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Foreign Policy in International Relations 

What is Foreign Policy? 
 

After the treaty of Westphalia and the end of the First and Second World War, the 

international system has witnessed an increasing growth in the development of nation 

states. The end product of this development is thus, the creation of an interaction between 

these nation states. In addition, the establishment of United Nations and the process of 

decolonization that has liberated many states into sovereign entities have further provided 

the impetus to interrelationships among states. Such has resulted into the formation of 

‘foreign policies. With the aim of determining and identifying the decisions, strategies, and 

ends of interaction of a state with another. Furthermore, the modern world of 

“globalization”; the “widening, deepening and speeding up of global interconnectedness” 

has increased these interrelationships or interactions among states. Hence, there is 

unanimity among scholars on the necessity of a “foreign policy” for each state, since no 

state will like to function in complete isolation. This made scholars like Feliks Gross, to 

say that even a decision to have no relations with a particular state is also a foreign policy. 

A state without a foreign policy, has been compared to a ship in the deep sea without any 

knowledge of directions. Thus, foreign policy leads a state in fulfilling its national interests 

and acquiring rightful place among comity of nations. 

 

Like small states studies, the first problem that one faces in the study of foreign policy, is 

the problem of definition or clear meaning of the term . When used, it is either out of 

context or entails a different meaning. Such has led to scholars like Charles Hermann, to 

call foreign policy a “neglected concept”. Adding that “this neglect has been one of the 

most serious obstacles to providing more adequate and comprehensive explanations of 

foreign policy.” He believed that part of the reasons for this neglect is that “most people 

dealing with the subject have felt confident that they knew what foreign policy was.” The 

term foreign policy has been defined in various ways by scholars; however, they are 

certain that it is concerned with behaviour of a state towards other states. Hermann for 

instance, defined foreign policy as “the discrete purposeful action that results from the 
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political level decision of an individual or group of individuals. It is the observable artifact 

of a political level decision. It is not the decision, but a product of the decision.” By this, it 

can be seen that Hermann defines foreign policy as the behaviour of states. George 

Modelski, defines it as “the system of activities evolved by communities for changing the 

behaviour of other states and for adjusting their own activities to the international 

environment. Foreign policy must throw light on the ways states attempt to change, and 

succeed in changing the behaviour of other states.” Modelski, noted only those aspects 

of policy that aim at the change in the existing behaviour of states, as the primary 

objectives of foreign policy. However, foreign policy is not only to change, but also 

continuation of the behaviour at different times . It is concern both with the change and 

the status quo as far as they serve the national interest. For example, Gambia’s decision 

to cut diplomatic ties with Taiwan (a country it maintained ties with for almost two 

decades) in 2013, was a change in the foreign policy of the Gambia. In addition, no 

reasons were given for the decision, nor further details provided in the official press 

release other than stating that it was in the “national interests” of the Gambia. In the same 

vain, Gambia’s decision to resume diplomatic relations with China, is a shift in her foreign 

policy towards a continuation of relationship with an old ally⁶. According to Joseph 

Frankel, “foreign policy consists of decisions and actions, which involves to some 

appreciable extent relations between one state and others”⁷. By this, foreign policy 

involves set of actions that are made within state’s borders, intended towards forces 

existing outside the country’s borders. It comprises the formulation and implementation 

of a set of ideas that govern the behaviour of states while interacting with other states to 

defend and enhance their national interests. 

 

In the words of Padelford and Lincoln, “A State’s Foreign Policy is totality of its dealings 

with the external environment. Foreign Policy is the overall result of the process by which 

a state translates its broadly conceived goals and interests into specific courses of action 

in order to achieve its objectives and preserve its interests”⁸. Two functions of foreign 

policy can be extracted from Padelford and Lincoln’s definition; first, foreign policy is to 

attain its conceived goals and second, to pressurize its national interests. 
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In Huge Gibson’s insight, “foreign policy is a well-rounded comprehensive plan based on 

knowledge and experience for conducting the business of government with rest of the 

world. It is aim at promoting and protecting the interests of the nations. This calls for a 

clear understanding of what those interests are and how far we hope to go with the means 

at our disposal. Anything less than this, falls short of being a foreign policy”. An interesting 

addition to that of Padelford and Lincoln’s definition in Huge’s insight is that of how far 

states are willing to go with the means at their disposal to achieve their interests. Such a 

claim leads us to ask the question; will states be willing to use force when diplomacy fails 

in achieving their interests? The answer to this is YES. An example of which is the Bush 

administration’s invasion of Iraq in 2003; where the American government turned to 

military capabilities at her disposal to achieve their national interest Finally, in Deborah 

Gerner’s dictum, foreign policy is “the intentions, statements, and actions of an actor-

often, but not always, a state-directed towards the external world and the response of 

other actors to these intentions, statements and actions.” Laura Neack, has criticized 

Deborah’s definition being emphasized on states. She argued that other actors such as 

international cause groups, businesses, religions, and the like-in the international system 

formulate guidelines and goals that direct their actions towards other international actors. 

She used a broad definition of foreign policy that involves both statements and behaviours 

or actions. She asserts that foreign policy, “needs to consider more than what states 

declare to be their goals and how they attempt to achieve them. The study of foreign 

policy needs to consider how certain goals arise and why certain behaviours result.” 

