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Introduction 
 

Donald Trump’s election as the forty-fifth president of the United States turned the world upside 

down. Never had an American presidential candidate fueled so much debate, both inside and 

outside the US. What made Trump different than his predecessors was not only his lack of 

political experience, but also his ambition to radically change the American political landscape. 

An aspect of Trump’s ideology that alarmed the world the most, was his rejection of the 

traditional American grand strategy of liberal internationalism.  

In his public statements, Trump fiercely criticized the core principles of the traditional 

American foreign policy. For example, Trump discredited the long-cherished goal of enhancing 

an interdependent global economy by criticizing multilateral trade agreements and the trade 

deficits. Only three days after being sworn into office, Trump pulled the US out of the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (TPP), a free-trade agreement which he called “a rape of our country”.1 

Furthermore, Trump often stressed that the US should balance the “massive trade deficit with 

China”.2 Another principle that the president disliked was the traditional American support and 

leadership of the multilateral diplomatic institutions. A notorious example of this was Trump’s 

statement that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was an “obsolete” organization 

and his refusal to reaffirm America’s commitment to the NATO allies until they showed their 

willingness to contribute more.3 Thirdly, Trump rejected the principle of the global promotion 

of democracy and universal human rights. He claimed that the former American interventions 

that aimed to spread democracy have proved to be “dangerous” as they were responsible for the 

instability in the Middle East.4 Moreover, instead of denouncing autocratic leaders for their 

human rights violations, Trump repeatedly flattered them.5 

In attempt to get a grasp of the potential consequences of Trump’s alternative vision on 

America’s grand strategy, many scholars have tried to explain the nature of his presidency. One 

explanation that gained a lot of significance, was that Trump’s ideas and behavior would fit 

into the Jacksonian foreign policy tradition as outlined by political scientist Walter Russell 

 
1 Andrew Glass, “Trump scuttles Trans-Pacific trade pact,” Politico, January 23, 2019, 
https://www.politico.com/story/2019/01/23/trans-pacific-trade-pact-2017-1116638.  
2 “Transcript: Donald Trump’s Foreign Policy Speech,” The New York Times, April 27, 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/us/politics/transcript-trump-foreign-policy.html. 
3 Rosie Gray, “Trump Declines to Affirm NATIO’s Article 5,” The Atlantic, May 25, 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/05/trump-declines-to-affirm-natos-article-5/528129/.  
4 “Transcript: Donald Trump’s Foreign Policy Speech.” 
5 Such as the Chinese President Xi Jinping, the Russian President Vladimir Putin, and the Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, see Krishnadev Calamur, “Nine Notorious Dictators, Nine Shout-Outs from Donald Trump,” The Atlantic, March 4, 
2018,  https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/03/trump-xi-jinping-dictators/554810/ . 
 

https://www.politico.com/story/2019/01/23/trans-pacific-trade-pact-2017-1116638
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/us/politics/transcript-trump-foreign-policy.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/05/trump-declines-to-affirm-natos-article-5/528129/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2018/03/trump-xi-jinping-dictators/554810/
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Mead. The concept of a Jacksonian tradition was designed by Mead in 2001 and combines 

populist skepticism of the political elite, nationalist critique of foreign entanglements and a 

Classical Realist view on international relations.6 In January 2016, Mead made the argument 

that Trump’s election rhetoric fitted into the Jacksonian tradition for his comments often 

consisted out of strong criticism towards the political elite and their traditional grand strategy 

of liberal internationalism.7 Later, multiple scholars adopted this argument and added that 

Trump’s actual foreign policy could also be linked to the Jacksonian tradition.8 

However, as Trump’s presidency had just begun, the general value of this explanation 

remained unclear. As more foreign policy decisions followed, it became evident that Trump’s 

foreign policy had a considerable level of continuity compared to the one of its not so 

Jacksonian predecessor Barack Obama.9 Furthermore, it seems that the Jacksonian tradition 

cannot give a strong analysis of the complex processing behind the making of a foreign policy 

for it does not have a rigorous theoretical framework. Despite these deficiencies, the Jacksonian 

tradition continues to be used by researchers who study President Trump’s foreign policy.  

Now Trump’s presidency has come to an end, the availability of more information about 

his foreign policy allows us to test the credibility of the Jacksonian explanation extensively. 

Therefore, the question arises again whether researchers are right to claim that Jacksonianism 

can explain Trump’s foreign policy? This thesis argues that Jacksonianism does not have 

enough explanatory power to assess the foreign policy outcomes of the Trump administration 

due to its lack of theory and methodology. To show this deficiency more clearly, this paper will 

compare the Jacksonian explanation with another foreign policy approach: Neoclassical 

Realism (NCR). NCR has gained significance in the study of foreign policy in the recent 

decades due to its ability to explain both specific state behavior and abnormal international 

outcomes. Therefore, NCR can give a more inclusive understanding of the processes behind 

foreign policy-making and explain several aspects of Trump’s policies that Jacksonianism 

cannot. 

 
6 This tradition was first outlined by Walter Russell Mead in his book Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and 
How It Changed the World (New York: Routledge, 2002), 218-263. 
7 Walter Russell Mead, “Andrew Jackson, Revenant,” Hudson Institute, January 17, 2016, 
https://www.hudson.org/research/12125-andrew-jackson-revenant.  
8 See for example Michael Clarke and Anthony Ricketts, “Donald Trump and American foreign policy: The return of the 
Jacksonian tradition,” Comparative Strategy 36, no.4 (2017): 366-79, Anna Dimitrova, “Trump’s “America First” Foreign 
Policy: The Resurgence of the Jacksonian Tradition?,” L’Europe en formation 382, no. 1 (Spring 2017): 33-46 and Taesuh 
Cha, “The Return of Jacksonianism: The International Implications of the Trump Phenomenon,” The Washington Quarterly 
39, no. 4 (December 2016): 83-97. 
9 Matthew Hill and Steven Hurst, “The Trump presidency: continuity and change in US foreign policy,” Global Affairs 6, 
no.1 (2020): 1-3. 

https://www.hudson.org/research/12125-andrew-jackson-revenant
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The first chapter of this paper contains an analysis of the literature that links the 

Jacksonian tradition to Trump’s foreign policy. Why do Mead and many other researchers argue 

that Jacksonianism can explain the behavior of the Trump administration? Besides answering 

this question, this chapter will also address the many defects of Mead’s four foreign policy 

traditions. The second chapter will investigate the dominant foreign policy theories. What are 

their strengths and weaknesses? And how can NCR improve the study of foreign policy-

making? Along a theoretical analysis, this chapter will outline this paper’s NCR framework. 

To show the added value of Neoclassical Realism, the third and fourth chapter of this 

thesis will test the theory. First, chapter three will separately examine the four domestic 

variables that, according that this paper’s Neoclassical Realist framework, influence the forging 

of America’s foreign policy under the Trump administration. The fourth chapter will investigate 

the implications of these domestic variables by analyzing how they interacted and formed 

Trump’s foreign policy towards China. A case study of Trump’s China policy is used in this 

chapter to show the utility of Neoclassical Realism in greater detail. This foreign policy issue 

seems relevant as the US-China relationship currently is one of the hottest debated topics within 

the study of American foreign politics. As a result, there is a lot of applicable data to conduct a 

qualitative case study. But what makes this topic even more interesting for this thesis, is the 

significant role that China plays in Trump’s Jacksonian rhetoric. While there are many other 

issues of Trump’s foreign policy that can be linked to the Jacksonian tradition, the scope of this 

thesis is too limited to research more foreign policy issues.  

In the fifth and last chapter, the general conclusion of this paper will be presented. This 

chapter will answer the question to what extent Neoclassical Realism can give a more 

comprehensive approach of Trump’s foreign policy than the Jacksonian tradition. In addition, 

this chapter will answer whether the theory of Neoclassical Realism can be used to improve 

future research on foreign policy.  

The methodology of this thesis is based on qualitative research with a process-tracing 

method. This method is the most representative research method for this paper, as the goal of 

this paper is to trace and answer of the causal mechanisms behind the coming about of Trump’s 

foreign policy, and more specifically Trump’s China policy. Both secondary sources and 

primary sources will be used. The secondary sources consist out of media reports, academic 

articles, and books. The primary sources consist of public statements of Trump, official policy 

documents published by the American government and some statistics related to American 

public opinion. 
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Chapter 1 
A Literature Review  
 

A prominent example of someone who linked Donald Trump to Jacksonianism was Stephen K. 

Bannon, Trump’s former White House chief strategist and senior counselor. In January 2017 

Bannon said in an interview with the Washington Post that Trump’s inaugural speech reminded 

him of Andrew Jackson, the seventh president of the United States. Talking about Trump’s 

speech Bannon said: “It was an unvarnished declaration of the basic principles of his populist 

and kind of nationalist movement. […] I don’t think we’ve had a speech like that since Andrew 

Jackson came to the White House. […] you could see it was very Jacksonian. It’s got a deep, 

deep root of patriotism there.”10 While this statement received a lot of attention in the national 

press, Bannon’s idea to compare the two presidents was not unique. There are many examples 

of scholars and politicians who draw parallels between Trump and Jackson too. Interestingly, 

this included Trump himself. In various public statements Trump described Andrew Jackson as 

“an amazing figure in American History”.11 In addition to these statements, there is also a 

portrait of Jackson in his Oval Office that proves that Trump is in favor of the popular 

comparison.12 

The idea of comparing the two presidents stems from the work of political scientist 

Walter Russell Mead. In this book ‘Special Providence’ (2001), Mead talks about the existence 

of four traditions or basic ways of looking at American foreign policy.13 These traditions reflect 

entrenched regional, economic, social, and class interests; visions for domestic as well as 

foreign policy; and moral values as well as socioeconomic and political interests.14 The 

traditions evolve in response to (inter)national changes and interplay with one another, but 

together they would have guided American foreign policy since the American Revolution. 

Mead associates these traditions with four influential historic figures: Alexander Hamilton 

(1755-1804), Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924), Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) and Andrew 

Jackson (1767-1845). 

