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The state of the State Depart-
ment and American diplomacy

by Nicholas Burns

8

AMBASSADOR (RET.) NICHOLAS BURNS is Goodman 
Professor of the Practice of Diplomacy and International 
Politics at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government. He 
served in the U.S. Foreign Service including as Under Sec-
retary of State for Political Affairs and Ambassador to NATO 
and to Greece.

People arrive at the State Department before the American Foreign Service Association (AFSA) Memorial Plaque Ceremony for Steven 
Farley, at the U.S. State Department, May 6, 2016, in Washington, DC. Steven Farley, a State Department employee, died on June 4, 
2008, when an improvised explosive device detonated prior to a meeting between American officials and members of the Sadr City District 
Council in Iraq. Housed in the diplomatic lobby of the State Department, the memorial wall plaques honor diplomats who have given their 
lives in the line of duty. (DREW ANGERER/GETTY IMAGES)

The U.S. State Department serves a critical role for the 
nation. Its men and women in the Foreign and Civil 
Service are on the front lines for the U.S. in over 

277 embassies and consulates abroad. They assist Ameri-
can citizens in distress, interview all foreigners seeking to 
enter the U.S. as visitors, immigrants and refugees. They 
help American companies to succeed overseas and represent 
the U.S. in global conferences and negotiations on every 
international issue of concern to the country from climate 
change to drug trafficking to nuclear proliferation and the 
fight against HIV/AIDs. 

As they represent the most powerful nation on earth, 
what American diplomats do and say overseas matters to 
the rest of the world. They work arm and arm with the U.S. 

military, lead negotiations to end wars and to achieve peace 
and are often the ultimate arbiters in ongoing disputes be-
tween Israelis and Palestinians, Indians and Pakistanis, 
Greeks and Turks. U.S. diplomats are highly trained, mul-
tilingual and have years of experience living and working 
abroad for their country.

Despite its central role in global politics, however, the 
State Department is experiencing one of the most serious 
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crises in its long, 229-year service to 
the country. Its principal challenge is in 
its relationship with President Donald 
Trump. While some recent American 
presidents, such as Richard Nixon, of-
ten kept State at arms length, most—
George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton, 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama 
come to mind— have taken advan-
tage of the expertise and unique global 
reach of the Foreign Service. 

As Trump enters his third year in 
office, he is presiding over one of the 
most difficult relationships an Ameri-
can president has ever had with the 
State Department. During the first two 
years of his Presidency, Trump has ef-
fectively sidelined the State Depart-
ment’s career diplomats by seeking to 
cut the budget by one third, failing to 
promote senior officers, leaving a his-
torically high number of senior posi-
tions unfilled and diminishing morale 
to historically low levels. He has also 

practiced an often go-it-alone foreign 
policy that has alienated many of 
America’s traditional friends and allies 
and been overly accommodating with 
many of its most dangerous adversaries 
such as Vladimir Putin’s Russia. 

Trump has been right to commit 
time and attention to the U.S. military 
given its current focus on defeating 
ISIS, stabilizing Iraq, Syria and Af-
ghanistan and balancing growing Rus-
sian power in Eastern Europe and a 
newly assertive China in the Indo-Pa-
cific. He succeeded in securing size-
able funding for the Pentagon. He has 
also appointed an unusually high num-
ber of military officers to senior posi-
tions in the cabinet and White House 
staff. He has not given diplomacy and 
diplomats, however, anything close to 
similar attention or priority.

As the U.S. faces a multiplicity of 
complex national security challenges in 
the year ahead, Americans need to reflect 

on the reality that the military is stretched 
thin and is not the right instrument for 
many of the challenges the country faces 
from climate change, the threats of pan-
demics and the rise of anti-democratic 
populism in Europe. While the military 
will continue to be the primary vehicle 
to defend the U.S. from foreign threats, 
the U.S. also needs a strong, fully funded 
and capable State Department to take the 
lead on many global challenges and to 
advance the ball on the more positive op-
portunities for the American people in the 
next decade.