 

Thus, in view of such a variety of definitions as to what is meant by ‘foreign policy’, I will 

conclude by defining a foreign policy as consisting of three parts: the ‘end’, the ‘ways’ and 

the ‘means’. The end consists a vision of a desired outcome or set of interests in 

interacting with another state/actor; the ways, consists of the strategies and ideas (e.g. 

diplomatic tactics, coercion), to pursue these desired interests; and the means, consists 

of the available resources at a state’s disposal (e.g. economic, military). Thus, a foreign 

policy is a vision of a desired outcome or set of interests in interacting with another 

state/actor, the strategies and ideas used in achieving these goals, and the available 

resources at a state’s disposable, in guiding her interaction with other states. 
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Determinants of Foreign Policy Decision-Making 
 

In Hill’s insight, “foreign policy is the hinge of domestic and international politics”. There 

is also consensus among scholars that foreign policy serves as an intersection point of 

domestic and international politics. Thus, from here we can say that, the foreign policy of 

every state is influenced by mainly two determinants; international or external and 

domestic or internal. These are considered as factors which help in shaping and moulding 

foreign policy. However, the linkage between international and domestic determinants 

has long been a widely debated topic in the field of international relations and Foreign 

Policy Analysis (FPA) in particular. While others argue that domestic politics and foreign 

policy are two ‘independent’ arenas of issue, others are of the view that foreign policy and 

domestic politics are ‘interdependent’ and could spill over into each other. While both 

school of scholars made convincing arguments, however, the level of influence between 

domestic and international determinants of foreign policies varies from state and the 

political environment in which these states exist. In some cases, international factors play 

a major role, whereas in other cases, domestic determinants are more important. 

External Determinants of Foreign Policy 
 

Undoubtedly, the international environment plays an important role in shaping the foreign 

policy of every state. Since foreign policy in general is about the interaction of a state with 

another, this interaction only takes place at the international level and as such, cannot be 

ignored in analyzing the foreign policy of any state. As scholars in this school 

acknowledge the importance of both international and domestic factors, however, they 

argue that international factors play a more important role in determining country’s foreign 

policy. The main external factors that determine the foreign policy of a state are but not 

limited to: the international system or power structure, international law, international 

organizations, alliances, and military strength or arm race. Now we can analyse this 

factors in details. 

The international system or power structure 
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The modern state system has been in existence since the treaty of Westphalia in 1648. 

It includes big, middle and small powers. As mentioned above, the interaction between 

these states takes place at the international level and as such it plays a significant role in 

shaping and moulding the foreign policies of those interacting states. The establishment 

of friendly and cooperative relations between states is the aims of a sound foreign policy. 

Foreign policy is essentially shaped by one’s relative power within the international 

system. The world is continuously changing, new events and personalities create fresh 

foreign policy problems for all concerned. To select events at random, the impact of the 

Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, the rise of Communist Power in China in 1949, the rise of 

De Gaulle to power in France and Hitler in Germany, and the emergence of new states 

in Asia and Africa; brought about significant changes in the power structure and that has 

impacted the foreign policy of many states. A prevalent framework of world politics plays 

decisive role in deciding the foreign policy of a country. As such foreign policies of states 

thus changes with shifts in the international power structure. In the traditional multi-polar 

system, it was easier for states to switch sides and gain maximum interests from both 

sides. Italy has used this strategy skillfully and switched sides during the height of World 

War I to gain its share in the post war colonial arrangement. 

 

During the 1980s, the international system was characterized with a bi-polar system as 

witnessed during the Cold War, and now a unipolar with the US as the only hegemonic 

power. These events have restructured the power system and have a significant effect 

on the foreign policies of states. During the bipolar world system, it was not easy for states 

to switch sides easily as the ideological fault lines were clearly marked. 

 

The demise of the Soviet Union and the advent of the unipolar world (US hegemony) 

have its own system dynamics, such as Bush’s “either with us or against us”. This 

declaration has made many states from the margins of the system to come forward and 

play effective roles, especially in the so-called Global War on Terror. At this point 

therefore, every type of power structure at the international level has its own particular 

dynamics and has an impact on the foreign policies of states. 
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International law 
 

The international law is generally defined as a set of rules that regulate relations between 

states. Cali defined it as “a system of rules created deliberately and explicitly by states. 

Where states have expressly willed to be bound by the rules”. The existence of 

international law and international norms limits the freedom to maneuver of states in the 

system. It is constituted by interstate agreements and treaties and thus, does not entirely 

favor every interest a state may have. It limits a state in one way or another. That been 

said, international law regulates the foreign policy of states, and has a binding function in 

foreign policy as it offers a legal framework through which states should interact. By 

foreign policy in this sense, is defined as the objectives that guide the activities and 

relationships of one state in its interaction with other states. It is believed that states 

actually obey and comply with international law because it constraints the making and 

enacting of their foreign policy. 

 

However, there is much debate among International Relations theorists about the 

consequences of international law. Whether states really comply with or observed 

international law and norms or not and to what extent they do obey international rules; 

because it is clear that some international norms are obeyed while others are ignored. 