 
10 Robert Costa, “Bannon calls Trump’s speech ‘Jacksonian,” The Washington Post, January 21, 2017, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/2017/live-updates/politics/live-coverage-of-trumps-inauguration/bannon-calls-
trumps-speech-jacksonian/. 
11 Jonah Engel Bromwich, “The Wild Inauguration of Andrew Jackson, Trump’s Populist Predecessor,” The New York Times, 
January 20, 2017,  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/20/us/politics/donald-trump-andrew-jackson.html.  
12 Olivia B. Waxman, “5 Things to Know About the President Whose Portrait Donald Trump Chose for the Oval Office,” 
Time, January 25, 2017,  https://time.com/4649081/andrew-jackson-donald-trump-portrait/. 
13 Mead, Special Providence. 
14 Walter Russell Mead, Power, Terror, Peace, and War: America's Grand Strategy in a World at Risk (New York: Knopf, 
2004) 593.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/2017/live-updates/politics/live-coverage-of-trumps-inauguration/bannon-calls-trumps-speech-jacksonian/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/2017/live-updates/politics/live-coverage-of-trumps-inauguration/bannon-calls-trumps-speech-jacksonian/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/20/us/politics/donald-trump-andrew-jackson.html
https://time.com/4649081/andrew-jackson-donald-trump-portrait/
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The first tradition is represented by “Hamiltonians” who are in favor of a foreign policy 

that seeks a global commercial balance of power by protecting free trade opportunities by force 

if necessary. Hamiltonians seek a strong alliance between the national government and big 

businesses as they regard it to be essential for both domestic stability and effective action 

abroad.15 The second tradition, represented by “Wilsonians”, emphasizes America’s moral 

mission in the world. Wilsonians want to spread democracy, universal human rights, and end 

colonialism, controversially also by force if necessary. Wilsonians see humanitarian 

interventions as a core element of US foreign policy. The “Jeffersonians”, who belong to the 

third tradition, are very skeptical about foreign interventions and emphasize the importance of 

protecting and improving vulnerable democratic values at home. Jeffersonians fear that an 

international overstretch can absorb valuable resources which are needed to solve domestic 

challenges first. Therefore, they support a limited foreign policy with narrowly defined 

American international interests.  

The last tradition, the “Jacksonian” school, is also not very interested in foreign 

interventions, believing that the US foreign policy, just like the domestic one, should be focused 

on “the physical security and the economic well-being of the American people”.16 Jacksonians 

share Jeffersonians’ suspicion of the political elite and the ideal that all means of the state should 

be invested in protecting the American people. But different than Jeffersonians, Jacksonians 

would be willing to use all means necessary to eliminate foreign enemies once national interests 

and honor are threatened. Once a foreign conflict starts, Jacksonians want nothing else but an 

unconditional surrender and total victory.17 Another distinct aspect of Jacksonianism compared 

to the other traditions, is that it lacks an intellectual or political foundation. Jacksonianism is 

best described as an emotional expression of the social, cultural, and religious values of the 

American folk community, which mainly exists out of white and Christian working-class 

people.18 Due to the strong link with the exclusive American folk community, many scholars 

refer to Mead’s Jacksonian tradition as a unique American variant of populism.19 

Even though ‘Special Providence’ was written long before Trump came to power, Mead 

managed to revitalize the relevance of his work by applying the Jacksonian tradition to the 

forty-fifth American president. A compelling argument made by Mead, was that Trump owed 

 
15 Mead, Special Providence, xvii.  
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., 255.  
18 Walter Russell Mead, “The Jacksonian tradition and American foreign policy,” The National Interest, no. 58 (1999): 5-9, 
there 9. 
19 See for example Cha, “The Return of Jacksonianism,” 85 or Jack Holland and Ben Fermor, “The discursive hegemony of 
Trump’s Jacksonian populism: Race, class, and gender in constructions and contestations of US national identity, 2016–
2018,” Politics (July 2020): 1-16, there 5. 
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his surprising election victory to his ability to address the surging force of Jacksonian populist 

nationalism. Mead argues that the deteriorated socio-economic position of many Americans 

over the past two decades, in the form of the economic setbacks from the global recession and 

the alleged zero-sum advancement of multicultural identity politics, have deepened Jacksonian 

suspicion of neo-liberal political establishment.20 Naturally, Jacksonians are suspicious of 

elite’s beliefs of world reform as they perceive those beliefs as potential threats to the social-

economy wellbeing of American citizens. But in 2016, this suspicion was accompanied by a 

growth of angry populist forces.21 

During the election of 2016, Trump distinguished himself from the other presidential 

candidates through exploiting these increasing Jacksonian sentiments. Looking at his campaign 

rhetoric, Trump clearly used a Jacksonian narrative. Trump presented himself as the folk hero 

who challenged the political elite that had “betrayed” the American people.22 Besides 

condemning the political elite, he also expressed a deep suspicion of foreign entanglements and 

obsession with American power and sovereignty.23  As a result, Trump mobilized the popular 

anxieties and angry anti-establishment sentiments of many Americans and became “a blank 

screen on which Jacksonians project[ed] their hopes”.24  

Thus, by analyzing Trump’s Jacksonian appeal, Mead’s foreign policy traditions indeed 

offered an explanation for the Trump’s big support base. However, whereas Mead did not 

explicitly argue that Jacksonianism would guide Trump’s actual foreign policy too, there are 

multiple scholars who continue to use the Jacksonian tradition as an explanation for the 

administration’s actions. Political scientists Michael Clarke and Anthony Rickett for example 

called Trump’s unwillingness to endorse Article V of the NATO Treaty typically Jacksonian 

behavior, as this would show the president’s Jacksonian ideal to place the American citizen 

before defending “foreign” interests.25 They also argued that Trump’s withdrawal from the 

Paris Climate Agreement and the military campaign against the Islamic State fit into a 

Jacksonian grand strategy.26 Interestingly, some scholars argue that the influence of the 

Jacksonian tradition is most present within the economic field of Trump’s foreign policy. 

Political scientist Anna Dimitrova for example argued that Trump’s ambition to reject 

 
20 Walter Russell Mead, “The Jacksonian Revolt. American Populism and the Liberal Order,” Foreign Affairs 96, no. 2 (April 
2017): 2-7, there 2 or Walter Russell Mead, “Donald Trump’s Jacksonian Revolt,” Hudson Institute, November 13, 2016, 
https://www.hudson.org/research/13010-donald-trump-s-jacksonian-revolt. 
21 Holland and Fermor, “The Discursive Hegemony of Trump’s Jacksonian populism,” 5.  
22 Ibid., 7.  
23 Walter Russell Mead, “The Man Who Put Andrew Jackson in Trump’s Oval Office,” interview by Susan Glasser, Politico 
Magazine, January 22, 2018,  https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2018/01/22/andrew-jackson-donald-trump-216493  
24 Mead, “Andrew Jackson, Revenant.” 
25 Clarke and Ricketts, “Donald Trump and American foreign policy,” 374. 
26 Ibid., 373. 

https://www.hudson.org/research/13010-donald-trump-s-jacksonian-revolt
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2018/01/22/andrew-jackson-donald-trump-216493
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multilateral trade deals (such as the TPP) and to renegotiate existing agreements (like NAFTA 

and the US-South Korea trade agreement KORUS) show that the foreign policy has much in 

common with the unilateralist Jacksonian tradition.27 The US-China trade war might also be 

labeled as a Jacksonian strategy, as Trump defended the conflict with a populist and aggressive 

rhetoric that claimed that hard measures were necessary to combat a rival that threated 

America’s economic interests.  

However, there are also many researchers who argue that Trump’s rhetoric regarding 

the United States’ foreign policy strategy was inconsistent with his actual policy actions.28 This 

would suggest that Trump’s foreign policy continued many aspects of his not so Jacksonian 

predecessor Barack Obama.29 An argument in favor of this view is the fact that Trump quickly 

withdrew his open criticism of NATO and remained largely committed to America’s traditional 

alliances. Other cases which show considerable continuity are Trump’s military approach in 

Afghanistan, the reengagement of diplomacy with North-Korea (despite Trump’s initial 

provoking rhetoric) and the fact that there has not been much rapprochement with Russia.30 

Also, when taking a closer look at the development of the American economic policy between 

2016 and 2020, the Jacksonian influence might be less clear than most scholars argue. In the 

case of NAFTA for example, Trump would only partly adapt the conditions and change the 

name rather than dissolving the whole deal.31 The US and South Korea also signed a revised 

trade pact in September 2018, while Trump had been critical of cooperating with the traditional 

American ally in 2016. Furthermore, despite ongoing tensions between China and the US, in 

August 2020 the two countries tried to ease the trade war by having talks over their “phase-

one” trade deals signed earlier that year.32 Hence, while Trump’s rhetoric can be labeled 

Jacksonian for its nationalist-populist nature, the Jacksonian tradition does not offer a solid 

explanation for Trump’s many inconsistent actions. 

Some scholars argue that the considerable level of inconsistency in Trump’s foreign 

policy can be explained by looking at Mead’s other traditions. As argued by author Ross 

Douthat, one reason for Trump’s not-so Jacksonian actions might be that he inherited a 

 
27 Dimitrova, “Trump’s “America First” Foreign Policy,” 42-43. 
28 See for example Corina Lacatus, “Populism and President Trump’s approach to foreign policy: An analysis of tweets and 
rally speeches,” Politics (July 2020):1-17 or Peter Harris, “Why Trump Won’t Retrench: The Militarist Redoubt in American 
Foreign Policy,” Political Science Quarterly 133, no. 4 (March 2018):611-640.  
29 For an overview on the debate about the consistency between Trump’s promises and actual foreign policy action see Hill 
and Hurst, “The Trump presidency,” 1-3.  
30 Ibid., 1.  
31 Ana Swanson and Emily Cochrane, “Trump Signs Trade Deal with Canada and Mexico,” The New York Times, January 
29, 2020,  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/29/business/economy/usmca-trump.html.  
32 “US election 2020: Has Trump delivered on his promises?,” BBC News, October 15, 2020, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37982000.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/29/business/economy/usmca-trump.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-37982000
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Hamiltonian-Wilsonian strategic framework that is preserved by a group of the powerful 

politicians.33 This view aligns with the well-known “Blob-argument” of Barack Obama’s 

national security advisor Ben Rhodes. According to this argument there is a powerful US 

foreign policy establishment (nicknamed the Blob) which prevents the coming about of 

profound changes in the American Grand Strategy.34   

Although Douthat’s argument offers an interesting perspective, it does not solve the 

unclarity that surrounds Mead’s foreign policy traditions. First, Mead’s traditions are not based 

on an analytical framework that explains how certain traditions have become dominant whereas 

others are perceived less important. Furthermore, it remains unclear why he only chose four 

broad categories and how the traditions have remained so consistent for two hundred years 

despite huge economic, demographic, and technological alterations in the US.35 The only kind 

of explanation that Mead gives, is that the American foreign policy is likely to be blend of the 

four traditions rather than one. But he does not clarify how and to what extent they intertwine, 

nor does he elaborate which individuals are in power to decide upon the foreign policy. At last, 

Mead’s foreign policy traditions do not implement the strengths international relations theories. 