The State Department, however, has 
been in a state of crisis since the start of 
the Trump Administration. It is poorly 
funded and in need of both revival and 
reform to strengthen its capacity to 
carry out its vital work in the interna-
tional arena. It also needs far greater 
attention, support and leadership from 
the president if it is to succeed fully in 
the years ahead.

The Trump era in American diplomacy

During President Trump’s first two 
years in office, he has signaled 

very little interest in the State Depart-
ment and in diplomacy itself. From the 
start, the president and his Office of 
Management and Budget tried to down-
size and sideline the State Department. 
In both 2017 and 2018, the president 
advocated a 30% budget cut in funding 
for the State Department that, if enacted, 
would have been devastating to its op-
erational capacity and morale. 

At the same time, Trump’s first Sec-
retary of State, Rex Tillerson, initiated 
a restructuring of the State Department 
and a hiring freeze that, if they had 
been sustained, would have led to the 
radical downsizing of the Foreign and 
Civil Service officer corps. To make 
matters worse, the Administration was 
extremely slow in naming people to se-

nior positions in the State Department 
and Ambassadorial appointments over-
seas. Many career officers felt sidelined 
and unappreciated by the new team.  

The Administration’s policy deci-
sions from the start contributed to the 
crisis. Trump contested the consensus 
among all post-World War Two (WWII) 
presidents of both parties that the U.S. 
should lead the liberal international or-
der and by giving priority attention to 
the web of alliances and international 
organizations that enhance U.S. power 
and global stability. He set out, in fact, 
to reverse seven decades of American 
policy in four key areas:
n First, he became a leading critic 
of the close Transatlantic ties that all 
prior presidents have supported since 
WWII. Trump has been acutely critical 
of NATO and failed, on his first visit to 
NATO Headquarters in Brussels, even 
to reaffirm the Article 5 mutual defense 
clause in the 1949 NATO treaty that is 
the Alliance’s key commitment among 
its 29 members. He has characterized 
the European Union as a “foe” and 
strategic competitor of the U.S. As a 

result, the U.S. has the most strained 
relationship with Europe and Canada 
since well before WWII.
n Second, Trump has sought to dis-
mantle the multilateral trade system 
that had helped the global economy to 
grow and millions all over the world 
to make the leap from poverty to the 
middle class in recent decades. He said 
no to the proposed Trans-Pacific Part-
nership (TPP) with 11 countries of the 
Americas and Asia representing 40% of 
global GDP. TPP was designed in part 
as a major strategic move by President 
Obama to expand the collective lever-
age of these countries over a Chinese 
government guilty of predatory trade 
practices that have harmed our work-
ers and economies. Trump ended the 
NAFTA agreement with Canada and 
Mexico while commencing near simul-
taneous trade wars with both of them, 
the European Union, China, Japan and 
South Korea. While the Administration 
ended up negotiating a new agreement 
with Canada and Mexico, the damage 
had been done to American credibility 
on trade.
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U.S. President Donald Trump (L) chats with Russia's President 
Vladimir Putin as they attend the APEC Economic Leaders' Meet-
ing, part of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) leaders' 
summit in the central Vietnamese city of Danang on November 11, 
2017. (MIKHAIL KLIMENTYEV/SPUTNIK/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)

North Korea's leader Kim Jong Un (R) walks with U.S. President 
Donald Trump during a break in talks at their historic summit in 
Singapore on June 12, 2018. The two became the first sitting U.S. 
and North Korean leaders to meet and negotiate to end a decades-
old nuclear stand-off. (ANTHONY WALLACE/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)

