts for less than 1% of total daily barrel production
(Financial Times 2026). An important reason for this is that most of it is
heavy crude oil, which is extremely demanding and expensive to extract,
transport, and process (Domonoske 2026). In addition, rebuilding and
modernising the damaged infrastructure to double production would,
according to estimates, require a long-term investment of 115 billion
dollars, approximately three times the combined capital expenditures of
the two largest US oil companies, ExxonMobil and Chevron (Financial
Times 2026). In these circumstances, it is not surprising that the head
of Exxon claims that Venezuela is currently unprofitable for investment
(Kimball 2026). Even if oil production were to increase dramatically,
without increasing demand, lower prices could hit many smaller US oil
companies (Financial Times 2026). In addition, Trump’s pompously
announced, and at first glance impressive, 50 million barrels of oil is
less than what is produced in the US in four days, and their total value,
at current prices, would not reach three billion dollars (Jain 2026).
Hopes that Washington will profit enormously from Venezuelan oil are
illusory.

The third explanation for the intervention refers, directly or
indirectly, to the American practice of regime change, drawing an
analogy with the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the overthrow of Saddam
Hussein, or Panama in 1989, when Manuel Noriega was overthrown
(O’Sullivan 2026; Gonzalez 2026; Haass 2026). These authors point to
the lessons of Iraq and the challenges that accompany any attempt to
overthrow an authoritarian regime through military intervention and the
long-term control of a foreign state’s affairs. Claims of such intentions
are partially supported by some of Trump’s statements about governing
Venezuela until a safe transition to legitimate authority is possible
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(Olay 2026). The term “legitimate authority”, in line with earlier
interpretations of the US’s ambitious strategy of “liberal hegemony”,
which, in the unipolar era, implied military interventionism masked
by rhetoric about the protection of human rights (Mearsheimer 2018;
Steki¢ 2025, 128—129), could technically refer to the establishment of
democratic institutions in Caracas.

However, the idea that foreign policy was shaped by any
pretensions to a fundamental regime change and democratisation of
this Latin American country was quickly refuted by practice. The best
indicator of this is that Maduro was replaced by his Vice President,
Delcy Eloina Rodriguez Gémez, rather than by an opposition figure,
such as Nobel Peace Prize laureate Maria Corina Machado, whom
Trump said was “not respected” in Venezuela (Adams 2026). In
addition, the US administration has ruled out any possibility of a
political transition through early elections, claiming that the country is
not ready for such a thing (Davis 2026). All this suggests that this is not
a matter of regime change, but of personnel changes within the regime.
The servile Rodriguez replaced the recalcitrant Maduro. It seems that in
this case, the legitimate authority, from the White House’s perspective,
is the one loyal to Washington.

A fourth explanation refers to the renewed importance of the
Monroe Doctrine for the new American administration (Long and
Schulz 2026; Grey 2026). The 1823 proclamation of the fifth US
President, James Monroe, has influenced Washington’s policy in the
Western Hemisphere for more than two centuries, in various phases and
forms. In his address to Congress in 1823, he unilaterally emphasised
that “the American continents, by reason of the free and independent
position which they have adopted and which they maintain, shall not
henceforth be considered as objects of colonisation by any European
power” (Sexton 2011, 3). It initially appeared to be a very paradoxical
document. On the one hand, the proclamation was much more the
aspiration of a young republic, which had not risen to the rank of a
great power, than an applicable policy. Formed under the influence
of the European constellation after the Napoleonic Wars, the doctrine
was, at that stage, more a reflection of American insecurity in the
face of renewed interventionism on the Old Continent than of self-
confidence. On the other hand, despite its distinctly anti-colonial tone
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and opposition to the European presence in the Western Hemisphere, at
its core, from the very beginning, the United States imperial ambitions
lurked (Sexton 2011, 3). It was, in the words of historian William
Appleman Williams, “imperial anti-colonialism” (Sexton 2011, 5). By
the end of the 19" century, it was clear that the first part of this phrase
had prevailed. Thus, in 1895, US Secretary of State Richard Olney
could claim that “the United States of America is practically sovereign
on this continent, and its word is law in those matters in which it
chooses to intervene” (Gilderhus 2006, 10). The key influence on the
development of the Monroe Doctrine in the first half of the 20™ century
was exerted by two Roosevelts. The first, Theodore, with his famous
addition to the doctrine, strengthened its militant and interventionist
dimension. For him, the almost natural mission of “civilised nations”
required assuming the role of international policeman in America’s
neighbourhood (Gilderhus 2006, 11). Such an approach, along with
the alleged concern for order, served Washington’s strategic and
economic interests. His cousin Franklin, on the other hand, shifted
the doctrine from the “Big Stick™ to the “Good Neighbour” policy.
Rejecting interventionism and interference in the internal affairs of
Latin American states, he emphasised reciprocal trade agreements
and new commercial opportunities (Gilderhus 2006, 13). The softer
approach was aimed at repairing the United States image in the
Western Hemisphere before World War 11, which was looming large
amid the rise of fascism in Europe and Japan’s imperial ambitions.
During the Cold War, the doctrine was interpreted in the light of the
global competition between the United States and the Soviet Union,
and its interventionist component was frequently used as a weapon
against leftist or pro-Soviet governments in South and Central America
(Gilderhus 2006, 14—16). After the end of the rivalry between the
two superpowers, despite proclamations of “the end of the Monroe
Doctrine era,” as US Secretary of State John Kerry claimed in 2013, the
Monroe Doctrine continued to influence Washington’s policy toward its
backyard (Naranjo Caceres and Brincat 2025).

