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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on analyzing the phenomenon of isolationism by testing the IR theories. 

The  research  examines  the  four  historical  cases  of  Ming  and  Qing  Imperial  China, 

Tokugawa's Japan, Great Britain under the Gladstone and Disraeli's stewardship, and finally, 

the  U.S.  behavior  throughout  the 1930s.  The study distinguishes  between the  whole and 

limited  isolationism,  arguing that  it  is  impossible  to  pursue complete  isolationism due to 

globalization,  interdependence,  domestic  constraints,  and  other  factors.  Furthermore,  by 

explaining  the  phenomenon,  neoclassical  realism  appears  to  best  grasp  the  full  image. 

Finally, by comparing the cases of American state behavior in the 1930s and under Donald 

Trump's  presidency,  the  paper  argues  that  the  latter's  policy  should  not  be  considered 

isolationist. 

Abstract

Tato práce se zaměřuje na analýzu fenoménu izolacionismu testováním IR teorií.  Výzkum 

zkoumá čtyři  historické  případy císařské Číny Ming a Qing,  Japonsko Tokugawa,  Velká 

Británie  pod vedením Gladstone a  Disraeli  a  nakonec  chování  USA během třicátých let. 

Studie rozlišuje mezi celkovým a omezeným izolacionismem a tvrdí, že je nemožné usilovat 

o úplný izolacionismus kvůli globalizaci, vzájemné závislosti, domácím omezením a dalším 

faktorům. Navíc vysvětlením tohoto jevu se zdá, že neoklasický realismus nejlépe uchopí 

celý  obraz.  Nakonec  srovnáním  případů  chování  amerického  státu  ve  30.  letech  a  za 

prezidentství  Donalda  Trumpa  tvrdí,  že  jeho  politika  by  neměla  být  považována  za 

izolacionistickou.
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Chapter1 Introduction 

Isolationism has  been  frequently  used to  describe American foreign policy under 

Donald Trump's presidency. The main characteristics  include criticizing allies over 

their duties,  issuing  grievances over global institutions, and focusing on their own 

country articulated in the slogan 'America First.' "Moreover, it was utilized as the one 

option while debating the American grand strategy after the Soviet collapse" (Barry

R. Posen, Andrew L. Ross, 1997). Theoretically, isolationism is still  a viable option 

for any country. However, it seems like a deviant policy outcome. To my knowledge, 

there has not been a comprehensive analysis of this phenomenon via IR theories. 

The  system  of  international  relations  is  complex.  As  realists  argue,  the  leading 

players are still  states.  Historically,  these states interact with each other  through 

diplomacy, trade, and war. However, in some cases, states prefer to close their ties 

to the world. Generally, such a policy is described as isolationism, but there are still 

many  unanswered  questions  about this concept.  It is interesting to ask if  such  a 

policy is profitable,  the reason behind this behavior, or what forces drive them to do 

so. Furthermore, some widely known cases, such as destroying the most powerful 

fleet within the Ming dynasty and choosing isolationism, still seem like a historical 

puzzle.  Thus it is reasonable to ask whether the states are influential within the IR 

system to destroy the force, bringing more power. 

Additionally, realists argue that the states are rational actors. No dominant theory of 

IR  argues otherwise. So the question remains why some states choose to isolate 

themselves. Alternatively,  no policy stays constant. Isolationism as a policy pattern 

was deliberately chosen and lasted for a certain period.

In some cases, it was intentionally abandoned. In others, a third power opened the 

isolationist  countries by force. IR theories try to catch the behavioral  pattern and 

answer the central question of what stimulates one to commit. However, the case is  

not so simple. There are ample theories and branches within  the  theories to help. 

The  phenomena mentioned  above  have  not  become the  field  of  study yet.  The 

dominant IR theories are more concerned with conflicts, trade, and the evolution of 

norms, ideals, and preferences. It is crucial to dive deep into the historical analysis of 

the concept and then explain it by the dominant IR theories. The question remains 
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that if IR theory can explain isolationism and, if yes, to what extent? So my research 

question  is,  which  theory  can  explain  the  policy  of  choosing  and  abandoning 

isolationism? An additional question includes this: can we call Trump an isolationist?

To test selected IR theories, I analyzed the following four test cases (1) China during 

the Ming and Qing dynasty, (2) Japan after the Tokugawa family, (3) splendid British 

isolationism during the Disraeli and Gladstone era, and (4) American foreign policy 

guided by Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Selected cases are characterized with some 

differences. For instance, if Japanese and Chinese policies can be categorized as 

full-isolationists. It should also be noted that Japan was not a great power at that  

time. However, they were forced to abandon isolationism. On the other hand, British 

and  American  cases  are  examples  of  limited  isolationism.  They  share  some 

similarities. Both were great powers, and they intentionally gave up the isolationist 

practice. 

As  mentioned  earlier,  isolationism  is  a  vague  term.  It  is  most  recently  used  to 

describe Donald Trump's foreign policy. Consecutively, scholars have used the word 

to distinguish between grand strategies of the U.S. after the Cold War. Thus, the 

paper  may  serve  as  an  explanation  for  using  the  term  in  the  present  time. 

Furthermore, it can contribute to the IR theories' literature as it is first trying to test 

theories  to  explain  phenomena  of  isolationism.  In  the  first  section,  I  define  the 

concept of isolationism. The second section is dedicated to the introduction of IR 

theories,  from  which  I  derive  hypotheses.  The  third  section  includes  the 

methodological  part  in which I  define independent  and dependent  variables.  The 

fourth  section  deals  with  testing  theories.  Finally,  the  fifth  section  answers  the 

question  of Donald  Trump's  foreign  policy  and  if  it  was isolationist  compared to 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt's foreign policy.

Chapter2  Conceptualization 

We have a plethora of definitions of isolationism. The concept is widely utilized and 

attached to many countries' behavior. As contemporary literature suggests, there is 

plenty of evidence when scholars study a particular country's foreign policies with 

isolationist  phenomena.  According  to  The  Routledge  Dictionary  of  Politics, 

2



"isolationism is a foreign policy strategy in which a nation announces that it has no 

interest in international affairs, nor in the affairs of other nations, as long as they do 

not affect any vital interest of its own; this implies neutrality in most possible conflicts

(Robertson,  2003).  A  similar  definition  is  offered  by  The  Palgrave  Macmillan 

Dictionary of Political thought while defining the concept we read: isolationism is the 

doctrine that a state may best promote its interests by refraining from interfering in 

others clear of the large issues of international politics (Scruton, 2007). In the article 

"The Uses and Limits of the Theories," Kenneth Thompson claims that "it is futile to  

talk  of  a  theory  of  isolationism  for  the  term  is  charged  with  emotion  and  has 

increasingly  acquired  pejorative  connotations  while  suggesting  that  some  of  the 

attributes  surrounding  isolation  are  inaction,  passivity  lethargy,  and  withdrawal"

(Alker, 1966). 

In the thesis of  Charles Grosscup Isolationism and American Foreign Policy,  the 

author  defines  it  by  distinguishing  it  by  symptoms  and  criteria.  He  defines  non-

alliance  as  a  symptom of  isolationism,  which  therefore  does  not  determine  that 

concept. The author carries on by characterizing signs of isolationism such as acting 

alone,  avoidance  of  war,  suspicion  of  foreigners,  immunity  from  trouble,  or  a 

reluctance to extend overseas commitments. Finally, he suggests using criteria as 

an isolate to grasp the explanation of the concept entirely. Considering the sense of  

seclusion,  Grosscup  concludes  that  non-involvement  on  all  levels  defines  the 

isolationism criteria. That means that if we want to call it isolationist, the state should 

cut  its  ties  with  the  world,  considering  it  as  political  and  economic.  So,  self-

sufficiency and seclusion are becoming indispensable features of the isolated state. 

As a methodology, he uses four case studies, including Japanese isolation over a 

two-hundred-year period. The Chinese adopted isolationism within the Ming dynasty, 

Great  Britain  during  its  so-called  Splendid  Isolationism,  and  the  US  through  its 

behavior during the 1930s. As already defined criteria for the concept, American and 

British  cases  can  be  omitted  for  further  analysis  case  studies  of  the  isolationist  

phenomenon.  At  the  same  time,  both  states had  not  shuttered  their  economic 

involvement. (Grosscup C. , 1972).

The  thesis  would  not  suggest  using  isolationism in  such  a  way.  In  my  opinion, 

utilizing the concept in that way makes it obsolete and only part of the history of the 

middle ages. If we follow such circumscribed reports, technological advancements, 
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interdependence, and globalization has made isolationism impossible in the modern 

era. Furthermore, many concepts have been changed or granted new associations 

and meanings through time. Besides, the nature of sovereignty has changed, and as 

Krasner  suggests,  the  term  has  been  used  in  four  different  ways:  domestic, 

interdependence,  international  and  Westphalian  sovereignty.  He  concludes  that 

states can possess one form of independence, but  not necessarily others.  Many 

authors  share  the  idea;  thus,  I  will  use  a  different  approach  to  the  concept  of 

isolationism. As Douglas Earl Walker's thesis distinguishes between traditionalist and 

revisionist isolationism, while the latter advocates autarky and non-involvement, the 

former focuses on the right to conduct commercial intercourse with any other country

(Walker, 1990). The thesis suggests using dichotomy as defining isolationism as a 

traditional, more severe approach as cutting all ties with the rest of the world while 

using limited word isolationism to describe policies carried out  by Great  Britain's 

government so-called splendid isolationism and US foreign policies in the 1930s. 

Limited isolationism has explanatory power.  It  distances itself  from the traditional  

term of isolationism, which the great  powers can not exercise due to intertwined 

economies and waves of globalization.  

Chapter3  IR Theories and hypothesis

3.1.1 Structural realism

In  his  most  famous  book,  Kenneth  Waltz first  aims  to  distinguish  between 

reductionist  and  systemic  approaches. While  the  former  explains  international 

outcomes through  the  national  or  subnational  level,  the  latter  links  national  and 

international systems and assumes they interact. While using a systemic approach, 

he emphasized structure which  is  less concentrated on ideological  commitments 

nature of political leaders social and economic institutions. He explains the structure 

as the arrangement of its parts. Furthermore, there is a stark difference between 

domestic and international structures. While the domestic structure is centralized and 

hierarchic,  the  opposite  global  structure  is  decentralized  and  anarchic.  Using 

examples of microeconomic theories,  Waltz also assumes that  the primary goal  of 

states operating on the market is survival. They are both working on self-help, similar 

to units operating within the international system(Waltz, 1979). It is essential to note 
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that Waltz also provides a theoretical example of structural changes within the global 

system. This can be accounted for when hierarchical order is replaced by anarchic or 

vice versa. Furthermore, fluctuations between units can beget systemic change. It is 

also worthy to note that Waltz warns about acquiring too much power, as can this 

can creating new enemy alliances, so too much power can become an ominous 

threat  (Mearsheimer J. , The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 2001). Even though 

structural  realism  does  not  deal  with  the  specific  foreign  policy  of  the  country,  

isolationism can be deduced as failing to  act  in  correspondence to  the share of  

systemic power, which the system will punish.

H1: States will be punished for pursuing isolationism by the system.

3.2 Neoclassical realism 

Neoclassical realist theory underlines the importance of power. As Gideon Rose puts 

it,  “Neoclassical  realists  argue  that  relative  material  powers  establish  the  basic 

parameters of a country’s foreign policy, they note in Thucydides’ formula, that the 

strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must.”  At first  glance, the 

Neoclassical realist approach supplemented structural realism. It tried to fill the gap 

that was  left  by  unexplained  events  of  the  latter.  However,  it  developed  as  a 

separate theory. As illustrated in Figure one, systemic stimuli go through dependent 

variables and result in policy responses that generate international outcomes. It is 

important to note that the critical variable that distinguishes Neoclassical realism and 

structural realism is the clarity of signals and information.

To  sum up,  Neoclassical  realism is  a  mix  of  reductionism and  systemic  theory. 

However, by introducing intervening variables, the gap between other realist theories 

widens.  Thus,  it  becomes  evident that  Neoclassical  realism  emphasizes  the 

importance of leaders. Furthermore, an equally important role in conditions such as 

state-society relations, the role of domestic institutions, and states strategic culture. 

In  particular,  all  of  them  affect  states’  perception,  decision  making,  and  policy 

implementation, which finally produces outcomes (Norrin M. Ripsman; Jeffrey W.

Taliaferro; Steven E. Lobell, 2016).

5



H2: Isolationism can be explained by analyzing unit and sub-unit variables that can 

intervene between system stimuli and foreign policy responses.

Figure1. The neoclassical realist model of foreign policy

Source:https://oxfordre.com/internationalstudies/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.001.0001/

acrefore-9780190846626-e-36

3.3 Constructivism

While  Edward  Carr  is  considered  the  proponent  of  classical  realism,  he  also 

contributed  much  to  constructivism.  In  addition,  he  utilized  the  concept  as  the 

sociology of knowledge according to which reality, as it is contingent, is changeable 

(Dunne,  1995).  Besides the  fact  that  constructivism is  a  relatively  new theory,  it 

developed  through  indigenous  and  exogenous  processes.  While  events  outside 

academia  accounted  for  reflexive  modernity  as  a  skeptical  look  towards  social  

progress,  debates  within  academia  prioritized  interpretivism,  which  tries  to 

conceptualize  relations  between  observation  and  common  sense.  We  can 

distinguish  between  epistemological  and  sociological  constructivism.  The  latter 

developed out of the critique of rational choice and targeted empiricism. In contrast, 

epistemological  constructivism  suggested  paradigmatic  shifts.  Some  phenomena 
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can change their  meaning over  time by  different schools of  thought.  In  addition, 

money exists because of our interpretation of it. Such methods connect the theory 

with a hermeneutical understanding of science.  