While Mead does look at big external events, he does not carefully analyze the relative 

distribution of material power in the international political environment like Realism does. 

Also, Mead does look at charismatic political figures, but he does not specifically consider the 

perception-making process of American foreign-policy makers like constructivism would. As 

a result, Mead’s traditions cannot explain why the US might not always choose the appropriate 

foreign policy response because of unclear external signals or wrong perceptions of political 

leaders.  

In other words, Mead’s traditions have little explanatory power for they lack a causation 

mechanism, a methodology and the strengths of international relations theories. Jacksonianism 

might explain how Trump succeeded in getting the support of the American folk community 

due to a broad analysis of the domestic political base during his presidential election campaign. 

Nevertheless, Mead’s traditions are weak tools for in-depth analyses of American foreign policy 

responses. The shortage of in-depth analyses of American foreign policies which use Mead’s 

paradigms as a theoretical framework can affirm this argument. To sum up, a foreign policy 

theory with a comprehensive causation model that analyses domestic and systemic factors but 

 
33 Ross Douthat, “Andrew Jackson in the Persian Gulf,” The New York Times, January 7, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/07/opinion/trump-soleimani-iran.html.  
34 Patrick Porter, “Why America's Grand Strategy Has Not Changed: Power, Habit, and the U.S. Foreign Policy 
Establishment,” International Security 42, no. 4 (Spring 2018): 9-46, there 11. 
35 Arnold Beichman, “Providence Abroad.” National Review 54, no.1 (January 2002):56 and David Kennedy, “The American 
Way of Power,” The American Prospect, March 5, 2002,  https://prospect.org/features/american-way-power/.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/01/07/opinion/trump-soleimani-iran.html
https://prospect.org/features/american-way-power/
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also the role of agency, would offer a better explanation of America’s foreign policy-making. 

This thesis will deploy such a theory in order to solve the shortcomings of the Jacksonian 

tradition in explaining Trump’s foreign policy.  
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Chapter 2 
Theories of Foreign Policy 
 

In the study of international relations, one can choose between theories of international politics 

and theories of foreign policy. Whereas theories of international politics can produce general 

assumptions about the behavior of states, theories of foreign policy can analyze the behavior of 

an individual state in greater detail. As the latter ability aligns with the aim of this research, the 

focus of this chapter will be on theories of foreign policy. 

There are multiple schools of foreign policy theory. The most prominent one is the 

Innenpolitik School. Researchers who fit into the Innenpolitik School use an approach that 

assumes that foreign policy is best understood as the product of a country’s internal dynamics, 

such as its political and economic ideology, national character, partisan politics, or 

socioeconomic structure.36  The Innenpolitik School is often associated with the international 

relations theory of Liberalism, because both approaches emphasize bottom-up processes in 

which representative institutions and the public liberal values can constrain states from selecting 

policies outside the (domestic) consensus.37 A strength of this approach is that it removes the 

tendency to characterize a state’s foreign policy through international relations oversimplified 

dichotomies such as hawk/dove, realist/idealist, or internationalist/isolationist.38 However, a 

shortcoming of such approaches is that they tend to ignore the impact of the structure of the 

international system and the role of individual foreign policy executives at the highest level of 

government.39 Whereas Mead’s traditions do acknowledge that big external events and 

charismatic political figures may impact policy responses, they can still be placed into the 

Innenpolitik School for their primary focus is on the general domestic political context. 

The other prominent schools of foreign policy theory are variants of Structural or Neo-

Realism. Originally, Neo-Realism was designed to explain international politics rather than the 

behavior of an individual state.40 Nevertheless, many researchers of foreign policy rely on the 

principles of Neo-Realism to explain a state’s behavior. This means that they stress that the 

structure of the international system has a lot of influence on the behavior of a state. The 

 
36 Innenpolitik as described by Gideon Rose in, “Neoclassical Realism and theories of foreign policy,” World Politics 51, no. 
1 (1998):144-172, there 148. See also Fareerd Zakaria, “Realism and Domestic Politics. A Review Essay,” International 
Security 17, no. 1 (1992):177- 198, there 180.  
37 Norrin Ripsman, “Neoclassical realism,” Oxford Research Encyclopedia of International Studies, June 13, 2011, 
https://oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.001.0001/acrefore-9780190846626-e-36.   
38 Daniel Hamilton, “Trump’s Jacksonian Foreign Policy and its Implications for European Security,” Swedish Institute of 
International Affairs, no. 2 (2017):1-8, there 1 and Clarke and Ricketts, “Donald Trump and American Foreign Policy,” 367.  
39 Gideon Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and theories of foreign policy,” 148.  
40 Ripsman, “Neoclassical Realism,” 3.  

https://oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.001.0001/acrefore-9780190846626-e-36
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structure of the international system can be defined through five components: unitary and 

rational states, anarchy, insecurity, a quest for survival and a particular distribution of power 

capabilities. The primary actors in this system are territorial states, but none of these actors 

exists above all others states as there is no central authority or world government. As a result 

of this anarchy, the nature of the system is insecure, and all states must take care of their own 

to survive and prosper. To ensure their own security, states would be wary of cooperation and 

interdependence, and rather aim to attain a substantive amount of power relative to other states.  

The first Realist foreign policy school is Defensive Realism. This theory was developed 

by political scientist Kenneth Waltz. According to Waltz, the main assumption of Defensive 

Realism is that the anarchic nature of the international system motivates states to maintain a 

moderate and restrained foreign policy to ensure security.41 The drive of states to ensure their 

individual security would result in a general tendency to deter external threats by balancing 

behavior. This could mean internal balancing, which is reinforcing a state’s capabilities, or 

external balancing which refers to alliance building.42 Defensive Realism does not deny that 

there are incentives for territorial expansion and interstate conflict, however it assumes that 

those are rare. Only in certain situations when states seriously start to fear each other, for 

example in times of war, is a state likely to use offensive means.  

The second Realist foreign policy school is called Offensive Realism. Political scientist 

John Mearsheimer, who is the leading proponent of this theory, argued that Offensive Realism 

is based on the principle that the anarchical structure of the international system promotes 

assertive state behavior as states try to maximize their power to guarantee their security.43 

According to Mearsheimer, only a misguided state will accept that it has a sufficient amount of 

power and pass off opportunities to become an international hegemon, simply because other 

states will then take advantage of those opportunities. However, a state’s relative power 

capabilities and the external environment decide how assertive a state can act towards others. 

Whereas Offensive Realism argues that balancing can be a favorable option for a state to 

maximize its relative capabilities, the preferred strategy would be ‘buck-passing’.44 This means 

that a state first aims to limit its own expenses by letting others deter and fight the external 

threats. If both the buck-passing and the balancing strategies do not help a state to maximize its 

power, the last resort is war. 

 
41 Kenneth Waltz Neal, Theory of International Politics (London: Addison-Wesley, 1979). 
42 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 126. 
43 John J. Mearsheimer, The tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton, 2001). 
44 Mearsheimer, The tragedy of Great Power Politics, 28. 
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By assuming that a country’s foreign policy is primarily driven by the incentives that 

are induced from the structure of the international system, Neo-Realist foreign policy theories 

can explain why states with different political systems can behave in a similar way.45 However, 

due to their external determinism and lack of detail for a state’s individual behavior, they cannot 

explain why states occasionally do not choose the optimal policy response to satisfy systemic 

stimuli. For example, critics of the Neo-Realist approaches have shown that states do not always 

respond correctly due to misperceptions or irrational behavior of state leaders.46 Other reasons 

why a state might respond incorrectly to systemic stimuli is that domestic political or economic 

conditions can limit a government from mobilizing all the resources it needs to act 

appropriately.47 Furthermore, there might be a lack of clear signals about the threats and 

opportunities that arise in the international system.48 The domestic decision-making 

environment is thus more complex than Neo-Realist foreign policy theories assume. To 

summarize, while structural theories like defensive and Offensive Realism can explain similar 

state behavior under similar circumstances, an Innenpolitik approach like Jacksonianism can 

explain why a state behaves differently under similar circumstances.  

A theory that might combine the strengths of the Neo-Realist foreign policy theories 

and the Jacksonian Innenpolitik approach is Neoclassical Realism (NCR). NCR is a theory that 

argues that a state’s foreign policy is primarily driven by systemic impulses in the anarchic 

international system like Neo-Realism suggests, while it also addresses the impact of domestic 

politics, elite’s perception and institutions like Classical Realism does. As stated by Gideon 

Rose, the author who first termed the theory: “Neoclassical Realists argue that the scope and 

ambition of a country’s foreign policy is driven first and foremost by its place in the 

international system and specifically by its relative material power. […] They argue further, 

however, that the impact of such power capabilities on foreign policy is indirect and complex, 

because systemic pressures must be translated through intervening variables at the unit level.”49 

In practice this means that Neoclassical Realists have improved Neo-Realist research methods 

 
45 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 72. 
46 Robert Jervis, Perception, and misperception in International Politics (Princeton: Princeton University Press,1976); Ole 
Holsti, “Theories of crisis decision-making,” in Paul Gordon Lauren, Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and 
Policy (New York: London Free Press, 1980), 99–136. 
47 Randall L. Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constrains on the Balance of Power (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2010). 
48 Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steven E. Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016) 21.  
49 Rose, “Neoclassical Realism and theories of foreign policy,” 146. 



