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ABSTRACT 

 

The aim of this essay is to clarify if there is an ideological difference within the political area of 

foreign policy of the United States. The question that will be answered is: Is the American foreign 

policy coloured by different ideologies, or has that area of politics become an arena without 

ideology differences? 

 

In order to answer the question, the method used in this essay is idea analysis using ideal types as 

analytical instrument. The texts that are being analysed are the State of the Union Addresses of four 

American presidents. The presidents are Carter, Reagan, Bush and Clinton and each president give 

this speech once a year. The presidents are chosen due to the fact that their presidencies follow each 

other and are as recently in time as possible.  

 

After analysing all of the speeches and considering the surrounding circumstances, like the Cold 

War, I came to the conclusion that there is no ideological difference within foreign policy of the 

United States of America. Some areas of foreign policy, however, show more or less connotations 

to either idealism or realism. Even tough ideology plays a part; there is no difference between the 

liberal party and the conservative party. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

On the 4th of November in 2008 Barack Obama was elected the 44th president of the United States. 

All over the world people were sheering for Obama and his victory. He is the first African-

American ever to become president in the United States meaning that he has crushes the racial 

barriers.1  

 

However, the fact that he is an African-American is not the only reason behind his celebration. With 

a new liberal president people all over expects a new political order – a salvation both nationally 

and internationally – separated from former republican president George W. Bush. “The election of 

Mr. Obama amounted to a national catharsis — a repudiation of a historically unpopular Republican 

president and his economic and foreign policies, and an embrace of Mr. Obama’s call for a change 

in the direction and the tone of the country.“2  

 

The Democratic Party is world wide celebrated and recognized as the merciful party with a new 

type of American leader while the Republican Party is portrayed as the big bad wolves of economy 

and foreign policy. It is claimed, that the Democrats is up for the change and, with Obama in the 

frontline, they are going set a new tone of the United State.3   

 

It all seems to come down to ideology. The two parties in the United States are both connected to a 

specific ideology. The Republican Party is the conservative party who values tradition and is more 

then often associated with religious views especially with the Christian Coalition. The Democratic 

Party on the other hand is known as the liberal party. The Democratic Party is associated with 

equality issues and promotes a community for all.4  

 

However the quote: “Communitarians who want equality of outcome, generally vote with the 

Democrats, while Libertarians who want the least possible government – except where necessary to 

protect life and property – vote on the Republican side”5, also shows the opposite: that some 

conservatives vote on the Democrats and that some liberals on the Republicans. It depends on 

                                                 
1 http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/05/us/politics/05elect.html Accessed: 2008-11-17 
2 ibid. NY Times is a liberal oriented news paper in the USA which in this text is used as an illustration of how 
some people value Obama. 
3 http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/05/us/politics/05elect.html Accessed: 2008-11-17 
4 Duncan & Goddard (2003) p. 109-114  
5 ibid  p. 111  
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which values one prioritizes. However, the fact that the majority of the conservatives vote on the 

Republican and the majority of the liberals vote on the Democrats is well-recognized worldwide.         

 

How are the ideologies represented when it comes to foreign policy?  Are the boundaries of 

ideology as clear as within national politics? The world seems to think so – the world’s salvation is 

disguised as a liberal politician from America. However, by looking at history we realise that more 

than just the conservative republican leaders have struggled with foreign policies filled with 

conflicts and other problems internationally. Almost all American presidents during the last 60 

years have had a troublesome foreign policy, much due to the Cold War which did not end until 

1991.  

 

Can we expect different foreign policies from the two parties due to the ideological difference? 

Does it really matter if it is a Republican or Democratic President in the White House; is there an 

ideological difference within the political area of foreign policy?   

 

 

1.1 Research Problem, Aim and Research Question 

 

The research problem of this thesis – the reason why to do this kind of thesis – is stated well below 

by the words of Hans J. Morgenthau. This means, according to me, that we need to establish if the 

political area of foreign policy is affected by ideology identities or not.  

 

To see through these ideological disguises and grasp behind them the actual 

political forces and phenomena is, then, one of the most important and most 

difficult tasks for the students of international politics. This task is important 

because, unless it is done, it is impossible to determine correctly the 

character of the foreign policy with which one happens to deal.6  

 

If ideology does not have an influence on the decision making within foreign policy in the United 

State than it should not matter if it is a Republican or Democratic President. This, in my opinion, 

should be of relevance to the general society. It is definitely a question of democracy since this 

                                                 
6 Morgenthau (1993) p. 111 
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would mean that it does not matter who the people vote on for President. In other words, it would 

mean that the people could only vote on one kind of policy which is a big threat to democracy.  

 

The research questions are of descriptive character, which means that the purpose of the questions is 

to clarify if and how the American foreign policy is or is not effected by ideologies. It is not a study 

that aspires to explain why or in any way valuate the findings as good or bad.  

 

The aim of this essay is to find out if there is an ideological difference within the foreign policy of 

the United States. The research question that will be answered is: Is the American foreign policy 

coloured by different ideologies, or has that area of politics become an arena without ideology 

differences? 

 

  

2 THEORIES 

 

This section will begin by discussing some previous findings. This section also concerns theories 

and the two ideologies that are in focus in this essay are being accounted for. The two ideologies are 

then followed by application of the theories in order to provide clear, fictional examples of how the 

theories of the ideologies will be used in this essay.  

 

 

2.1 Previous findings 

 

In the field of ideological and idea studies there are several studies that have been conducted. Under 

this heading three studies are presented. They all argue that ideology is a variable that matter in 

foreign policy.   

 

Alexander L. George was a professor in Political Science at Stanford University and in 1972 The 

American Political Science Review published his article The Case for Multiple Advocacy in Making 

Foreign Policy. 

 

In the article George discusses policy making, with the limelight on foreign policy making, in 

organization and he shows substantial examples of the US Executive branch. George highlights 

different theories on the subject and provides arguments both pro and cons the decision making 
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model Multiple Advocacy, which is influenced by both a centralized management model and 

pluralistic and participatory systems.7  

 

On the subject ideology within foreign policy, George writes, “In focusing in this paper on the way 

in which the policy-making system is organized and operated – i.e., the process variables – we do 

not ignore or underestimate the simultaneous importance of many other decision-making variables: 

ideology, cognitive beliefs about opponents […].“8  

 

George than continues and discusses the importance of ideological premises and cognitive beliefs 

about the opponent in decision making involving commitment, intervention and escalation. 

According to George, “Indeed such values and beliefs may ‘dominate’ on occasion whatever 

independent contribution even a well-designed and well-managed policy-making system can make 

to the quality of decisional out-puts.”9 

 

In his article, George recognises ideology as a variable in the process of decision making in foreign 

policy. The author also argues that ideology etc. is working in disfavour to good decision making. 

In his conclusion George says “In other cases even a textbook replica of multiple advocacy at its 

best will not overcome the thrust of other variables (e.g., ideology, operational code beliefs […]) 

that favour a less effective decision.”10 However, ideologies do play a part in the American foreign 

policy according to Alexander L. George.  