One side of the debate, proponents of Realism, argue that international law has little or 

no independent effect on foreign policy. Henkin, for instance argued that one of the major 

purposes of foreign ps to “maintain international order so that states can pursue national 

interests.” Thus in a realist view, states have the tendency to give priority to their national 

interests and then sometimes violate legal norms when fundamental interests are at risk. 

Leaders are claimed to pursue their national interests (broadly defined to include military 

security and economic prosperity) without regard for international law. The US invasion 

of Iraq in 2003, under the Bush administration provides a clear illustration of this. Hence 

from this it is said, the international law lacks force because the legislative, judicial and 

executive functions are fundamentally decentralized. First, each nation in world affairs is 

its own lawgiver. Second, a nation is its own judge and can interpret the law to serve its 
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own purposes. Finally, each nation in world affairs is its own sheriff, who must enforce 

the law for itself or organize a sympathetic posse. 

 

On the other hand, against this skeptical view, liberal institutionalist argues that 

international law can be profoundly significant. They assert that when states sign a treaty 

or agreements, it allegedly becomes costlier to take actions the law forbids and less costly 

to pursue policies the law condones. That is, treaties in the other words “tie the hands of 

current and future leaders by increasing the cost of reneging.” 

 

According to the Positivist view, international law is a set of rules that regulates and 

constraints state behaviour. States are constrained to respect international norms if they 

do not want to face sanctions and avoid ‘naming and shaming’ by international activists 

(i.e., human rights activists). The Constructivist approach of international law in foreign 

policy can illustrate the fact that it regulates and gives a roadmap to state’s behaviour, 

enable them to enter in relationship with each other (thereby limiting their actions); 

because they are legally bind by customary law and they decide to have legally binding 

obligations through treaties. In sum, international law defines the status, the rights, the 

responsibilities, and obligations of the nations in foreign policy. Thus, it is the 

responsibility of every state to observe the norms and laws, failure to which there are 

consequences. 

International organizations 
 

Currently, there are over 68,000 International Organizations (both active and inactive) in 

the world. Many International Organizations (IOs) play an enormous role in the current 

international system. It is hard to imagine how world affairs would operate without 

international bodies such as the United Nations (UN) and its affiliates, international 

financial institutions, such as International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 

(WB). Such organizations are considered as active actors in the field of International 

Relations, as they facilitate the interaction between states at the global level. A state’s 

foreign policies is thus, often affected by its membership of international, regional and 

sub-regional organizations, since they surrender partially their sovereignty to these 
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organizations. As their operations will be guided by the constitution of the organization; 

the policies of member states will undoubtedly be affected by the nature of the particular 

institution.  

 

Nevertheless, scholars of international relations still disagree about the role IOs play in 

the foreign policies of states. The realist approach in the international politics has 

generally had less confidence in the efficacy of international organizations. They argue, 

for example that the United Nations and 0most other international bodies have no way to 

implement their decisions and that nation states have all the real power in the international 

system. Mearsheimer for instance, argued that international institutions “are basically a 

reflection of the distribution of power in the world. They are based on the selfinterested 

calculations of the great powers, and they have no independent effect on state behavior.” 

IOs are considered as only a marginal factor in world politics. This is otherwise regarded 

as the ‘bottom-up’ perspective; i.e., how the foreign policies of states impact 

international organizations. 

 

However, the Constructivist and liberal institutionalist account, took a different view; the 

‘top-down’ perspective. How international organizations impact the foreign policies of 

states. In the constructivist account, international organizations to a larger extent serve 

as modifiers of state behaviour and as independent actor. They have profound impact on 

the determination of the foreign policy of the member states. 

 

The realization of mutual independence, has given birth to a large number of international 

and regional organizations, arrangements, agreements, and trading blocks. The 

European Union, ASEAN, African Union, OPEC, ECOWAS and several others have been 

major players in the international system. Hence, it is obvious that the foreign policy of 

every state is now becoming conscious of these organizations, trading blocks, and 

economic and trade agreements. Thus, international organization constitute a 

determinant factor in the foreign policies of states. 
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Alliances 
 

Alliance formulation is considered to be one of the most curious aspects of international 

relations. It is regarded as the cornerstone of security policy; however, conventional 

wisdom holds that is commitment are notoriously unreliable. Alliance formation is 

considered as a strategy that states use in the formulation and implementation of their 

foreign policies. Clinton and Palmer, examined the consequences of alliance formation 

for other foreign policies of a state, including defense spending and the initiation of 

militarized disputes, using a theory of foreign policy that is based on several assumptions. 

First, states pursue two goods-change and maintenance-through their foreign policy. 

Second, states select a portfolio of policies designed to produce the most preferred mix 

of the two goods. Third, all foreign policy behaviour including alliance requires resources. 

Fourth, states are rational in their allocation of resources. 

 

Together this implies that an observe alliance must have been the most efficient 

mechanism available for acquiring the most desired and achievable foreign policy 

portfolio and have implications for the observation of foreign policy substitutability. They 

added that alliance provide capability on which the state can draw, thereby providing 

greater opportunity to pursue both maintenance and change. Alliances in their dictum “are 

the results of agreements that both entail some commitment and allow for increased 

foreign policy activity.” Finally, they see alliances as part of a state’s foreign policy 

portfolio, in which the alliance may constrain the state in some areas while allowing it 

freedom to act in others. 