   
 

15 
 

by using both independent and intervening variables. And because of this, Neoclassical Realists 

can analyze both divergent outcomes and specific state behavior.50  

One point of criticism regarding NCR is that it only offers a toolkit for analysis rather 

than being a solid theory, which would undermine its explanatory power. One reason for this 

would be that the NCR approach does not have one comprehensive model that explains which 

intervening variables should be used, leading to diverse research designs and ad hoc 

selections.51 Furthermore, NCR research would not include distinctive sets of hypotheses which 

gives the approach less predictive power.52 Nevertheless, in their book ‘Neoclassical Realist 

Theory of International Politics’ researchers Norrin Ripsman, Jeffrey Taliaferro and Steven 

Lobell (hereafter referred to as Ripsman et al.) have set up a more solid NCR framework to 

improve NCR research. In this framework, as illustrated by figure 1, the authors make a 

distinction between the independent variable, the dependent variables, and the intervening 

variables. 

 
Figure 1: Neoclassical Realist model of foreign policy from Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics by N. 

Ripsman, J. Taliaferro, and S. Lobell (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 34.  

 

The independent variable is the systemic stimuli, meaning the threats and the 

opportunities that arise in the international political environment in which states interact. The 

dependent variables are the state’s foreign policy choices which are influenced by the 

international outcomes and structural change in the international system. Concerning the 

intervening variables, the authors name four domestic political clusters which affect three 

 
50 Nicolas Ross Smith, “Can Neoclassical Realism become a genuine theory of International Relations?,” Journal of Politics 
80, no. 2 (February 2018): 742- 49, there 742.  
51  Smith, “Can Neoclassical Realism become a genuine theory of International Relations?,” 745. 
52 Stephen Walt, “The Enduring Relevance of the Realist Tradition” in Ira Katznelson and Helen V. Milner, Political 
Science: State of the Discipline (Norton: American Political Science Association, 2002): 197-230, there 211. 
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intervening-level processes of policy-making and are common to the NCR theory. The first 

domestic variable cluster refers to leader images, meaning the beliefs or images of politicians 

charged with the making of foreign and defense policies.53 The second cluster is named the 

strategic culture, which refers to both the organizational culture of the military and bureaucratic 

institutions but also the deep-rooted cultural beliefs in society.54 Thirdly, the state-society 

relations cluster, is about the interactions between the central government institutions and 

economic or societal groups.55 And last, the domestic institutions materialize state-society 

relations in organizational routines and processes.56    

As illustrated in figure 1, the four domestic variable clusters can influence one or more 

of the three intervening level processes related to systemic stimuli: perception, decision-making 

and policy implementation. Leader images thus influence the accuracy of perceptions; the 

strategic culture shapes a state’s general responses; state–society relations, affect the state's 

ability to determine and implement decisions; and domestic political institutions, can either 

enable or constrain state leaders when they face societal opposition.57 

The interaction between the four variable clusters and the three intervening level 

processes works as a transmission belt for translating systemic stimuli into foreign policy 

responses and international outcomes.58 A result of the domestic decision-making processes, a 

state can choose between multiple policy options. However, none of these possible policy 

options might be the optimal response to satisfy systemic stimuli, simply because not only 

systemic constraints but domestic political imperatives as well determine the foreign policy of 

a state. 

So, to what extent can this Neoclassical Realism offer a more solid account of the 

foreign policy responses under the Trump administration than Mead’s ‘Innenpolitik’ analysis?  

The general hypothesis of this paper is that the Neoclassical Realist framework of Ripsman et 

al. can give a more comprehensive account of Trump’s foreign policy than the Mead’s 

Jacksonian tradition. Mead’s traditions lack a clear methodology and causational model, 

whereas the Neoclassical Realist framework of Ripsman et al. can offer an analytical framework 

that can analyze both (unclear) external and domestic factors. The hypothesis of this paper will 

be tested in the next two chapters.  

 

 
53 Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 61. 
54 Ibid., 66.  
55 Ibid., 70-71. 
56 Ibid., 75. 
57 Ripsman, “Neoclassical Realism,” 9.  
58 Smith, “Can Neoclassical Realism become a genuine theory of International Relations?,” 746. 
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Chapter 3 
Trump’s Foreign Policy - An Analysis of the Domestic Variables  
 

The hypothesis of this paper will be tested in two parts. In this chapter, it will be tested how 

Ripsman et al.’s four broad variable clusters fit into the American foreign policy under the 

Trump administration. This analysis can give an impression of the factors that influenced every 

foreign policy issue under the Trump administration. To see how these four variable clusters 

interacted and affected to three intervening level processes in greater detail, a case study about 

the Trump’s China Policy will follow in the next chapter.  

There are two points of caution that should be noted before reading the empirical 

chapters of this thesis. First, while this thesis suggests that approaches that solely focus on 

systemic or domestic variables should be questioned, it does not necessarily dismiss research 

that includes both variables but in a different manner than here. Such approaches could also 

offer interesting perspectives on Trump’s foreign policy-making. The framework of this thesis 

is just one theoretical attempt based on Neoclassical Realism to analyze the foreign policy of 

the Trump administration. Second, the Neoclassical Realist framework of this paper includes 

the major features but might not capture all characteristics of Trump’s foreign policy-making. 

Nonetheless, it should still give a more nuanced explanation of the nature the US foreign policy 

than the simplistic Jacksonian tradition for it analyses both international and domestic features 

and their interaction.  

Following Mead’s Jacksonian tradition, one would predict that the Trump 

administration would act upon the president’s disdain for multilateralism by withdrawing the 

US from multilateral institutions and trade agreements that are not directly beneficial for the 

US. Moreover, the tradition suggests that a Jacksonian administration would decrease its 

military interventions in areas in which the US is not directly threatened. However, the 

Jacksonian tradition could not predict that the Trump administration would continue many 

aspects of the Obama administration nor does it explain the processes behind the making of the 

foreign policy of the forty-fifth president. How does the Trump administration understand 

foreign policy issues and what factors influence the processes of foreign policy-making?  

This chapter will present the first part of this research to answer this question. In this 

chapter it will be examined how  Ripsman et al.’s domestic variable clusters can be used to look 

at the factors that affected the American foreign policy under the Trump administration. The 

four domestic variables that will be discussed are: the leader images of Trump, the American 

strategic culture, the American state-society relations, and the American political institutions.  
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The Leader Images of Donald Trump 

According to Ripsman et al., the variable ‘leader images’ refers to the beliefs, core values or 

images of the individuals who are charged with making the decisions about a state’s foreign 

policies.59 These foreign policy executives can include the president, the prime minister, the 

key cabinet members or prominent foreign policy advisors. For this thesis, it is decided to refer 

to this variable as Trump’s perception of international affairs and America’s place in the 

international system.  

 One way to interpret Trump’s perception on America’s foreign policy issues is to look 

at his public speeches, as these were used by Trump to promote his political views. What seems 

striking about Trump’s speeches, is that he often assumes that there is a strong correlation 

between America’s material decline and the country’s previous foreign policy. A campaign 

speech in which Trump suggested this correlation, was his foreign policy speech made on 27 

April 2016. In this speech, Trump accused Obama’s foreign policy for drastically weakening 

America’s power, through wasteful spending such as the enlargement of foreign debts and trade 

deficits. Furthermore, he said that this policy caused a loss of international respect for the US. 

Trump argued that in order to “Make America Great Again”, he wanted to “rebuild” the 

American military to ensure its global dominance and to “rebalance” America’s commitments 

to its allies.60 He also said that he wanted to “reinvigorate western values and institutions”, 

meaning that he disapproved the traditional goal of spreading “universal values that not 

everybody shares or wants”.61 Besides wanting to invest more effort in combatting the Islamic 

State, Trump’s speech generally promoted the argument that the US should stop investing 

valuable resources in foreign actors as they were rather necessary to strengthen America’s 

weakened military and economy.   

In his later speeches, Trump continued to stress his belief that the traditional American 

foreign policy approach was the main cause of America’s declining power. Another important 

speech which shows this vision, is his inaugural address made on 20 January 2017.62 While this 

speech was focused on domestic issues, Trump indirectly talked about foreign policy as well 

because he clearly linked America’s domestic problems to Washington’s former foreign trade 

policy. The argument he made was that by allowing other states (especially China) to trade 

 
59 Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 61. 
60 “Transcript: Donald Trump’s Foreign Policy Speech.” 
61 Ibid. 
62 Donald Trump, “The Inaugural Address,” The White House, January 20, 2017,  https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-
statements/the-inaugural-address/. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/the-inaugural-address/
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manufactured goods with the US, Washington had badly harmed the domestic industry. For 

example, Trump said that: “We’ve enriched foreign industry at the expense of American 

industry” and “one by one, the factories shuttered and left our shores, with not even a thought 

about the millions upon millions of American workers left behind. The wealth of our middle 

class has been ripped from their homes and then redistributed across the entire world”.63 In 

addition, Trump argued that other states had taken advantage of the US through “making our 

products, stealing our companies, and destroying our jobs”.64 As Trump had done in his 

previous campaign speeches, he promised to solve the situation by bringing back American 

jobs and to eliminate the America’s large trade deficit.  

Trump would continue his critique on the traditional American trade policy during his 

entire presidency. During the period prior to his mid-term election in November 2018, Trump 

for example mentioned that one of his administration’s greatest achievement was the new trade 

deal with Mexico and Canada, for this would have a very positive impact on the economic 

growth of the US.65 Furthermore, he argued that this deal generated more global respect for the 

US.66 It is often argued that Trump’s concern about America’s economy and trade, and trade 

deficits in particular, determine his perception of what the priorities of US foreign policy should 

be. For instance, Trump continued to strive for “fairer” free trade deals, while he appeared to 

be less committed to his other campaign promises, such as reducing foreign military 

interventions.67 Thus, Trump’s perception of international affairs appears to be determined by 

how he interprets America’s economic security and leverage upon other states. 