 

The fact that ideologies and ideas play a role in foreign policy is shared by others. In 1993, Judith 

Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane edited the book Ideas & Foreign Policy.11 The first chapter, 

which is of most interest for this essay, reveals that the purpose of the book is “to show that ideas 

matter for policy”12 and the book also “criticizes approaches that deny the significance of ideas, but 

does not challenge the premise that people behave in self-interested and broadly rational ways.” 13   

 

Goldstein and Keohane argue for three pathways by which ideas can influence the political 

outcome. These pathways are: i) ideas as road maps, ii) ideas as focal points and glue and ii) 

                                                 
7 George  (1972) p. 751 
8 ibid p. 752 
9 George (1972) p. 752 
10 ibid p. 785 
11 Goldstein &Keohane (1993)  
12 ibid p. 5 
13 ibid p. 5 
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institutionalization.14 For instance, if ideas get institutionalized they can affect politics for a very 

long time. Goldstein and Kehone continue by saying that “The way ideas influence policy outcome 

varies with the paths. Still, on all three paths, ideas matter: policy would have been different in the 

absence of the idea in question.”15 Once more has previous findings told us that ideas and 

ideologies matter. 

 

A more recent study within ideas and politics was conducted by Ann-Marie Ekengren in 2005. 

Ekengren refers to both the previous mentioned findings in her book Olof Palme och 

Utrikespolitiken, where she discusses the significance of ideas in decision-making of foreign policy. 

She uses both George and Goldstein and Keohane to support her statements.  

 

Ekengren also mentions that ideas and ideologies are more significant in foreign policies that do not 

concern national security or welfare. Nonetheless, areas of foreign policy were they are significant 

are development or human rights issues. The reason for this is that some questions are more suitable 

for an ideological recognition than others. National security issues are preferably not to be 

associated with party politics and are therefore not an area of ideological profiling.16  

 

According the all the previous findings presented here establish the presence of ideas and ideology. 

In accordance with the previous findings even this essay should come to the conclusion that 

ideologies do matter in the political area of foreign policy, though, some part of foreign policy more 

than other. However, if there is an ideological difference between the two parties in the United State 

is not revealed. 

 

 

2.2 The ideologies 

 

In accordance with Marie Demker, the ideologies liberalism and conservatism will be presented in 

the international relations context by idealism as well as realism. According to Demker, there is no 

liberal or conservative association to ideologies in terms of international relations and the ideologies 

will instead be referred to Morgenthau’s realism and idealism17 in this essay. In the following 

                                                 
14 Goldstein &Keohane (1993) p. 12-20 
15 ibid p. 13 
16 Ekengren (2005) p. 17-33 
17 Demker (1993) p. 73 



 9

section I will present the two ideologies and later straighten out the theories and what is meant by 

them by giving fictional examples.  

 

By foreign policy is meant the actions and the decisions that a state takes nationally toward other 

states and by international relations are meant the interaction between states. Nevertheless, the 

ideologies used in this essay are both sprung from theories within international relations and thereby 

foreign policy in this part of the essay is discussed as international relations.  

 

 

2.2.1 Idealism  

 

Idealism derives from liberalism and is sprung from the democratic and ethical traditions of the 

same ideology. Idealism highlights the ethical significance of principals in constructing 

international relations.18  

 

In general, liberalists believe that the state should only exist in order to protect the rights of the 

individual’s freedom without limiting the freedom of others. The state is seen as pluralistic that are 

influenced by national interest organizations. It is very common in the liberal context to talk about 

reforms such as institutions of democracy and market economy to liberate the individuals as a 

contrast to the use of restrictions and force. There is a strong optimism when it comes to 

development and progress within liberalism.19  

 

The most well-known advocator for idealism is Woodrow Wilson. He was the President of the 

Unites State between 1913 and 1921 meaning that he was the President in Office both during and 

after the First World War.20 Wilson made it clear that he did not want to punish the German people 

for what their leaders had done during WWI, nor did he want to bring more geographic territory to 

the winning side. Wilson intention was to change the usual warfare order.21  

 

Wilson and his liberal friends had hope in a new, stable international order that would bring peace 

and unity into the world. “Wilson believed that the First World War had been caused by an ‘old 

order’, dominated by autocratic and militaristic empires. Democratic nation-states, on the other 

                                                 
18 Appelqvist (2005) p.56 
19 Ericson (2006) p. 51-52 
20 O’Callaghan (2005) p. 91 
21 Ericson (2006) p. 56 
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hand, would respect the national sovereignty of their neighbours and have no incentive to wage war 

or subjugate others.”22 Wilson outlined his ideas for a just and lasting peace in a speech in 1918. 

These ideas were, and still are today, referred to as the Fourteen Points.23  

 

The Fourteen Points are the starting-point for idealism and has set the tone not only by Wilson but 

also by the people who participated in the shaping of the UN charter.24 The points are mainly 

consisting of requirements to make “nations to stop making secret agreements, to reduce their 

military forces and armaments, to trade freely with one another and to draw up new boundaries that 

would allow separate peoples of Europe to rule themselves.”25 Wilson also presented the idea of the 

League of Nations with his Fourteen Points. Wilson was inspired by Immanuel Kant, an 18th 

century German philosopher, when he started to think about the League of Nations.26    

 

Idealism is characterized by positive expectations and theses when it comes to the possibilities of 

creating viable institutions. Criticism against idealism has often portrayed idealism as naïve and too 

utopian.27 The optimism of idealism and liberalism is more than often criticized by realists and, in 

contrast to realism, idealists believe that free trade and market generates peace and prosperity.28     

 

 

2.2.2 Realism 

 

According to many, the absolute opposite of idealism is realism and in this essay realism will be 

presenting the conservative ideology of international relations. The best representative for 

conservatism in this context is the realism introduced by Hans J. Morgenthau in 1948. 

Morgenthau’s realism is often known in literature as ‘classical realism’.  

 

As idealism is sprung from liberalism, realism has emerged from the pessimistic outlook on people 

in conservatism. Something that all realists have in common is the idea of the state. The state should 

                                                 
22 Heywood  (2003) p. 172 
23 O’Callaghan (2005) p. 91 
24 Appelqvist  (2005) p. 57 
25 O’Callaghan (2005) p. 91 
26 Ericson (2006) p. 54-56 
27 Gustavsson & Tallberg (2006) p. 27 
28 Appelqvist (2005) p. 57-58 
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be an essential actor within international relations. The state’s most important duty toward its 

people is to make sure of its survival.29       

 

Morgenthau presented his classical realism in his book Politics Among Nations in 1948. The 

struggle of power is a vital part of Morgenthau’s realism. Realism by Morgenthau is summarized in 

the six points following:30  

 

• Politics and society are governed by objective laws that have their roots in 

human nature.  

• Statesmen, or leaders, thinks and acts in terms of interest defined as power. 