n Third, he altered America’s post-war 
consensus that the U.S. should keep 
its doors open to legal immigration 
and refugee admittance. Indeed, at the 
very start of his time in office, Trump 
enacted a ban on travel from specific 
Muslim-majority nations. That led to a 
rare protest by more than 1,000 Foreign 
Service Officers. At a time of the great-
est refugee crisis since World War Two 
(there are over 65 million refugees and 
internally displaced people in the world 
today), Trump has slashed refugee ad-
mittance since Obama’s last year in 
office. This reverses the U.S. decades-
long policy of sharing responsibility 
with other wealthy countries to accept 
refugees from war zones and to main-
tain a steady flow of legal immigrants 
that many believe strengthen America’s 
economic future. 
n Fourth, Trump has not been a vocal, 
public champion of democracy in Eu-
rope where it is threatened by the rise 
of anti-democratic populist movements 
across the continent. On the contrary, he 
has been an often-caustic critic of lead-
ers in some of America’s closest allied 
countries—Germany’s Angela Merkel, 
France’s Emmanuel Macron, Brit-
ain’s Theresa May and Canada’s Justin 
Trudeau. In contrast, Trump has em-
braced openly anti-democratic leaders in 
Hungary, Poland and Italy and been out-
wardly complimentary and even fawn-
ing to Kim Jung Un, Vladimir Putin and 
Xi Jinping. American presidents since 

Franklin Roosevelt have been consid-
ered, and have seen themselves, as lead-
ers of the West. Trump has abdicated that 
role to the detriment of America’s cred-
ibility in Europe and beyond.

Trump has also led the U.S. out of a 
number of international agreements and 
organizations including the Paris Cli-
mate Change Agreement, the Iran Nucle-
ar Deal, the International Organization 
of Migration, UNESCO and others. 

These abrupt and significant policy 

changes combined, with the threat of 
draconian budget cuts and lack of presi-
dential respect for the Foreign Service, 
to produce a true crisis of leadership 
and morale inside the State Depart-
ment. Several of the most senior of-
ficers in the Department were fired in 
Trump’s first few tumultuous months 
in office. Others resigned in opposition 
to the more isolationist policies of the 
president. Hiring of new junior officers 
fell by two thirds in Trump’s first year 

(From L to R) Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, Morocco's Prince Moulay Hassan, 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI, U.S. First Lady Melania Trump, U.S. President Donald 
Trump, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, French President Emmanuel Macron and his 
wife Brigitte Macron, Russian President Vladimir Putin and Australian Governor-General 
Peter Cosgrove attend a ceremony at the Arc de Triomphe in Paris on November 11, 2018, 
as part of commemorations marking the 100th anniversary of the November 11, 1918, 
armistice, ending World War I. (LUDOVIC MARIN/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)
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in office. A hiring freeze was imposed 
across the Department. A historically 
high number of senior officers resigned 
or retired earlier than expected. By the 
end of 2018, according to the American 
Foreign Service Association (AFSA), 
over 60 ambassadorships were still 
vacant, including to Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey during the Khashoggi crisis, 
Australia and Singapore, South Africa, 
Jordan, Egypt and Pakistan.

This unprecedented crisis—pro-

duced by the Trump team’s mishan-
dling of the State Department, the 
vacant positions, low morale and the 
president’s own seeming disinter-
est in diplomacy—will continue into 
2019 and may last for the entirety of 
the Trump presidency. The president 
has placed himself at the center of the 
storm. When questioned in November 
2017 about the vacant ambassadorial 
positions, he told Fox News, “I’m the 
only one who matters, because when it 

comes to it, that’s what the policy is go-
ing to be.” That Trump statement made 
crystal clear his disregard for the State 
Department and its career diplomats. 

Tillerson’s one-year tenure as Sec-
retary of State was marked by con-
troversy, an Administration attempt 
to gut the State Department budget 
and the ill-fated reform efforts. He 
appeared to many in the Department 
to be isolated from the rank and file. 
Working mainly with a small group 
of aides, he did not consult as closely 
with the career diplomats as previous 
Secretaries had done in the manage-
ment of the daily diplomacy of the 
U.S. He did not offer himself as a 
champion of a diplomatic service that 
felt beleaguered and unappreciated by 
the president and his team.