Another contributor to the theory is Pierre Bourdieu, who focused on actors’ roles 

and functions within society. By suggesting the concept of habitus, it is essential to 

emphasize the relationship between structure and field. At the same time, individuals 

with  the  same  social  status  create  the  same  areas  by  experiencing  the  same 

practices generated through past experiences. This is how habitus is operating by 

structural  agents (Guzzini,  2013). One  of  the  most  significant  contributors  to 

constructivism is Alexander Wendt, who has chosen the systems theory approach. 

By  doing  so,  he  considered  the  international  system  both  as  a  dependent  and 

independent  variable.  It  is  also  important  to  note  that  he  did  not  dismiss  the 

importance of the material capabilities. So as the realist, he distinguished between 

strong and weak states as the specific outcomes between them can be predicted by 

material capabilities.

 Furthermore, he agrees with Kenneth Waltz that anarchy exists but disagrees with 

how  it  operates.  In  short,  Wendt  distinguishes  between  macro  and  micro-level 

approaches. While the former accounts as the systemic, the micro-level  includes 

agents and their interactions (Wendt, Social theory of international politics, 1999). 

Such interactions, therefore, constitute common knowledge which forms institutions, 

conventions, laws, and rules. It  is also interesting to mention his ideas about the 

state.  As  we  know  from  the  realist  theory,  states  are  the  main  actors  within 

international relations. Wendt offers a broad definition of states in which they have 

interests  and,  most  importantly,  identities.  To wit,  identities  can answer  who the 

states are, while interests can explain what they want. Moreover, goods can vary 

over time. We can not consider people as agents if they do not have consciousness 

and memory or, more precisely, a sense of I. The same goes for states. Needless to  

say,  that  state  also  has  national  interests.  While  Keohane  identifies  three 

dimensions,  such  as  physical  survival,  autonomy,  and  economic  well-being,  the 

constructive approach adds one more — collective self-esteem.  As noted before, 

Realists mainly assume that survival is the primary goal of the state. However,  for 

constructivists,  survival is not sufficient. The state needs autonomy which includes 

controlling resources and choices of government. Moreover, interests vary, and not 

all states pursue economic well-being as the primary goal. According to Wendt, this 
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is  a  feature  of  capitalism.  In  addition,  feudal  and slave-oriented states  were  not 

prone to growth orienting. Finally, constructivism suggests explaining certain states’ 

behavior  by  the  notion  of  positive  and  negative  self-esteem.  For  example,  after 

World War II, the behavior of Nazi Germany after World War l is rooted in negative 

self-esteem, as it was defeated and then humiliated. So they tried to overcome it by 

brutal force. On the other hand, we can find examples of positive self-images when 

cooperation and mutual respect occur. Finally, such logic leads us to another puzzle.  

How  can  we  distinguish  conditions  in  which  states  regard  each  other  as  fierce 

competitors, where the struggle of survival is omnipotent or relatively secured by 

cooperating and having mutual respect. To answer such a question, constructivism 

examines the phenomena of anarchy.

3.3.1 Anarchy

Even though Hobbes paid little attention to foreign affairs, he contributed to the IR by 

emphasizing the state of nature, which was a state of war. It is a vicious circle 

because of insecurity, which leads to an eternal battle between kings and 

representatives of conditions.

Constructivism also emphasizes how states view each other. Wendt suggests three 

systems of a lawless world. Before explaining, we should remember that the focal 

point  of  his  analysis  is  the  interactions of  states on the micro-level  scale,  which 

generates  collective  representation  within  the  macro-level.  Pursuing  such  logic, 

Wendt  assumes that  firstly  we had Hobbsesian anarchic culture, in  which states 

indeed  followed  the  wisdom  — kill  or  be  killed.  Moreover,  such  a  system  is 

characterized by endemic wars, in which states' preference for neutrality equated to 

nearly zero (Wendt, Social theory of international politics, 1999).  Furthermore, the 

game-changer  event  started  the  Westphalian  system,  which  transformed the  old 

world into the new (Filho, 2007),  establishing a new collective representation. The 

principle of kill or be killed changed to live and let live. So literally, the death of states  

happened less often. The term enmity was changed to rivalry. Such culture is called 

Lockean, in which states, instead of killing each other, respect the sovereignty. It is a 

world where international law is guarding their rights to be sovereign. Finally, non-

alignment becomes a visible option. The primary mechanism which operates within 

the Lockean world is coercion, self-interest, and legitimacy. In short, powerful states 
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are interested in  preserving the existing system,  in  which profit  and security  are 

maintained by obedience to the rules. Finally, Wendt suggests the last option. It is 

the Kantian logic of anarchy, in which states regard themselves as a friend. Instead 

of pursuing selfish logic and security dilemmas, they play as one team. The primary 

mechanism  operating  in  such  a  world  is  the  principle  of  non-violence.  Most 

importantly, there are no allies. As the latter concept includes a limited time frame in 

which two become allies when their interests merge, they are engaged in endless 

friendship  within  the  Kantian  world.  While  states  tended  to  kill  each  other,  they 

abstained even from attacking (Wendt, Social theory of international politics, 1999).

3.3.2 Summary

Constructivism underlines the importance of ideas, norms, and schools. However, it  

is also important to note that theory attaches the important state feature: identity. 

Thus,  we  should  await  the  different  approaches  towards  foreign  policy  by  other 

identities. Furthermore, when we seek to explain isolationism by the constructivist 

approach, we should also bear in mind the anarchic culture offered by Alexander 

Wendt. 

H3: National identity defined by social interaction, ideas, beliefs, and norms make 

the country isolationist and vice versa.

3.4 Liberalism

It was only 1769 when the word liberal appeared politically. Scottish historian William 

Robertson seems to be the first who paved the way for the political meaning of the 

term liberal. In his book, he mentions the Hanseatic League, where merchants could 

spread  new  liberal  ideas,  mainly  focused  on  order  and  justice (Klein,  2014). 

Following this, the glorious revolution brought William Orange back to the English 

throne and ushered in a  new era for  political  theories.  In  his book,  The Second 

Treatise on Civil  Government, John Locke underlined the core ideas of liberalism

(Curran,  2013).  It  should  be  noted  that  Locke  argued  against  Robert  Filmer's 

Patriarchate, in which he pushed the idea of the divine origin of rulers.  He goes 

further  by  calling  Adam  the  first  King,  therefore  underpinning  the  view  of  the 

Patriarchate. Locke interpreted the Bible in another way and therefore concluded 
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that there is no way to identify Adams as actual heirs to whom we can attach power 

to rule. God did not give even Adam relevant authority, and if we think otherwise, his  

heirs did not have the right to carry out management.  Much attention is given to 

views of state and the law of nature. We can assume that there is a point that had an  

enormous effect on Western society. At the same time, Hobbes's social contract is  

based on giving rights and security, based on drastic assumptions on the state of 

nature, when Locke portrays a different image. In nature, people are free, equal, and 

independent, but this state also has a law of nature, which by reasoning prevents 

people  from  harming  each  other.  Furthermore,  Locke  assumes  that  we  are  all 

creatures  of  God and his  will.  However,  there  is  an  exception  when people  are 

allowed  to  use  force  and  punishment.  This  gives  every  person  the  right  to 

punishment  when  harm is  done  to  another  person.  So,  we  can  get  a  Lockean 

community, whereas another defends the right based on mutual respect of rights. 

Although,  Locke identifies one fundamental  problem which makes political  power 

essential. While everyone can uphold the right of punishment, people motivated by 

self-love, passion, and revenge could uphold injustice. So, to hinder such maligns, 

the  government  should  be established as the judge.  In  the opposite  of  Hobbes, 

Locke suggests that people only give up some part of their right to develop a limited 

government. In short,  according to the Lockean contract, people should obey the 

government; in return, the latter should fulfill its functions. Otherwise, people have 

the right to resist. Two sides are obliged by law, which sets the limit of power as 

obedience (Tarlton, 1978).

3.4.1 Against mercantilism

Mercantilism  has  been  used  in  different  contexts.  Economist  John  Ramsay 

McCulloch is an amalgam of wealth and money, oriented towards a favorable trade 

outcome. Such logic begets trade competition which was criticized by David Hume, 

calling it jealousy of trade. However, after Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations book, 

mercantilism was considered more or less a coherent system (Magnusson, 2018). 

While Smith is regarded as a founder of liberal internationalism (Walter, 1996), he 

offers simple formula according to which international trade begets national wealth. 

The main idea was that the less the government disturbs the economy, the more 

productive the latter is. Instead of government Smith suggests a metaphor of the 
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invisible  hand,  which  regulates  the  market (Leen,  2014). The  invisible  hand 

represents a bridge between aggregate outcomes and individual actions. Moreover, 

the  latter,  according  to  Smith,  is  an  unintended  deed  guided  by  self-interest. 

However, by such actions, individuals promote public interests as well. They need a 

minimalistic government that does not tell  individuals where to invest their money

(Kennedy G. , 2008). However, it should sometimes contain the evil seeds of natural 

liberty. There is always the possibility that self-interested individuals promote their  

ideas, undermining the community's absolute security. This is the moment where we 

need law and government (Naggar, 1977). Another proponent of the minimalist state 

is David Ricardo  (Hollander,  1911).  While his first  pamphlet was followed by the 

establishment of the Parliamentary Bullion Committee, he continued to publish his 

liberal thoughts, where he argued against government interference in the economy. 

In addition, he highly opposed protectionist policies and especially against increased 

wages, which had the opposite effect on the economy (Rich, 2018).

3.4.2 Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism  can  be  considered  as  the  mathematical  formula  of  happiness.  On 

moral grounds, it refers to utilize scientific precisions. As the founder of the theory, 

Jeremy Bentham criticized the  English  law system.  He believed  that  one  of  the 

primary responsibilities of government was its accountability to the public. By the 

formula that Bentham suggested, "The greatest good of the greatest number," the 

best  government would provide a public good, therefore increasing pleasure.  He 

could  simply  compare  pain  and  pleasure  to  make  assumptions.  Furthermore, 

Bentham believed that  individuals  are  self-interested.  Therefore,  as  governments 

consisted of individuals, so they would pursue their interests. So, he suggested the 

idea of representative democracy. Another utilitarian named James Mill envisaged 

governments' primary function of protecting private property. However, like Bentham, 

he tried to solve the problem of controlling the government. He suggested a double-

check  system  where  the  parliament  controls  government  while  the  community 

constituted the former (Klosko, 2013).

3.4.3 Cobden and Kant: world peace with different approaches
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It is pretty odd to place Cobden and Kant into one box. However, they both worked 

on how to spread peace and freedom. It should be noted that Cobden identified the 

government  as the  instigator  of  the war.  As  he envisaged states  as  mercantilist 

actors to  lessen aggression,  a panacea  was found within the international  trade. 

Firstly, it amassed the wealth of the nation, so their initial aim would be satisfied.  

Secondly, the cost of war due to interdependence would be so high that countries 

abstain  from using  force.  Finally,  increased  trade  enhances  communication  and 

understanding, which spill over into other areas of cooperation (Paul R. Viotti, Mark

V. Kauppi, 2012). Cobden ignored the notion of geopolitics, or he envisaged national 

interests in another way. Immanuel Kant offered different means for achieving world 

peace.  However,  most  of  his  works  are  devoted  to  the  philosophical  complex 

systems; his pamphlet has become influential within IR. In Perpetual Peace, Kant 

promulgated the idea of how democratic regimes can bear responsibility for world 

peace. However, we should first consider Kantian methodology. He indiscriminately 

put  categorical  imperative  as  a  guiding  principle  for  individuals.  Considered  as 

ethical  absolutists,  Kant  denied  any  justification  for  wrongdoing.  "This  can  be 

formulated to act as your action should become a universal law" (Singer, 1954). Most 

importantly,  he  attached  moral  imperatives  to  international  relations.  So,  he 

concluded that the root of the conflict between states was a lack of enlightenment. 

Secondly,  he assumed that the existing world order  could be transformed into a 

cosmopolitan society by pushing the moral imperative (Hurrell, 1990). However, Kant 

did not suggest the concept of world government.

Instead, Kant offers a democratic solution, which would tame the egoistic ambitions 

of states. Firstly, political evolution would change the attitude of human beings. By 

establishing  republican  governments,  aggressive  individuals  would  be  muted  by 

society. As internal peace is reached, the external war becomes so costly for the 

Republicans to avoid it. As the governments would turn to the public, the latter would 

not  wish to  fight.  By paying its  own cost,  starting  from human lives  ending with 

economical  expenses,  the  republican  government  would  opt  not  to  fight.  Kant 

envisaged a world where the spirit of the republican revolution would have a domino 

effect.  As  we  get  some  republican  nations,  their  first  principle  would  become  a 

nonaggression stance. However, Kant  did not make wars non-existent. The battles 

would be fought for liberal purposes. Finally,  he underlined the importance of the 

market and spirit  of  commerce,  which  would  enhance  communication  amongst 
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nations and inevitably  drive states  towards promoting peace  (Doyle,  1983). Kant 

saved  autonomy  for  the  conditions  and  emphasized  the  republican  cause  of 

perpetual peace. Still, this was a person who not only believed that conditions could  

achieve peace but put a theory into practice.