• Interest defined as power is a universal value and is not affected by 

circumstances like time or place. Power is the control someone has over 

another.   

• There is a moral significance in political actions. However, there is a 

contradiction between moral and successful politics.    

• There is no universal moral belief. One state must not have the same moral 

values as another state.  

• Politics is an autonomy sphere separated from other spheres. Politics is power.  

 

According to Morgenthau, institutions should at the most be seen as a reflection of already existing 

power structures. There is really no international institution that is not an initiative of the most 

dominating states, and these institutions often generates more power to the already powerful states.  

Realists often use the UN as example of these kinds of international institutions.31 This is a 

substantially distinction from idealism who highlights institutions as a method to create change.  

 

Since realist believe strongly in the importance of power balance an effect of military rearmament is 

inevitably. Some realists even argue that the more countries that obtain nuclear-weapon the more 

stable and peaceful the world becomes. Power in this context is illustrated by military armament. 

Another well-known variable of power is economy.32 Realists advocate export within trade and 

oppose import all in favour of the domestic industry and economy.33  

                                                 
29 Appelqvist (2005) p. 52-53 
30 Hall (2006) p. 37 
31 Tallberg (2006) p. 206 
32 Hall (2006) p. 39-41 
33 Appelqvist (2005) p. 46,53 
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This essay should come to the conclusion that a liberal president reflects a foreign policy of more 

idealistic ideas and a conservative president more ideas of realism. I base this hypothesis on the 

ideas of Marie Demker mentioned in the beginning of this section.  

 

 

2.3 Theory application   

 

In practise what does it really mean to be an idealist or a realist? In the two previous sections I have 

accounted for what idealism and realism means in theory and in this section I will provide fictional 

examples of how a realist and an idealist would argue for or against a cause or phenomena in 

foreign policy.   

 

The first example concerns an invasion of a non-democratic nation located in the southern 

hemisphere of America. An idealist would argue that a non-democratic government oppresses the 

rights of the individual’s freedom and that the state should intervene in order to protect and free the 

oppressed. The realist, on the other hand, would argue that a non-democratic nation poses a threat to 

the state and an intervention is necessary for the state’s own survival. Even though they both argue 

for the same thing their arguments and ideas differ.  

 

For a second example, the view of European Union (EU) is established. An idealist would argue 

that international institutions, of which EU a prominent example, is the best way to create peace and 

unity in Europe and the union is a positive collaboration that should be warmed welcomed by all 

nations in Europe. This idea is not shared by the realist who would say that EU only generates more 

power to the already powerful nations in Europe and also minimize the power of the less powerful 

state. A clear hierarchy will be revealed and an imbalance of power is inevitable.  

 

When it comes to how decision-making should be conducted and what thoughts and values that 

should make the foundation of the decisions, an idealist would argue for the importance of ethical 

principals and a realist would advocate moral. However, it is more important to conduct successful 

politics than pursue moral standards. This conveys the realistic thoughts of the realist and the ideal 

thought of the idealist, hence the labels.   
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Another example that easily separate an ideal thought from realist one is the view on military 

armament. Idealists would say that disarmament is necessary for peace while realist would argue 

that rearmament and power balance is the essence of peace.  

 

 

3. METHODS   

 

In this section, both the choice of methods and material will be discussed. Additionally, the section 

will start by introducing the research design and the research units – the cases that will be studied 

and why they will be studied. Later on methods and analytical framework will be established, 

followed by materials where the use of materials will be accounted for.      

 

 

3.1 Design 

 

For this essay the ideologies of four different American Presidents will be studied.  Almost all of 

the Presidents’ State of the Union Addresses, with focus on foreign policies issues, will be analysed. 

I will also present some general knowledge about each presidency. The ideas of the Presidents will 

first be studied one by one and in the final discussion the results of all four will be compared. In 

other words, in order to answer the research question four different case studies will be compared.  

 

According to the authors of the book Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 

Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, are case studies more appropriate to use when there is a 

very small number of units studied (small-N studies), in comparison to statistical studies where 

there is a large number of units (large-N studies).  

 

However, case studies have an advantage in answering questions through casual mechanisms and 

presenting a more detailed-based study.34 It is the second one mentioned that are of interest for this 

essay. Furthermore, a statistical study would not have been a wise choice for this study, since it is 

based on four single case analyses.  

 

                                                 
34 George & Bennett (2005) p. 17-21 
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The cases that are used in this essay are the foreign policies of the American Presidents Jimmy 

Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush (Sr.) and William Clinton. Two of them, Carter and 

Clinton, represent the Democrat Party – the liberal ideology. And the other two, Reagan and Bush, 

are both Republicans, meaning the party of the conservative ideology. Both sides are represented by 

presidencies of the same period of time which is 12 years. There is an important balance between 

both ideology and period of presidency.   

 

All the presidencies have come to an end and time has created a distance. To use the sitting 

President George W. Bush (Jr.) felt to early in time. Moreover, since he has been President for two 

periods (8 years) the President who would be replaced would have been Reagan. This would have 

created a gap between the presidencies of Carter and Bush Sr. The most reasonable seems to pick 

four Presidents who had the presidencies following each other and as recently in time as possible. 

The presidencies chosen are clearly shown in the figure below. 

       

 Figure 3.1: Tables of the Presidents 

President Party (ideology) Presidency 

Jimmy Carter  Democrat (liberal) 1977 – 1981 

Ronald Reagan Republican (conservative) 1981 – 1989 

George H.W. Bush  Republican (conservative) 1989 – 1993 

William Clinton Democrat (liberal) 1993 – 2001  

 

 

Each analysis will start will a short introduction of each president in order to give an overview of 

the disadvantages and/or advantages of each presidency. It is essential while analysing the speeches 

to have some information about the situation of the United State during that specific period of time. 

I believe that it is essential to analyse the speeches with the whole context in mind. 

 

 

3.2 Methods 

 

When it comes to deciding what kind of analysis a study should be based on it is vital to know what 

should be analysed – should it be of quantitative or qualitative character. In this essay a qualitative 

text analysis will be used. Since it is the ideas in the text that are in focus, the text analysis will be 

of idea analysis character.  
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The study could have analysed the American foreign policies by using both content analysis and/or 

argumentation analysis. However, the first analysis mentioned in the previous sentence would not 

explain much on its own as it is a quantitative analysis. Nevertheless, it could have been used as a 

complement for this study. Argumentation analysis would have suited better if it were the 

arguments in the spotlight; nonetheless it is the ideas that are.  