Tillerson’s successor, Mike Pom-
peo, has tried hard to rescue a badly 
damaged Foreign Service and State 
Department. He lifted Tillerson’s ill-
advised hiring freeze, appointed se-
nior Foreign Service Officers such as 
Ambassador David Hale to be Under 
Secretary of State for Political Affairs 
and the well-regarded Senior Foreign 
Service Ambassador Mike McKinley 
as Chief of Staff. Pompeo has been 
a consistent public advocate for the 
Department. Morale seems to have 
improved. Many career professionals 
see in Pompeo a West Point graduate 
who served in the military and as CIA 
Director and who thus understands the 
federal workforce. 

How effectively Pompeo can pro-
tect the State Department budget in 
2019–20, however, will be a major 
factor in his legacy as Secretary of 
State as the White House and Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) may 
attempt again in 2019 to slash the State 
Department budget. 

The long-term budgetary stakes are 
high for the future of the State Depart-
ment. As AFSA has made clear recent-
ly, the 2019 budget battle will deter-
mine, more than any other factor, the 
immediate future of the Foreign Ser-
vice and the State Department during 
the Trump era.

As AFSA reported in late 2018, the 
State Department’s budget is not at 

Secretary of State John Kerry testifies during a Senate Foreign Relations Committee hear-
ing, on Capitol Hill February 23, 2016 in Washington, DC. The committee is hearing 
testimony from Secretary Kerry on President Obama's FY2017 State Department budget 
request.  (MARK WILSON/GETTY IMAGES)
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CIA Director Mike Pompeo speaks at a Senate Select Committee on Intelligence hear-
ing on worldwide threats, Tuesday, February 13, 2018, in Washington, DC. (ANDREW 
HARNIK/AP PHOTO)

all secure. While Congress has set the 
State Department budget at $55.9 bil-
lion (compared to over $700 billion for 
the Department of Defense) it charges 
there has been “a dramatic decline in 
spending on core diplomatic capability 
over the last decade—from one dollar 
in 2008 to just 76 cents in 2016.” By 
core diplomatic funding, AFSA points 
to “funding for political, economic and 
public diplomacy” activities—the cen-
tral work of American embassies and 
consulates overseas. AFSA believes 
Trump’s proposed budget cuts would 
reduce that figure to 69 cents. 

And, while the U.S. spends less on 
diplomats, China is expanding its own 
spending on its growing (second in the 
world to the U.S. in numbers of embas-
sies and consulates) diplomatic corps.

The silver lining is this dire situa-
tion for the State Department has been 
Republican and Democratic leaders of 
the Congress. In both 2017 and 2018, 
the Congress opposed the Trump bud-
get cuts for the State Department and 
restored most of the funding. Indeed, 
when I testified in spring 2017 before 
the House Foreign Affairs Committee 

in defense of spending on diplomacy, I 
expected to be challenged by members 
of the president’s party. Instead, I was 
surprised and impressed that the clear 
majority of members from both parties 
believed a one-third budget cut was 
unwarranted.

As the new Congress will face this 
same budget battle in 2019, it would do 

well to reflect on the long history of the 
Department and its central role in our 
government today. As the world’s pre-
eminent global power, the U.S. needs 
a first-rate diplomatic corps. Its history 
and mission make the case that the U.S. 
cannot hope to have a successful foreign 
policy without an adequately funded 
State Department at center stage.

The State Department’s place in American history
was a stepping stone to the presidency 
itself as Jefferson, Madison, Monroe 
and John Quincy Adams all made the 
leap to the highest office. 

As a country born in revolution 
against a colonial power, the young 
U.S. saw its interests very differently 
than European countries across the At-
lantic. Jefferson thought of America as 
an “Empire of Liberty” rather than a 
country that should seek to emulate the 
empires of the world. Madison helped 
Jefferson to negotiate the Louisiana 
Purchase that came close to doubling 
the size of the country. 

These early secretaries of state were 
focused as much on the building of 
the new nation at home as on interna-
tional developments beyond American 
shores. And some of them were decid-
edly anti-interventionist. 