3.4.4 Woodrow Wilson and idealism

Woodrow Wilson was serving as the 28th President and altered the way of American 

diplomacy.  Instead  of  the  European  style,  which  included  Machiavelian power 

politics, Wilson bid on universal law. Instead of reasoning based on the balance of 

power,  Wilsoniasm  was  based  on  altruism  (Kissinger,  Diplomacy,  1994). 

Additionally, Wilson was fond of Hegelian historicism, according to which the history 

of humankind is equalized as the history of freedom as an inevitable end. Believing 

in  historical  progress,  his  thoughts  reflected  the  idea  of  the  League  of  Nations.  

Firstly, Wilson had faith in a kind character of humanity. Moreover, he was imbued 

by religious determinism, according to which the earth  should be considered the 

battle between good and evil.

More notably, paradise was achievable on the earth, so the leaders of the nations 

held the highest  responsibility  (Pestritto.,  2005).  By that  time,  Europe was again 

engulfed in the most significant conflict for that time. Britain and France checked 

German ambitions.  Although  European  leaders  believed that  war  would  be over 

within  one  year,  it  ended  with  disaster.  Germany  capitulated,  the  revolution 

paralyzed Russia, Austria-Hungary was disallowed. It was with American help that 

France and Britain won the war. Economically they all lost, except the USA., which 

entered the war after three based on adding democratic states. However, the next 

battle  awaited  the  U.S.  and  especially  Woodrow  Wilson,  who  was  diplomatic 

(Norman A. Graebner and Edward M. Bennett, 2011). Not surprisingly, when Wilson 

suggested discussing fourteen points on ending the conflict, it met fierce opposition 

even in his close circle. American diplomat William Bull resigned from the Peace 

Commission  (Throntveit,  2011). Wilson  failed  at  home as well  when the  Senate 

refused to ratify the document. However, Wilson's liberal ideas paved the way for the 

League of Nations, which was considered to deter conflict between the states.

Classical  liberalism is  undoubtedly  concentrated  on  human  rights,  freedom,  and 

minimalistic government. The theory assumes that individuals are creating society, 
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which is  before  the  state.  While  evaluating  the  decisions by  the  state,  we must 

consider state-society relations, so if we should suppose that states prefer to isolate 

themselves because of private groups or individual vested interests. Furthermore, 

we should distinguish between liberal and non-liberal societies (Moravcsik, 1997). By 

analyzing cases, I will pay close attention to the country's leader, the interests of the 

groups, and the domestic society. 

H4: States are embedded in domestic and international civil society, which places 

structural constraints on the state's behavior by the underlying preferences to explain 

the nature of isolationism.

Chapter4 Methodology

4.1 Research problem and objectives

 The specific problem that will be addressed in this paper is the policy of isolationism. 

It should be noted that there are many explanations for this concept. So the paper's 

first  objective will  be to conceptualize that  term that  is still  used by media. I  will  

examine four  exceptional  cases when  states  chose to  isolate themself. Selected 

cases are not unique, and George Charles Grosscup reviewed them in his doctoral 

dissertation (Grosscup G. C., https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/1917,

1972). The paper tries to reexamine the suggested scope of isolationism. In doing 

so, I will propose using the concept of isolationism differently. Secondly, the main 

research objective lies in testing the main dominant theories of IR. It  is crucial to 

mention  that  there have not  been recent  studies to  examine isolationism by the 

theories. However, due to analytical scope, Realism, Liberalism snd Constructivism 

was chosen. The problem arises if  one asks if  other theories can explain states' 

preferences.  Furthermore,  there  are  many  branches  within  theories.  Therefore,  I 

tried to pick up the most relevant to the topic. Within the literature of IR theories, 

there are no explicit  expectations or answers around this concept. The additional 

task of the paper is to offer a deep analysis. By doing so, I will try to describe the 

significant events, people, and contributors who helped develop isolationism. 

Research question: 

Due  to  the  aforementioned  research  problems,  this  paper  tries  to  answer  the 

following research questions:
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Which IR theory can explain the policy of choosing and abandoning isolationism? 

Can we call Donald Trump an isolationist? 

As I  mentioned above, first,  I  try  to figure out what  can be called an isolationist 

policy. Then, I  describe the central  tenets of chosen IR theories and analyze the 

main facts about selected four cases. Finally, I meet the theories with the subject 

and try to explain the phenomena through them.  The following hypotheses, which 

were derived from the three theories, are the following:

1) States are embedded in domestic civil society, which places structural constraints 

on the state's behavior by the underlying preferences to explain the nature of 

isolationism.

2) Identities  that  constitute  states'  interests  and  actions  explain  the  logic  of 

isolationism.

3) States will be punished for pursuing isolationism by the system.

4) Isolationism can be explained by analyzing unit and sub-unit variables intervening 

between system stimuli and foreign policy responses.

5) None of the IR theories can thoroughly explain the nature of isolationism.

4.2 Testing theories 

There are only two options to test theories. I choose the case study method, which 

includes observation by analyzing selected cases. In such a way, I bring predictions 

from the most dominant IR theories such as Liberalism Realism and Constructivism 

predictions. They are then tested through the dependent variable, which is the policy 

of isolationism. This method of case study analysis was chosen because of several 

reasons. First, it allows the researcher to dive deep into the selected case. Therefore 

it  entails more descriptive information,  which helps me explain the case with the 

established theories (Stephen, 1997). In contrast, one of the main criticisms of case 

study selection states that it could not be generalized; we need many more cases for 

such an aim. However, Flyvbjerg argues otherwise. Sometimes even one case is 

enough. Furthermore, even generalization is not the initial  aim of the case study 

method;  it  can help  accumulate  knowledge about  certain  phenomena (Flyvbjerg,

2006).

4.3 Case selection
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For testing IR theories, selected cases are the following: China during the Ming and 

Qing dynasty, Japan after the Tokugawa family, splendid British isolationism during 

the  Disraeli  and  Gladstone  era,  and  American  foreign  policy  guided  by  Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt. As  Table 2 shows, selected cases are characterized with some 

differences. For instance, if Japanese and Chinese policies can be categorized as 

full-isolationists, it should be noted that Japan was not a great power at that time. 

However, they were forced to abandon isolationism. On the other hand, British and 

American cases are examples of limited isolationism. They share some similarities. 

Both were great powers, and they intentionally gave up the isolationist practice. 

 Table 1 Cases of isolationism

Country Type  of 

isolationism

Time frame Ending

China Full 1372-1842 Forceful

Japan Full 1633-1853 Forceful

Great Britain Limited 1875-1903 Intentional

USA Limited 1930-1941 Intentional

Source: Compiled by the author

4.4 Independent variable 

To  test  realist  theories,  I  should  measure  the  power  of  the  four  countries 

independently.  Besides  the  fact  that  Beckley  suggested  new  theoretical 

measurements  to  determine  the  strength  of  certain  states,  there  are  some 

shortcomings. Instead, I will use the traditional measure of power by countries' GDP 

and military forces. To determine if the country was the hegemon in their vicinity, I 

will compare the empirical data within their vicinity. Moreover, I should compare data 

with  the countries that  have recently  become threats to  isolationist  states.  While 

ideas,  norms,  and  identities  are  not  measurable  in  quantitive  roles,  I  will  try  to 

connect them within the decision-making process. By finding a correlation between 

isolationism and  national  identities,  four  different  states  operating  in  the  diverse 

school of thoughts and ideas help us compare them and establish the link between 
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them and isolationism. Finally, as liberalism underlines the role of domestic politics 

and individuals,  I  will  try  to  find  to  what  extent  domestic  politics,  especially  civil 

society, have shaped foreign policy. Do the leaders consider the public opinion, and 

if yes, to what extent? Trying to answer this question, I will try to find the evidence 

suggesting public opinion's stance towards isolationism. 

4.4.1 Geography of Japan

Japan lies within the East Asian archipelago. Even though the country accounts for 

thousands of  islands,  only  the following are principal  islands: Hokkaido, Shikoku, 

Honshu,  and  Kyushu.  It  should  be  noted  as  the  insular  power;  it  had  a  great 

advantage, as the ocean prevented many from invading Japan. Mongols tried twice 

but failed. Moreover, it also served as a barrier for locals who wanted to escape the  

country (Woolley, 2005).  The unique geographic position helped Japan develop a 

hierarchical  political  society  headed  by  the  emperor. The  imperial  system  was 

established around 3 B.C. after introducing wet-rice agriculture. Besides the political  

power, the emperor possessed religious authority as well. They were regarded as 

mediators between people and gods (Ohnuki-Tierney, 1991).

However,  their  political  power  eventually  vanished  after  the  Shogunate  was 

established. The primary cause of such transformation was Japanese socio-political 

culture, in which the warriors played a crucial role. The Japanese word 'Bushi' meant 

martial  services  and was  how the Japanese referred to  its warriors.  Conscripted 

outside  of  the  governmental  palace,  they  were  independent  units,  like  those in 

Europe. According to Japanese law, order and peace were maintained by wealthy 

families;  the most affluent families were responsible for maintaining order around 

their vicinity. Thus, they exploited warriors for the cause. They also forged alliances 

with other families, becoming stronger and challenging the central government. The 

latter  was also  faced with  a  severe  challenge by  Buddhist  monks.  Although the 

Buddhist religion is always associated with peaceful movements, Buddhist temples 

had their armies in Japan. Finally, Japan was embroiled in the civil war called the 

Gampei war, which changed the course of the country (Rizo, 1999).

4.4.2 Shogunate and Kamakura bakufu
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The Genpei war, which was fought between the wealthiest clans by the Taira and 

Minamoto, resulted  in  a  final  blow  for  the  imperial  power.  The victor  Minamoto 

established a legal system known as Kamakura bakufu. Even during the civil war, he 

granted lands to his allies without the permission of the Emperor who resided in 

Kyoto. In 1192 Minamoto entered the capital with force and forced the emperor to 

acknowledge him as the Shogun, which translates as the general. The Emperor did 

not hesitate to agree. The Shogunate system resembled the European vassalage 

system and exercised the actual power, leaving the symbolic power for the emperor. 

However, the most powerful man in the country dreamt about the unification of the 

country. The dream came true under the third Shogunate by the Tokugawa family. 

The prominent leader Ieyasu Tokugawa was named as shogun in 1602. He initially 

tried to surpass the power of landowners. By new laws, owning two castles was 

prohibited. They were even repairing the damaged ones that needed permission. 

The wealthiest families were forced to spend one year with the Shogun and leave 

their  family  members  as  hostages. (JOHN  W.  HALL;  MARIUS  B.  JANSEN;

MADOKA KANAI; DENIS; TWITCHETT,  1990).  It  is  important  to  note that under 

Tokugawa's reign, the class of Samurai reached unprecedented heights.

Although  historians  dispute  samurais'  class  ranking,  they  became  landowners 

enjoying political authority, backed by the Shogun. The birth was initially a heritage 

to the social status making social mobility almost impossible. Tokugawas adopted 

the Confucian view of natural harmony to extend power, which only existed in strictly 

organized order characterized by piety, respect, and obedience. The next move was 

more shocking as the Shogun decided to close his country. Even though the term 

Sakoku was not originated in Japan, it designates the Japanese isolationist policy. 

However,  Ieyasu  did  not  intend  to  close  the  country.  Japan  restored  diplomatic 

relations  with  Korea  in  1609 (Tashiro  Kazui;  Susan  Downing  Videen,  1982). 

However,  things  changed  when  the  first  Europeans  arrived  on  the  island.  They 

brought  two things—the first  known as a Nagashima,  a  mathclock  gun,  and the 

second,  religion.  Christianity  swiftly  spread over  the country.  The Japanese elite 

became suspicious of the newcomers. There were rumors that missionaries were 

spies, and the Christian army would follow. The Japanese loathed foreign religion 

even before Tokugawa Hideoshi proclaimed European religion outlawed. Following 

his proclamation that Japan is the land of the gods, and missionaries had one month 

to  leave the country.  The opposition to  the Christians continued as some fought 
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against Tokugawas. In 1616, Shogun Hiteda ordered the execution of Christians if  

they refused to leave the island. Leaders went further. From 1633 to 1639, according 

to the new directives, it  was forbidden to enter and leave Japan without Shogun 

permission, and Japan became a self-sufficient country. While European countries 

entered an era of industrialization, Japanese cities thrived and expanded. In addition, 

the capital Kioto had 100,000 inhabitants. Osaka and Kyoto were equal to Paris and 

London in terms of population.

The only way Japan interacted with the rest world was by trade. There were still four  

countries that interacted with the island. The Dutch, alongside China, Korea, and 

Ryukyu, were allowed to trade. The relations with the above states were under the 

strict control of the governments. Furthermore, the protectionist economy halted the 

surge of trade. However, nothing lasts forever as the Europeans strengthened and 

started to seek new markets. They forced China to open in 1842, and next in line 

was Japan.