 

There are two good ways to do an idea analysis that is suitable for comparison. One is to apply ideal 

types as an analytical instrument and the other one is the apply dimensions.35 Ideal types are 

strongly associated with the German sociologist, Max Weber who used ideal types to define and 

explain political phenomenon like capitalism and bureaucracy. Nevertheless, there is a variation in 

how ideal types are presented by Weber and by the authors of the book Textens mening och makt, 

which is the book that I will take my starting point from. The authors, Bergström and Boréus, say 

that Weber used ideal types to define political phenomenon while they use them in a way to 

reconstruct idea systems. They also stress the fact that ideal types should not be used to formulate 

hypotheses; ideal types are used as screens.36 

 

According to Bergström and Boréus, when using ideal types one picks out the ideas that are of 

interest, and thereby, establishing a typology for the different ideologies. It is important to 

remember that it takes a political and theoretical reference frame to be able do so. Ideal types as an 

analytical instrument functions as a screen that is laid over a text and sorts out the ideas of different 

ideologies.37   

 

The other way to use idea analysis when comparing is the use of dimensions. These dimensions 

should have backing in political philosophy and ideological research. Examples of different types of 

dimensions are: Outlook on people – is the outlook positive or negative, Social theory – should the 

social order be based on the individual or the collective, or the economical ideals – economical 

collectivism or economical individualism.38  

 

Dimensions are very suitable if the study covers a long period of time and they can also be seen as 

easier to compile than ideal types. Nonetheless, there is always a risk that dimensions become to 

                                                 
35 Bergström & Boréus (2005)  
36 ibid p. 159 
37 Bergström & Boréus (2005) p. 159-160 
38 ibid p. 164 
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loose and vague. Moreover, if the ideal types are constructed vaguely they become to a certain 

extent dimensions. I will be using ideal types in this essay since the study does not cover that a long 

period of time and the units that will be analysed are not to dissimilar to each other.   

 

To be able to pick out the ideal types used in this essay I have been looking at different ideal types 

used by other researcher. Among them are Douglas Brommesson and Marie Demker.  Brommesson 

presents in his book Från Hanoi till Bryssel four different ideal types in three levels.  

 

The ideal types show different kinds of ideologies; however, it is the levels that he used that are of 

interest to me. The ideal types are presented in three levels: world views, principled beliefs and 

casual beliefs.
39
 Brommesson has used the levels for his study that was first presented in 

Goldstein’s and Keohane’s book Ideas and Foreign Policy.40   

 

The first one, world views, is defined by the authors as “conceptions of possibilities”41. These 

conceptions described as ideas that “define the universe of possibilities for action.” 42 The second 

one, principled beliefs, is of normative character and separates right from wrong. For instance, is 

abortion seen as a right or wrong action? The last one, casual beliefs, gives guides or 

recommendations on how to achieve goals or objectives. Goldstein and Keohane say: “Casual 

beliefs imply strategies for the attainment of goals, themselves valued because of shared principled 

beliefs, and understandable only within the context of broader world views.” 43 

 

Demker, on the other hand, uses three different levels in her book I nationens intresse? The levels 

she uses to clarify the ideal types conservatism and liberalism of the French Gaullist Party are: 

reality view, strategy and utopia. The first one is reality view and answers the question how is or 

are it? To be a bit clearer, it tells us about the ideas - the convictions - of how man, society and the 

surrounding world work of the party or ideology. The second one, strategy, answers the question 

what should be done? What are the strategies to reach utopia? What should be done in order to 

maintain the goals of the party or ideology? Finally, the third one, utopia, answers the question how 

                                                 
39 Brommesson (2007) p. 69 
40 Goldstein &Keohane (1993) p. 7-8 
41 ibid p. 8 
42 ibid p. 8 
43 Ibid p. 10 
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it should be? Utopia expresses the goals or the visions of how it should be within the areas of 

society, man and the surrounding worlds.44  

 

After looking at the ideal types from both the study of Demker and Brommesson a pattern appear. 

Ideal types are often established after the following pattern: view, goals and guidelines – how is it, 

how should it be and how to change it in order to reach the goal/s (cf. Tingsten).  

 

I have come to the conclusion to use the ideal types and levels presented in the figure below in my 

try to identify ideologies in the foreign policy of the United States. These levels were chosen based 

on the levels of both Demker and Brommesson, and on the sustainable differences between idealism 

and realism presented in the theory section. 

 

The first one main idea represents the ideas on an abstract level and gives an overview of the 

ideology. This one represents the ‘how it is’ – what are the main ideas about the world.  The second 

one provides the role of the state and tells us how the state should function. It is of normative 

character and represents the goals – or ‘how it should be’. The same goes for the fourth one, which 

gives the view of institutions. The last one, guidelines, gives recommendations on how to reach the 

goals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
44 Demker (1993) p. 68  



 18

Figure 3.2: Ideal types 

Ideal types 

Levels 

 

IDEALISM 

 

REALISM 

 

Main idea  

 

Progress – development  

 

Power balance 

 

 

The role of the state 

 

Pluralistic – first priority to 

protect the rights of the 

individual 

 

Essential actor – first priority 

is the survival of the state itself 

 

 

 

View on institutions 

 

Positive – institutions of 

democracy and collaboration of 

states protects the right of the 

individual and generates peace  

 

Negative – institutions create 

an imbalance between states 

where the already powerful 

state becomes more powerful 

 

 

Guidelines  

 

Peace through free trade, 

market economy, disarmament 

and institutions of democracy 

 

Power balance creates 

international security and 

minimizes the risk of conflict 

Comment: Idealism and realism representing the two ideal types in four levels in this essay.   
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3.3 Material   

 

The main material in this essay will be speeches of the Presidents. I will analyze the foreign policy 

parts from almost all of the State of the Union Address of the presidents. The text that will be 

studied will only concern the American foreign policy neither domestic nor national politics are of 

any interest in this study and will not be accounted for.  

 

 The President of the United State holds this speech, the State of the Union Address, once every 

year and, without a doubt, it reveals the ideas of the Presidents. Most of the speeches are 

documented in the Presidential Libraries of each President. The Presidential Libraries are governed 

by The National Archives which is a governmental organisation.45 According to me, this should 

account for a reliable source and the authenticity of the speeches.     

 

On my search for the speeches, however, I came across a problem which, fortunately, would turn 

out to be a small and easily fixed. All the speeches of Carter and Reagan could be found on each 

website of the presidents’ presidential libraries. Unfortunately, Bush and Clinton were no where to 

be found and I had to email the libraries. Within twelve hours I received all the State of the Union 

Addresses of both Bush and Clinton in my mailbox.46    

 

I have come to the decision to only use three speeches each of Carter and Bush and only seven each 

of Reagan and Clinton. The reason for this is that Reagan only held seven speeches and Carter only 

held three. The fourth speech of Carter was a written document of more then sixty pages, almost ten 

times as long as some of the other speeches. This created an imbalance between the four presidents 

and by only picking three or seven speeches I was able to balance it out again.  

 

Since all the speeches are primary sources there is no reason to question its reliability. There is also 

no reason to question the truthfulness in them since it is the ideas – true or not – that I am after. If 

the research problem of this essay would have been of a different character, perhaps a more 

normative problem, it would have been more essential to question the text itself.  