 

Alliances like international law do shape the foreign policies of states, because the 

member parties to the alliances have to respond to the requests and demands of their 

allies and refrain from formulating policies or taking actions which are offensive to the 

alliance partners. Like many scholars in international relations, Dinesh asserted that, 

alliances serve as instruments of foreign policies. “The extensive and intensive system of 

alliances that emerged in the post-1945 period had a big impact on the foreign policies of 
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all the nations. During 1945-90, both the United States and USSR, recognized and used 

alliances as the means for consolidating their respective positions.” Again, during the 

height of the Cold War, neither the members of the ‘Warsaw Pact’ nor those of ‘North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization’ (NATO) could pursue any independent foreign policy. Even 

now, with the demise of the Warsaw Pact, the US still continues to consider NATO as the 

mainstay of its foreign policy in Europe. 

Military strategy/Arm race 
 

An arm race denotes the quantity or quality of instruments of military and naval power by 

rival states in peacetime. The first modern arm race took place when France and Russia 

challenge the naval superiority of Britain in the late 19th century. The buildup of arms, 

was also a characteristic of the Cold War between the US and USSR. The hostility 

between the United States and the Soviet Union began near the end of World War I. The 

profound ideological differences between these two camps were problematic, which 

eventually had an effect on the international system. The creation of the first atomic bomb 

in 1945, by the USA had two objectives: a quick end of World War II and possession by 

US (and not USSR), would allow control of foreign policy in the global stage. However, 

the discovery and the detonation of an atomic bomb in 1949 by the Soviet Union, ends 

America’s monopoly of atomic weaponry and launches the Cold War. As such in the 

1950s, arm race became the focus of the Cold War. Arm race are a competitive defense 

spending and military capability building between two states or bloc of states (like the cold 

war). Examples of such states locked in long-term rivalries with other states include India-

Pakistan, China-India, North-South Korea, and Turkey-Greece. 

 

In the pursuit of foreign policy objectives, states adopt different strategies, and military 

strategy is one of those. Scholars assert that one of the main prerequisite of a credible 

state actor is to develop the military compatibilities and political will, to back its diplomacy 

by force when necessary. As the famous saying, ‘when negotiations fail, confrontation is 

inevitable.’ Thus, the use of military power is considered as the ultimate tool of 

international relations following the conception of war as the continuation of politics by 

other means.  
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However, in either case whether used defensively or offensively, military power lends a 

measure of international freedom of action to the state involved. Thus, this is affirming the 

political theory of war which argues that “in a world system of competing states, the basis 

of diplomacy, and of all contractual obligations beyond the boundaries of the state rest on 

the capacity to use (diplomacy of) violence, both to protect the state, and to protect one’s 

interest in the face of opposition from other states.” This assertion is in concord with the 

notion that military strategy occupies a fundamental place in a countries foreign 

policy. 

 

Sunday Ebaye, argued that a state may pursue its interests by bringing immense 

resources such as large military forces, allies or embargoes on products crucial to others 

to the support of the issue it perceived to be at stake. However, “in situations where both 

states and parties to a conflict have the same preference, the structure of the conflict is 

then akin to the game theorist’s concept of the prisoner’s dilemma, where no party to the 

conflict wants to back down in respect to what it perceived to be the central issue.” 

 

In Bassey’s dictum too, “whether conceived in terms of it direct or indirect employment, 

military power has become in the modern era, the legally sanctioned instrument of which 

states use in their relations with each other…” Coercive diplomacy entails using what 

Schelling termed the ‘diplomacy of violence’ to influence the costbenefit calculations of 

the adversary; as “it is the threat of damage, or of more damage to come, that can make 

someone yield or comply.” In view of this, a state possessing sufficient military strength 

has greater initiative and bargaining power in the international arena. By this, until the 

nation state system is radically transformed and superseded by a different international 

order, the military power and the capacity for armed coercion which it sustains, is likely to 

continue to play a significant role in international politics. The case of Israel and North 

Korea can be seen as an example. They continue their precarious existence despite the 

combined opposition of the allied nations; they have power to maintain an assertive 

foreign policy. The military strength is closely linked to their resourcefulness and the 

development of their industry. 
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Domestic Determinants of Foreign Policy 
 

Like the external determinant factors, scholars agree that the internal environment of state 

also influence the nature and course of its foreign policy. Countries differ in size, 

socioeconomic development and political regime. They also differ in their political 

institutionalization and societal structures, military and economic capabilities, and 

strategic cultures. In the same vain, public opinion, national role conceptions, decision 

making rules and personality traits of political leaders vary from one state to another. 

These differences according to Taner, “directly affect both foreign policy making process 

and foreign policy decisions.” By this, the “stuff of foreign policy derives from issues of 

domestic politics as well as foreign relations.” Laura Neack argued. According to 

Kissinger also, “…...the domestic structure is not irrelevant in any historical period. At a 

minimum, it determines the amount of social effect which can be devoted to foreign 

policy.” 