The second administration of President Trump, like the first,
attaches special importance to this doctrine in its strategic documents
and official statements. Thus, the National Security Strategy of 2025
emphasises that the United States will “consolidate and implement
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the Monroe Doctrine to restore American preeminence in the
Western Hemisphere” (The White House 2025, 15). The document
also emphasises that Washington will “prevent competitors outside
the Hemisphere from deploying military forces or other threatening
capabilities, as well as from possessing or controlling strategically
vital resources in our Hemisphere” (The White House 2025, 15).
This “Trump’s corollary” to the Monroe Doctrine is presented in the
strategy as a return to key American security interests. Additionally,
in a press conference following Maduro’s abduction, President Trump
and Secretary of State Marco Rubio used the intervention in Venezuela
as an opportunity to threaten other Western Hemisphere states such
as Cuba, Mexico, and Colombia (Johnson 2026). So is the need to
re-establish American hegemony in its own backyard the key reason
for the intervention in Venezuela? Perhaps Caracas international
partnerships, including the two great powers, China and Russia, posed
a real threat to US strategic interests?

Since Maduro did not create Venezuela’s foreign policy approach
but rather took over and continued that of his predecessor, Hugo
Chavez, it is important to look back at that period of the “Bolivarian
Revolution” and its consequences for Caracas’s relations with Moscow
and Beijing. During his long reign, faced with the characteristic choice
of Latin American states between aligning with Washington and seeking
greater autonomy, Chavez adopted the latter approach (Mijares 2017,
207). His key foreign policy priorities were related to the preservation
of national independence, both political and economic, but also to the
promotion of a multicentric and multipolar international order. In this
context, the US was identified as the main threat to Chavez’s project,
while developing relations with Eurasian powers, Russia and China,
was a necessary component of achieving greater autonomy (Mijares
2017, 213). Cooperation with Moscow developed in the economic
and military spheres, and was accompanied by important political
symbolism. For Chavez, Russia, especially since Putin’s speech at the
Munich Security Conference in 2007, represented a great power that
shared his view on the necessity of countering American dominance,
an actor that could be presented to the public as a strong partner in
building a different international order (Rouvinski 2019, 4). The
Kremlin, on the other hand, in cooperation with Venezuela, received
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symbolic confirmation of the return to the status of a global power,
after the humiliation that accompanied the collapse of the USSR and the
drastic loss of influence at the end of the last century (Rouvinski 2019,
12). However, modern Russia is not the Soviet Union; it was not ready
to play the role of patron in relation to Venezuela that the communist
colossus had towards Cuba during part of the Cold War (Rouvinski
2019, 12). The performative and symbolic importance of cooperation
often exceeded its real, material scope, as shown by the fact that, of
the over 200 agreements, contracts, and memoranda of understanding
signed between Moscow and Caracas, many, in practice, remained mere
words on paper (Rouvinski 2019, 15). Therefore, despite the significant
development of relations between the two states since the beginning
of the 21 century, the limitations were clear. Another major power
with which Caracas has intensified its cooperation is China, which has
primarily sought to position itself as an important economic partner for
this Latin American country. Energy has played a central role in the
development of these relations. Thus, oil exports from Venezuela to
the Chinese market increased by 39% between 1999 and 2016 (Mijares
2017, 215). The continuity of this trend is also demonstrated by the
fact that Beijing was by far the largest importer of Venezuelan oil in
2025 (Javaid 2026). However, in terms of total imports of this energy
source into China, Venezuela participates with less than 5% (Javaid
2026). This suggests that Caracas has remained a minor energy partner
for Beijing, despite the long-term trend of developing relations in
this sector. In this context, Venezuela’s strategic importance to China
remained limited. Despite the obvious limitations, relations with these
two great powers served for Chavez, and then for Maduro, primarily
as a symbolic signal of the success of building greater autonomy from
the traditional regional hegemon. Overall, Caracas based its foreign
policy on an anti-imperialist and autonomous platform, which implied
strengthening cooperation with Russia and China to balance the United
States.