 

                                                 
45 http://www.archives.gov/presidential-libraries/ Accessed: 2008-11-26 
46 Thanks to the George Bush Presidential Library and the William Clinton Presidential Library. 
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All the materials under previous findings are primary sources. In the theory section I have used 

several references to support my statements. Most of the sources in the theory section are secondary 

sources and it is important to find other references that support the statements and discussions in the 

texts. However, the realism part, which takes its benchmarks from classical realism and the ideas of 

Hans J. Morgenthau, is mostly based on the book by the same, Politics Among Nations, and counts 

for a primary source. According to Esaiasson et al, it is important to know that a secondary source 

can never support a statement of a primary source.47 It is significant to keep that rule in the back of 

your head while criticizing the sources used.      

 

 

4 RESULTS 

 

In the results section, the results of the analyses are presented. Additionally, brief summaries about 

each presidency are first accounted for in order to give a quick overview. The analyses of the 

presidents follow in chronological order of the presidencies.   

 

 

4.1 Jimmy Carter 

  

Jimmy Carter, a democrat, became President of the United States in 1977. Carter accomplished a lot 

in foreign policy during his reign however he did not win much popularity as President.48  

 

During his presidency, Carter, was really engaged in foreign policy and, in comparison to domestic 

policy, he did well.  He gave back the right of the Panama Canal Zone to the Panama people and he 

worked successfully for peace between Israel and Egypt.49     

 

Even though all his success internationally, Carter came across a problem too hard for him to solve. 

In 1980, when 52 Americans were held hostages by Iranian revolutionaries, Carter failed in 

providing a strong and efficient leader for his country. Instead, he came across as powerless to act 

                                                 
47 Esaiasson et al (2007) p. 323 
48 O’Callaghan (2005) p. 111 
49 Duncan & Goddard (2003) p. 32 
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and was personally blamed by the people in the end. Carter was more than once accused of being 

too weak as a leader and was never re-elected.50   

 

 

4.1.1 Analysis of the State of the Union Addresses 1978-1980 

 

When analysing the speeches of Carter it is quite obvious that foreign policy becomes more of an 

infected issue as time goes by during his presidency and the speech of 1978 provides a lot of 

statements that can be associated with idealism, even tough, some statements strongly connected 

with realism also are to be found.  

 

For instance, Carter says: “To serve the interest of every American, our foreign policy has three 

major goals. The first and prime concern is and will remain the security of our country. Security is 

based on our national will, and security is based on the strength of our Armed Forces. We have that 

will, and militarily we are very strong.”51  

 

The fact that the security of the nation is protected by a strong military force can be related to 

realism and the fact that a realist would argue that the first priority of the state should be to protects 

its own survival. This definitely sets a lesser idealistic tone of the speech.  

 

Nonetheless, the speech changes to drastically as Carter says “We are trying to develop a more just 

international system. And in this spirit, we are supporting the struggle for human development in 

Africa, in Asia and in Latin America.”52 This is without a question a statement where the ideology 

of idealism becomes visible. Development – process and change – are keywords within idealism 

and some of its most important characteristics.  

 

Carter’s second speech, held in 1979, provides more associations with realism than the first one. For 

instance, Carter says in the beginning of the speech “Our liberties are secure. Our military defenses 

are strong and growing stronger.“53 Rearmament is often argued as a positive thing by realist where 

idealists, on the other hand, would argue for disarmament instead.  

 

                                                 
50 Duncan & Goddard (2003) p. 32 
51 State of the Union Address 1978  
52 ibid 
53 ibid 1979  
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Carter talks a lot about SALT – Strategic Arms Limitation Talks – in his second speech. Carter 

argue for SALT, although he emphasizes the importance of the security of the own state as first 

priority. “SALT II is not based on sentiment; it’s based on self-interest—of the United State and of 

the Soviet Union. Both nations share a powerful common interest in reducing the threat of a nuclear 

war. I will sign no agreement which does not enhance our national security.”54 Once again, Carter 

speaks of the importance of the survival of the state as first priority and argues in accordance with 

realism.  

 

In the speech from 1980 Carter gives a more negative view of the world and it is mostly about the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. According to Carter, this invasion provides a threat not only to the 

United States but also to the rest of the nations in the world. The Americans held hostages are 

mentioned plenty in the speech. 

 

It is difficult to find statements that could be connected to idealism in both Carter’s second and third 

speech nonetheless a great deal of statements involving realism can be found. This next quote 

shows this quite obviously: “Let our position be absolutely clear: An attempt by any outside force to 

gain control of the Persian Gulf will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United 

States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including military 

force.”55 A realist would probably argue that a try to gain control in the Persian Gulf by an outside 

force can be seen as a threat to the Unites States and should be handled thereafter.     

 

Almost as the opposite of idealism, Carter says “While this invasion continues, we and other 

nations of the world cannot conduct business as usual with the Soviet Union. That’s why the United 

State has imposed economic penalties on the Soviet Union.56 An idealist would argue that free trade 

generates peace. Free trade should be something to strive for.   

 

Most parts of the speeches of Carter that concerns foreign policy, has to do with the SALT 

agreement, and the stress on national security puts realism in front of idealism when it comes to the 

ideological differences in the speeches.  

 

                                                 
54 State of the Union Address 1979  
55 ibid 1980  
56 ibid  
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I have come to the conclusion that the speeches of Jimmy Carter provide a great deal of statements 

that can be associated with realism and a fewer of idealism. The most dominating ideology to be 

found is realism within the foreign policy of Jimmy Carter. However, idealism makes itself heard 

and plays a part, even tough a smaller one. Consequently, the analyze of Jimmy Carter’s State of the 

Union Address do not work in accordance with the theory that a liberal president should have a 

foreign policy based mostly in ideas of idealism.       

 

Nevertheless, I think it is important to take the whole situation with the Cold War and the fact that 

Carter was consider to be weak into account. The fact that Carter shares any ideas of idealism at all 

with us due to these circumstances can be seen as more remarkable than the fact that Carter uses 

more ideas of realism.   

 

 

4.2 Ronald Reagan 

 

The sitting President of two presidencies between the years of 1981 and 1989 was Ronald Reagan. 