4.4.3 The end of isolationism

A brother of national hero Mathew Perry urged American President Millard Fillmore 

to engage actively within the Asian region as Britain opened China. Japan remained 

the next target for the great powers. There were several attempts by the Russians 

and  Britons,  but  their  demands  were  rejected.  Perry,  accompanied  by  four 

steamships, demanded the same on what the Chinese agreed eleven years ago. 

The Japanese knowing the aftermath of the Opium War, thought that they could not  

win. So after seven months, when the American admiral returned with doubled ships,  

they agreed. By the treaty of Kanagawa, the ports of Shimoda and Hakodate opened 

for Americans. Furthermore, American diplomats were allowed to stay in the capital 

by  establishing  an  embassy.  Such  development  did  not  go  unnoticed  by  other 

powers.  The  U.S.  was  followed  by  Russia,  Great  Britain,  France,  and  the 

Netherlands.  It  should be noticed that even though America was forced to  open 

Japan,  her  interests  shrank over  time.  Moreover,  such a move fueled Japanese 

nationalism as they blamed the following economic crisis on the foreigners. Finally, 

the  end  of  isolationism  also  marked  the  end  of  the  era  of  the  Shogunate  and 

samurais. The Meiji restoration helped the country modernize and enter the Great 
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Power  competition,  resulting  in  two  world  wars (  JOHN  W.  HALL  MARIUS  B.

JANSEN MADOKA KANAI DENIS TWITCHETT, 1989).

4.4.4 Case of China

Ancient China is accompanied by various legends and myths, which constructed the 

psyche of the nation. According to Chinese legends, everything existed by the will of 

heaven's mandate. They regard history as cycles of peace and destruction. "The 

Romance of Three Kingdoms states: Empire long divided, must unite, long united 

must divide" (Kissinger, On China , 2011). Although having numerous contacts with 

the rest of the world, the ancient Chinese preferred to be isolated. Its geographical 

location stalled foreign influence until technologies enabled Europeans to overcome 

the geographical obstacles. A vast territory resembled an oasis, replete with physical 

barriers.  With  mountain  chains  located  northeast,  northwest,  and  southwest,  the 

Pacific Ocean on the east made China vulnerable only from the north. It would be 

prudent  to  mention  that  the  Chinese  initially  ignored  the  chance  of  expanding 

maritime trade roots. Yet, they knew the existence of such advanced civilizations like 

the  Romans,  due  to  lack  of  intensive  contact,  it  did  not  affect  Chinese  culture 

(Grosscup  G.  C.,  https://scholarworks.umass.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?

article=2918&context=dissertations_1,  2014).  The  Ancient  Chinese  adopted  the 

notion of Sino-centrism. It is a kind of ontological assumption that puts China at the 

center of the world. Other states are deemed barbarians without profound culture

(Lu, 2018). The Tributary system was the next step that was successfully adopted; 

the concepts from a hierarchical standpoint, where cultural achievements are much 

more praised than militaristic or economic ones. The more the Chinese felt culturally 

advanced,  the  more  they  advocated  Pax  Sinica,  which  included  two  specialties.  

Firstly, barbarian states were obliged to acknowledge the importance of the emperor.  

However, their sovereignty remained intact. They had to share Chinese norms and 

procedural  justice  when  needed.  The  time  concept  became  institutionalized  and 

transformed  into  active  and  aggressive  policy,  including  Central,  South,  and 

Southeast Asian states (Yongjin Zhang, Barry Buzan, 2012).

Such attitudes had philosophical grounds. Confucianism became a state ideology 

during  the  Han  dynasty.  Eventually,  Confucius  emphasized  the  value  of  rituals, 
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respect  for  ancestors,  and  virtues.  His  thoughts  became  a  moral  guideline  for 

individuals, including emperors (Zalta, 2020).

Thoughts of the Confucian school  reflected over states'  grand strategies as well. 

Chinese elites always favored defensive tactics. Moreover, if diplomatic maneuvers, 

bribes,  or  other  means  were  at  hand,  they  always  prevailed  against  coercive 

measures. Han officials elaborated the idea of five baits that would check the enemy 

at bay. Other Chinese philosophical schools also emphasized the ignorance of force. 

However, Confucians attached culture as the primary determinant of state behavior. 

They considered Chinese nature as a non-violent and pacifist state, which does not 

seek expansion by force. While China swelled in the territory, it was due to cultural 

attraction or voluntary submission. Apart from European states, who always sought 

dominance  and  expansion,  China  pursued  its  non-violent  agenda. War  was 

condemned in Mencius's book as an unnecessary tool of state affairs, promulgating 

using patterns as a crime. To sum up, civil  values trumped military values within 

Chinese  society,  in  which  military  service  and  science  were  not  perceived  as 

prestigious.  Overall  in  Confucianism,  we  can  trace  seeds  of  soft  power,  which 

encompassed  grand  defensive  strategy  by  using  non-violent  means  such  as 

attraction, détente, and accommodation (Wang, 2011). These beget pursuing certain 

principles in foreign policy such as confirmation of universal order, respect for the 

superior  states,  and  finally,  the  cultural  distinction  between  the  Chinese  and 

foreigners (Samaruga, 2013).

4.4.5 The policy of Haijin 

One  exciting  moment  in  Chinese  history  is  when  a  begging  monk  became  an 

emperor by overthrowing Mongolians rulers known as the Yuan dynasties. Zhu Yuan 

Zhang seemed helpless in his early life; he became emperor Hongwu in 1368. Apart 

from his despotic government,  the emperor brought back the notion of Heaven's 

mandate  and Confucianism.  (Ming,  2016). Furthermore, he promulgated a policy 

known as the Haijn, which forbade maritime trade. Initially aiming to tackle piracy, 

Haijin's other goal was to hinder sino-foreign contacts as well. According to the new 

law,  locals  were  prohibited from  maritime  trade,  and  it  enabled  the  emperor  to 

exercise absolute control over imports. The only way to trade was a certificate called 

the change, which the Ming court issued. It is essential to say it applied only to states 
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who acknowledged Chinese supremacy. So, the Ming system utilized the tributary 

system as the only option for foreign trade with China. Only after presenting the 

tribute were foreigners allowed to exchange goods while under official supervisors

(Lim, 2013). China made its bid on an autarkic economy by promulgating Confucian 

ideas (James Kai-Sing and Chicheng Ma, 2014).

The historical puzzle remains around Zheng He and his seven maritime voyages. 

Castrated Muslims who lead an unbelievable fleet1  led expeditions composed of 317 

ships dated from 1405 to 1433. Even though they reached East Africa, the Chinese 

would never express their interest in going further. By the lack of commercializing 

interests and the high cost of fleet preservation, expeditions were suspended (Ying

Liu; Zhongping Chen and Gregory Blue, 2014). There is a stark difference between 

the European and Chinese ways of conducting foreign policy. It should be noted that 

China never  suggested forging  political  alliances in  a  similar  way  to Europeans. 

Embued with their superiority,  China never acknowledged anyone as equal. China 

closed, and Europeans carried out technological advancement, which spilled over 

their desire to expand trade by reaching new markets. Moreover, religious motivation 

also played a role, as monks were willing to share ideas of Christianity all over the 

world. In the beginning, the Chinese tolerated newcomers, but their attitude gradually 

changed over time. Christians did not acknowledge the cultural superiority of China; 

by constructing churches, they become autonomous places within the Empire, which 

sometimes  meddled  with  the internal  affairs  of  China.  As  Europeans  failed  to 

understand Chinese peculiarity, China turned its back to Europe and remained aloof 

for centuries until Europe forced China to open the gates (Charles, 2014).

4.4.6 End of isolationism

The  industrial  revolution,  liberal  ideas,  and  technological  advancement  hastened 

state relations more intensively. Trade became the most important source of state 

revenue. As production augmented, states began to seek new markets.  However, 

imperial policy hindered the vast potential that China could have offered. It should be 

noted that Ming's harsh maritime policy gradually changed when the Qing dynasty 

was established in 1636. Although private maritime trade had not been restricted, 

imperial  control  remained. Foreigners could only trade with China via the Canton 

1 As recent research suggests the length of one ship estimated to be 59m (a technical analysis of the size of 
Zheng  He’s  ships) Shanghai 2002 p.8
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system. By the new law, every foreign ship had to register at the customs house and 

pay tax, and most importantly, Chinese officials had the right to inspect every boat.

Furthermore, the Canton system set precise rules such as where and when foreign 

traders could come to China. The first country that expressed tacit disapproval with 

limited Chinese policy was Great Britain. Adam Smith's book The Wealth and Nation 

gave  impetus  to  the  new  way  of  thinking.  Instead  of  old  mercantilism, private 

commercial  interests were suggested as the main driver of the economy. Britons 

demanded more rights, while the Chinese pondered more restrictions. British exports 

of cotton dwindled by fewer Chinese customer demands. The same fate was shared 

by American silver. The West Indian Company, which represented states' interest for 

decades, overcame the trade deficit by exchanging opium for tea, fueling Chinese 

anger following the  war in 1839. Defeated, China agreed to open forts and even 

granting the most favorable status to the British. As  it  was in the Japanese case, 

other Western powers followed suit. Interestingly, the country which forced China to 

open had some experience with isolationism, which will  be discussed in the next 

chapter.

4.4.7 Great Britain

Great  Britain  has always had an  advantageous position.  Located within  western 

Europe, Great Britain is an amalgam of several islands. The best way to access the 

island from Europe is to cross the English Channel, which now connects France and 

Great Britain. Due to its geographic position, the country amassed so much power 

that the nineteenth century is sometimes called the Pax Britannica. Great Britain was 

the  wealthiest  nation  and  one  of  the  leading  players  of  the  European  concert.  

According to statistics, as Great Britain produced half of the world's iron production,  

with the highest energy consumption and brilliant navy, it was not a coincidence that  

the  second  half  of  the  Nineteenth  century  was  sometimes  referred  to  as  Pax 

Britannica (Kennedy  P.  ,  1987).  However,  a  u-turn  in  the  British  foreign  policy 

occurred  when  Britains  were  not actively  engaged  with  European  affairs  in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. It is important to note that the British empire, 

which covered one-fourth of  the globe,  enjoyed a relatively peaceful  period after 

Napoleon's final defeat at Waterloo. The island preserved monarchical status, but it 

was the prime ministers who had actual executive power. Moreover, political parties 

vie to gain the majority in the Parliament. Due to ideas of liberalism, governments 
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were expected to pursue raises and fair policies by encouraging freedom of speech, 

press,  fair  elections,  etc. The vast  British  empire  included  unique  organizational 

capabilities.  Unlike other kingdoms  like Spain or France, colonies were not ruled 

from the center. Instead, Britons invented communication and acceptance practices, 

which sometimes is viewed as the liberal way of controlling territories.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Britain was a religious country, where 

most preferred small towns. The nineteenth century was the century of growth for the 

island. In addition, the population surged due to urbanization and, most notably, the 

industrial revolution. The latter also accounted for a growing economy and significant 

changes. Due to newly exploited coal, the industries such as metallurgy boomed, 

thereby increasing per capita living standards (Black, 2020). Great Britain frequently 

used  balancing  tactics when  conducting  foreign  relations. The  initial  aim  of 

diplomacy was not to allow any country to become a hegemon; however, as noted 

above,  Great  Britain  suddenly gave over  its traditional  policy towards continental 

Europe and abstained from its affairs. 

4.4.8 British Prime ministers during the splendid isolationism

Gladstone and Disraeli had unique features indeed. Both shared their nonaristocratic 

past. Discussing Great Britain's foreign policy under Sir Gladstone's stewardship, we 

should consider three phases of his political activity. First, we should consider 1859 

to 1865, when Gladstone tried to unite the liberal party and gain popularity. Then, 

from 1965 to 1968, Gladstone became an  indispensable  figure of the liberal party 

and a leading figure within British politics. The last phase, which dates from 1868 to  

1874,  is  when he was the Prime Minister.  He proved himself  as an outstanding 

finalist when he served as Chancellor of the Exchequer. He replied on workers' press 

and landed whigs hastened his promotion as the political leader.

Furthermore, discussing his character, we should never forget that it was the first 

British politician who applied moral thought to political life. As he stated, the Christian 

virtues should be placed first, and so did he during his political career. In the second 

phase, he was mainly dealing with domestic issues, which included the question of  

the Irish Church, debates on the Reform Bill, etc., political situation furtherly (Knauss,

1989).  Before continuing, several  words should be said about the global  political 
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environment in which Disraeli and Gladstone operated. Two political leaders from the 

European  continent  changed  the  course  of  the  European  political  future.  One 

regarded the Sphinx of the Tuileries, or Napoleon's nephew Napoleon the Third, who 

tried to transform French foreign policy into an ambitious program. In contrast, Iron 

Chancellor  Bismark  tried  to  destroy  old-fashioned  European  concerts  or  the 

Metternich system. Britons stayed aloof when Austria was kicked off from the show. 

Furthermore,  they  did  not  interfere  when  Italy  was  uniting  and  then  same  for 

Germany. Sir Gladstone looked over events from a non-interventionist stance as the 

whole British cabinet, including the Queen. As noted above, he was preoccupied 

with parliamentarian debates with Disraeli and more concerned with the Irish Church 

Bill  and  the  Reform  Bill,  which  paved  the  way  for  the  post  of  prime  minister.  