However, these relations did not pose a threat to Washington’s
security interests, either qualitatively or quantitatively. Venezuela
was not close to becoming a military proxy for Russia or China in
the Western Hemisphere, nor did the extent of their cooperation
challenge US regional dominance. In addition, Caracas has been under

63



THE POLICY OF NATIONAL SECURITY pp. 55-81

US sanctions for more than a decade, which have contributed to the
country’s overall economic crisis (Teixeira 2019). The country’s
gross domestic product (GDP) fell by approximately three-quarters
between 2014 and 2021; debt is estimated at more than 150 billion
dollars; hyperinflation reached 190% in 2023; and the budget is almost
two-thirds financed by oil exports (Roy and Cheatham 2024). The
Venezuelan military, despite acquiring Russian weapons, continued
to face serious challenges in training personnel and maintaining
equipment (Padinger 2025). The situation was also complicated by
political instability, which intensified after the 2024 presidential
elections, which were followed by accusations of ballot-box stuffing in
favour of Maduro (CBS News 2024). The combination of these factors
has made Venezuela an extremely fragile state. After all, the clearest
demonstration of this is the operation of January 3, 2026, in which the
president and his wife were captured in a few hours, without American
casualties (Barnes, Pager and Schmitt 2026). That Venezuela could not
count on any external support was clear from the reactions of Russia
and China to Washington’s intervention, which were limited to verbal
condemnation of the use of force against a sovereign state (Lewis 2026).
In this way, the limited scope of the relations that Caracas had built
with Moscow and Beijing was once again confirmed. The United States
undoubted military primacy in its neighbourhood was also confirmed.
As Stephen Walt notes, no other great power has or is actively trying
to establish a significant military role in the Western Hemisphere (Walt
2026). Overall, Venezuela and its international partnerships have not
seriously undermined the United States regional position or threatened
the Monroe Doctrine. Therefore, explanations that invoke the need
for its reaffirmation as a key reason for the intervention, although
they provide a partial picture of the new administration’s strategic
orientation, are not sufficient.

This chapter points out certain shortcomings in the frequently
asked questions about what Trump wants in Venezuela. If the most
commonly used arguments provide only a partial picture of American
motivations, doubts remain. The aim of the next chapter is to offer
a theoretical framework for interpreting the actions of the American
president.
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POLICY OF PRESTIGE

According to Kenneth Waltz’s three Images of international
politics, existing explanations locate the key causes of intervention
at the level of the structure of the international system, namely the
renewal of great power competition and the need to consolidate
regional hegemony in the Western Hemisphere, or at the level of the
state, where American interests are viewed through various prisms,
from the fight against drug trafficking to the exploitation of Venezuelan
natural resources and the practice of changing recalcitrant regimes
(Waltz 2001). The perspective that has been neglected is the individual.
The tendency of structural analyses to point to a small number of very
important features of international relations can sometimes obscure
the role of the personal factor in political decision-making. This, of
course, means that the leaders themselves play an important role, a
role often given very little space in neorealist theory, even though
any study of history suggests that it is also the history of great men
(Zivojinovié 2008, 370). As Daniel Byman and Kenneth Pollak note,
“explaining international relations without paying attention to people
like Hitler, Bismarck, Napoleon, and other notable figures is like trying
to understand art or music without studying Michelangelo and Mozart”
(Byman and Pollak 2001, 145). In this case, it is necessary to show
what President Trump’s ambitions and goals are. One concept that can
help in this, represented in the thinking of political philosophers and
also of politicians, who can be defined as realists in a broader sense, is
prestige.