In contrast to Carter, Reagan was very popular and gained a lot of political success during his 

presidencies. For instance, The Americans held hostage by Iranian revolutionaries was released at 

Reagan’s inauguration day.57   

  

Nationally, the economy situation change to the better for most of the American people apart from 

the absolute poorest ones. Besides the economy, Reagan gained popularity as he stood for a 

patriotic spirit in America and the American people start feeling proud of their country.58   

 

In comparison to Carter, Reagan foreign policy was a bit harsher and he put a lot of effort in making 

the United States stronger and more powerful than the Soviet Union. The Cold War had not yet 

come to its end and Reagan was determined to protect The United States from the Soviet Union 

even from space. However, the American people often criticized Reagan due to this.59  
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Reagan also stirred up a bit in South America, something that made some people to fear a new 

Vietnam. For instance, he gave CIA the permission to help the rebel group, Contras, to overthrow 

the government of Nicaragua,60 which Reagan claimed, was a communist dictatorship.61   

  

As stated before, Reagan put a lot of effort in strengthen the American military. The increase 

eventually came to be so much that Reagan instead started to negotiate with the Soviet leader 

Mikhail Gorbachev in the second half of the 1980’s. In December of 1987 both Gorbachev and 

Reagan signed the INF treaty which meant that both the countries would disarm and destroy all 

their land-based medium and shorter range nuclear missiles. The end of the Cold War was near.62   

 

 

4.2.1 Analysis of the State of the Union Addresses 1982-1988 

 

Most parts of foreign policy in Reagan’s speeches deal with the circumstances with the Soviet 

Union – the Cold War, the situation of the ‘freedom fighters’ and the Sandinistas in Nicaragua, and 

the significance of free and fair trade. In these speeches of Reagan it is not hard to come across 

statements that support both the ideologies of realism and idealism. Even tough he says “Our 

foreign policy must be rooted in realism, not naivete or self-delusion”63, which can be seen as a 

direct critic towards idealism, idealism makes clear appearance in the speeches.   

 

In his first speech from 1982 Reagan starts a paragraph with the statement “Our foreign policy is a 

policy of strength, fairness, and balance.”64  It is a statement with clear association with realism 

where balance is the keyword. Moreover, Regan ends the same paragraph by saying “[…] we have 

strengthen our country’s position as a force for peace and progress in the world.”65 Idealism reveals 

itself here since progress is a keyword for the same ideology. Consequently, in just one paragraph 

of Reagan we can see clear association with both the ideologies.  

 

In the speech of 1983, Reagan speaks firmly of the necessity of free trade and proclaims “[…] 

America must be unrelenting advocate of free trade. As some nations are tempted to turn to 
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protectionism, our strategy cannot be to follow them, but to lead the way toward freer trade.”66  

Idealism is recognised by its advocating of free trade and market economy, for instance, according 

to idealism peace can be attained through free trade and open markets. This statement shows an 

idealistic thought belonging to Reagan.  

 

Reagan discusses the situation with the Soviet Union a great deal in his speech and even though he 

speaks of lowering arms level, he emphasizes that a reducing will not happen unless there is a 

balance of power – “For our part, we’re vigorously pursuing arms reductions with the Soviet Union. 

Supported by our allies, we’ve put forward draft agreements proposing significant weapon 

reductions to equal and verifiable lower levels. We insist of an equal balance of forces”.67 A realist 

would be proud of this statement as it shows the importance of power balance – the main idea of 

classical realism by Morgenthau. A realist would say that balance is the most vital thing to achieve 

and as long as there is balance of power: peace can be reached.   

 

Reagan also make a statement of realism in the speech from 1985 where he says “Second, we must 

not relax our efforts to restore military strength just as we near our goal of a fully equipped, trained, 

and ready professional corps. National security is government’s first responsibility; so in past years 

defense spending took about half the Federal budget.”68  

 

The first priority of the state is, according to realist, its own survival. Reagan here argues in 

accordance with realism in this statement as he clearly states what should be the first priority of the 

state. An idealist would argue that the first priority of the state is to protect the rights of freedom of 

the individual.  

 

Reagan does it once more in the following speech of 1986 where he argues once again that the 

government’s first responsibility is its own safety. “Keeping America strong, free, and at peace is 

solely the responsibility of the Federal Government; it is government’s prime responsibility.”69  

 

Another similar statement is made towards the ending of the speech of 1985 and shows the same 

connotations to realism. Reagan says “It is essential that the Congress continue all facets of our 

assistance to Central America. I want to work with you to support the democratic forces whose 
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struggle is tied to our own security.”70 He argues the importance of the security of the United States 

for a motive to intervene in Central America. Ones again can a proclamation of Reagan be drawn 

back to the first priority of the state – its own survival.    

 

In 1986, Reagan spoke again of intervention but this time he uses idealistic arguments as he says: 

 

To those imprisoned in regimes held captive, to those beaten for daring to 

fight for freedom and democracy – for their right to worship, to speak, to 

live, and to prosper in the family of free nations – we say to you tonight: 

You are not alone, freedom fighters. America will support with moral and 

material assistance your right not just to fight and die for freedom but to 

fight and win freedom – […]. This is a great moral challenge for the entire 

free world.71  

 

According to idealism presented in this essay, the role of the state is to protect the rights of the 

individual and Reagan argues precisely for that in this part of the speech. This shows a complete 

different approach than the realistic one that he has argued for a great deal in previous speeches.  

 

Moreover Reagan continues by saying “Surely no issue is more important for peace in our own 

hemisphere, for the security of our frontiers for the protection of our vital interest, than to achieve 

democracy in Nicaragua and to protect Nicaragua’s democratic neighbours”72 and Reagan takes us 

right back to the ideas of realism. There is no question about it, Reagan uses the ideas of both the 

ideologies in is speeches.    

 

One of the most interesting paragraphs for this essay is stated in the speech of 1984 as Reagan says:  

 

Together, we can continue to advance our agenda for peace. We can 

establish a more stable basis for peaceful relations with the Soviet Union; 

strengthen allied relations across the board; achieve real and equitable 

reductions in the levels of nuclear arms; reinforce our peacemaking efforts in 

the Middle East, Central America, and southern Africa; or assist developing 
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countries, particularly neighbours in the Western hemisphere; and assist in 

the development of democratic institutions throughout the world.73  

 

Idealistic thoughts do not get much clearer than the statement above. An idealist would argue the 

exact same way and advocating for institutions of democracy, nonetheless, a realistic perspective on 

institutions would not be as positive at all. This is an example that really shows the differences of 

realism and idealism and it is the ideas of idealism that is represented here.    

 

In the last two of Reagan speeches he continues to argue for free trade and provides freedom as a 

recommendation for economic development – “One of the greatest contributions the Unites States 

can make to the world is to promote freedom as the key to economic growth.”74  

 

Reagan also continues to state the importance of intervening in Nicaragua for the security of the 

United States, using both arguments with realistic and idealistic connections. For instance, a quote 

revealing idealism: “Democracy is on the march in Central and South America. Communist 

Nicaragua is the odd man out – suppressing the church, the press, and democratic dissent and 

promoting subversion in the region.”75 

 

In conclusion, Reagan uses statements that support both ideologies. When it comes to economy and 

institutions a strong connotation to idealism is revealed, nevertheless, he always bounces back to 

realism when he argues for the security of the government as first priority and responsibility. 

 

Moreover, Reagan seems to have a more positive attitude towards realism and, for instance, 

mentions that “logic and history compel us to accept that our relationship be guided by realism – 

rock-hard, clear-eyed, steady, and sure.”76 The relationship he discusses is the one between the 

Unites States and the Soviet Union.  

 

At the end of the day, I have come to the conclusion that the speeches of Reagan, more or less, 

support the theory that a conservative president carries out foreign policy influenced by realism. 