However, the liberal party was disunited by fierce debates around the educational 

bill, which became an opportunity for Disraeli to change Gladstone.

Disraeli  favored  bilateral  ways  instead  of  the  previous  multilateral  approach 

conducted by Gladstone. Domestically he preserved the British constitution that gave 

him support from the aristocracy. It should be noted that, although British foreign 

policy  did  not  change,  there  were  significant  changes  around  the  European 

continent.  As noted,  Germany united after  Austria  and France were defeated by 

Prussia. Unfortunately, Disraeli did not envisage what threat Germany may become 

to Britain. He was more interested in the so-called Eastern question. The Turkish 

empire  repressed  Christians  residing  in  Bulgary,  Serbia,  and  Montenegro.  He 

participated in the Berlin conference, but his decisions were harshly criticized by 

Gladstone, who urged for active involvement based on moral grounds. Gladstone 

came back as PM again in 1890-96. However,  Britain was more concerned with 

imperial policy, including the annexation of Egypt and concentration on the Indian 

frontier.  Such an approach was named splendid  isolationism,  which  became the 

object of the critic of the next PM of Britain. (Knauss, 1989).

4.4.9 The end of isolationism

Salisbury once complained about the jargon of isolationism, but it was four years 

Britain had to wait to abandon this policy. Lord Salisbury, who possessed posts of 

premier  and  minister  of  foreign  policy  simultaneously,  faced  a  tense  unfamiliar 
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environment. Once Kissinger remarked that the only fault of Bismark was that he did 

not leave another Bismark. German policy had dramatically adjusted after the iron 

chancellor.  Despite  his  will  to  ally  with  Great  Britain,  William made  the  country 

suspicious  and  then  antagonistic.  Weltpolitic  and  naval  build-up  was  the  main 

reasons why the two countries' relations deteriorated (Kissinger, Diplomacy, 1994). 

Furthermore, Britain faced an imperial overstretch, as Britain fought a war in Africa, 

which we know as Boers. China replaced Turkey as the sick man of Asia, which 

mainly  concerned  Britain.  And  again,  the  Russian  acquisition  of  port  Artur  and 

railway build-up in  Afghanistan further  challenged the British acquisition of  India. 

Salisbury was broken with the so-called isolationist policy and signed an alliance with 

Japan to check eastern Russian ambitions. Historians were debating the exact date 

when splendid isolationism ended. One counters the Japanese coalition that it was 

not a European kind of obligation, and it was after the Moroccan crisis of 1907 when 

Britain abandoned isolationism. Nevertheless, Russian ambitions or Germany's fleet 

program overall impacted the security of the island. In Britain's case, no one forced 

them  to  abandon  the  policy  of  isolationism,  which  shares  similarities  with  the 

following case that will be discussed. 

4.4.10 The United States and isolationism

America  was  born  free  and  lucky,  as  Robert  Keohan  remarks (Ruggie,  1997). 

Discussing  the  power  of  the  United  States,  we always make some reference to 

geography. Surrounded by weak neighbors such as Canada and Mexico, the country 

never experienced an existential threat from them. Therefore there was no need to 

station  a  big  army  on  the  homeland.  That  allowed  America  to  look  overseas. 

Furthermore, oceans by the east and west doubled American security.  European 

affairs did not matter and vice versa. However, it was only a matter of time when a 

free-born nation became a beacon of democracy and made itself guardian of the 

principle of liberty, therefore overcoming oceans and sending troops overseas. The 

American  experience  with  the  tradition  of  isolationism  dates  back  to  the  first  

president  and  his  Farewell  address.  Due  to  his  popularity  and  significance, 

statements have still been read annually in the U.S. Congress as part of the national 

recognition of the first President's birthday for over 100 years (ushistory.org, 2021).

As the text is concerned with US domestic problems, the salient part for proponents 

of isolationism will be next. "Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a situation? 
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Why quit our own to stand upon foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny 

with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of 

European ambition,  rivalship,  interest,  humor,  or  caprice? Our actual  policy is  to 

steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world, so far, I 

mean, as we are now at liberty to do it, for let me not be understood as capable of  

patronizing infidelity to existing engagements. I hold the maxim no less applicable to 

public than private affairs that honesty is always the best policy. I repeat, therefore, 

let those engagements be observed in their genuine sense. But in my opinion, it is 

unnecessary and would be unwise to extend them" (Caspar W. Weinberger; Gordon

Tullock,  1986).  So  the  entanglement  in  European  affairs  for  Washington  was  a 

potential threat that should be avoided. However, he is not against cutting economic 

ties with the rest of the world. The point makes the U.S. president not a proponent of 

traditional isolationism as we offered a dichotomy of the concept. Furthermore, as 

some authors suggest, George Washington was not isolationist at all. 

4.4.11 Washington's advice can be thought of like advice for a fragile nation

As Washington's main character was prudence, it can be concluded that his advice 

was just a matter of time, and it has not required permanent avoidance of  political 

alliances.  Making  foreign  policy  can  not  be  assumed to  have  one  clear  defined 

strategy.  By the time new challenges have evolved,  and they needed a different 

approach. Washington should be considered a proponent of limited isolationism that 

indeed can not be possessed constantly and his word that belligerent nations will not 

lightly  hazard  giving  us  provocation  and  we  may  choose  peace  or  war  as  our 

interests guided by justice shall counsel is a tacit expression that he was pushing the 

idea of political restrainment form alliances, not moral. As time passed, the moral 

argument  will  be  picked  up,  Wilson.  Still,  before  the  milestone  took  place,  the 

inaugural  pledge of Thomas Jefferson continued policy of limited isolationism no: 

"Peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations-entangling alliances with 

none."  Considering  America's  past  treaties  and  alliances,  Panama was  the  only 

country viewed as an exception (Fromkin, 1970).

4.4.12 Before the 1930s
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Before America, there were numerous events to choose Franklin Delano Roosevelt  

to save from the dire economic situation we know as the Wall Street Crisis. America 

has grown, and it has grown so much that America engulfed European affairs for the 

first  time in  her  history  and determined World  War  l.  Before  that,  the  U.S.  was 

amassing power. With Monroe Doctrine signaled European colonial states that the 

new order ascended for the Western hemisphere. With territorial acquisitions such 

as Louisiana and Alaska, American territory doubled. Despite the civil war in the mid 

of eighteenth-century, which cost more than half a million Americans, it emerged as 

a  great  power  by  the  late  century.  There  is  always  a  stark  distinction  between 

presidents who lead the country on the eve of  the 20 th century.  While Theodore 

Roosevelt  is  regarded  as  a  realist  and  advocated  more  active  foreign  policy, 

Woodrow Willson, who replaced him, envisioned a different role in America called 

Idealism. However, they both lost.

Immense work was required to persuade the American public once before entering 

the war and to guard peace worldwide. Once Theodore Roosevelt even complained 

that he did not have any influence on the American people. Such irony took place 

when the idea of the League of Nations was born in the U.S., and the American 

president promulgated it with the famous 14 principles. Still, the Senate refused to 

ratify the deal. Such a decision was the apparent victory of politicians who supported 

isolationism, such as William Borah and Henry Cabot Lodge. The main concern was 

article  X  which  stated:  "The  members  of  the  League  undertake  to  respect  and 

preserve  against  external  aggression  the  territorial  integrity  and  existing  political 

independence of all  Members of the League" (Tom Streissguth; Lora Friedenthal,

2010).  It  also  should  be  noted  that  even  Woodrow  Willson  anticipated 

multiculturalism,  his  counterparts  visioned  according  to  principles  of  balance  of 

power.  We can  assume that  his  ideas  have  not  caught  the  minds  of  European 

leaders, and consequently, they lost ground at home. It should also be mentioned 

that by that period and even after, the U.S. pursued, if we do not count World War l,  

the U.S. followed according to Washington's Will.  She indeed did not entangle in 

alliances.  On  the  other  hand,  economic  ties  with  European  states  have  been 

tightened  so  much  that  the  crisis,  which  I  have  already  mentioned,  in  America 

spawned globally. Perhaps such factors helped more isolationist policy to continue. 

Still, as the next decade revealed, the dark clouds were gathering around European 
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skies, and America continued its isolationist stance. Still, one man felt, believed, and 

fought to alter the traditional course as the danger became more imminent. 

4.4.13 FDR and end of isolationism

Despite  the  solid  isolationist  movement,  Franklin  Delano  Roosevelt,  elected 

president, envisaged the future threat coming from Germany and Japan. He did not 

support  them, and even some authors suggest  that  he tried to  provoke them to 

support the population. (Trachtenberg, 2006). Even though the political system and 

public opinion constrained Roosevelt, the argument analyzed by the testing theories 

was 1941 on 7th December, resulting in the abandonment of the isolationist policy.  

Had Japan not  attacked,  it  would  have become difficult  to  gain American public 

approval  to  enter  the  war.  However,  it  should  be  noted  that  American's  actions 

toward Japan made the latter decide the tough choice between giving up imperial  

ambitions or attacking first. America ended isolationism accidentally, but as thesis 

analysis, the fierce debate between the party and Franklin Delano Roosevelt played 

one of the most significant roles in shaping anti-imperialistic policy. 

4.4.14 Predictions

As the independent variables are defined, the predictions derived from the theories are 

following:

1)According to structural realism, we should expect the system will punish the 

country if one chooses isolationism.

2)According to structural realism, we should expect the system will punish the 

country if one chooses isolationism.

3)In the case of constructivism, we should expect that ideas, norms, and dominant 

schools of thought played a significant role when the specific country choose to 

isolate itself.

4)In the case of liberalism, we should expect that public opinion aversed the overall 

course of a specific country.

4.5 Dependent variable
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For testing IR theories, selected cases are the following: China during the Ming and 

Qing dynasty, Japan after the Tokugawa family, splendid British isolationism during 

the  Disraeli  and  Gladstone  era,  and  American  foreign  policy  guided  by  Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt. As  Table 2 shows, selected cases are characterized with some 

differences. For instance, if Japanese and Chinese policies can be categorized as 

full-isolationists, it should be noted that Japan was not a great power at that time. 

However, they were forced to abandon isolationism. On the other hand, British and 

American cases are examples of limited isolationism. They share some similarities. 

Both were great powers, and they intentionally gave up the isolationist practice. 

Chapter5 Testing structural realism

As noted above, structural realism emphasizes the anarchical feature of international 

relations. Based on self-help and lack of cooperation, states are engulfed in fierce 

competition with each other. As they should act similarly regarding their power in the 

system, isolationism should be considered an inappropriate action. One can fall 

behind in technological innovations, which can become fatal in the upcoming war. 

On the other hand, states can abandon isolationism and balance against another 

state. As noted in Table 2 show, Japan and China were forced to abandon 

isolationism. They failed to account for the latest military and technological changes 

which western countries were eager to grasp. Great Britain and the U.S. entered the 

alliances due to security threats within their environment. Depending on the results 

of the table2, I constructed the model for isolationism with neoclassical realism. As 

table3 notes, if the country acts within the full range of isolationism, the one operates 

without alliances, misses the technological progress, and finally experiences defeat 

in a battle. 

Table2. Status of states at the state of isolationism2

State GDP (in dollars) Status of great power

Japan 669 No

China 600 Yes 

2 Despite the fact that Japan and China had almost the same number of GDP, China accounted for 55% GDP of 
the world and was regarded as the great power. Furhermore, the numbers of GDP indicated are from the 
different period for the certain country. For the timeline of isolationism see the table1.
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Great Britain 4009 Yes

The U.S.A. 6213 Yes

Source: https://www.chinawhisper.com/chinas-historical-gdp-share-in-the-world/

https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/tja/72/Special_Issue/72_89/_pdf

www.clio-infra.eu

Compiled by the author

Table3. Isolationism through Structural realism

Cases Balancing against threat Fall behind militaristic 

technological progress

Punished by the 

system

China Missed Yes Yes

Japan Missed Yes Yes

Great 

Britain

Balanced against 

Russia 

No No

U.S.A Balanced against Japan 

and Germany 

No No

Source: Author

Table4. Model for isolationism with neoclassical realism

                                     Isolationism

             Limited Full

Allies: yes, through balancing None: acting alone

Result: depends on choices, 

military, etc.

Defeat, or making unpreferred  

Source: Author

5.1 Chinese case

China chooses to confront Great Britain in 1839 while the latter opposed thwarting 

the opium trade. The debates lead by the emperor revealed several groups within 

the palace. There were opposers to open conflict with Great Britain, even suggesting 
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to legalize opium. On the other hand, moralists objected to this solution. Appealing to 

Confucian narratives, they were against any use of opium. However, they differed in 

the methods. The most radical included arresting foreign traders, which inevitably 

caused the dissatisfaction of Great Britain as opium was provided mainly by them. 

The Emperor chose Lin Tse Hu as commissioner, who advocated the harshest ways 

possible. The events unfolded as the ordering arrest of the trade representative from 

Britain and even attacking British vessels led to the First Opium War. The Chinese 

were  defeated  due  to  new  technology  and  tactics  employed  by  Great  Britain. 