In the context of ancient Greece and the Peloponnesian War,
Thucydides cites “safety, honour, and self-interest” as powerful motives
for action (Markey 1999, 135). Niccolo Machiavelli notes that the
greatest harms are to “property, blood, or honour” (Markey 1999, 135).
For Thomas Hobbes, fame, along with competition and distrust, is one
of the fundamental causes of interpersonal conflict (Markey 1999, 135).
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, making a distinction between self-love, which
seeks exclusively to fulfil essential human needs, and envy, the basis
of which is continuous comparison with others, emphasises that the
latter, which develops in the context of social existence, causes mutual
competition, thus making the pursuit of prestige an indispensable part
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of human activity (Markey 1999, 138). Reinhold Niebuhr identifies
prestige as an “indispensable source of power” (Kim 2004, 40). Honour
and fame, that is, the pursuit of eminence, recognition by others, which
is the essence of prestige, for these thinkers represent one of the central
components of interpersonal relations. The same motif is present in
the thinking of several statesmen, from Richelieu, Bismarck, Kennan,
to Acheson, who considers prestige to be “the shadow cast by power”
(Kim 2004, 40).

One of the founders of modern international relations, Raymond
Aron, also considers prestige and glory to be important elements of
politics (Aron 2001). He points out that the eternal goals that states
strive for are security, power, and glory (Aron 2001, 106-107).
Regarding their interaction, Aron notes that: “neither security nor
power satisfies the aspirations of communities: each wants to defeat
the others, to be recognised as superior by its rivals. Political units have
their own self-love, just like individuals, perhaps even more sensitively.
Therefore, they sometimes substitute the intoxication of victory for the
advantages of a negotiated peace” (Aron 2001, 110). The embodiment
of such a desire at the individual level is Louis XIV, who: “probably
loved glory as much as power” (Aron 2001, 108). The wars he waged,
due to their high material and human costs, even reduced France’s
relative power, but they significantly contributed to shaping France’s
image and, even more so, that of the “Sun King” himself. We find a
similar motivation in Emperor Napoleon III in his efforts to be accepted
as legitimate and equal to other European rulers, expecting fellow
monarchs to address him as “brother”, in the same way they addressed
each other (Kisindzer 2016, 102). These are two differentiated examples
of the same need for recognition of status, for fame and respect.