 

Therefore, we shall now look into those domestic factors that may shape the foreign policy 

formulation and implementation of states.  

Culture and history 
 

Culture provides people with ways of thinking, seeing and interpreting the things around 

them. It shapes our ideas and serves an instrument for us in analyzing everything 

happening around us. Everything from our racial features, to the food we eat, the way we 

dress, the language we speak, the music we listen to, and where we live, all form a part 

of culture. 

 

In Frode Liland’s dictum, “the cultural side of foreign policy is a vast and treacherous 

area.” However, a heated debate exists among scholars on whether and how culture 

impacts and shapes a state’s foreign and security policy in particular as well as 

international relations in general. Nevertheless, many scholars of international relations 

argued vividly that the way we think (i.e., our culture) has an effect on the policies we 

make. Vlahos argued that “pattern of thought and behavior are shaped by culture; they 
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are not the product of mere nationalism.” Frode again asserted that cultural diplomacy 

has deep root and can easily be found in the archives of foreign ministers. A nation 

inherits a style and culture which in turn influence and decide the course of actions, the 

nation has to follow in relation to other sovereign states. 

 

Again, the external affairs of a state are to a large extent the legacy of its history and 

cultural heritage. The approach of a nation to the foreign problems is determined by its 

traditional values and beliefs which have emerged on periods of years. Historical 

experiences, like culture and traditions of a state, exert influence on its foreign policy. In 

general, states with unified culture and common history finds it easier to formulate 

effective and consistent foreign policy. In such a case, overwhelming majority of people, 

who share similar experiences and common perceptions of historical events, support the 

state’s foreign policy. However, countries with divergent cultures and various historical 

experiences in its different parts, find it difficult to formulate foreign policy in unison. The 

relationship between the Gambia and Senegal is a clear testimony of this fact. The two 

countries virtually share same cultural ties with the exception of official languages. The 

two sister countries have effective foreign policy due to shared cultural values. 

Colonization, is another dimension of the historical experiences that influence the foreign 

policy of states. The foreign policy of many Asian and African states is shaped by their 

former colonial masters, notably Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal. This is more 

illustrated among French Speaking African countries, such as Senegal, Mali, Benin, Togo, 

Ivory Coast etc. France, obviously becomes their best and strategic ally in world affairs. 

Same can be said about the former British colonies or members of the British 

Commonwealth of Nations, like Gambia, Ghana, Cameroon, Cyprus etc. 

Geography, size and population 
 

The size of a state’s territory, its geography and population greatly influence its foreign 

policy implementation. It is generally believed that leaders and people of states with small 

territory and population do not expect their country to carry out heavy weight in 

international affairs. For example, Gambia, Benin, Brunei, Kyrgyzstan etc. On the other 
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hand, leaders of large countries are ready and willing to assume special and larger 

responsibilities in global affairs. For instance, United States, Russia and China, are active 

players in world politics due to their gigantic size. 

 

However, that is not to say that, all small states do not take active roles in international 

affairs. Some small states which have rich resources in terms of economics and power, 

are very active and leave a deep impact on world politics. For instance, Israel and North 

Korea are playing a very active role in international politics. Same is true for that of the 

oil-rich countries of the Middle East, though small in size are playing a significant role in 

international politics, especially in international political economy. In the meantime, large 

countries like Canada, Australia and Brazil have not been playing active and effective 

foreign policy. Thus, it can be argued that size is not an absolute factor but rather gets 

influenced by other factors like resources at a state’s disposal. 

 

The geopolitical location of a state is one of the unrefuted factor that determines a 

country’s foreign policy. In Amer Rizwan’s dictum, “it matters where on the globe a country 

is located. It matters whether the country has natural frontiers: that is whether it is 

protected by oceans, high mountains, or desserts. It matters who one’s neighbors are 

and whether a given country is territorially large, populous, affluent and well-governed.” 

 

The location of a state has a significant impact on its foreign policy. Example of such 

states includes Turkey, Israel, The Gambia, and Libya. Turkey, with its location as a 

transit point between Europe and Asia, undoubtedly has profound impact on her foreign 

policy implementation. Same is true for the Gambia, due to its geographical location on 

the Atlantic Coastline. Moreover, in the 19th century, the United States has adopted 

isolationist policy mainly on account of its geographical location. 

 

Although the significance of geographical location cannot be overemphasized, its 

importance has considerably declined due to technological and scientific developments. 

Nevertheless, geographical location of a country has a deep impact on the determination 
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of its foreign policy. In Dr. Eayers words, “Pacts may be broken, treaties unilaterally 

denounced, but geography holds its victim fasts.” 

Economic development and natural resources 
 

The level of economic development of a country also influences the foreign policy of that 

country. Many advance industrialist countries play dominant role in world politics, and 

formulate their foreign policies to maintain such superiority in the system. Such countries 

like United States, Russia, Germany and France have large resources at 

their disposal to build military capabilities on one hand, and disperse monetary benefits 

on other states in the form of aids and loan, with the sole aim of ‘seeking allies’ with these 

states. 