Ironically, before the war, as the discussions suggested, the Chinese believed in the 

superiority of their soldiers as Maoist soldiers were thought to stay underneath the 

water  for  several  hours.  Furthermore,  it  was felt  that  the  uniforms of  the  British 

soldiers make them less maneuverable, giving tactical advantage to the Chinese. 

China was forced to sign the Treaty of Nanking in 1842, subsequently followed by 

the opening ports, ceding Hong Kong to  Great  Britain, and granting most-favored 

status. As statistics suggest, China was a great power from the Ming dynasty. Zheng 

He's voyages are one example of  how China could dominate  oceans.  However, 

China  missed the opportunity and finally experienced devastating defeat by other 

great powers, which lead to 100 humiliation periods of history (Fairbank, 1980).

5.2 Japanese case 

Japan, isolated from the Tokugawa period, escaped living within the Chinese world 

vision, in which China regards itself as the center of the world and another state's 

barbarians. It should be noted that Japan was not the so-called great during that era. 

Due to the Chinese experience when American admiral Mathew Perry arrived, they 

opted for a peaceful resolution and signing  of  the treaty with the U.S. without war. 

Should we ask if the Japanese opted for war, what would be the result? Against all 

odds, we can conclude that the Japanese would also be lost due to the technological 

superiority  of  the  U.S.  steamships,  tactics,  and  straightforward  strategy  to  open 

Japan forcefully  if  necessary.  The  Japanese advantageous geographical  position 

was no longer work as they could not defend the country with navy as they twice did 

against the Mongols five centuries  before. Alongside China, Japan was punished 

and altered its foreign relations course forcefully. As the following events suggested, 

isolationism  is  why  the  Japanese  lag  behind  Western  innovations,  tactics,  and 
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strategies. The opening of Japan finally resulted in the Meiji restoration of 1868. We 

can see how the Japanese adopted Western military tactics and technology, which 

later helped Japan defeat the Chinese in the Korean war and the Russians in 1905,  

gaining great power. To sum up, if the Japanese had not isolated themselves from 

the world,  inevitably,  the 1853 case would not  have occurred.  Furthermore,  they 

could benefit from the Chinese isolation and defeat China early in 1895, adopting 

western militaristic tendencies.

5.3 Great Britain

The nineteenth century, sometimes referred to as Pax Britanica, underlines the fact  

that Britain was undoubtedly the great power.   However, it  might have a  smaller 

stationing  army, its economic  might  and  navy  were  not  matched  by  the  others. 

Despite the relative advantageous position, Great Britain abstained from the political 

alliances within  and mainly concentrated on the Eastern hemisphere. Due to the 

aloofness of Great Britain, significant changes occurred on the European peninsula. 

Most notably, it was unified Germany under Bismarck. Britain lost the opportunity to 

check  Germany firstly  with  Austrian  in  1866  and  then  in  1871  with  Napoleon. 

However, it also should be noted that Germans were not perceived as a threat until  

the  Bismark  retirement.  It  was  under  Wilhelm  Kaiser  when  Great  Britain  was 

concerned about  its security. However, Britons also carefully looked to the eastern 

side during the latest second half of the nineteenth century, especially  to Russian 

activities.  The  Great  Game unfolded between Russia and Britain because of  the 

sphere of interest. Britons feared losing her biggest colony. India tried to balance the 

threat coming from Russia while the latter seemed like an obstacle for Japan to rise 

and desire to join the great power club. After defeating China in 1895, their ambition 

grew. So British  and  Japanese  interest  in Russia coincided. With the alliance, the 

Japanese were willing to isolate Russia. On the other hand, a Russia-Japan potential 

war would change Russian focus on Japan, as Britain thought. Furthermore, if they 

were defeated, the Indian British colony would be secured from a Russian invasion. 

As  written  before,  Wilhelm Kaiser’s  weltpolitik  threatened the  national  interest  of 

Britain. Failed to accommodate with Germans, another option for them has been to 

alienate France and Russia. Ironically, Britons would bet on historical ally France 

and defeated Russia against Japan in a war where Britain chose the Japanese side 
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diplomatically. Finally, an alliance was concluded in 1907, balancing the ambitions of 

Germany. Unfortunately, rigid partnerships resulted in World War 1. Could Britain 

abstain  from the war if  they had not  joined Russia and France? Theoretically,  if  

Britain pursued a limited isolationist policy by abstaining from alliances, France and 

Russia  potentially  could  not  deter  the  German  invasion.  As  history  showed  us, 

Russia  signed the  Brest-Litovk  pass admitting  the  defeat,  and it  was only when 

America entered the war the allies claimed the victory. Had Britain abstained from 

the war,  they would not avert  the war against Germans, as was the case in the 

1930s. 

5.4 American case 

After emerging victorious from the first world war, the United States looked into the 

future  with  optimism. Liberal  assumptions  that  it  was  the  final  war  from  which 

humanity gained enough lessons led to establishing the League of Nations. Ironically 

as  noted  above,  America  did  not  ratify  the  treaty.  Within  the  1920-30s,  several  

unexpected shocks occurred.  First,  it  was economical,  known as the Wall Street 

crash of 1929, devastating the economy. On the other side, the rise of the ultra-right 

movement in Italy under Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler in Germany. In the East, it 

was Imperial  Japan that caused another threat to American security.  Despite the 

isolationist traditions, Roosevelt was willing to check the ambitions of the imperial 

states. However, he had to wait for an accident to enter the war. Japan chose to 

attack first as America forbade the trade of oil, and they had the choice to give up 

their  imperial  ambition or go to war.  Can we conclude that the system punished 

America? As we know, the U.S. emerged victorious from the battle. Furthermore, it  

acquired  superpower  status,  transforming  the  international  system into  a  bipolar 

system, with the only competitor being Soviet Russia. Thus, as Diagram 1 suggests, 

limited isolationism and a timely balance against rising power can become desirable. 

On the other hand, if the state chooses to be fully isolated from the world, it misses 

the  opportunity  to  balance  potential  competitors.  Secondly,  it  falls  behind 

technologically. Therefore, such actions lead to disastrous outcomes such as the 

inevitable defeat in a warlike Japan and China.
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5.5 Conclusion

Structural realism can not explain the cause of isolationist policy. It can only assume 

that isolationism is an inappropriate action of the states regarding their power in the  

international system. However, theory only predicts the possible outcome if the state 

chooses an isolationist policy, neither limited nor not limited. Eventually, it would face 

a threat from another great power.  In this case, if  the timely state abandons the 

isolationist policy, it could avert the fatal consequence. To sum up, structural realism 

serves only as a supplementary explanation of isolationism.

Chapter6 Neoclassical realism

To test neoclassical realism, we need to evaluate systemic stimuli and then generate 

them through intervening variables. Defined as systemic modifier  geography plus 

hegemonical  position  helped  the  three  countries  pursue  isolationism.  Except  for 

Japan which had the geographical  advantage,  her GDP was lower than imperial 

China, which dominated the system. The possible explanation is that  Japan was 

lucky that China was not more interested in acquiring more power within the system 

and accordingly pursued isolationism.

6.1 Chinese and Japanese case: leaders role

Due to the hegemonical position in the system, China simply ignored all the potential  

threats that the country faced from the west. As Neoclassical realists argue, states 

sometimes act irrationally specific to particular leader preferences. As noted above, 

China choose to isolate itself after the Ming dynasty was established. Due to the 

Chinese political system, the Emperor was regarded as a mediator between the sky 

and the people. Established cultural norms such as the Mandate of Heaven enabled 

the Chinese Emperor to have absolute power. Although, in this regard, the people 

had a right to revolt if the Emperor ruled unfairly. In theory, he was responsible for  

the welfare of the population. Although there were many revolts in China, mostly they 

were due to the parochial  interest of  several  groups. Sometimes, the rule of  the 
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Mandate of Heaven was just a revolt. In China, analyzing intervening variables, the 

Emperor’s global vision played the most significant role. Emperor Hongwu, raised as 

a beggar, joined the revolt against Mongolian rule, envisaging the world differently.  

For  instance,  he  saw  China  as  a  superior  nation  and  called  others  barbarians 

influenced by Confucian values and norms. In this manner, China did not need to 

make alliances with others or play cards in the balance of power as it was in Western 

Europe.  To  avoid  threats  from  pirates'  incursion,  his  edicts  included  the 

abandonment of the coastal area following the ban on traveling overseas. Despite 

China's potential power, and it was seen under emperor Yong Le when he set out  

the tributary missions by admiral Zheng He, the Chinese were never interested in 

maritime trade. For one reason, it was Confucian logic according to which traders 

were regarded as the lowest  cast.  It  was the Mongols in China under the Yuan 

Dynasty who was interested in expanding trade routes. Moreover, they invested in a 

navy, which was then used under two unsuccessful invasions of Japan in the 13 th 

century.  Had Mongols ruled more,  isolationist  policy would never  be  pursued by 

them. It was emperor Hongwu’s unilateral decision to make such a policy available. 

About abandonment, the answer is simple. The Emperor had absolute power within 

the empire, so he opted for war and lost.  Imperial  China was forced to sign the 

treaty, therefore, abandoning the policy of isolationism.                                        

In this regard, Japan shares similarities with the Chinese case above. In the 12th 

century, the political system established in Japan articulated power to the one man 

— Shogun. However, the Emperor had played a minor role in shaping the foreign 

policy of the country. There were no security threats for Japan after the Mongols 

tried to  invade the country.  As  mentioned earlier,  the  only  potential  threat  could 

emanate from Ming China, but they were isolated. After Matthew Perry arrived in 

1853, it forced the country to sign the deal. In the scope of the neoclassical theory, 

there were clear signals of the threats even before Perry came. Geography served 

as a structural modifier for Japan; therefore, invaders should defeat Japan in a naval  

battle and an amphibious operation. Due to that reason, Japan was only occupied by 

the  Americans,  but  it  was only  in  the  twentieth  century.  At  the  same time,  new 

technology, atomic bombs, and new military tactics allowed Americans to do so. As 

indicated in the table,  it  was Shogun Hiteda who exercised power in Japan.  He 

envisaged the Christians coming from the west as a potential threat to his power. As 

in China, leaders acted deductively. For instance, Christians did not acknowledge 
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the supreme authority of the Emperor and, on the other hand, did not respect local 

gods.  Such  an  attitude  could  question  the  legitimacy  of  the  Shogun  system  in 

response to the population's cultural life. Following the logic of self-preservation of 

the  system  and  his  security,  Hiteda  ordered  to  close  the  country  and  pursue 

isolationism. As noted above, such logic prevailed for centuries, as no further leader 

changed his attitude towards isolationism. As there was no threat and in  Japan, 

cities expanded and thrived, and the opening of the country was not discussed until  

1853. As the Japanese knew Chinese experience with Westerners, during the First 

Opium War, Shogun Vigaca acknowledged potential  Japanese defeat and signed 

the treaty, therefore, ending the policy of Sakoku or closed country. So abandonment 

in Neoclassical lenses did not need to be analyzed in the Chinese case; Japan did 

not have any other choice. 

6.2 Splendid isolationism of Great Britain

The Napoleonic wars had not challenged great Britain's security until 1914, when the 

first  world war broke out.  So,  in the nineteenth century,  the Congress of Vienna 

brought  peace  to  the  continent.  Even  though  in  1953,  Britain  joined forces with 

France  against  Russia  in  the  1853  so-called  Kirimian  war,  the  period  after  the 

Napoleonic wars can be described as relatively peaceful.  There was no potential 

power to acquire hegemony within Continental Europe, so the first initial aim of the 

British foreign policy had not menaced until  Germany was united and Wilhelm II  

sacked Bismarck.  Analyzing  the  British  isolationist  case through the  neoclassical 

realist approach, we should bear in mind that geography, as in the case of Japan, 

served as a structural modifier preventing other powers from conquering Britain. 

Furthermore, it is essential to note there was no imminent threat for the island as 

identified in the graph. The only potential challenger to Britain in quantitative armed 

force was Russia, whose ambitions were checked during Crimean. The British case 

differs from Japan and China, continuing with domestic factors, as political power 

was not concentrated only on one person. Instead of a codified constitution, Britain 

had rules, bills, and rights passed through various time periods. It is suggested that 

the Glorious Revolution changed the country's politics (Cox, 2012). It thwarted future 

tyranny by mixing power struggles by balancing the monarchial,  aristocratic,  and 
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commoners' powers. From 1832 it had a two-party political system which diminished 

the power and crown. The crucial change of 1832 was the number of who could vote

(Evans, 1985). To become the Prime Minister of Britain, one should be a member of 

a particular party and then cast a majority in Parliament. So Disraeli or Gladstone 

was constrained to pursue their preferences. They should consider several factors:  

support within their party, foreign policy staff, and the most crucial aspect, which is 

the population. It would have become unpopular and come with fierce opposition to 

start  a  war  or  make  security  alliances.  So,  such  constraints  and  lack  of  clear 

systemic signals or threats explain the British policy of splendid isolationism. On the 

abandonment of the isolationism marking treaty with Japan in 1902 and then joining 

an alliance with France and Russia in 1907, the neoclassical realist approach deals 

with  clear  signals  from  a  united  Germany  under  Wilhelm  II.  In  this  regard,  it 

resembles the logic of structural realism.