 

The American Strategic Culture  

Ripsman et al. define the variable of ‘strategic culture’ as the organizational culture of the 

military and bureaucratic institutions in combination with the broader cultural beliefs of a 

society.68 A state’s strategic culture results from its geography, resources, history, and social-

political structure. When describing the implications of a state’s strategic culture, Ripsman et 

al. argue that it shapes the collective norms and expectations of what constitutes an acceptable 

foreign policy response. Therefore, a strategic culture has the power to constrain political 

leaders from acting freely.69  

 
63 Trump, “The Inaugural Address.” 
64 Ibid. 
65 Donald Trump, “Speech: Donald Trump Holds a Political Rally Topeka Kansas”, Factbase, October 6, 2018, 
https://factba.se/transcript/donald-trump-speech-maga-rally-topeka-ks-october-6-2018.  
66 Trump, “Rally Speech. Topeka Kansas.” 
67 Lacatus, “Populism and President Trump’s approach to foreign policy,” 4.  
68 Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 66.  
69 Ibid., 67. 
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 A way to analyze a state’s strategic culture is by looking at its grand strategy, for this 

concept often illustrates a state’s strategic culture and determines how to act upon it. According 

to the international relations scholar Patrick Porter, the American grand strategy has consisted 

of four features since the end of the Cold War.70 The first feature is to have a strong military 

that can combat and deter foreign rivals. The second one is to reassure and contain foreign 

allies. Thirdly, the US would aim to integrate other states into its self-designed institutions and 

markets. And the last feature, is the ambition to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons.  

It should be noted that the American grand strategy has lost credibility due to the 

unsuccessful American involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the financial crisis of 2008.71 

Trump often referred to these failures to plea against the traditional American grand strategy 

and its influential supporters. While Trump was in favor of strengthening the US military forces, 

he rejected all other features. He repeatedly threatened to abandon foreign alliances, he strongly 

criticized free trade deals and the utility of multilateral institutions such as NATO and the UN, 

and he even seemed to tolerate nuclear proliferation. Furthermore, Trump often emphasized 

that the support of the Washington establishment for these features caused America’s declining 

power, for they solely served the interests this group of elites rather than interests of the 

American citizens.72    

Despite a general fear that Trump would further discredit the America’s grand strategy, 

many scholars argue that it continues to be the dominant feature of the American foreign policy, 

even under the Trump administration.73 Porter substantiates this argument by explaining that a 

combination of America’s resilient material power and entrenched habits perpetuated by the 

influential Washington establishment, strongly inhibit change.74  

 

 

 

 

 
70 Porter, “Why America's Grand Strategy Has Not Changed,” 9. 
71 Mark Beeson, “Donald Trump and Post-Pivot Asia: The Implications of a “Transactional” Approach to foreign policy,” 
Asian Studies Review 44, no.1 (2020):10-27, there 13. 
72 See for example Trump, “The Inaugural Address.” 
73 See for example Paul K. MacDonald, “America First? Explaining continuity and change in Trump’s Foreign Policy,” 
Political Science Quarterly 133, no. 3 (2018): 401-34 or Hill and Hurst, “The Trump presidency: continuity and change in 
US foreign policy.” 
74 Porter, “Why America's Grand Strategy Has Not Changed,” 11.  
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The American State-Society Relations 

The American state-society relations can be defined as the interactions between central state 

institutions and various economic or societal groups.75 An important issue related to this 

variable is which socio-economic interest group have a dominant relationship with the state and 

can thereby significantly affect the state’s policies.76 

  In the study of American politics and society, the pluralist theory of government used 

to be dominant. The pluralist theory argues that although there are elite members of society, no 

particular social group would dominate US politics as a variety of interest groups and 

organizations distribute the political power.77 Furthermore, it can be argued that all citizens can 

influence American politics through their representation by elected Congress members and 

voicing their social demands in the media. Another sociological theory that remains significant 

as well, is the elite theory. This theory presumes that the US government, together with its large 

corporations and military, is controlled by a small group of elites situated at the top of the 

American society.78 It is often claimed that this group of elites would predominantly consist 

out of the American cooperate community, mainly the leaders of large (multinational) 

corporations, important think tanks directors and the owners of corporate wealth.79 To preserve 

its interests, this group would actively use its power and network to shape policy-making in the 

US.  

While an anti-elite rhetoric was central to Trump’s election campaign, the elite theory 

did gain more credibility during the Trump era. On the one hand, Trump did fulfill his campaign 

promise to denounce those who defended the status quo as his top foreign-policy makers were 

predominantly from outside the Washington-based foreign-policy establishment. In January 

2017, only two of his thirty top foreign-policy makers had prior experience in federal state 

positions.80 Furthermore, there were few connections with important think tanks or research 

institutions, which is in stark contrast with Trump’s predecessors.81 On the other hand, there 

were many administration members with corporate affiliations. At the start of Trump’s 

presidency in January 2017, 72 percent of the individuals that worked for the administration 

 
75 Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 71. 
76 Ibid., 71-73. 
77 This theory was coined by Robert Dahl in Who Governs? Democracy and power in an American city (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1961). 
78 Wright Mills was the first scholar to apply this theory on the system of power in the United States in his book The Power 
Elite (London: Oxford University Press, 1956). 
79 See for example Thomas R. Dye, Top Down Policymaking (New York: Chatham House, 2001) or William G. Domhoff, 
Who Rules America? (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1967). 
80 Nana de Graaff and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn, “The Transnationalist US Foreign-policy Elite in Exile? A Comparative 
Network Analysis of the Trump Administration,” Global Networks (November 2019):1- 27, there 9. 
81 de Graaff and van Apeldoorn, “The Transnationalist US Foreign-policy Elite in Exile?,” 16. 
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came from the corporate sphere.82 As regards to Trump’s foreign policy staff, this was even 

more than 80 percent.83 While these numbers are outstanding, the Trump administration did 

follow the general trend. Namely, research has shown that around two-thirds of the America’s 

top foreign-policy makers of the past three administrations before Trump, had top-level 

corporate affiliations before serving in a presidential administration.84 Furthermore, about half 

of them returned to the corporate world after they left the government.85 What also seems to 

confirm that corporate interests highly influenced Trump’s policy-making, is the fact that the 

president rejected any openness about his wealth and that he favored individuals with clear 

interests in influencing governments policies in exchange for holding events and engaging in 

transactions in Trump-related businesses.86   

While it remains hard to prove who exactly has leverage upon the American government 

and thus the foreign policy-making processes too, it seems plausible that Trump enabled the 

corporate sector to easily communicate its interests and could therefore influence the 

administration’s foreign policy.  

 

The American Political Institutions  

This variable refers to the structure of a state and the domestic institutions which crystallize the 

state-society relations by making and executing a state’s foreign policy.87 The most important 

institutions related to the US foreign policy that can be analyzed are the State Department, the 

Department of Defense, the National Security Council, the Congress, and the presidential 

administration. The State Department, the Department of Defense and the National Security 

Council are all shaped by the presidential administration and thus mainly implement the details 

of the foreign policy which was first broadly laid out by the president. Nevertheless, they can 

advise the president on national security, military, and foreign policy issues. 

While the aforementioned institutions are mainly responsible for shaping the foreign 

policy, the American Congress has some legislative power to influence it. For instance, the 

Congress has the power to authorize and appropriate funds for defense (both nationally and 

internationally), to legislate the administration’s trade and economic policies and to declare 

 
82 Timothy Gill, “Why the power elite continues to dominate American politics,” The Washington Post, December 24, 2018 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2018/12/24/why-power-elite-continues-dominate-american-politics/.  
83 De Graaff and van Apeldoorn, “The Transnationalist US Foreign-policy Elite in Exile?,” 10.  
84 Nana de Graaff and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn, “US-China Relations and the Liberal World Order: Contending Elites, 
Colliding Visions?,” International Affairs 94, no. 1 (2018): 113-31, there 123. 
85 de Graaff and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn, “US-China relations and the liberal world order,” 123. 
86 Salvador Santino Regilme, “The Decline of American Power and Donald Trump: Reflections on Human Rights, 
Neoliberalism, and the World Order,” Geoforum 102 (2019):157- 66, there 163.  
87 Ripsman et al., Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 75. 
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war.88 While the president negotiates international treaties and appoints the secretaries and the 

ambassadors, the Congress officially needs to approve those treaties and appointments before 

they can be enforced.89At last, the Congress might also influence foreign policy through 

proposing sanctions, which can induce the administration to take foreign policy actions.90 In 

short, the president and his departments are responsible for designing and executing the 

American foreign policy, but they need congressional approval to implement it. 

The American Congress thus has the formal duty to check and balance the power of the 

president. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the Congress’s oversight of the US foreign 

policy has declined since the second world war, and especially since the mid-1990s. As argued 

by historian Arthur Schlesinger in the 1970s, the original checks of the constitution did not take 

into account that the US would become a superpower state nor were they flexible enough to be 

revised in order to keep up with this transition.91 As a result, American presidents have acquired 

more powers beyond the original limits of the constitution. Another change that since the 1990s 

further reduced the ability of the legislative body to constrain the power of the executive branch, 

is the increased polarization between the Republican and Democratic parties and a decrease of 

foreign policy expertise among members of Congress.92 As a result, the decision-making 

processes regarding foreign issues have become centralized in the White House.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

To sum up, this chapter has outlined the domestic variables that influence the foreign policy-

making processes of the Trump administration. First, it was argued that Trump’s concern about 

America’s weakened economic status can be considered a driving force behind his perception 

of what America’s foreign policy priorities are. Secondly, it was argued that despite some loss 

of credibility and Trump’s strong criticism, the American strategic culture and traditional grand 

strategy are likely to remain an influential factor in the making of foreign policy. As to the 

American state-society relations, it was suggested that corporate interests are likely to have 

much leverage on Trump’s foreign policy. At last, a brief overview of the American political 

institutions explained that the Trump administration can circumvent the checks and balances of 

 
88 Theodore Lowi, Benjamin Ginsberg and Kenneth Shepsle, American Government: Power and Purpose (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2006), 163.  
89 Lowi, Ginsberg and Shepsle, American Government, 163. 
90 Jordan Tama, “Forcing the President’s Hand: How the US Congress Shapes Foreign Policy through Sanctions Legislation,” 
Foreign Policy Analysis 16, no. 3 (2020): 397-416.  
91 Arthur M. Schlesinger, The Imperial Presidency (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1973).  
92 James Goldgeier and Elizabeth Saunders, “The Unconstrained Presidency: Checks and Balances Eroded Long Before 
Trump,” Council on Foreign Affairs, August 14, 2018, https://www.cfr.org/article/unconstrained-presidency-checks-and-
balances-eroded-long-trump.  
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the Congress when executing his desired foreign policy responses. Knowing which domestic 

variables influence the construction of Trump’s foreign policy, this paper can now proceed in 

studying a case study to analyze the impact of these variables in greater detail.  
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Chapter 4 
Trump’s China Policy - Testing the Domestic Variables 
 

When Donald Trump became the forty-fifth American president, the US was facing an 

increased security threat from China. In the last two decades, China has become the second 

biggest economy of the world and it is increasingly trying to weaken the dominant influence of 

the US on the global economic system, by actively promoting a diversification of the 

international monetary and investment system. China’s foundation of the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank and its Belt and Road Initiative are clear examples of this.93 Meanwhile, the 

huge Chinese trade surplus with US, in combination with low currency value of the Chinese 

yuan and large amount of American treasury notes, have also increased China’s leverage over 

the American economy.94 Along these economic projects, China has developed a military 

system which can be used to block American activities in the Asia-Pacific region. Furthermore, 

the state is increasingly trying to expand its territory in the disputed areas of the South China 

sea, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. 