Adams said famously of America in 
a July 4, 1821, speech, “Wherever the 

The State Department’s history is 
intertwined with that of the U.S. 

itself. It was the first of the cabinet 
agencies to be created in 1789 after the 
adoption of the Constitution. For that 
reason, the secretary of state is fourth 
in line to the presidency and the senior 
member of the cabinet. The Secretary 
of State is also the official custodian of 
the Great Seal of the U.S. for confirma-
tion of official appointments and of-
ficial business. The Great Seal, in fact, 
is kept on the first floor of the modern 
State Department in “Foggy Bottom” 
in Washington, DC. 

Many of the founding fathers served 
as secretary, including Thomas Jeffer-
son (the first to hold the office), John 
Marshall, James Madison and John 
Quincy Adams. They helped the first 
presidents to set the initial foreign 
policy vision of the young republic. 
In those days, being secretary of state 

CORNELIUS TIEBOUT, ENGRAVER FROM PAINTING 
BY REMBRANDT PEALE: THOMAS JEFFERSON, PRES-
IDENT OF THE UNITED STATES. [PHILADELPHIA: 
PUBLISHED BY A. DAY] PHOTOGRAPH/LIBRARY OF 
CONGRESS, ITEM, 96522974
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ers. It was Roosevelt, in fact, who ne-
gotiated the 1905 Treaty of Portsmouth 
that ended the war between Russia and 
Japan. That diplomatic effort made 
Roosevelt the first American recipient 
of the Nobel Peace Prize. 

As the U.S. became more powerful 
in global affairs, its diplomatic influ-
ence increased immeasurably. Wood-
row Wilson and his Secretary of State 
Robert Lansing took center stage in 
negotiating the end of World War One 
and the creation of a new global order 
at the Versailles Conference in 1919. 

After the allied victory in WWII, 
Secretary George Marshall authored 
one of the most important and conse-
quential initiatives in American his-
tory—the Marshall Plan that helped to 
rebuild Europe after the Second World 
War. Secretary Dean Acheson was 
the inspiration behind the creation of 
NATO in 1949. Secretary Henry Kiss-
inger led the historic opening to China 
in 1972 and Secretary James A. Baker 
III negotiated the unification of Ger-
many and the peaceful end to the Cold 
War in 1990–91. 

In recent decades, some of our most 
talented public servants have led the 
men and women of the State Depart-
ment—George Shultz, Warren Christo-
pher, Madeleine Albright, Colin Pow-
ell, Condoleezza Rice, Hillary Clinton 
and John Kerry among them.

As American power and influence 
have grown in the world, its wisest lead-
ers have understood the call to U.S. glob-
al leadership requires a well-supported 
and fully engaged State Department.

Dr. Henry Kissinger (L), U.S. Presidential National Security Adviser, shakes hands with 
Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai of the People's Republic of China at their meeting at Govern-
ment Guest House in Peking (Beijing), China, July 9, 1971. (AP PHOTO) 

standard of freedom and independence 
has been or shall be unfurled, there 
will her heart, her benedictions and her 
prayers be. But she goes not abroad in 
search of monsters to destroy. She is 
the well-wisher to the freedom and in-
dependence of all. She is the champion 
and vindicator only of her own.”

President James Monroe’s celebrat-
ed 1823 doctrine warned European 
powers to end their colonial expansion 
in the western hemisphere. 

Through the coming decades, 
American diplomats helped the new 
country to expand in North America 

under the banner of Manifest Destiny 
and to begin to compete with the world 
powers of the day. President James K. 
Polk’s victory in the Mexican War led 
to the negotiation of the 1848 Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo and the 1853 Gads-
den Purchase that gave the U.S. Texas, 
California and much of the modern 
southwest. Lincoln’s Secretary, Wil-
liam Henry Seward, purchased Alaska 
from Russia. 

In the first decade of the 20th centu-
ry, President Teddy Roosevelt’s Secre-
tary of State, John Hay, helped to vault 
the U.S. into the ranks of the great pow-

The mission and value of the State Department

As the president and Congress de-
bate the future of the State Depart-

ment and American diplomacy in the 
year ahead, they might also reflect on 
its mission and value to Americans in 
the 21st century. 