6.3 American case

The  U.S. choose  an isolationist  stance  as  she  was  great  power  and,  most 

importantly, the hegemon of the western hemisphere. Gaining the upper hand after 

the American-Spanish war in 1898, she was the only power dictating the terms in the 

region. As her GDP rose, she could choose any desired politics. As in other cases, 

structural modifier geography also played a role. Even now, the US is not threatened 

by  its neighbors.  This explained why America  did  not  station a  large  number  of 

military assets. On the other hand, as the table indicates, despite the  differences 

between  American  and  British  isolationist  cases,  American  policymakers  were 

deeply  constrained  by  the  democratic  political  system. Inevitably,  leaders  were 

constrained by voter's preferences to avoid major shifts in the political course. In the 

case of America, the will of Washington has played a significant role. It should be 

noted that even some aspects of the domestic political culture were shaped after 

Washington’s era. For  instance, no president was running for the third term and 

elected until Franklin Delano Roosevelt, even though everyone has the right. Such 

constraints  are  evident  if  we regard  Japanese and German actions as  the  clear 

signals from the  system for  America.  FDR eventually  read the papers on public 

opinion  (Darnton,  2018).  However,  it  is  impossible  to  measure  to  what  extent  it 

influenced him, but it is impossible to argue that he did not take it into consideration. 
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As signals from system stimuli become clear, supported by the actions of Germany 

by  the  Munich  conference  and  Japan  actions  in  China,  Roosevelt,  despite  the 

domestic constraints, choose to help allies by the land-lease pact, so cut all the ties  

to the imperial powers.

Conclusion

To sum up, neorealism theory thoroughly explains the policy of isolationism. It covers 

several aspects such as external signals and emphasizes the state's geographical 

position and, most importantly, power. Furthermore, the theory offers a full-image 

explanation of why the states choose or abandon the isolationist stance concerning 

domestic political issues. 

Chapter7 Constructivist approach on isolationism

7.1 Chinese case

China  is  not  a  nation,  as  one  proverb  says;  it  is  a  civilization.  I  have  already 

mentioned the Chinese saw others as barbarians, regardless of the government.  

Furthermore,  Confucianism  cemented  national  identity.  The  most  influential 

philosophical  school,  which  emerged  as  the  national  philosophy  from  the  Han 

dynasty,  shrined  all  the  socio-political  ways  of  society.  It  should  be  noted  that 

Confucianists  regarded  traders  as  the  lowest  class  of  society.  Furthermore, 

emperors except the Mongol Yuan dynasty were not concerned by trade with other 

countries. China had fed herself and produced enough goods. Such an attitude is 

well  described  by  the  letter  of  the  Ming  Dynasty  to  Britain.  Furthermore, 

Confucianism emphasized, most importantly, harmony, which can be materialized 

through peace.  Such a way is  often prescribed to  the  Chinese non-expansionist 

policies  as  indicated  in  the  table,  and  China  swelled  in  boundaries.  Still,  as  it 

established  a  well-defined  empire,  it  stopped.  Furthermore,  isolationism 

automatically  means  that  the  country  does  not  have  the  interest  to  expand  its  

territory.  Moreover,  the  economic  output  of  China  enabled  itself  for  complete 

isolationism.  Regarding  isolationism,  it  is  evident  that  the  Chinese looked at  the 

world  differently.  They  developed  gunpowder,  but  they  did  not  use  it  for  further 

expansions or conquests. They did not create colonies and did not extract resources 

from others. They simply lived within the boundaries and, if possible, did not interact  
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in any regard to the world if feasible. Concerned with Confucian ideals, the Emperors 

regarded wars as the obstacle to internal peace. No one denies that they waged 

wars, but mostly they were for self-defense. Moreover, the Hong-Wu law to retreat 

from the coastal areas and the move against pirate raids was an act of self-defense. 

He went further, banning going overseas without permission and reflected the idea of 

the Chinese worldwide vision. The celestial empire ruled by the Mandate of Heaven 

needed  only  the  wise  emperors  to  lead  the  country.  Cultural  advancements  of 

Chinese society underlined such an attitude. 

To  sum  up,  Chinese  identity  was  shaped  by  the  social  interactions  that  made 

isolationism  possible  in  ideological  terms.  It  can  be  regarded  as  a  logical 

continuation of the Confucianist narrative in China. The social structure, which was 

based on the obedience of superiors, legitimized the wishes of the emperor Gongwu, 

whose decision to isolate the country did not meet any opposition. According to my 

knowledge, there is no record of debates in the court about opening the land for 

trade. Even lately, after nearly four centuries, the Chinese preoccupied with their 

cultural superiority were misled and forced to end the policy of isolationism. 

7.2 Japanese case

Japan  always  struggled  to  make  a  stark  cultural  divergence  in  China.  Although 

Confucianism and Chinese culture influenced the Japanese, they moved another 

way to construct state identity. First, it should be noted the myth of the origins of the 

Japanese people. As suggested, they were the direct descendants of gods, while the 

Chinese did not have such a notion. Furthermore, the Emperor, following such logic, 

was regarded as the son of  the gods.  Lately,  during the Tokugawa period,  they 

avoided the sinicization of Japanese culture; even the Chinese goddess Matzu was 

preached in a Shinto way. When emperors ruled Japan until the Shogunate, their 

political  power was immense. However, their role diminished formally.  They were 

regarded  as  the  supreme  ruler  of  Japan.  The  most  influential  religion  until  the 

isolationism  was  Shintoism  which  was  picked  up  as  a  supplementary  form  for 

samurai code bushido.  They helped Shoguns attain political power. However, they 

also used Confucianism to enhance their control of society. In a Confucian manner, 

they  created an organization  with  four  classes:  warriors,  peasants,  artisans,  and 
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merchants.  Confucian  views  also  reflected  on  the  economy.  For  instance,  the 

Japanese  economy  was  agricultural,  and  traders  within  Chinese  society  were 

considered lower class. So profit was above virtue (Stalker, 2018). Considering the 

world  order  in  which  the  Chinese  dominated,  Japan  did  not  have  the  power  to 

overthrow  Chinese  dominance.  Despite  some  attempts  to  conquer  the  Korean 

peninsula,  Japanese  Shoguns  concentrated  more  on  their  internal  affairs.  The 

barbarians twice destroyed the Chinese by Mongols and Manchus,  creating their  

dynasties.

In contrast, Japan was not conquered at any time. So Japanese rulers dismissed the 

Chinese world vision of a celestial empire by choosing isolation. Furthermore, threats 

posed by Europeans who appeared in the 16th century were regarded as a threat to 

the political  authority  of  Shoguns.  Edicts  and laws prohibited preaching Christian 

religion,  and they  were  forced to  leave  the  country.  Japan did  not  need  a  new 

religion. Furthermore, the economy of Japan, as it was in the Chinese case, enabled 

the government to autarky. Only the Dutch were allowed to trade with the Japanese 

as they did not intend to bring missionaries into the country. To sum up, national  

identity  construed  through  the  centuries  and  cemented  under  Tokugawa’s  rule 

influenced the decision to isolate the country and pursue sakuku (closed country) for 

centuries.  Still,  as  Americans  arrived  in  1853,  the  Japanese  were  forced  to 

acknowledge the power,  which leads to the new chapter of the country's history,  

mainly known as the Meiji restoration.

7.3 British Case

British case through the lenses of constructivism is exceptional for several reasons. 

Firstly, apart from other cases, she was an empire. So she could not afford to cut all  

economic ties. It was the place where the industrial revolution took place. Unique 

wages and cheap energy prices made Britain a class of inventions (Allen, 2011). In 

the nineteenth century, we saw a massive population increase that attained nearly 

universal  literacy  and  the  establishment  of  mass  media (Mackenzie,  1986).  The 

English national identity had an exceptional character, and Britons were proud that 

they differed from the various characteristics of other nations. One of them was the 

denial of nationalism. Nationalism was regarded as a strange invented thing or, as 

Edmund Burke summarised it as pathology. Furthermore, George Orwell called it an 
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act  of  self-deception. However,  paradoxically  great  Britain,  despite  rejecting 

nationalism, embodied imperial nationalism even as they rejected the notion. In the 

parlance of the nineteenth century, nationalism required that the state and nation be 

regarded as one entity  formulating the national  status.  Such formulation enabled 

empirical nationalism as many nations united within one state. So,  homogenization 

was not required. Such nationalism is often called imperial as noted, or missionary 

national. Specific states conceive themselves as a superior nation and are obliged to 

enlighten  politically,  culturally, or  religiously.  In  this  fashion,  Britain  was  not  an 

exception. Its empire was expelled, and Britons thought they brought the lights of 

progress and civilization through expansions. 

Two things most importantly characterized the British national identity. Firstly it was a 

religious  stance  as  Britain  proclaimed itself  as  a  bastion  of  Protestantism.  They 

opposed Catholicism and lately movement of  the Counter-Reformation. So Spain 

and France turned out to  be enemies to  the  British.  Such political  and religious 

stances  helped to  create British  national  identity.  It  worked  until  the  Nineteenth 

century  as  the  cause  of  the  holy  war  diminished,  and  new  threats  arose.  The 

industrial  revolution  changed  Protestantism.  It  was  the  time  when  the  term 

Britishness triumphed over  Englishness and the  time when national  identity  was 

associated  with  scientific  progress.  All  of  the  imperial  groups were  welcomed to 

share such a distinct successful form of government under the crown. Although the 

British constructed their separate identities,  it is almost impossible to connect them 

with splendid isolationism. Great Britain pursued isolationism for a specific time.  In 

contrast, we can argue that the industrial revolution barred the country and make it 

impossible to pursue complete isolationism—still, it is not the atheism of the thesis. 

We can find some insight into constructivism in the following case.

7.4 American case

American  national  identity,  created  through  conflict,  war  heroes, and  immense 

intellectual  work,  played a specific  role in  inflicting national  sentiments.  War with 

Great Britain required turning away the bonds with the former colonial empire. Noah 

Webster, who is widely known from the dictionary which carries his name, acted in 

such a manner. However, he did his best writing books, articles, and a  magazine 

with one aim; to make the American language distinct from English, making national 
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identity  through  the  tongue. Other  essential actors  constructing  identity  were 

accomplished through the war heroes like George Washington, who also became 

the first president. During the conflict,  his name cemented not only loyalty in the 

army but also national unity. He was regarded as a father of the newly born nation. 

Most  importantly,  his  farewell  address  became a  cornerstone  of  creating  a  new 

foreign policy in which the main idea circulated non-interference within European 

affairs. The thesis had already mentioned his most notable speech, which appeared 

through the time as Washington’s, hindering further residents from gaining popular 

support for entering in the European war or affairs (Tarver, 1992).

Washington called the father of the nation, tried to offer the new political system by 

denouncing  monarchy  identifying  themselves  as  a  progress  of  the  European 

civilization. Such views are reflected in the new constitution, another political course 

of the country (Onuf, 2012). National identity is also constructed around the idea of 

exceptionalism. The concept comes from Alexis de Tocqueville after he scrutinized 

American society. As he noted, the latter differed from another society of the world 

by  the  notion  of  freedom,  secularism,  and  the  society  itself;  shortly  to  say,  he 

identified the variables which the founder  fathers dreamed up.  It  should also be 

noted that America was the only state to be called democratic in his time. The very 

idea  of  pursuing  the  American  dream  equated  with  individual  initiatives,  which 

blending  resulted  in  material  prosperity  and  became  a  metaphor  for  American 

exceptionalism (Lall Ramrattan and Michael Szenberg, 2019).

We can conclude that the long tradition of abstaining from alliances in some part was 

set  by  George Washington and other  founders  who tried  to  construct  a  national 

identity; however, through time, ideas like a manifest of destiny or separated nation 

become viral in the late of the nineteenth century. Acting as a savior of the world, the 

U.S. entered world war one; before entering the second, Churchill, in his speech, 

mentioned another planet that may come and rescue the old one. Had the national 

identity  changed  through  the  entering  wars?  It  may  become  another  research 

question for another thesis. National identity may serve as the additional character in  

explaining the American absence from the alliances, but it does not explain the full 

image of isolationism.   
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Chapter8 Explaining isolationism by Liberalism

Through the next sub-chapter, the only cases are of Great Britain and the US. Such 

analytics account for only one reason: imperial China and Japan do not have such a 

notion  of civil society. Moreover, public opinion did not influence either  Emperor or 

Shogun as the first was considered the supreme leader, and the second had such 

power that no one could check it.

Unfortunately,  there  is  no  clear  evidence  that  public  opinion  shaped  the  foreign 

course of the British empire in  the  case of splendid isolationism. However, with a 

difference between the Chinese and Japanese points, in Great Britain, it mattered as 

it accounted for seats in the parliament, where the majority formed government. I 

analyzed Gladstone  during  the so-called Midltonian  campaign in  978-80  when 

Gladstone was in opposition. Regarding foreign policy, there is no objection to the 

fact that Great Britain is not in alliance with the European powers. Even though he 

was  against  an  increased  credit  for  armament,  he  followed  the  suit  of  splendid  

isolationism  when  he  became  the  prime  minister  in  1885. During  the  splendid 

isolationism,  the  most  fierce  criticism  was  around  the  Eastern  Question  when 

Disraeli was prime minister. Furthermore, even in the campaign of 1868, the main 

points or promises of Gladstone were the following: the disestablishment of the Irish 

Church, liberally, and decreased taxation and educational reform. His success in that 

election  makes  us  conclude  that  foreign  policy  was  not  a  significant  concern. 

