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The Issue: President Trump delivered his first address to a Joint Session of Congress on February 

28, 2017. The speech—primarily oriented toward domestic politics—did not include any shocking 

statements on the foreign policy front. However, it delivered necessary messages to the 

international community. Once more, the theme of making America great again by placing U.S. 

interests first served as the core principle of President Trump’s agenda to re-shape the United 

States’ relations with the world. 

 

The background: Throughout the 2016 presidential campaign, Donald J. Trump made sure that 

whatever issue he discussed, he addressed it in a way John Q. Public, or often Joe Six-Pack, would 

find accessible, using a sometimes shockingly direct style. However, this does not mean that he is 

exclusively dealing with domestic issues. In fact, despite several vague ideas about foreign policy, 

it is clear that the Trump Administration will not turn to isolationism—as many on Capitol Hill 

and in the Obama White House feared. Instead, Donald J. Trump seems to follow the Jacksonian 

tradition that rejects global projects under ideologies considered to be universal, and emphasizes 

national interests – i.e. the interests of the people – for which America is willing to fight 

dauntlessly against enemies abroad or at home. Accordingly, the Trump team made no secret 

about their condemnation of the Obama Administration’s foreign policy. In their view, by 2016 

America had been weakened thanks to economically disadvantageous international engagements, 

an overly permissive—yet sometimes undetermined—stance toward friends and allies, while being 

too soft on adversaries and having no coherent vision or strategy in foreign policy in general. What 

the Trump administration offered was a shift from globalism to a foreign policy strategy centered 

on the nation-state, a change in economic and trade policies, further development of defense 

capabilities, a new approach to NATO allies, Russia and China, and a promotion of Western 

civilization through examples and not by declaring it as a set of universal values to export. 

 

These issues, framed in a Jacksonian light, were loud and clear in President Trump’s congressional 

remarks. First, President Trump made a strong distinction between a globalist and a national 

agenda in American foreign policy, decisively opting for the latter. The President did not bless his 

predecessors’ policies with many compliments, naming international missions in the Middle East, 

NAFTA, and China’s WTO accession as chief obstacles for developing economy and 

infrastructure in the homeland. In contrast, the Trump Administration intends to turn its back on 

global projects. This means that Washington—haunted by the experience of failed intervention in 

Iraq—will refrain from international military interventions when possible. In all fairness, the 

Obama Administration maintained a similar position with its mantra of Washington “leading from 

behind” in Libya in 2011, and with all its efforts to pull out of Iraq and Afghanistan. In fact, the 

rationale behind this withdrawal was similar, as President Obama intended to rebuild the U.S. 
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economy in the wake of the financial crisis and to shift America’s focus toward other regions in 

the world, especially the Asia-Pacific region. Thus, President Trump’s message of rebalancing 

American resources from missions abroad to domestic projects is not entirely new.  

 

However, the White House did present legitimately new views on other global issues. The 

President’s position on international free trade agreements differs from that of his predecessors, as 

he once again characterized NAFTA and China’s membership in the WTO as being 

disadvantageous for American commerce and manufacturing. President Trump has already 

signaled his commitment to this position, promising to renegotiate the terms of free trade in North 

America, and to put an end to U.S. involvement in the Trans-Pacific Partnership. The President 

gave voice to his concern about the taxation of U.S. products abroad in general. Yet it is important 

to note that President Trump did not denounce free trade itself. The emphasis was once again on 

free trade agreements based on American interests. President Trump echoed such a nationalist 

view in his comments on international institutions as well. In his speech before Congress, 

President Trump stated that his “job is not to represent the world [but] to represent the United 

States of America,” meaning that while his administration “will respect historic institutions,” it 

will also regard the nation state as the main basis for realizing the will and interests of its citizens. 

President Trump’s announcement that the United States “will respect the foreign rights of all 

nations, and they have to respect our rights as a nation also” serves as a good summary of the 

Jacksonian idea that America should focus on the wellbeing of the nation while expecting other 

countries to do the same with respect to their own people. In such a world, conflict would occur if 

this mutual self-moderation is cast aside, presumably by the other party.  

 

All of this begs the question: what place does the Trump White House see the U.S. occupying in 

the world? Past presidents after the Cold War have unanimously agreed on American leadership 

being indispensable in global politics. Donald J. Trump is no exception. The President called for 

the United States’ “direct, robust and meaningful engagement with the world,” and reconfirmed 

the importance of American leadership. This may less resemble the Jacksonian line, yet it was a 

much anticipated statement among U.S. allies. After raising the idea of conditional support for 

NATO allies, and even describing the alliance as obsolete during and after the campaign, President 

Trump wanted to reassure European allies of his administration’s firm support for NATO. Again, 

this was not breaking news, as other high-ranking members of the Trump cabinet—including 

Secretary of Defense (Ret. Gen.) James Mattis and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson—have already 

indicated America’s commitment to the alliance with the caveat that the allies should do more to 

carry the burden of their defense. The latter is a message that has been communicated to NATO 

partners for decades, and it is an essential part of the Trump Administration’s relationship with 

U.S. allies. As for defense, the President announced his intention to eliminate the defense 

sequester and to increase defense spending at unprecedented rates. Given that the adamant will for 

a military build-up is not paired with any plans for interventions (with the exception of destroying 

ISIS), this is primarily aimed at enhancing American deterrence and prestige in general, especially 

in relation to other powers such as Russia and China. Despite the buildup however, the President 

emphasized that “America is willing to find new friends, and forge new partnerships, where shared 

interests align,” including nations that were adversaries in the past. The details, and indeed the 

success, of this enterprise are yet to be seen. 
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