Examples of similar actions are also evident in the history of
other great powers. Andrei Tsygankov shows that national honour
played an important role in relations between Russia and the West from
Tsar Alexander I to Putin (Tsygankov 2012). Russia had possessed
the material capabilities of a great power since the time of Peter the
Great’s conquests, but it was only with the Peace of Teschen in 1779,
which ended the War of the Bavarian Succession, that its status was
recognised by other relevant actors in Europe. The Soviet Union was
diplomatically isolated for much of the interwar period, until just before
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the start of World War 11, despite possessing the material resources
of a great power. Prestige has a long tradition of being particularly
important to the great powers in the system. Similarly, Sergey
Radchenko explains the actions of Soviet political elites during the Cold
War by their striving for legitimacy, or recognition, both within the
international communist movement and by the other superpower (the
USA) with which they were in a truly global competition (Radchenko
2024). From the Soviet perspective, according to Radchenko, this
competition was a struggle for Hegelian recognition as the master not
only of the current international order but also, in a philosophical sense,
of history (Radchenko 2024). A similar motivation is often attributed
to the current Russian leadership. Thus, Vladimir Trapara, in addition
to the state-level prestige policy aimed at affirming Russia as a great
power on the international stage, sees in the decision to launch the
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, a personal search for prestige by
President Putin, to secure his own place in the history of great Russian
leaders (Trapara 2025, 23). Chinese foreign policy is also increasingly
viewed through the logic of prestige-seeking and status competition in
international relations (Pan and Mao 2025; Deng 2008). In addition, the
competition between the USA and China is viewed through the prism of
the struggle for the top of the international prestige hierarchy in which
the challenger seeks to replace the previous hegemon, and the central
stage of this competition is the Asian continent (Foong Khong 2019).
For this paper, the best definition of prestige as a policy was
provided by Hans Morgenthau. For him, it is an essential element
of relations between individuals and nations (Morgentau 2014, 75).
As part of such an understanding, he also notes that, in domestic, but
also in international politics, “the desire for social recognition is a
powerful dynamic force that determines social relations and creates
social institutions” (Morgentau 2014, 75). In this process, the individual
“tends to receive from his environment confirmation of the values he
attributes to himself” and through this recognition “that others show
for his goodness, intelligence and power, he becomes fully aware of
what he considers his superior qualities; only in this way can he fully
enjoy them” (Morgentau 2014, 75). Based on this: “in the struggle
for existence and power — which, as we know, is the basic material of
the social world — what others think of us is as important as what we
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actually are” (Morgentau 2014, 75). In this context, the primary goal of
prestige policy is to leave an impression on other nations and project
an image of one’s own power and superiority. Its two main instruments
are diplomatic ceremonial, which, in the broadest sense, encompasses
all forms of symbolic and status representation of a country, and the
demonstration of military power to impress other actors (Morgentau
2014, 76-81).

Morgenthau also lists two ultimate goals of this policy: prestige
as an end in itself or as support for the policy of imperialism or the
preservation of the existing status quo (Morgentau 2014, 81). He
considers the second goal to be more frequent, emphasising that it
is then a necessary element of a rational foreign policy, whereas in
analysing the first, he implicitly draws an important distinction between
the prestige of the states themselves and that of the individuals who
lead them (Morgentau 2014, 83). Thus, he emphasises that it is no
coincidence that only conceited egocentrists tend to apply the policy of
prestige for its own sake” (Morgentau 2014, 82). As blatant examples
of such actions in the 20" century, he cites Wilhelm II and Benito
Mussolini, who: “Intoxicated by their newly acquired power in their
country... viewed international politics as a kind of personal sport in
which exaltation for their own nation and humiliation of others were
considered their personal superiority” (Morgentau 2014, 82). Narcissists
in leadership positions frequently combine their own fanaticism with
collective narcissism and nationalist radicalism (Suboti¢ 2025, 30).
As one of the key weaknesses of such a policy of prestige, especially
in authoritarian or highly personalised regimes, he emphasises the
tendency to confuse personal glory with a country’s national interests
(Morgentau 2014, 82). In such situations, Morgenthau’s distinction
between rational and irrational pursuit of prestige is relativised “because
it depends on whether rationality is assessed from the perspective of the
state or its ruler” (Trapara 2025, 23).

TRUMP’S QUEST FOR PRESTIGE
The above definition of policy of prestige can also shed light on