The State Department serves as the 
principal cabinet agency that represents 
the American government and people 
in nearly every country of the world. 
Diplomacy is one of the most important 
instruments Americans have to defend 

their country and advance its many po-
litical, security, cultural and economic 
interests in a complex world.

Consider some of the State Depart-
ment’s primary missions:
n American diplomats provide a full 
range of services for Americans living 
and traveling outside the U.S. from is-
suing passports to registering births of 
American citizens, to providing notary 
services, to bailing Americans out of jail, 
registering weddings as well as deaths;

n They also help American businesses 
to secure investment and trade oppor-
tunities overseas. The Commerce De-
partment’s Foreign Commercial Ser-
vice and American ambassadors and 
economic officers work closely with 
American businesses large and small 
to make sure they have a level playing 
field in overseas markets and the full 
support of the government;
n More than 277 U.S. embassies and 
consulates conduct official relations 
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with foreign governments and inter-
national organizations on every issue 
under the sun from the promotion of 
democracy and human rights to nuclear 
arms limitation, weapons sales to friends 
and allies, climate and environmental is-
sues, the struggle against crime and drug 
cartels, global health policy including 
the threat of pandemics and many other 
issues. The writ of American diplomacy 
encompasses all the threats that endan-
ger the nation and all the opportunities 
to seek prosperity, stability, justice and 
peace in this century.
n Career foreign service officers who 
staff American embassies and consul-
ates negotiate treaties and agreements 
and help to resolve conflicts and end 
wars when necessary. In recent de-
cades, American diplomats helped 
U.S. presidents negotiate the histor-
ic Egypt-Israel Peace Agreement in 
1979, the Dayton Accords that end-
ed the brutal was in Bosnia in 1995, 
nuclear arms limitation agreements 
with the USSR and Russia, the U.S.-
India civil nuclear agreement and the 
nuclear deal with Iran.

In the year ahead, American dip-
lomats will lead the talks with North 
Korea to end its nuclear weapons pro-
gram. They will be responsible for ne-
gotiating an end to the bloody wars in 
Syria and Yemen. They will monitor 
human rights crises in Myanmar, west-
ern China, the Central African Repub-
lic and in Central America. They will 
represent the U.S, at the United Nations 
and in war zones from Afghanistan to 
Iraq and beyond. 

The State Department is a relatively 
small government agency compared 
to the Pentagon or the Department of 
Homeland Security. The Foreign Ser-
vice is comprised of roughly 8,000 
women and men who serve around the 
world and at the Department in Wash-
ington. It is an elite service. Officers 
must pass a rigorous and competitive 
written examination, a series of oral 
interviews and a security clearance. 

A typical senior foreign service 
officer is multilingual, has served in 
American embassies in multiple coun-
tries as a political, economic, public 
diplomacy, consular or management 

U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright points to a globe during her testimony Febru-
ary 10, 1998, to members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on Capitol Hill in 
Washington, DC. Albright testified about the State Department budget and other issues.  
(TIM SLOAN/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)

officer. He or she has to be able to 
work effectively in Washington in the 
policy battles inside each Adminis-
tration as well as overseas in widely 
varying foreign cultures. As an officer 
corps, they are some of the finest ex-
perts in the U.S. on the major coun-
tries, regions, languages and cultures 
of the world. 

As is the case with all federal civil 
servants, State Department career of-
ficials must also be nonpartisan. They 
enter the workforce with the under-
standing that they will serve presidents 
and secretaries of state of both parties 
over the course of a career. Their obli-
gation and commitment is not to enter 
into partisan politics but to give equal 
effort and dedication to each president 
elected by the American people. 

As is the case with all U.S. govern-
ment employees, career foreign service 
officers take an oath not to the president 
(as foreign diplomats often do to their 
sovereign) but to the Constitution.

One of the most important contri-

butions career diplomats make to the 
country is their nonpartisan service. 
They provide the permanent expertise 
and experience in foreign policy as 
well as continuity for each president. 
Officers are accustomed to serving 
across party lines. In my own career, I 
worked from 1990 to January 1993 at 
the National Security Council (NSC) 
in the White House as Director of So-
viet Affairs for President George H.W. 
Bush. When President Clinton was 
sworn into office on January 20, 1993, 
I was asked to stay on for two addi-
tional years in the same office at the 
NSC to work for him. This was not at 
all unusual but part of the pattern for 
career officers. 