All these phenomena have significantly altered the relative distribution of power in the 

international system in China’s favor. Whereas the United States is still the world’s superpower, 

China is following up and has the potential to take America’s place. In other words, finding an 

appropriate strategy to deal with China’s increased power and to protect America’s interests, is 

a priority of the American government. How does the Trump administration understand this 

increasingly competitive bilateral relationship and how does it define America’s policy related 

to this issue? 

Again, following Mead’s Jacksonian tradition, one would predict that an administration 

led by a Jacksonian leader would adopt an aggressive policy towards China for the state forms 

a direct threat to America’s interests. Furthermore, it would suggest that the Trump 

administration would be less committed to America’s traditional alliances and withdraw US 

forces to safe valuable resources that were necessary to solve America’s urgent problems. 

However, Trump’s actual China and Asia-Pacific policy proofed to be more nuanced these 

predictions.  

The previous chapter gave an impression of the domestic factors that influenced 

America’s general foreign policy under the Trump administration according to the Neoclassical 

 
93 Zhaohui Wang, “Understanding Trump’s Trade Policy with China: International Pressures Meet Domestic Politics,” 
Pacific Focus 34, no. 3 (2019): 376-407, there 388.  
 94R. Wolverson and C. Alessi, “Confronting U.S.-China Economic Imbalances,” Council on Foreign Relations, November 2, 
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Realist framework of Ripsman et al. This chapter will apply the Neoclassical Realist framework 

a more specific foreign policy issue, namely Trump’s China policy, and to a lesser extent 

Trump’s Asia-Pacific policy. This case study will show in greater detail how the interaction 

between the four variable clusters during the three policy processes, works as a transmission 

belt for translating the systemic stimulus, the increasingly competitive US-China relationship, 

into foreign policy responses. This chapter will now proceed by analyzing how the previously 

discussed domestic variables interacted and affected the three policy processes of Trump’s 

China policy: the perception process, the decision-making process, and the implementation 

process. At the end it will become clear that Trump’s leader images greatly affected the policy 

processes regarding America’s trade policy towards China, whereas the other three variables 

overruled the impact of these images on the security and ideological aspects of Trump’s China 

policy.  

 

The Perception Process  

As explained by Ripsman et al., the perception process can be defined as the first policy phase, 

in which incoming systemic stimuli are being interpreted. Ripsman et al. stress that the 

perception process is not only affected by international factors but also results from the leader’s 

images and a state’s strategic culture.  

 When talking about the impact of these domestic variables, Ripsman et al. argue that 

leader images have the greatest impact on policy-making when decisions have to be made 

quickly, whereas the strategic culture influences both short-term and longer-term foreign policy 

planning.95 They explain this by stating that when secrecy and quick decisions are required, 

such as in crisis situations, leaders tend to have more control while more decision time gives 

other actors the opportunity to get involved and to contribute.96 However, as a state’s strategic 

culture is often entrenched in society and political institutions, this variable tends to have a 

significant influence at all times. Policymakers do not like to attract much opposition or 

jeopardize their power and thus often do not risk making policies that go against the strategic 

culture.97 So how did the interaction between Trump’s images and the American strategic 

culture regarding China’s rise shape the perception process?  

Going back to the earlier discussed foreign policy speech, Trump made it clear how he 

perceived China’s rise. In this speech, Trump argued that the US should take a tougher stance 
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97 Ibid., 92. 
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towards China for the state’s growth went hand in hand with America’s decreased wealth. He 

accused China from assaulting American jobs and wealth, stealing government secrets through 

cyber-attacks, engaging industrial espionage against the US, and violating its commitments 

under the World Trade Organization.98 Interestingly, whereas Trump talked a lot about China’s 

economic assault, he barely criticized China’s expansive actions in the South China Sea. This 

is surprising, since these actions threaten America’s security interests in the region, such as the 

freedom of navigation in an important trade route and the safety American allies.99   

Many of Trump’s speeches related to China, show that the president prioritized the 

economic aspects of the bilateral relationship. For example, in Trump’s addresses to the UN 

General Assembly of 2018 and 2019, his comments on China were mostly related to trade and 

how the state had damaged the American economy.100 In both speeches, Trump did not 

explicitly denounce China’s human rights violations or the state’s expansionist actions, this 

while criticism towards these issues had increased among Congress and the American public 

opinion. In situations in which Trump did devote attention to these affairs, he used a less 

aggressive rhetoric than towards trade issues.   

A good example that confirms this argument is Trump’s statements on the Uyghur affaire. 

While the Trump administration has imposed sanctions in the name of human rights violations 

in Iran and Venezuela, Trump stated that he did not want to do the same in the case of the mass 

internment of ethnic Uyghurs for that might jeopardize the trade talks with Beijing.101 As 

Chinese officials have often angrily rejected foreign criticism of their treatment of the Uyghur 

population by calling it unacceptable inference into China’s internal affairs, Trump clearly used 

a pragmatic approach to avoid further bilateral tensions.   

Trump said similar things about China’s repressive actions in Hong Kong. In November 

2019, Trump refused to sign a legislation to support pro-democracy activists in Hong Kong 

even though this bill was broadly supported by the Congress. Trump argued that he did support 

the protesters, but that he could not sign the bill as he was still “in the process of making the 

 
98 “Transcript: Donald Trump’s Foreign Policy Speech.” 
99 Lester B. Stone, Global Power Revelry and South China Sea (London: VIJ Books, 2018). 
100 See “Remarks by President Trump to the 73rd Session of the United Nations General Assembly,” The White House, 
September 25, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-73rd-session-united-
nations-general-assembly-new-york-ny/ and “Remarks by President Trump to the 74th Session of the United Nations General 
Assembly,” The White House, September 25, 2019, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-
trump-74th-session-united-nations-general-assembly/. 
101 Michael Crowley, “Trump Says He Avoided Punishing China Over Uighur Camps to Protect Trade Talks,” The New York 
Times, June 21, 2020,  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/21/us/politics/trump-uighurs-china-trade.html. 
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largest trade deal in history”.102 Furthermore, when talking about this issue, Trump repeatedly 

said that he considered the Chinese president Xi Jinping a great leader and a friend.103   

Concerning Trump’s narrative about the “unfair” trade relation with China, Trump mostly 

talked about how China’s currency manipulation had led to an enormous American trade deficit 

which threatened America’s sovereignty. It is true that China has increased its leverage on the 

American economy. China has bought a lot of American treasury notes to maintain a high yuan-

dollar exchange rate, and as a result China is one of the largest lenders to the American 

government. If China would decide to sell its American treasury notes, it could bring the US 

economy into a recession.104 Furthermore, due to China’s currency politics, it is harder for the 

US to export to China than it is the other way around, which indeed increases America’s trade 

deficit. 

 However, it needs to be emphasized this situation does not necessarily undermine 

America’s interests. China’s currency policy is allowed under the current rules of the 

International Monetary Fund (which were shaped by the US) and that it also helps to reduce 

America’s trade deficit as it inhibits the exchange rate from rising too quickly.105 Moreover, it 

is unlikely that China would want to start an American recession, for this would badly hurt the 

Chinese export market. In addition, Trump’s narrative ignores the argument that all Americans 

highly profit from the China’s currency policy as this results in lower consumer prices. 

America’s trade deficit with China thus also serves US interests. Consequently, America’s 

grand strategy used to stimulate close economic cooperation with China and enhance free trade 

opportunities rather than to reject these values. In that sense, Trump’s perception of how to 

approach China economically clearly differentiates from America’s strategic culture.  

Looking at Trump’s controversial comments on decreasing America’s commitment to its 

allies and allowing them to develop the nuclear weapons, it is tempting to suggest that Trump’s 

image regarding the security aspects of America’s China or Asia policy also largely 

differentiated from America’s strategic culture. Afterall, while many politicians had used the 

“burden sharing” argument before, most did not dare to propose that states like Japan and South 

Korea should develop nuclear weapons.106 However, Trump’s image regarding the security 

aspects of America’s Asia-Pacific policy only differentiated from the strategic culture in 
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scenario’s when he perceived that the traditional security strategy undermined America’s 

economic interests. For instance, during his entire presidency Trump would continuously 

demand new bilateral trade deals, but he would soften his initial critical stance on security issues 

such as America’s traditional ‘One China policy’, making alliances more conditional and 

allowing nuclear proliferation.107  

 

The Decision-Making Process  

As explained Ripsman et al., the decision-making process is the second policy phase in which 

policymakers discuss and decide how an appropriate foreign policy should look like. Because 

this process often takes a considerable amount of time, important interest groups and institutions 

tend to get more opportunities to be involved.108 Hence, foreign policy executives are now also 

influenced by the state-society relations and the domestic political institutions variables, besides 

the strategic culture. In this process, the state’s leaders have thus less chances to sidestep 

important interest groups or institutions with veto powers.109 In addition, Ripsman et al. noted 

that: “The degree to which state-society relations are cooperative rather than competitive and 

the degree to which domestic political institutions allow the executive greater policy autonomy 

will be of great significance to policy planning endeavors”.110 So, to what extent did the 

American strategic culture, in combination with the American state-society relations and the 

domestic political institutions, impact Trump’s China policy after the first impressions had been 

shaped?  

