
‘Pragmatism rather than idealism dominates a state’s foreign policy decisions.’ Discuss the statement above in relation 
to the national interests of a specific state in the Asia-Pacific region.  
One of the following five Asia-Pacific states must be used: Australia, China, Indonesia, Japan or the United States of 
America.  
 
The notion of pragmatism is evident through the recent actions of the United States in their response to climate 
change. Contrasting interpretations of the issue by both Donald Trump and Barack Obama have greatly affected US 
foreign policy decisions and impacted their national interests. Trump’s approach can be described as more pragmatic 
and Obama’s, idealistic, when regarding climate change; however, there are clear aspects of the opposing school of 
thought that can be seen in both their foreign policy decisions.  
 
Pragmatism has had a significant influence on the foreign policy decisions of the US, predominantly through Trump’s 
response to climate change. Trump has proven to be pragmatic through his decision to exit the Paris Agreement in 
May 2017. He framed his decision to pull the US from the landmark Paris climate Agreement as “a reassertion of 
America’s sovereignty”, adding that he was “elected to represent the citizens of Pittsburgh, not Paris”. In exiting the 
agreement, the US joins Syria and Nicaragua as the only countries rejecting the accord; with widespread 
condemnation from foreign leaders, climate scientists and many leading US companies. Trump claims that the Paris 
deal empower some of the world’s top polluting states whilst tying up and binding down their ‘beautiful country’. In 
his speech, Trump sought to frame his decision as part of his nationalist agenda with subtle hints to jingoistic 
protectionism. According to Trump, “The Paris agreement “handicaps the US economy” and does not “put America 
first”. The Paris deal was considered a breakthrough as it required all nations to curb their emissions. The fact that 
Trump has decided to turn against the wishes of the global community to focus primarily on the notion of nationalism 
is a clear example of pragmatism at work. However, that does not mean that Trump’s decision is not entirely 
pragmatic, the rejection of the Paris Accord can also be described as idealistic in nature. Trump’s realist approach to 
the American people, specifically American jobs, was the reason for his decision. Throughout his campaign, Trump 
asserted promises to deliver 25 million jobs to the people of the US. Since idealism derives from the idea that foreign 
policy be influenced by moral principles, Trump, as the President of the United States has fulfilled his solemn duty to 
protect America and its citizens.  
 
Idealism also considerably influenced the foreign policy actions of the US. Throughout his presidency, Obama 
dramatically increased clean energy usage in order to curtail the use of dirty energy. He believed that “no nation…will 
be immune from the impacts from climate change” with visible affects such as “shrinking fields, spiking food prices 
[and] in some cases…political instability”. Obama’s cosmopolitan approach to the resolution to climate is evident as 
there are clear ideals to save the billions of people of the Earth whilst “not destroying the planet in the process”. He 
has stated that he does not believe “any part of this world has to be condemned to perpetual poverty and hunger… 
[and] ever rising temperatures”. Obama’s idealistic approach to resolve climate change demonstrated that idealism is 
an effective means of influencing a state’s foreign policy actions. Trump’s withdraw from the accord, however, was 
not just a blow to one of Obama’s signature achievement, but to an issue routinely recognised by the Obama 
administration as the greatest threat to US national security and future generations across the globe. The leaders of 
France, Germany and Italy responded to Trump’s decision “with regret”.US leadership was essential in Paris, as the 
need to lead by example was vital so as to ensure that ratified states continue to stay true to their promises. Thereby, 
weakening US relationships with other states. With China, India and the EU all moving toward record investments in 
clean energy and high-efficiency construction, transport and industrial production, withdrawal from the Paris 
Agreement risks making the US into an economic backwater.  
 
The economic prosperity and international standing of the US are both greatly affected by the pragmatic and idealistic 
dispositions of its leaders. Trump’s decision is contrary to the US’s business and economic interests and negatively 
impacts their international standing and economic prosperity. Pulling out of the agreement suggests that the US does 
not care about climate change and sends a signal that the US considers its obligations to be optional. Therefore, US 
leadership can no longer be trusted to adhere to agreement on issues of vital concern, thereby negatively impacting on 
their international standing. Professor John Schellnhuber, a climate scientist and former adviser to the EU and Angela 
Merkel, said that “The US will be the loser from its withdraw” and that “it will not substantially hamper global climate 
progress” but will “hurt the American economy and society alike”. Restricting the use of conventional energy sources 
laid out by the Obama Administration will significantly harm the U.S economy. Experts have calculated that by 2035 
there will be an aggregate gross domestic product loss of over $2.5 trillion, due to Trump’s decision of leave the Paris 
Agreement. Had Trump chosen to ratify the Accord, the US would have been a part of the $19 trillion boost of the 
global economy. Due to the fact that the US contributes more than any other state in their high greenhouse gas 
emissions, they had a moral and ethical responsibility to ratify the Paris Accord. Hence why Obama was adamant to 
ratify the Paris Agreement as he believed that the US had a moral obligation to the global community and future 
generations.  



 
In closing, pragmatism, rather than idealism dominates a state’s foreign policy decisions; however, there are 
circumstances in which more idealistic approaches are taken in the resolution of third-agenda issues, in this case, 
climate change and global warming. The United States has explored both through the different interpretations of the 
issue by their leaders, both of whom, though lean more heavily on one school of thought, do still have both 
influencing their foreign policy decisions.  
 
 
 