Trump’s personal ambitions and actions. For a leader who, during the
2024 election campaign, described himself as the greatest president in
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American history, above Abraham Lincoln and George Washington,
prestige is clearly significant (Walt 2025). Moreover, a few leaders
are so obsessed with their own image and desire to project a picture
of power and personal superiority. This is clearly demonstrated both
domestically and internationally. First, some of the obvious examples
of the need to leave a personal mark everywhere are the renaming of
the “Kennedy Center” to the “Trump-Kennedy Center” or the Institute
for Peace to the “Donald J. Trump Institute of Peace”, the demolition
of part of the East Wing of the White House to build a grandiose
ballroom, and the proposal to build an American version of the Arc de
Triomphe, which the US President already predicts will be “the largest
and most beautiful in the world” (Asiedu and Debusmann Jr 2025;
Gabbatt 2026; Politika 2026). Similar manifestations of the search for
symbolic recognition of one’s own importance, but in the international
arena, are evident in Trump’s repeatedly stated desire to receive the
Nobel Peace Prize in 2025 or his insistence on the renewal of global
respect for the US under his leadership (Pager 2025; Benen 2026). The
significance of this has been noted by other world leaders who regularly
use appeasement tactics in their interactions with him in the hope of
curbing the American president’s impulses (Psaropoulos 2025).
Beyond symbolic gestures, how has Trump’s quest for fame
influenced US foreign policy? Already during his first term, a number
of the administration’s foreign policy decisions were driven by prestige
motives (Glaser 2018, 183). However, this moment, and especially its
personal dimension, is qualitatively more pronounced after Trump’s
return to the White House. The second term is generally when American
presidents reflect most on their legacy. An important insight into how
the current American president is beginning to consider his place in
history is provided by Ashley Parker and Michael Scherer’s text, based
on interviews with Trump associates (Parker and Scherer 2026). They
note that Trump is not overly interested in legacy in the classical sense.
He is a man of the moment, someone who cares much more about his
historical significance being recognised while he is alive than about
being celebrated post mortem. Thus, during the 2024 campaign, when
one of his trustees pointed out to him that he should choose someone
who could continue the political movement in the long term, Trump
reportedly replied that he did not care because he would be dead (Parker
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and Scherer 2026). This suggests that the traditional legacy, that is,
the way his terms will be discussed in a hundred or more years, is
not a priority for the American president. However, empowered by a
major political comeback and relieved of the worry of reelection, he is
increasingly beginning to see himself in the context of one of the most
powerful men who ever lived, one who did things that others could
not, primarily thanks to his brute force and unwavering will (Parker
and Scherer 2026). Trump has almost certainly never read Hegel, but
having heard of his concept of “world-historical figures”, actors of the
zeitgeist who changed the course of human history, he no longer limits
himself to the counterpart of Washington and Lincoln, but sees himself
as the successor of Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon
(Parker and Scherer 2026). Hegel’s immortal trio consists of “practical,
political men” who, in their eras, broke norms and were accused of
behaviour “subject to moral condemnation”, which the current US
president is often accused of (Parker and Scherer 2026). Megalomaniac
tendencies have been further strengthened by assassination attempts that
Trump believes are directed only against significant figures (Parker and
Scherer 2026). They have created an additional halo of untouchability,
the belief that he is a man of destiny, preordained for great deeds. It
goes without saying that this self-perception is a blatant example of
Morgenthau’s claim about leaders intoxicated by newfound power and
provides fertile ground for foreign policy adventurism.

How did this view of the American president’s own importance
affect the intervention in Venezuela? Let us return to two specific
instruments of prestige policy for Morgenthau. The operation in
Caracas is clearly not a diplomatic ceremonial, but a demonstration of
American military power. Did it serve prestige as an end in itself, or
did it seek to support the policy of imperialism? As shown, Venezuela
did not represent a serious stronghold for other great powers in the
Western Hemisphere, nor did it threaten the regional dominance of
the US, or require the reaffirmation of the Monroe Doctrine. Its
natural resources or role in the illegal drug trade are also of secondary
importance. After all, there are indications that Maduro himself was
ready to hand over existing and future oil and gold projects to American
companies, redirect oil exports from China to the US, and cancel his
country’s energy and mining contracts with Russian, Chinese, and
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Iranian firms (Kurmanaev, Barnes and Turkewitz 2025). This means
that even these limited and largely symbolic American interests could
have been achieved without intervention. All of this suggests that this is
primarily an armed action for prestige’s sake. Not the prestige of the US
as a state, but the prestige of a president who often sees international
politics as a “personal sport”, a struggle for individual superiority and
recognition of one’s own power and value. In this context, it is possible
to conceptualise American intervention in Venezuela as a form of
policy of prestige, guided by the impulses of a “conceited egocentric”,
which is an end in itself.

CONCLUSION

Asked after the operation in Venezuela about possible limitations
on his global power, Trump, bypassing not only international law but
also American interests, emphasised that only his personal morality
could stop him (Sanger et al. 2026). This is a picture of a highly
personalised foreign policy and a leader who sees the state, among other
things, as an instrument for achieving personal glory. This paper shows
the importance of this component in the US president’s decision to
intervene in Venezuela in early 2026.