 As explained in the previous chapter, it often argued that the corporate community 

would be the most significant interest group in the US. And traditionally, this corporate 

community would also have a globalist outlook on foreign policy issues. Consequently, the US 

government and its policies would be biased towards globalist corporate interests. This includes 

America’s China policy, leading to a policy that aimed to maintain assess to and control over 

market and commercial sea lanes of the Asian region.111 However, with Trump becoming 

president, it became less clear if the interests and world views of the traditional domestic elite 

would continue to dominate the America’s China policy. 
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It can be complex to analyze the impact of interest groups due to large degree of 

confidentially and unclarity about the decision-making processes in a state’s government, 

especially in the case of the Trump administration because of the many fluctuations in the 

administration’s personnel. Nevertheless, researchers have been able to present data about the 

American state-society relations during the Trump administration. For example, social 

scientists Nana de Graaff and Bastiaan van Apeldoorn have analyzed the nature of the elite 

networks of Trump’s top foreign policy makers at the start of his presidency. Their research 

showed that only a few administration positions related to foreign policy were given to 

individuals who could be considered part of the Washington establishment or to people who 

had affiliations with important think tanks.112 However, their research also showed that 

approximately 80 percent of Trump’s top foreign policy-makers had prior corporate affiliations, 

which is more than the three predeceasing administrations. Of those top foreign policy-makers 

with prior corporate affiliations, more than 50 percent came from generally transnationally 

oriented sectors and large companies, which is similar to the predeceasing presidential 

administrations.113 Nonetheless, de Graaff and van Apeldoorn also noted that the other half of 

Trump’s top foreign policy-makers had more diverse and unconventional corporate affiliations 

than usual, leading to more cross-sectoral interests.114 As a result, Trump’s foreign policy elite 

represented both transnational and national corporate interests, whereas the foreign policy elite 

of the former administrations mostly represented transnational interests.  

This argument is well reflected in the literature that discusses the tense relationships 

between Trump’s staff members. It is often said that the Trump administration was divided into 

two groups regarding its views on foreign policy issues, especially regarding economic 

issues.115 On the one hand, there would have been a ‘globalist faction’ which was initially 

represented by the director of the National Economic Council Gary Cohn. Other examples of 

staff members who were considered to be part of this faction as well were Agriculture Secretary 

Sonny Perdue, Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, and national 

intelligence Dan Coats.116 This faction was in favor of strong military and economic 

engagement in the Asian-Pacific region as a strategy to counter China’s rise. Therefore, this 
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faction favored (multilateral) free-trade agreements such as the TPP and close cooperation with 

traditional American allies such as Japan, Australia, and South-Korea. Moreover, they were 

against imposing tariffs on Chinese goods for they feared Chinese retaliation. In general, it 

could thus be argued that this faction wanted to continue the traditional American strategic 

culture.  

On the other hand, there would have been a typical ‘America First faction’ which was 

initially represented by former chief strategist Steve Bannon and Trump’s chief trade advisor 

Peter Navarro.117 This group was in favor a strong anti-China stance over currency 

manipulation, tariffs, and other trade issues. Furthermore, they pleaded for a decrease of 

military involvement in the Asia-Pacific region and demanded more equal burden sharing 

between the US and its allies. In short, this faction supported Trump’s election rhetoric that 

heavily criticized the traditional American strategic culture. Both Steve Bannon and Peter 

Navarro had a noteworthy influence on Trump’s China Policy. Steve Bannon was Trump’s 

strongest advocate for calling China a currency manipulator.118 Peter Navarro is considered 

Trump’s strongest ally on the issue of trade deficits and imposing tariffs on Chinese goods. 

Being one of the few economists who fiercely rejects trade deficits, Navarro was hired to 

provide the president with the academic evidence that confirmed Trump’s distrust of free trade 

agreements.119 Navarro’s core argument was that trade deficits increased the abilities of foreign 

actors (such China) to control American companies and industries at the expense of the national 

security.120  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the American political institution which could 

significantly determine the decision-making process of Trump’s China policy is the Congress. 

However, similarly to the Trump administration itself, the Congress was very divided on the 

economic aspects of Trump’s China policy. Interestingly, studies have shown that members of 

the Republican party used to be advocates of free trade agreements, whereas the Democratic 

party often promoted more protectionist trade policies.121 For example, in designing the TPP 

deal, President Obama received significantly got more support from Republican members than 

from his own party members.122 Nevertheless, the Republican members of Congress were more 

supportive of Trump’s mercantilist policies related to China than the Democratic ones. In 
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August 2019, Pew Research Centre showed that 49 percent of the Republican party members 

and voters supported a continuation of the US trade tariffs on Chinese goods compared to 36 

percent of the Democratic party members and voters.123 Pew Research Centre also showed that 

many Americans do not necessarily think that China’s growing economy is bad, as 50 percent 

still thinks that China’s growing economy is good for the US as well.124 

Despite the fact that there were many Republican congress members who did not agree 

with Trump’s trade war, few made public objections against the president’s economic 

suggestions.125 It is argued by scholars that the main reasons for this support were the relative 

popularity of Trump’s economic ideas among American voters and his willingness to retaliate 

against opponents.126 Indeed, Republican politicians who altered their attitude towards free 

trade agreements in favor of Trump’s tariff policy, have performed better in the mid-term 

elections of 2018 than those who did not.127 In addition, the increased American political 

division during the Trump era also greatly contributed to Congress’ decreased ability to prevent 

the president from acting freely. According to Pew Research Centre, the divisions between 

Republicans and Democrats on fundamental political values grown wider under the Trump 

administration than they already were under the Obama administration.128 As a result of this 

increased partisan polarization, political leaders have become more inclined to officially favor 

extreme policies above moderate ones.  

Interestingly, the Congress was united in its support for the administration’s security 

strategy on China and even motivated to the administration to put more pressure on China 

regarding human rights issues. In the last two years there has been a much congressional activity 

related to China policy issues. For instance, the Congress approved bills and authorized funds 

that increased spending related to advancing the capabilities of the US military in the Asia 

Pacific region and strengthening the domestic security infrastructure against Chinese espionage 

and influence campaigns.129 Furthermore, Congress pressured Trump to impose sanctions 

against Chinese government officials responsible for the Uyghur detention camps and human 

rights violations in Hong Kong.  
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The unusual unity of the Congress can be explained by its representation of the 

increasingly negative American image of China. As shown by the Pew Research Centre in 

September 2019, 60 percent of Americans had an unfavorable opinion of China, compared to 

47 percent in 2018.130  Americans’ concern was mostly focused on China’s increasing military 

strength, as 81 percent of the American population thought that China’s growing military power 

was bad for the US.131 In addition, about three-quarter of the American would think that the US 

should promote human rights in China, even if this could harm economic relations between the 

two states.132 Given that the American strategic culture prescribes that the US should protect 

its interests through material strength when threatened by a foreign rival, it is understandable 

that many Americans were in favor of a tougher security approach towards China.  

  

The Implementation Process 

As explained Ripsman et al., the implementation process is the third and last policy phase in 

which resources are mobilized in order to carry out the earlier made policy decisions, 

thus leading to actual foreign policy responses. For the implementation of a foreign policy, 

foreign policy executives are conditioned domestically by the state’s strategic culture, the state-

society relations, and the domestic political institutions.  The question that arises is, to what 

extent did the Trump administration to implement its leaders’ perceptions and decisions 

regarding an appropriate China policy?  

One way to look at the implementation of Trump’s China policy, is to examine the 

official documents that promoted the strategic outlook and general guideline of the Trump 

administration, such as the National Security Strategy of 2017. Compared to the National 

Security Strategy of 2015, this new strategy had a more assertive tone towards China. In the 

National Security Strategy of the Obama administration, the importance of a cooperative 

bilateral relationship was clearly emphasized by stating that the US welcomed “the rise of a 

stable, peaceful, and prosperous China” and sought “to develop a constructive relationship with 

China that delivers benefits for our two peoples and promotes security and prosperity in Asia 

and around the world”.133 While the Trump administration mentions its willingness to cooperate 

with China, it suggests that this cooperation will rather result from America’s position of 
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strength than from China’s liberalization. For instance, the administration rejected the “belief 

that support for China’s rise and its integration into the post-war international order would 

liberalize China” for “contrary to our hopes, China expanded its power at the expense of the 

sovereignty of others”.134  

To counter China’s challenges to America’s security and prosperity, the document’s 

first chapter is dedicated to the administration’s ambition to enhance the America’s military 

capabilities. The second chapter of the document talks about the protection of America’s 

economic security. Interestingly, China is only explicitly mentioned here when referring to theft 

of American intellectual property.135 This chapter thus does not suggest that the Trump 

administration was in favor of imposing tariffs.  

In addition to the National Security Strategy, the later published National Defense 

Strategy, issued by the US Department of Defense, further elaborated on the administration’s 

strategic stance towards China. This document stated that “long-term strategic competitions 

with China […] are the principal priorities for the Department” which “require both increased 

and sustained investment, because of the magnitude of the threats [it] pose[s] to U.S. security 

and prosperity today, and the potential for those threats to increase in the future.”136 Thus, when 

looking at the security aspects of the administration’s official China approach, it stands out that 

it views the US-China relationship as zero-sum game and that it wants to act upon this by 

increasing its competitiveness.  

 Reading National Security Strategy and National Defense Strategy, one might argue that 

the globalist faction succeed in pushing through a policy that suited its worldview for they 

emphasize all four features of the traditional American grand strategy. For instance, the 

documents advocate for a continuation of America’s primacy by enhancing the state’s military 

capabilities and presence in vital regions in the world. This is interesting, considering that 

Trump election promise was to reduce foreign military interventions. Also, while the document 

does name Trump’s desire that allies should have a greater share of the responsibility to protect 

the world from common threats, this point does not come back as often as the reassuring 

comments about supporting American allies.137 
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Nevertheless, it needs to be stressed here that President Trump regularly ignored or 

distrusted suggestions from his close advisors, especially regarding economic issues. The books 

of journalist Bob Woodward ‘Fear’ and ‘Rage’ for example describes numerous dialogues in 

which Trump entirely neglects the advice of his staff members on the issue of trade, despite 

their great commitment to convince him otherwise.138 Trump’s director of national intelligence 

Dan Coats, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis all expressed 

that they were against placing tariffs on Chinese goods for this would hurt the bilateral 

relationship and raise the prices for American consumers too.139 Obviously, Trump’s trade war 

with China shows that the President did not listen to their advice. Furthermore, all three staff 

members advised Trump to maintain strong economic and security alliances with America’s 

traditional Asian-Pacific partners in order to counter China’s strength.140 Trump regularly 

criticized their commitments to these alliances, saying that his advisors were “a bunch of 

pussies [who] care more about their alliances than they do about trade deals”.141 In addition, 

Trump replaced many top foreign policy advisors who disagreed with his views, such as 

National Security Advisor H.R. McMaster, Jim Mattis and Rex Tillerson.142 As a result, it 

remained unpredictable to what extent Trump’s foreign policy elite could really influence the 

president’s foreign policy responses.  