In sum, while the U.S. relies on its 
superb military to protect Americans 
from foreign aggression, it also relies 
on the State Department and Foreign 
Service to protect the country from 
those same threats and to represent 
it internationally as the strongest and 
most active power in the world today.
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Challenges ahead tional challenges from climate change to 

drug and crime cartels to global public 
health and protecting the U.S. economy 
and government from cyber aggression.

The U.S. will likely remain the 
strongest global power for the next sev-
eral decades. No other country has the 
same combination of economic weight 
and innovation, political influence, 
global military power and cultural in-
fluence. In absolute terms, it is difficult 
to imagine China or any other country 
surpassing the U.S. as the world’s pre-
eminent power. But, in relative terms, 
the gap between the U.S., and other 
powers—China, India, Russia, the Eu-
ropean Union—is narrowing. The U.S. 
will not always be able to get its way by 
threatening or using force. It will need 
to rely more on its wits than in past de-
cades. That means elevating diplomacy 
to a first-order priority.

The first thing is to start rebuilding 
the State Department and Foreign Ser-
vice. After all, most national security ex-
perts understand that combining diplo-
matic and military strength in a cohesive 
strategy will give the U.S. the greatest 
chance to succeed in the world today.

After 9/11, the U.S. led with a mil-
itary-first strategy. Going forward, the 
country will more often than not need 
to adopt a diplomacy-first strategy when 
facing a tough international crisis. A 
good general rule is to first exhaust dip-
lomatic efforts to end a war or to resolve 
a dispute with a powerful adversary. It is 
only when it is clear that diplomacy can-
not work that presidents should consider 
resorting to the military.

To accomplish this transformation 
in American policy, it stands to reason 
the U.S. will need a strong, well-funded 
State Department and Foreign Service. 
The U.S. will need to recruit, train and 
maintain a group of men and women to 
represent the country overseas, to pro-
tect American citizens in distress, to 
help U.S. companies compete for for-
eign contracts, to build the coalitions 
that will power American and Ameri-
can influence in the decades ahead. 
That is the case for a new commitment 
to America’s diplomats as they lead 
the country forward in an increasingly 
challenging international arena.

As President Trump and his succes-
sors look out at the world, they 

would do well to think that the State 
Department may be as important to our 
future as the military has been over the 
past 18 years since 9/11.

Al Qaeda’s attacks on New York 
and the Pentagon ushered in an un-
usual phase in American foreign policy 
where the priority swung to the major 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and the 
military’s smaller counter-insurgency 
campaigns in Syria, the Horn of Af-
rica, West Africa, the Philippines and 
other parts of the Middle East and Asia. 
During this period, the military took on 
an outsized role in American foreign 
policy and in how Americans thought 
about defending the country in a new 
and dangerous era.

Since 9/11, the primary strategic 
priority of the U.S. has been to defeat 
the terrorist threat to the country. That 
made the military the major instrument 
of American power. The U.S. came out 
swinging after the attacks of September 
11, 2001. The Bush and Obama Admin-
istrations gave first emphasis to the huge 
increase in military spending, the trillions 
of dollars spent in Iraq and Afghanistan 

alone and the deployment of hundreds 
of thousands of American troops to over 
100 countries in the world.

The Trump Administration has made 
a major and welcome shift in Ameri-
can policy since 2017. It now lists the 
challenge of dealing with authoritar-
ian governments in Russia and China 
as the most important U.S. security 
priority rather than terrorism. We are 
slowly but surely entering a new and 
more traditional phase in U.S. global 
policy of focusing on maintaining stra-
tegic positions in Europe and Asia to 
preserve the power of our country and 
that of our allies. 

This major change alters the mis-
sion of the U.S. military to be able to 
contain Putin in Eastern Europe and 
balance China’s rising power in the 
Indo-Pacific. 