 

It is in line with this that, the US has been able to pursue vigorous foreign policy and 

secure its national interest, which can be highly related to its degree of economic and 

technological development. It has made liberal use of ‘foreign aid’ as an instrument for 

the promotion of its foreign policy goals. A clear example of this can be seen in United 

Nation’s condemnation of Donald Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of 

Israel. The US ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley said that “…. we don’t 

expect those we’ve helped to target us. … the US will be taking names.” In addition, the 

president of the United States, Donald Trump threatened to cut off financial aid to 

countries that vote in favor of a draft UN resolution to reject the US’s decision on 

Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. In an interview, he said explicitly “They take hundreds of 

millions of dollars and even billions of dollars, and then they vote against us. Well, we’re 

watching those votes. Let them vote against us. We’ll save a lot. We don’t care.” 

 

On the other hand, small states like The Gambia pursue a limited and calculated foreign 

policy due to their insufficient economic power. Therefore, it can be seen that developing 

and undeveloped countries remain dependent on these advance industrialist countries to 

a larger extent to get development loans, import of technologies, provision of health care, 

access to higher education, and even foodgrains to meet their needs. Thus, accordingly 

it has to adjust its foreign policy in these economic terms. 
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Moreover, in recent years, we have seen that Germany is playing leading role in Europe’s 

politics despite not being permanent member of UNSC, and being a non-nuclear state. It 

can rightly be argued that Germany’s increased leadership is entirely attributed to its 

economic development. Also, the emergence of China and India on world stage is based 

on their economic resurgence in recent years. On the contrary, in post-cold war period, 

Russia’s influence decreased to a considerable extent as its economic power has 

diminished after the disintegration of USSR. 

 

The available natural resources that a state has, influences the foreign policy of those 

states. These resources include minerals, gas, petroleum or crude oil, and water 

resources, which are abundant in Africa and Middle East. It can be seen that such 

countries in these regions are considered small; however with such abundant natural 

resources at their disposal, despite their size they play a crucial role in International 

politics. This, according to Rizwan has made Middle East to have leverage in world politics 

due to oil diplomacy of the region.  Due to their oil power, small states in the Middle East 

such as Qatar, Bahrain and Kuwait, pursue foreign policy more confidently and 

assertively. 

Military capabilities 
 

The military strength of a country, also determines the foreign policy strategy of states. 

The capability of a state to defend its borders against armed aggression plays a profound 

role in both internal and external policies that states make. Militarily capable states 

exercise greater independence from external forces in the formulation of their foreign 

policy. In the same vein, increase in the military capabilities of a state might result in 

change in its foreign policy; from peaceful to an aggressive foreign policy. For instance, 

India has acquired new dimensions after ‘nuclearisation’, as it attempts to get the status 

equivalent to the P-5 countries. The same can be said about North Korea, with her 

possession of new weapons of mass destruction, it is directing her foreign policy towards 

an aggressive one. This is to say that, states with high military capabilities such as US, 

China and Russia, tend to be active and vigorous in pursuing their foreign policy 

objectives in the international system. 
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On the other hand, states with weak or low military capabilities tend to be more salient in 

the pursue of their policy goals and most often depend on ally seeking with greater powers 

and international organizations for their protection 

Political system 
 

The political organization and institutions in a country, also greatly influences the foreign 

policy of that country. Generally, under authoritarian or totalitarian forms of government, 

easier and faster foreign decisions are possible because the decision-making power rests 

with an individual assisted by his clique. They are the sole decision makers and as their 

decisions are made without any constraints or consultations, their foreign policy decisions 

can be conflictual. It is also observed that decision making under such closed systems 

have often, if not always, lead to a country’s isolation in international politics as happened 

with the regimes in North Korea and Myanmar. 

 

On the other hand, in a state with democratic system, foreign policy implementation tends 

to be difficult and slow as compared to that of an authoritarian structure. Citizens in this 

system can freely express and voice their opinion on the domestic as well as foreign 

policies of their country, making an impact on the policies their government is pursuing. 

Democratic leaders tend to respond to these public demands and formulate a foreign 

policy within it. 

 

In the same vein, Kitol asserted that the different political structures in a democratic 

system itself have its impact on foreign policy. For instance, under a parliamentary system 

of government based on cooperation between the Legislature and the Executive body, 

the cordial relation between these two wings, have an impact on a country’s foreign policy. 

On the other hand, under presidential system of government based on the principles of 

separation of powers, the relation between the two wings are non-cordial and likely to be 

strained, which affect the ambiguity or the continuity of foreign policy. 

 

Similarly, different foreign policy is likely to emerge under biparty and multi-party systems. 

Under bi-party system the government is likely to have a clear-cut majority and conduct 
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itself in a more decisive manner regarding the conduct of foreign relations. In contrast, 

under multi-party systems, conflicting views and interests may occur. This may lead either 

to the avoidance or postponement of the decision. 