Even tough, he shares some clear idealistic ideas with us.  
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4.3 George H.W. Bush 

 

George H.W Bush was the Vice President of Ronald Reagan throughout both of his two-terms. 

When Reagan had done his eight years the American people elected Bush as their new President. 

The Reagan administration had been popular. His failure domestically was due to the fact that he 

did not keep his campaign promise to not increase taxes – “Read my lips. No new taxes”. 77  

 

Bush gained a great deal from different historical episodes all over the world. For instance, the 

Berlin Wall came down in 1989 and in the beginning of the 1990’s the Soviet Union was fell apart. 

In 1990 was Kuwait invaded by Iraq and Bush very swiftly sent troops to the Persian Gulf. Due to 

the quick victory in the Persian Gulf, Bush more popularity, however, as economy was getting 

worse the democrat presidential candidate, William Clinton, won the election of 1992.  

 

 

 4.3.1. Analysis of the State of the Union Addresses 1990-1992  

 

An important aspect of the state of the United States that had an impact on the foreign policy of 

Bush is the end of the Cold War. The threat of a nuclear war with the Soviet Union has diminished 

and the state of the union became calmer. It is quiet obvious in the State of the Union Addresses by 

Bush that America and the world have entered a new era -  one with out the arms race between the 

east and the west.  

 

Few statements of either realism or idealism can be found in the speeches of Bush. Nevertheless, 

there are some statements that reveal more idealistic thoughts than realistic ones, for instance: 

“Here in our own hemisphere, it is time for all the people of the Americas, North and South, to live 

in freedom. In the Far East and Africa, it’s time for the full flowering of free governments and free 

markets that have served as the engines of progress.”78  

 

Both the previous and the following quote show ideas of idealism, with main focus on the positive 

view on change and progress, and even more important: free markets. “It’s time to build on our own 

new relationship with the Soviet Union, to endorse and encourage a peaceful process of internal 
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change towards democracy and economic opportunity.”79 Both progress and free markets/economy 

are keywords within idealism and part of the main ideas that makes the ideology.    

 

Even tough the threat of the Soviet Union is diminished, Bush still argue that there should be a 

balance of power. Bush says “We recognise that the Soviet military threat in Europe is diminishing, 

but we see little change in Soviet strategic modernization. Therefore, we must sustain our own 

strategic offense modernization and the Strategic Defense Initiative.”80  

 

A realist would argue in the same way, emphasizing the importance of keeping balance of power. 

According to realism, power balance creates international security and actually minimizes the risk 

of conflict. This is one of the few appearances that realism do in Bush’s speeches.   

 

In the speech of 1991 Bush says “The principle that has guided us is simple: Our objective is to help 

the Baltic peoples achieve aspirations, not to punish the Soviet Union.”81 Worth mentioning, even 

tough it is not part of the ideal types in this essay, is the fact that this is the same way that Woodrow 

Wilson once argued about Germany after World War I and prevails once again connotations to 

idealism.   

 

In the same speech Bush also argues for free trade zone in their hemisphere by saying “And with a 

Mexican free trade agreement and our Enterprise for the Americas Initiative, we can help our 

partners strengthen their economies and move toward a free trade zone throughout this entire 

hemisphere.”82 Free trade is highly recommended by idealists and is represented as one of the 

guidelines within idealism in this essay. In line with idealism, through free trade peace can be 

reached.  

  

As stated before, it is hard to find statements of realism in Bush’s speeches. However, the following 

quote is just by the door of realism and can be seen as how a realist would argue about an 

intervention in another country. Bush says in his speech from 1992 that “And as long as I am 

President, I will continue to lead in support of freedom everywhere, not out of arrogance, not out of 
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altruism, but for the safety and security of our children.”83 It is not a clear statement of realism 

nonetheless it has a realistic tone to it and it provides a statement closer to realism than idealism.  

 

To conclude it, Bush shares more idealistic thoughts and ideas with us in his speeches than realistic 

ones. The ideas of realism can be hinted, as in the statement above, but rarely shows itself in the 

same clear and defined way as idealism. However, I believe that it is important to take the fact that 

the Cold War had just come to an end when analysing Bush’s speeches. Bush probably had to keep 

a low profile internationally in order to not provoke or jeopardise the new relationship between the 

United States and the east.  

 

Nevertheless, it is my strongest opinion that the ideology most represented in the State of the Union 

Addresses by Bush is without doubt idealism. Consequently, it does not support the theory that 

Bush, as a conservative president, should have a foreign policy with connotations to realism.  

 

 

4.4 William Clinton 

 

As William Clinton took his place as President of the United State many things changed nationally. 

Clinton managed to once again change the economy to the better for the American people and more 

women received higher post within the government such as Madeleine Albright as Secretary of 

State. Clinton also made it possible for homosexuals to enlist in the armed forces.84 

 

Clinton was the first President for a very long time that had nothing to do with the Cold War which 

had taken a lot of effort within foreign policies. During Clinton’s presidency were military 

invasions limited to peacekeeping missions only85 and he also put a lot of effort in the economic 

part of foreign policy by applying the idea of “economic ties to foster political change.”86 For 

instance, was good economic relations with China established during Clinton’s presidency, 

however, he also supported economic sanctions against countries in the Middle East and against 

Cuba.87   
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The foreign policy of Clinton involved a great deal of aid from the Unites States to countries 

working to attain democracy and Clinton argued for humanitarian intervention in order to prevent 

genocides. The United States did at last intervene in the former Yugoslavia due to ethnic cleansing 

in Bosnia and Kosovo. Nevertheless, the Americans did nothing to stop the genocide of Tutsis in 

Rwanda.88  

 

In 1998 was Clinton impeached for lying under oath. An intern by the name of Monica Lewinsky 

claimed that she had had sex with the President and as Clinton responded to the allegation he did it 

by lying. He was never removed as President nonetheless in the following election the Republicans 

once again won and George W. Bush, the son of Clinton’s predecessor, came to be President of the 

United State.89      

 

 

4.4.1 Analysis of the State of the Union Addresses 1994-2000 

 

The State of the Union Addresses of Clinton contains very few clear examples of realism and 

idealism. However, some ideas of realism are revealed as Clinton argues for involving the former 

communist nations in the European community.  

 

For instance, in Clinton speech from 1994 he says “[...] how much more secure and more 

prosperous our own people will be if democratic and market reforms succeed all across the former 

Communist bloc."90 Clinton later continues revealing realistic ideas by saying “When I met with 

Central Europe’s leaders, including Lech Walesa and Václav Havel, [...], I told them that security of 

their region is important to our country’s security.”91 Both these statements show ideas of realism as 

they express the importance of the security of the former communist regions in order to sustain the 

security of the United States. A realist would argue in the same way while discussing, for instance, 

an intervention in another nation.  