 Looking at Trump’s actual policy responses, it can be argued that the Trump 

administration was not consistently hardline. On the one hand, it pursued a hawkish China 

policy. It started a bilateral trade war and Trump openly accused China of causing and spreading 

the COVID-19 virus. Furthermore, the administration has taken many steps to shut down 

perceived Chinese espionage and influence activities in the US. Chinese state-run media outlets 

and the Confucius Institute U.S. Center were designated as foreign interference tools, which 

resulted in the requirement of detailed disclosures of their personnel and property to the US 

State Department.143  In addition, Trump approved plans to increase US freedom of navigation 

operations in the South China Sea to counter China’s aggressive expansion in that area.144 For 
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all these issues, Trump was supported by the Congress. This was especially the case with 

security measures, such as the passing of the Foreign Investment Risk Review Modernization 

Act and the Export Control Reform Act, which both tightened the rules related to foreign 

investment screening and exports of sensitive technologies.145  

But on the other hand, Trump actively tried to evade tensions with China by maintaining 

close contact with the Chinese president Xi and showing little interest in China’s human rights 

violations.146 Even more interesting, while Trump had often favored strong sanctions against 

Chinese companies to protect the national security, this approach was not always consistent 

either. For example, Trump’s former national security advisor John Bolton claimed that the 

president ended sanctions against the Chinese telecommunication company ZTE to favor the 

president Xi.147 Furthermore, Trump would have offered to end sanctions against Huawei in 

exchange for trade concessions.148 These points again show that Trump’s interest in trade issues 

is prioritized above other China policy priorities. However, Trump was not always able to act 

upon his perception as the Congress induced the administration to impose sanctions on China 

over the Hong Kong national security law and the detention and persecution of Uyghurs.149  

It should be noted that the US largely continued Obama’s security approach towards the 

Asia-Pacific region. For instance, the Trump administration would enhance its military strength 

in the region by deploying the US Thermal High-Altitude Area Defense anti-missile system in 

South Korea and it would pressure North Korea to halt its development of nuclear weapons. 

Also, while it is true that Trump’s frequent blunt tweets and public statements continued to 

cause tensions with foreign partners, the president also established closer contact with the 

political leaders of North Korea, The Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand, who were previously 

shunned by the American government because of concerns over corruption, human rights 

violations and the autocratic regimes.150 Furthermore, Trump’s diplomatic appointees explicitly 

reassured Asian states of America’s alliance commitments.151 Trump’s rhetorical pressure on 

North Korea is often considered the only significant differences between Trump’s Asia policy 
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and the policy of the Obama administration.152 In other words, the security approach of Trump 

administration towards the Asia-Pacific region largely continued the values of America’s 

strategic culture.   

 

Concluding Remarks  

The analysis of chapter has shown how Trump’s China policy can be explained by a 

Neoclassical Realist framework. The Neoclassical Realist framework of this paper suggested 

that the interaction between the four domestic variables, Trump’s leader images, America’s 

strategic culture, the American state-society relations, and the domestic political institutions, 

would affect the three policy processes of perception, decision-making and implementation.  

 Concerning the perception process, it was argued that Trump understood China’s 

economic rise as the greatest threat to the sovereignty and primacy of the US whereas he cared 

less about China’s human rights violations or military build-up. Therefore, he wanted to counter 

the China’s economic strength through a policy that put much pressure on China via tariffs and 

new trade negotiations. It was also argued that Trump’s perception on economic issues differed 

from America’s strategic culture or traditional grand strategy, which used to stimulate strong 

economic cooperation with China. However, Trump’s perception regarding the security aspects 

of America’s China or Asia-Pacific policy only differentiated from the strategic culture in 

scenario’s when he perceived that the traditional security strategy undermined America’s 

economic interests 

 The decision-making process proved to be in favor of Trump’s economic perception 

whereas this was not necessarily the case on non-economic issues. This can be explained by the 

fact that both Trump’s foreign policy staff and the Congress were very divided on economic 

foreign policy issues. The dividedness within Trump’s foreign policy team resulted from the 

varied corporate backgrounds of the staff members, whereas the dividedness of the Congress 

can be explained by the popularity of Trump’s economic proposals among American voters and 

the political polarization between the Republican and the Democratic party. Furthermore, 

Trump’s willingness to retaliate against those who disagreed with him, might also have 

motivated both congress members and staff members to hide their criticism on the president’s 

trade obsession. While America’s strategic culture used to stimulate the promotion of 

multilateral free trade agreements and close economic cooperation with China, the dividedness 

of the American society now decreased the impact of this variable. However, on security and 
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human rights issues, there was considerable unity among the American public and Congress 

members which led to congressional activity related to these policy issues.  

 The implementation process showed that Trump’s perceptions on trade prevailed in 

economic foreign policy responses, such as the withdrawal of the US from the TPP, the trade 

war with China and the renegotiations of trade agreements. However, this was not the case for 

Trump’s China or Asia policy on security or human rights issues. While Trump personally 

desired to avoid tensions with China on non-economic matters, his wishes were brushed aside 

by the increasingly negative public image towards China’s military strength, which was again 

driven by America’s strategic culture and enforced by the legislative power of the Congress. In 

addition, it seems like Trump’s globalist foreign policy staff successfully lobbied the president 

to uphold the features of the traditional grand strategy. As result of these factors, the official 

documents of the administration in combination with its actions, showed that Trump’s policy 

largely continued the security approach of his predecessor despite Trump’s initial promises not 

to do so.  
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The General Conclusion 
 

The goal of the thesis was to get a better understanding of Trump’s foreign policy. In the first 

chapter, this paper discussed the Jacksonian foreign policy tradition designed by Walter Russell 

Mead. Mead’s Jacksonian tradition is often used to explain both Trump’s election victory in 

2016 and his foreign policy actions. However, this paper argued that the popular Jacksonian 

tradition could not offer a satisfying explanation for Trump’s foreign policy. Mead’s foreign 

policy traditions could not explain why the Trump administration continued many aspects of 

Obama’s foreign policy, despite Trump’s strong critique and promises to change it. It was 

argued that this problem was caused by the absence of an analytical framework and 

methodology. In addition, Mead’s traditions do not carefully consider the causal mechanisms 

laid out by theories of international relations and they therefore ignore important but less 

obvious factors of influence. To solve the shortcomings of Mead’s traditions and offer a better 

explanation of Trump’s foreign policy, this paper suggested to look at Trump’s foreign policy 

from a Neoclassical Realist perspective.  

The hypothesis of this thesis was that a Neoclassical Realist approach could give a more 

comprehensive understanding of Trump’s foreign policy than the Jacksonian tradition for 

Neoclassical Realist approaches are based on causation models that implement domestic, 

systemic and agency factors. To test this hypothesis, this thesis adopted the Neoclassical Realist 

framework of Ripsman et al. to analyze Trump’s foreign policy. The variables that were used 

within this framework were: Trump’s perception of international affairs and America’s position 

in the global system, America’s strategic culture and traditional grand strategy, America’s state-

society relations and America’s political institutions. After a general analysis of these variables, 

a case study of Trump’s China policy was used to examine the interaction of the four 

intervening variables in the three policy processes in greater depth.  

 The case on Trump’s China policy showed that the four domestic variables did not 

equally influence the policy processes. In situations when the state-society relations were 

competitive and the domestic political institutions allowed the executive power greater policy 

autonomy, such as Trump’s trade policy towards China, the leader images variable prevailed. 

However, in situations when the state-society relations were less competitive and the domestic 

political institutions did not allow the executive power complete policy autonomy, such as 

Trump’s security and human rights policy towards China, the leader images variable was less 

deciding. The variable of the strategic culture was always present, for it highly influenced the 

American public opinion on all policy issues related to China. However, this variable was most 
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influential when state-society relations and the domestic political institutions were aligned with 

it.  

As a result of a general analysis of Trump’s foreign policy in chapter three and the more 

specific case study of Trump’s China policy in chapter four, it became clear that Ripsman’s et 

al. Neoclassical Realist framework can offer a valuable insights of the causal mechanisms that 

shaped Trump’s foreign policy. As a result of this, Ripsman’s et al. framework can explain why 

Trump was not consistently hawkish towards China or why the Trump administration would 

not abandon America’s alliances or foreign interventions, whereas the Mead’s Jacksonian 

tradition is not able to illustrate these nuances. Ripsman’s et al. Neoclassical Realist framework 

can thus indeed give us a better understanding of the complex processes than the Mead’s foreign 

policy traditions that entirely lack an analytical framework. Nevertheless, some caveats need to 

be made on Ripsman’s et al. Neoclassical Realist framework. 

First, there seems to be a demarcation weakness. Ripsman’s et al. did try to demarcate 

their framework by choosing only four variable clusters and the three intervening level 

processes that help to narrow the selection of variables. But when putting the framework into 

action, these variables clusters still seem too broad as the authors did not outline four specific 

variables. As a result, the user of the framework is still free to choose various combinations of 

variables that might not capture all the characteristics of a state’s foreign policy. Furthermore, 

it is still unclear how the Neoclassical Realist framework fits into the range of International 

Relations theories. The authors explicitly emphasize the importance of structure of the 

international system in influencing foreign policy decisions, but when analyzing the domestic 

variables and a state’s foreign policy processes it becomes temping to neglect a careful analysis 

of the complex systemic stimuli. In addition, because the framework suggests an analysis of 

constructivist-informed variables, such as the perception of individual leaders and national 

norms laid out by a strategic culture, it is unclear to what extent the Neoclassical Realist 

framework can still be considered part of the Realist theoretical family. 

To sum up, a Neoclassical Realism does offer a more comprehensive explanation for 

Trump’s foreign policy than Mead’s Jacksonian tradition does, for it shows the importance of 

using a causal model to understand complex foreign policy processes. But, in order ensure that 

Neoclassical Realism can become more significant in future studies of foreign policy, more 

rigorous empirical research needs to be done.  
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