Personality and character of the leader 
 

Leadership in general, the personality of a leader in particular plays a profound role in 

foreign policy formulation. The role of personality in foreign policy encompasses cognitive 

processes, and assumes that decision making is the result of individual ‘human agency’; 

that is, ultimately, it is ‘individuals’ who make decisions, not ‘states’. Thus, personality can 

be important in adding to our understanding of foreign policy behavior. However, its 

relevance some scholars argue, is dependent upon the constrains of the international 

system as well as domestic political structure. Rosenau said, “A leader’s belief about the 

nature of international arena and the goals that ought to be pursued therein, his or her 

peculiar intellectual strengths and weakness for analyzing information and making 

decisions, his or her past background and the extent of its relevance to the requirements 

of the role, his or her emotional needs and most of other personality traits these are but 

a few of the idiosyncratic factors that can influence the planning and execution of foreign 

policy.” Though, the government structure and societal realities are believed to constrain 

the character of a leader, during crisis time the leader shows the path to the government 

and society. 

 

Leaders have been categorized into two: ‘hawks’—those who advocate an aggressive 

foreign policy based on strong military power, and ‘doves’—those who are termed as 

conciliatory and try to resolve international conflicts without the threat of force. According 

to Hermann, an aggressive leader can be characterized by certain attributes as tendency 

to manipulate others, high need for power, paranoia, high levels of nationalism, and a 

vigorous willingness to initiate on behalf of their state. Whereas conciliatory leaders on 

the other hand, are the opposite of the above. They possess attributes such as a desire 

for affiliation and friendly relations with other, low level of nationalism, etc. From this, due 

to their aggressive foreign policy, leaders like Hitler, Mussolini, George W. Bush, Donald 

Trump, and King Jong-Un of North Korea, can be categorized as ‘hawks’, while leaders 
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such as Abraham Lincoln, Barack Obama, Sir Dawda Jawara and Emmanuel Macron of 

France, can be classified as ‘doves’. 

 

Again, while Winston Churchill’s astute leadership had steered England to victory in the 

Second World War, the British participation in the 2003 Iraq War, has been characterized 

as “Tony Blair’s War”, with many believing that the personality and leadership style of the 

prime minister played a crucial part in determining British participation in 

the war. 

Political parties and interest groups 
 

Political parties are vital to modern political settings. They play an important role in 

shaping representative democracy in a country. They have a greater say in the foreign 

policies of their countries and usually voice their interest directly or through interest 

groups. Under multiparty system and coalition governments, political parties (i.e., the 

opposition party) always have conflicting views and interests, which may alter the 

formulation of foreign policy. 

 

Scholars from the neoliberal approach to international politics (e.g. Keohane), accentuate 

the decisive influence of organized interest groups on foreign policy. In this view, leaders 

or government officials with foreign policy authority bargain with domestic interest groups 

that use their member’s votes, campaign contributions, labor strikes or other tools to affect 

the electoral benefits and costs to elected officials of choosing alternative policies. For 

example, Keohane and Milner, traced targeted government subsidies and trade 

protections to the influence of well-organized and financed groups; while Snyder 

attributes defense policy to logrolling coalitions. Organized labor and business 

corporations possess critical resources for pressuring policy makers. Galenson asserts 

that, with mission as protecting the jobs and benefits of their members, “Labor leaders 

have spoken out often on foreign affairs.” 

 

Moreover, due to the increase in interconnectedness and the rapid growth of 

globalization, pressure groups have more interests in the foreign policies of states. They 
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influence these policies when interacting with states at the international and domestic 

level. In Robert H. Thrice’s insight, “Interest groups can be viewed as auxiliary actors that 

stand between the government and the mass public, tied to the governments decision-

making system by channels of communication.” These interest groups have mobilized a 

diverse area ranging from business, labor, ethnic, health, environmental, human rights, 

etc. Thus, it becomes impossible for governments to turn a blind eye on their existence. 

Press and public opinion 
 

Again, in Thrice’s dictum, “the domestic sources of foreign policy are widely recognized 

and include interest groups, mass public opinion, and the printed and electronic media.” 

Tomz et al, distinguished two pathways through which the public could shape policy 

outcomes: selection and responsiveness. “First, the public could exert influence by 

selecting parties or candidates whose foreign policy positions best match their own. 

Second, after politicians take office, leaders may respond to public opinion out of concern 

that rebuffing the public could be politically costly.” With strong experimental evidence, 

their study concluded that public opinion affects foreign policy in democracies, both by 

shaping who is elected and by influencing leaders once they take office. Leaders in 

countries with advance democracy, consider opinion poll before making any crucial policy 

decision. The 2003 Iraq war for instance, was initially supported by the American public, 

which the United States used as an excuse for the invasion despite the international 

outcry of the unjust nature of the war. The Bush administration had to make a decision 

by going to war or face the exit door of the white house. At this point, it is worth knowing 

whether public opinion matter in non-democracies as much as in democracies. The short 

answer to this according to Neack, is ‘Yes’. 

 

She argued that leaders of any type of regime need to pay attention opponents and 

whatever resources those opponents wield. 

 

The media is agreed by many scholars to play a significant role in influencing the policies 

and decisions leaders make. There exists a phenomenon called the “CNN effect”, which 

Joseph Nye explains as: The free flow of broadcast information in open societies has 
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always had an impact on public opinion and the formation of foreign policy. By focusing 

on certain conflicts and human right problems, broadcast pressure politicians to respond 

to some foreign problems and not others. The so-called CNN effect makes it harder to 

keep some items off the top of the public agenda that might otherwise warrant a lower 

priority. In Neack’s insight, those who believe in the reality of the CNN effect, propose 

that it makes use of public opinion. As the media broadcast images of mass starvation, 

ethnic conflict, violent human right abuses, and other sort of mass suffering; the images 

arouse strong emotions in the public. Then in turn the public, aroused by those images of 

suffering portrayed in the media, will demand from their elected officials to do ‘something’ 

strong and morally correct response.  