Furthermore,  such tendency  is  revealed  by  Disraeli’s  election  campaign  in  1874 

while calling the government blundering and plundering, “  Stressing the trade and 

class diversification as the most critical issues (Lee, 2005). Despite the fact the two 

leaders  represented  different  parties,  they  carried  out  the  course  of  splendid 

isolationism,  which  on  one  side  suggests  that  it  was  not  an  electoral  priority.  

Secondly, the latter did not cause the establishment of such a policy.

8.1 Public opinion in America

As we have a long tradition of democracy in America, public opinion has always 

mattered. During the 1930s, two organizations were prominent in conducting polls.  

George Gallup and Gallup Poll became the most popular after correctly depicting the 

victory of  Franklin  Delano Roosevelt.  Even the president  was often interested in 
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them.  The  two  events  deeply  affected  the  population's  stance  against 

interventionism.  Firstly,  the  trauma  of  World  War  l  and  secondly,  the  Great 

depression.  A negative attitude was reflected in  the 1935 poll  when 71% of  the 

respondents opted to stay aloof while one nation attacks another. It was the zenith of 

pacifism, as some newspapers regarded it. One stated that the decision was in profit  

of  business  elites,  and  the  munitions  industry  fueled  non-interventionist  stances. 

More people believed that the treaty of Versailles was too harsh for Germany. Only 

former  American  allies  were  blamed  for  that.  The  Senate  stood  up  with  public 

opinion by enacting neutrality laws. According to Gallup Poll, neutrality was chosen 

amongst the third vital issue for Americans. 

Further observation of the polls is suggesting that Hitler's motivation and desires 

misled the American people. More than 60 percent favored appeasement rather than 

war  during  the  Munich  conference.  However,  after  Germany  conquered 

Czechoslovakia, the people opted for increased armament. 71% of Americans by 

that  time  preferred  to  have  a  more  oversized  navy.  We  can  argue  that  such 

preference was in desire of self-defense as the following year polls of 1939 showed 

that only 1% opted for entrance in a war if it happened. Nearly half of respondents  

indicated the sympathy of the allies, which later became the Lend-Lease Act. We 

can firmly conclude that during the 1930s, the American public was against involving 

another war (Wu, 2018). To sum up, public opinion mattered in the U.S. in shaping 

the isolationism stance reflected by the senate and neutrality acts. However, it did 

not matter much as Japan attacked the United States in 1941. Logically it was the 

declaration of war, and the president did not have any choice. On the other hand, 

public  opinion  could  not  serve  as  a  significant  explanation  of  American  non-

interventionism.  Liberalism  can  account  for  domestic  civil  society,  which  can 

constrain the country's foreign policy to some extent.  Still,  in isolationism, critical  

factors such as geography,  power,  and strategic culture are neglected. The next 

chapter deals with Donald Trump’s foreign policy and answers the question if we can 

call it isolationist.

Chapter9 Donald Trump and isolationism
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"No country has ever prospered that failed to put its interests first. Both our friends 

and our enemies put their countries above ours, and we, while being fair to them, 

must start doing the same. We will no longer surrender this country or its people to 

the  false  song  of  globalism.  The  nation-state  remains  the  true  foundation  for 

happiness and harmony. Under my administration, we will never enter America into 

any agreement that reduces our ability to control our affairs" (Taesuh Cha; Jungkun

Seo,  2018).  Considering  that  realism  power  logic  returned  in  the  world  affairs, 

Donald  Trump’s  decision  also  contains  isolationism  to  some  extent.  From  the 

isolationist view, the starting point can be considered January 23 rd of 2017, while the 

U.S. president directed US trade representatives to withdraw from the trans-pacific 

partnership. The next feature of isolationism is the closing country for comers from 

foreign countries. Trump's decision on January 27 was a continuation of so-called 

isolationist  logic  while  he  barred  nationals  of  six  Muslim majority  countries  from 

traveling to the United States for ninety days which was amended to include two 

countries. Refugees from Syria also became victims of Trump's isolationism. The 

president's order targeted Mexico, requested federal funds to construct a wall along 

with the two countries. 

Donald Trump may see a shadow of Barack Obama in the white house, so he went  

against  all  agreements  signed  by  the  previous  president.  Leaving  the  Paris 

Agreement serves as another example. The United States would have voluntarily 

limited its carbon emissions to constrict U.S sovereignty. Another turn against the 

previous  administration  took  place  on  the  16th of  June  2017  while  the  Cuban-

American relationship celebrated a U-turn; under the newly announced guidelines, 

restrictions on travel and trade were reinstated, resulting in the severing of diplomatic 

ties.  In  addition,  the  US  embassy  staff  was  reduced  in  Havana  by  half.  On 

September 5th of 2017, another attack on previous administration policy occurred by 

winding  down  Deferred  Action  for  Childhood  Arrivals,  leaving  eight  hundred 

thousand beneficiaries vulnerable to deportation. 

Isolationism within the economy is a set of policies known as protectionism. On the 

1st of March 2018, Donald Trump announced that he would impose tariffs on foreign-

made steel and aluminum (as it  turned out to be, it  was not only a pre-electoral  

promise  as  most  of  them are  not  committed)  and  on  April 4,  2018,  250  billion 

Chinese goods were levied. I will return to this issue again. Before this, we have a 

date  of  8th May  2018,  destroying  Obama's  shadow  again  while  Donald  Trump 
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announced the U.S. withdrawal from the joint comprehensive plan of action (jackpot). 

The agreement seemed to be a step towards reconciliation, and harmonizing the 

Iran relationship can now be a lost opportunity. Even with the withdrawal of the U.S., 

Donald Trump made things even worse by announcing new sanctions, which range 

from aircraft  imports  to  oil  and petroleum product  exports.  International  institutes 

mean  more  obligatory  for  isolationists,  so  Trump  paved  his  isolationist  way  by 

withdrawing from the UN human rights council. Even former US President George 

Bush took a direct shot at Trump: "An isolationist united state is destabilizing around 

the  world.  We are  becoming  isolationist,  and  that  is  dangerous  for  the  sake  of 

peace.”3 On the other hand, Trump lambasted Macron while the latter called NATO a 

lousy read (https://www.bbc.com, 2019).

Moreover, Trump criticized and called out NATO members (except nine countries) 

who do not meet general requirements. From a geopolitical perspective, U.S. forces 

have increased the number of NATO military exercises in Eastern Europe and the 

Black Sea. At the same time, the US has been in negotiation to build a permanent  

base in Poland. Furthermore, the United States has supported expanding rather than 

contracting NATO, backing Montenegro and Macedonia as new members (Jeffrey

Miron; Laura Nicolae, 2019). The trade war with China, which we are witnessing, 

results from unfair Chinese trade practices. Some pundits recalled Thucydides' trap 

while Graham Allison postulates that war between a rising power and an established 

power is inevitable: "It was the rise of Athens and the fear that this instilled in Sparta  

that made war inevitable."4 So, a firm stance against China serves as an argument 

against experts who vehemently assess that the U.S is withdrawing. In my opinion, 

Trump just needs to act with allies by formulating a coherent strategy, and unilateral  

actions in such cases are less effective. Discussing the Middle East,  foreign policy 

can be concluded by the president’s own words: “Let someone else fight over this 

long-bloodstained sand," Trump said of Syria on Oct. 23, after explaining earlier that 

his broader “plan is to get out of endless wars, to bring our soldiers back home, not  

to policing agents all over the world.” 

3 See Rogin, Josh. “George W Bush Takes a Direct Shot at Trump: ‘An Isolationist United States Is Destabilizing 
around the World. We Are Becoming Isolationist and That's Dangerous for the Sake of Peace.".” Twitter, 
Twitter, 16 Oct. 2019, twitter.com/joshrogin/status/1184611576378265600?
fbclid=IwAR0oOym0fQw4qtCq4sOiPQazIMyzAW3TQhBixcvPw7oRvVomvdliCpLPUCg.
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Figure2. The U.S. troops abroad

 

Source:https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2019/10/31/donald-trump-wants-

end-endless-wars-isolationism-wont-editorials-debates/

Figure2 shows that  the U.S military has more  than 225,000 personnel  stationed 

abroad (Board, 2019).

The unending war in Afghanistan cost the U.S. more than the  Marshall aid. Trump 

seeks to make peace by sending  Zalmay Khalilzad. (By the way, peace talks have 

stalled,  the US position is straightforward and can be described in a few words:  

pulling out from Afghanistan). Hence the U.S. is not retreating. Donald Trump wants 

to cut unnecessary expenses (money and the lives of US soldiers) and make the 

state  concentrate  on  real  threatening  challenges  like  the  economy,  the  Rise  of 

China, etc.

While the tariff man is often criticized for instigating trade wars, tariffs attract millions 

of dollars of foreign investment in manufacturing on U.S. soil. In contrast, the threat 

of tariffs incentivized Mexico to do more in two days on border security than in the 

last decade (Airy, 2019). Overall, the U.S. loses more now than it did previously. And 

the focal point is not money, but rather credibility as the prestige of the United States 

as the main attractive force (soft  power)  and as confidence for  its allies.  Maybe 

Trump's  actions,  to  some  extent,  are  a  reconstruction  of  existing  unfair  (from 
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perspective) order, but his policies do not matter so much if they are profitable; the 

US loses in the long term that signs can be traced within policies of traditional allies. 

U.S. role as mediator or offered by the president  was ignored within the conflict  

resolution between South Korea and Japan while the latter has tightened control 

over three chemicals – polyamides, photoresists, and hydrogen fluoride, which are 

crucial to producing semiconductors in South Korea (Kim, 2019).

The very problem of U.S. foreign policy as an anonymous New York Times op-ed, 

one insider described being told by a top official that "There is no telling whether 

[Trump] might change his mind from one minute to the next” (a good example was 

Iranian case when they dropped off a US unmanned drone (Josh Margolin; John

Santucci;  Katherine  Faulders,  2019).  We can  see  a  dramatic  change  in  Donald 

Trump's decision. At the same time, he  ended with the so-called axis of adults  by 

firing Secretary  of  Defense  James Mattis,  Secretary  of  State  Rex Tillerson,  and 

National Security adviser H.R. Mcmaster — who constrained the presidents' most 

disruptive impulses. Now, Trump faced impeachment, but attention fell again around 

Iran, as airstrikes killed top Iranian general Qasem Suleimani. To sum up, Donald 

Trump's foreign policy is not isolationist and does not resemble the U.S. behavior  

within the 1930s. According to the Serbian proverb: a good reputation is better than 

a golden girdle. 

Chapter10 Conclusion

It is  essential  to  note  that  neoclassical  realism was  the  only  theory  to  describe 

isolationism phenomena fully. Meanwhile, liberalism and constructivism emphasized 

the notions such as identity, ideas, norms, domestic political constraints, and public 

opinion. Neoclassical realism embodies almost all mentioned components. Indeed, 

public  opinion  played  a  role  in  constituting  some policies  in  America  and  Great 

Britain, but it was not  the only factor  describing isolationism. Moreover, in imperial 

China and Tokugawa’s Japan, we did not see any signs of civil society or domestic 

constraints that hinder the emperor or shogun’s wishes. As constructivism catches 

the nomination, identity  can be applied to all  four cases. We can argue that the 

Chinese  world  vision  regarding  themselves  as  a  celestial  empire  shaped  some 
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foreign policy trajectories as isolationism. Such an argument also works for Japan as 

they tried to create national identity by struggling to overcome Chinese influence. In 

the case of Britain, national identity was constructed around ideas of Protestantism 

and  the  constitution,  which  created  a  two-party  political  system.  The  industrial  

revolution  played  an  opposing  role  where  it  made  so  imperial  Britain  could  not 

pursue  complete  isolationism.  Instead,  depending  on  historical  circumstances, 

Britain  chose to  stay  away from European political  affairs.  Finally,  in  the  United 

States, national identity was constructed through exceptionalism and struggling to 

break away from imperial  Britain. Conflict  with the latter brought national heroes, 

known as founding fathers, who set a tradition of limited isolationism.

In contrast, analyzing American behavior through the 1930s, we can see how public  

opinion  followed  the  isolationist  stance.  Still,  it  can  not  be  considered  the  most  

significant  factor,  as  public  opinion  is  always  influenced  by  specific  historical  

circumstances, political leaders, and media. Neoclassical realism appeared to be the 

best theory in grasping and thoroughly explaining the phenomenon of isolationism as 

it  considers  all  the  necessary  components  of  being  descriptive.  Secondly,  by 

comparing the cases of American behavior through the 1930s and Donald Trump’s 

political choices, we could say that his policy can not be considered isolationist for 

several reasons. Firstly, he did not have a coherent strategy. Furthermore, we can 

not see such opposition in the senate as it had Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Secondly, 

Donald Trump’s objection with allies could be resolved if they pay the shared costs 

as he demanded. Such logic implies that he was not seeking to split the U.S. and 

allies' relationship; in contrast, he attempted to construct them in terms that favored 

his country.  Finally,  we can argue that isolationism has not become an obsolete 

word.  It  is  still  widely used in media. However,  we should say that  as the world 

becomes more integrated, it is impossible to pursue complete isolationism. 
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