Beyond the Caracas operation, the relevance of the policy
of prestige as a broader framework for interpreting US strategy in
Donald Trump’s second term is questionable. In this regard, several
preliminary guidelines can be noted. On the one hand, at the highest
level of grand strategy, structural influences retain their primacy in
an international system transitioning from unquestioned unipolarity to
unbalanced multipolarity. Here, traditional great power competition,
especially geoeconomic competition with China, continues to dominate.
On the other hand, at the level of individual foreign policy decisions or
rhetoric towards allies and rivals, the prestige policy framework can
provide important insights into the actions of the US president. Aren’t
Trump’s announcements about the potential annexation of Greenland
motivated, at least partially, by the desire to be the first US president
in the 21% century to territorially expand the US, rather than by any
real security threat? Additionally, in discussing his decision to go to
war, together with Israel, against Iran, Trump stated that he did “what
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no other president has had the courage to do”, presenting the attack
as a demonstration of unprecedented decisive leadership (Hari 2026).
The examples cited suggest that the quest for prestige is a constant
feature of the US president’s foreign policy. During 2025, it was
primarily focused on building an image as a peacemaker destined to
be immortalised by the Nobel Peace Prize. When that failed, he sought
recognition of his own greatness through a series of high-handed actions
from the beginning of 2026. From the intervention in Venezuela to
threats of annexation of Greenland and the war against Iran, Trump has
largely subordinated US foreign policy to personal prestige, convinced
of his own historic mission.
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Huxoua IpepagoBuh’

Hucmumym 3a cmpamezujcka ucmpaxicusarsd,
Yuusepzumem odopane, beoepao, Penyonuxa Cpouja

YJOTI'A IUYHOTI ITPECTHU/KA Y
CIIOJBHOIIOJIMTUYKOM OAJIYUYUBAIY
JOHAJIIA TPAMIIA HA ITPUMEPY
BEHELYEJIE

Pe3ume
OBaj pan mpyka KpUTHYKY aHAIHU3Y BOjHE HHTepBeHNHje CjequmbeHnX
Awmepuukux [Ipxkasa y Benenyenu 3. janyapa 2026. roqune, mossare
Kao ornepanuja ,,ArncoiayTHa oaiaydHocT”. OCHOBHH [IUJb UCTPAKUBAMHA
j€ Ja ToKake Nma Cy TpaauilioOHaIHA OO0jalrmkhema yCMEpeHa Ha
HallMOHaJHy 0e30eJHOCT, E€KOHOMCKE HHTEpece M IPOMOLUjY
JEMOKPATCKUX BPEAHOCTH HENOBOJbHA Ja OM c€ y MOTIIYHOCTH
o0jacHUIIM O0MM, TajMUHT U CUMOOJIMYKa ITpUpoaa omiyke Tpamiose
aIMUHHUCTpAIH]je aa 3apodu mpencenanka Hukomaca Mamypa. YmecTo
TOTa, CTyH]ja IpenjiaXke TEOPHjCKy HUHTEpIpEeTalujy 3aCHOBaHy Ha
KJIACHYHOM pPeasin3My, KOHKPETHO Ha KOHLICTITY MOJIMTUKE MPECTHKA
Xanca Moprenraya. Pag mounme JEKOHCTPYKIIMjOM 3BaHHYHUX
ompaBaama Koja je MOHYyAIa BallTHHITOHCKA afMUHAICTparja. [IpBo
o[l ’UX, 60p0Oa NpoTUB ,,HAPKO-TEPOPU3Ma”, OCIIOpPaBa CE aHAJIU30M
rnoxaraka o mobaiHoj TproBuHu aporom. [lokasyje ce na je ynora
Benenyene y npou3Bo/imby U TPAH3UTY KOKanHa M (peHTaHWIIA Maja y
nopehemy ca KorymOujom mim Mekcukom, Te aa je ,,Kapren me joc
Comnec” (Cartel de los Soles) yriiaBHOM pPETOPHYKH KOHCTPYKT KOjU
ce KOPHCTH 3a OomlpaBaame HHTepBeHIHje. Hanaswe, mpeucnutyje
ce CTpaTellku IuJb o0e30ehuBama OrpOMHHX pe3epBU HadTe y
Benemnyenu. Ctyauja OTKprBa 1a OTPOMHHU TPOIITKOBH MOJICPHHU3AIIN]E
pyHHUpaHe BeHELyeJIaHCcKe HHPPACTPYKTYpE U TELIKa NPUpoJa HeHE
cUpoBe HadTe YMHE HEMOCPEIHY EKOHOMCKY JOOHUT 3a aMepHuKe
HadTHe KommaHuje miy3opHoMm. llITo ce THde MOTHBA ,,IPOMEHE
pexnma’ ¥ IeMOKpaTnu3alije, pax HCTHIE 3Ha9ajHy MPOTHBPEUYHOCT:

" Wwmejn agpeca: nikola.preradovic@mod.gov.rs; ORCID: 0009-0007-9571-4258.
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WHTEPBCHIIMja HHjE JOBEJa 1O JIEMOKpPAaTCKe TpaH3HIHMje HUTH
JI0 javama BEHEIlyeJaHCKe OIOo3WIMje. YMecTo Tora, Maaypo je
3aMCI-CH TIOCITYITHHjOM (HUTYPOM M3 OKBHpa Ioctojeher pexuma,
niornpenceaauniom [encu Pompures, mro cyrepuire 1a je mpuMapHa
Opwura Ouia jojaiHOCT BamHITOHY, @ He MHCTUTYLIMOHATHE pedopMe.
Konauno, paj ce 6aBu ,,IpamMrioBoM aomyHoM” MOHPOOBE JIOKTPUHHU.
3akipydyje ce na je, mako je aAMUHHUCTpaIldja Hacrojajga Ja ce
CYyIPOTCTaBH PyCKOM M KHHECKOM YTHIIAjy, IPUCYCTBO OBUX CHJIA Y
Benenyenu Omio npBeHCTBEHO CUMOOIMYHO U HUj€ TPEACTABIHAIIO
CTBapHY BOjHY IPETHY aMEPUUKO] PErHOHATHO] XereMOHUju. OCHOBHA
Te3a pajia je a ce MHTEePBEHIIja Haj0OJhe pa3yMe Kao IEMOHCTpAIIH]ja
Mohu HaMemeHa apupManuju TNYHOT TOTUTUIKOT TipecTrxka JloHanma
Tpamna. Ocnamajyhu ce Ha Bonmosy ,,ipBy ciauky” mehyHaponHux
OJIHOCA, WHIWBHJIyaIHH HHUBO, yKa3yje ce aa Tpamn J0KUBIJbaBa
MehyHaponHy apeHy Kao MO30pHHIly 3a JWYHY Baldganujy W
JI0OKa3uBame cynepuopHocty. Oneparyja ,,ATCoayTHa OITyIHOCT
CITy’KHJIA je Kao IMOJIMTHKA MPECTHKa, I1e BOjHA CUila HUje KopuiheHa
3a ONUIBbKBE CTpaTelke 100uTke, Beh ka0 CHMOOIMYKH MHCTPYMEHT
3a yuBpithuBame TpamMmoBOTr HCTOPHjCKOT Haclieha U CIIMKE OMTy9IHOT
I00aNHOT JuAepa. Y 3aKJbYUKy, paJl TBP/H JIa TICUXOJIOMIKY (pakTopu
Ha MHJIMBHIYaJIHOM HUBOY U MOTpeda 3a NMpU3HameM 0CcTajy MOhHU
nmokperauu croJbHe nosimtrke. Ciiydaj Benenyesne nokasyje na y
CaBPEMEHO] €pH TeXKHa 3a MPECTHIKOM MOYKE HaJMAIITUTH MaTepHjaiHe
HaIlMOHATHE MHTEepece, Bojehn ka IpaMaTHdHUM BOjJHUM aKildjama
OCMUIIIJBEHUM BHIIIC 300T (bUXOBOT' CUMOOJIMYKOT YTHIIaja HETO 300T
T€OMOJIMTHYKE HEOITXOAHOCTH.

Kibyune peun: Jlonann Tpamn, CAJl, Beneuyena, nonutruka
MpecThka, UHTEPBEHIIH]a.

" This paper was received on May 15, 2026, and accepted for publication at the
Editorial Board meeting on June 1st 2026.
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