 

Obviously, elected officials wanting to stay in the public’s favor for all sorts of reasons, 

will respond to these demands with some sort of humanitarian or military intervention, or 

whatever action is necessary in the immediate term. 

 

In addition, Rubenzer, in analyzing the role of ‘social media’ (Facebook, Twitter, YouTube 

etc.) in foreign policy implementation, argued that the social media as it becomes more 

accessible, becomes one means by which people, non-state actors and governments can 

share their foreign policy priorities in an effort to receive feedback, engage in diplomacy, 

educate people, and attempt to influence foreign policy outcomes. This denotes that the 

media plays a profound role in setting the public agenda and eventually influencing 

foreign policy decisions. 

Science and technology 
 

Just as media, technology has brought a tremendous amount of change in the areas of 

foreign policy and diplomacy. Hillary Clinton in her tenure as secretary of state, once said 

“Just as the internet has changed virtually every aspect of how people worldwide live, 

learn, consume and communicate, connection technologies are changing the strategic 

context for diplomacy in the 21st century.” 
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The recent advances in technology has transcend almost all areas of international affairs 

and indeed open up vast new areas of communication, cooperation and even conflicts 

among states in their pursuit of security, development and progress. Science and 

technology considerations are often central to the interaction of states with other 

governments. It plays a large role in discussions of such critical topics as nuclear non-

proliferation, use of outer space, population growth, adequate and safe food supply, 

climate change, energy resources, and competitiveness of industrial technologies. In the 

addressing of these issues, expert science and technology knowledge is significant to the 

anticipation and resolution of problems and to the achievement of foreign policy goals. 

As such, the profound impact of science and technology on human society and national 

security has made states and foreign policy professionals to use it as a tool in successfully 

negotiating international affairs. Technology in this sense may be seen as a driver for 

both power and legitimacy in the areas of foreign affairs and diplomacy. Leaders 

especially in the advance industrialized countries, use this technology in raising 

awareness, promoting global culture, and spreading democracy throughout the world. 

 

The advance industrialized countries transfer this technological equipment and the 

technical know-how, to developing countries. However, in the transfer of this technology, 

advance industrialized countries exert such leverages or interests to mould their foreign 

policy. This technological transfer especially in the military sphere has further increased 

developing world’s dependency on advance countries. Rosenau rightly said, 

“technological changes can alter military and economic capabilities of a society and thus 

its status and role in the international system.” Today, it can rightly be argued that U.S.A, 

Germany, China and Japan are in a position to play crucial roles in international politics 

due to their technological excellence. Also, the aggressiveness of present day North 

Korea in global affairs is due to their military capabilities which was enhanced by the 

advance in technology of the country. The recent conduct of its 6th nuclear test in 3rd 

September 2017, is a testament of this validity. In sum, the technological advancement 

of a country, changes her role and status in world politics. 
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Conclusion 
 

Foreign policy decision-making entails series of processes and involves different actors. 

It plays an enormous role in the international affairs of a state. Without a properly 

formulated foreign policy, a state is tended to lose its position and prestige in world affairs 

and will eventually lead to a decline in achieving its national interest, whereas the opposite 

is true of countries with well formulated foreign policies. Thus, fully understanding the 

meaning and concept of the term foreign policy, is quite important for both policy makers, 

students and researchers. 

 

The foreign policy of every state is influenced by mainly two determinants; 

‘international’/external and ‘domestic’/internal. These are considered as factors which 

help in shaping and moulding foreign policy of a country. However, the linkage between 

international and domestic determinants has long been a widely debated topic in the field 

of international relations and Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) in particular. While others 

argue that domestic politics and foreign policy are two ‘independent’ arenas of issue, 

others are of the view that foreign policy and domestic politics are ‘interdependent’ and 

could spill over into each other. 

 

Since foreign policy in general is about the interaction of a state with another, this 

interaction only takes place at the ‘international’ level and as such, cannot be ignored in 

analysing the foreign policy of any state. Hence, the international system or power 

structure, international law, international organizations, alliances, and military strength or 

arm race, all influence foreign policy implementation. 

 

The internal environment of a state also influences the nature and course of its foreign 

policy. Countries differ in size, socioeconomic development and political regime. They 

also differ in their political institutionalization and societal structures, military and 

economic capabilities, and strategic cultures. In the same vain, public opinion, national 

role conceptions, decision making rules and personality traits of political leaders vary from 

one state to another. These differences directly affect both foreign policy making process 
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and foreign policy decisions. By this, it is argued that the stuff of foreign policy derives 

from issues of domestic politics as well as foreign relations. 

 

While both school of scholars made convincing arguments, however, the level of influence 

between domestic and international determinants of foreign policies varies from state to 

state and the political environment in which these states exist. In some cases, 

international factors play a major role, whereas in other cases, domestic determinants are 

more important. 