 

However, it is essential to discuss the recommendations that Clinton provides in order to make the 

former communist nations into democracies and to reach the goals stated above. These 

recommendations are based on ideas of idealism and are shown clearly as he states that “[...] to help 
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to integrate all the former Communist countries into a Europe that has a possibility of becoming 

unified for the first time in its entire history, based on the simple commitments of all nations in 

Europe to democracy, free markets and to respect for existing borders.”92 Idealists all over argue 

that free market and trade are vital for peace. The statements above, taken from Clinton’s speech 

of1994, demonstrate quite obvious that he applies ideas with connotations to both realism and 

idealism.  

 

The following two speeches of 1995 and 1996 provide almost no statements of either realism or 

idealism at all. A reason to this can be that there was no major threat to the Unites States during 

Clinton’s reign as it was during the Cold War. 

 

In 1997, Clinton makes a great deal of statements that provides connections to idealism. Such as 

“We must also renew our commitment to America’s diplomacy and pay our dues to international 

financial institutions like the World Bank and to reforming United Nations. Every dollar we devote 

to preventing conflicts, to promoting democracy, to stopping the spread of diseases and starvation, 

brings a sure return in security and savings”93 According to me, no realist would have that positive 

look on the possibilities of institutions, instead it reveals the positive look on institutions shared by 

idealism. 

 

Clinton continues to share the positive view on collaborations and institutions as he in 1998 says: 

 

For 50 years, NATO contained communism and kept America and Europe 

secure. Now these three formerly Communist countries have said yes to 

democracy. I ask the Senate to say yes to the, our new allies. By taking in 

new members and working closely with new partners, including Russia and 

Ukraine, NATO can help to assure that Europe is a stronghold for peace in 

the 21st century.94  

 

Institutions of democracy are one of the main recommendations for peace within idealism and these 

kinds of statements set a more idealistic than realistic tone of the speeches of Clinton. Once again in 

1999, this positive view on institutions is revealed as Clinton says “The new century demands new 
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partnerships for peace and security. The United Nations plays a crucial role, with allies sharing 

burdens America might otherwise bear alone. America needs a strong and effective U.N. I want to 

work with this new Congress to pay our dues and debts.”95  

 

Nevertheless, when it comes to disarmament or rearmament Clinton holds a profile of realism as he 

states that “In Bosnia and around the world, our men and women in uniform always do their 

mission well. Our mission must be to keep them well-trained and ready, to improve their quality of 

life, and to provide the 21st century weapons they need to defeat any army.”96 In contrast to a 

realist, an idealist would argue that disarmament should be a guideline for peace. A realist, on the 

other hand, would emphasize the importance of power balance and the necessity of rearmament in 

order to balance the same.  

 

Moreover, Clinton discusses along with the importance of peace, the importance of the national 

security. In accordance with realism, where the first priority of the state should be its own survival, 

Clinton claims that “As we work for peace, we must also meet threats to our Nation’s security, 

including dangers from outlaw nations and terrorism.”97 As terrorism appears more and more as a 

threat to the Unites States in the speeches of Clinton more ideas of realism can be counted for. 

However, it is still a small number in comparison to e.g. Reagan. 

 

The ideology most represented in Clinton’s State of the Union Addresses are with a doubt idealism 

which is clearly shown as Clinton discusses the matter of China. Clinton shares his optimistic 

attitude towards China with the rest of the world in his speech of 1999 as he states that “The more 

we bring China into the world, the more the world will bring change and freedom to China.”98 

Besides an optimistic attitude it also conveys an attitude of idealism by the President.  

 

In Clinton’s last speech, in 2000, he continues to argue positively about engaging China into WTO. 

He gives two major reason to why China should integrated in WTO and the second provides strong 

connotation to idealism as Clinton says “And second, it will plainly advance the cause of peace in 

Asia and promote the cause of change in China.”99 Once again the guideline for peace by idealism 

is stated and reflects once more the ideas of idealism in the foreign policy of Clinton.       
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After analyzing the State of the Union Addresses of Clinton I have come to the conclusion that 

statements of idealism are for the most part to be found. On the other hand, the number of 

statements to find at all of either realism or idealism is very small. Even tough, realism makes more 

and more appearances as the threat of terrorism becomes more observable the ideology is very 

merely represented in the speeches of Clinton. In conclusion, this supports the theory of the relation 

between a liberal president and an idealistic approach within foreign policy.   

 

 

5 DISCUSSIONS 

 

As stated in the beginning of this essay, the aim of this study is to find out if there is an ideological 

difference between the two parties when it comes to the foreign policy of the United States of 

America. After analysing the State of the Union Addresses of four presidents it is now time to 

discuss the results and come to a conclusion. 

 

As I argued before, it is important to look at the whole picture when analysing the speeches. Even 

tough it can seem as very clear that Jimmy Carter’s foreign policy contained more influences of 

realism than idealism it is important to keep in mind the disadvantages of Carter’s presidency – the 

Cold War. It was probably hard to argue for disarmament during that period of time and the fact 

that Carter provides any statements of idealism at all could be seen as more surprising than the fact 

that he gives more statements of realism. 

 

The same goes for Bush who had a more idealistic tone throughout his speeches. During Bush’s 

presidency the Cold War had just come to an end and Bush probably had to keep an extra eye on the 

tone of his speeches. I believe that he did not want to jeopardize the new more peaceful situation 

with the former Soviet Union by stating something that could be considerate provoking in a speech.  

  

In comparison to Reagan and Clinton, both the results of analysing the speeches of Carter and Bush 

show that they do not work in accordance with the theories that a liberal president can be connected 

to the ideology of idealism and that a conservative president the one of realism. Even tough I have 

reflected over the surrounding circumstances I have come to the conclusion that the foreign policy 

of the United States is not coloured by a specific ideology and no direct difference between the two 

parties can be found. 



 35

 

I said before both Reagan and Clinton, for the most part, support the theory of this essay. However, 

when it comes to some part of foreign policy the both presidents shares the exact same ideas. This 

fact supports my statement that there is no ideological difference within foreign policy. The areas 

this mostly concerns are market economy, free trade and institutions. Reagan and Clinton share the 

same positive views on institutions and reflect over their importance. Both argue that a free trade 

and open markets are the best way to go economically.  

 

Institutions and free trade are both ingredients of idealism, nevertheless, ideas of realism are shared 

by most presidents when it comes to the security of the state.  Reagan in fact uses both statements of 

idealism and realism as he argues for an intervention in Nicaragua. However, there are ideological 

differences between the presidents even tough they are within the same party. For instance, Reagan 

and Bush share totally different ideas with us in their speeches something I believe has to do with 

the different situations of the Cold War during their presidencies.  

 

I have come to the conclusion that even tough ideology makes an appearance there is no ideological 

difference between the two parties. The surrounding circumstances seem to have more of an impact 

than a specific ideology of the sitting President. One can probably find a much clearer difference 

within national politics like taxes, abortion or insurance policy than within the political area of 

foreign policy. Internationally, it makes little difference if there is a liberal or conservative President 

sitting in the White House. 
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