It will also alter the role and mission 
of the State Department and American 
diplomacy. By necessity, diplomacy will 
play a more central role in the next ten 
years than it did in the past decade. The 
U.S. will need to rebuild its alliances in 
NATO and with its East Asian allies. 
It will need to construct coalitions of 
countries to take on the major transna-
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discussion questions
 

suggested readings

1. What is the role of the State Department and diplomacy in Amer-
ican foreign policy? What are the benefits to the U.S.?

2. What has been the Trump Administration’s attitude toward di-
plomacy and America’s diplomats? Why did the Trump Administra-
tion seek to reduce the State Department budget by one third? What 
would have been the consequences if it had succeeded?

3. As the U.S. focus on terrorism gives way to a return to great 
power rivalry with China and Russia, what kind of diplomatic assets 
will the U.S. need around the world to be effective? 

4. Is the U.S, entering an era when it needs a stronger focus on di-
plomacy to go along with its emphasis on military power since 9/11?

5. Among the most important U.S. challenges will be how to com-
bat the great transnational threats that confront every nation—cli-
mate change, drug and crime cartels, cyber threats, global health 
and other challenges. How difficult will it be to create coalitions of 
countries to take on these challenges?

6. We also have many positive opportunities in the world today 
from continuing the historic reduction of poverty to advances in 
global health to the rise of women in business and government. 
How can the U.S. use its diplomatic power to push these advances 
forward and to make the world more stable, just and peaceful?

Daalder, Ivo H. and Lindsay, James M. The Empty Throne: 
America’s Abdication of Global Leadership. 256 pp. New York, 
NY: Public Affairs, 2018. An inside portrait of the greatest lurch in 
U.S. foreign policy since the decision to retreat back into Fortress 
America after World War I.

Kagan, Robert. The Jungle Grows Back: America and Our Im-
periled World. 192 pp. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2018. 
An argument for America’s role as an enforcer of peace and order 
throughout the world—and what is likely to happen if we withdraw 
and focus our attention inward.

Burns, Nicholas and Crocker, Ryan C. “Dismantling the Foreign 
Service.” The New York Times, November 27, 2017. Two experi-
enced diplomats detail the slow unraveling of American diplomacy 
and the Foreign Service, and urge Congress to act. 

Farrow, Ronan. War on Peace: The End of Diplomacy and the 
Decline of American Influence. 392 pp. New York, NY: W.W. Nor-
ton & Company, 2018. Drawing on newly unearthed documents, 
and richly informed by rare interviews with warlords, whistle-blow-
ers, and policymakers—including every living former secretary of 
state from Henry Kissinger to Hillary Clinton to Rex Tillerson—
War on Peace makes a powerful case for an endangered profession. 
Diplomacy, Farrow argues, has declined after decades of political 

cowardice, shortsightedness, and outright malice—but it may just 
offer America a way out of a world at war.

Huddleston, Vicki. Our Woman in Havana: A Diplomat’s Chron-
icle of America’s Long Struggle with Castro’s Cuba. 304 pp. 
New York, NY: Overlook Press, 2018. This book chronicles the 
past several decades of U.S.-Cuba relations from the bird’s-eye 
view of State Department veteran and longtime Cuba hand Vicki 
Huddleston, the U.S.’s top diplomat in Havana under Presidents 
Clinton and George W. Bush. 

Steil, Benn. The Marshall Plan: Dawn of the Cold War. 624 pp. 
New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 2018. Provides critical context 
into understanding today’s international landscape. Drawing on 
new material from American, Russian, German and other European 
archives, Steil’s account will add to understanding of the Marshall 
Plan and the birth of the Cold War. 

Eicher, Peter D. Raising the Flag: America’s First Envoys in 
Faraway Lands. 416 pp. Lincoln, NE: Potomac Books, 2018. 
From the American Revolution to the Civil War, Eicher profiles 
the characters who influenced the formative period of American 
diplomacy and the first steps the U.S. took as a world power. The 
book illuminates how American ideas, values, and power helped 
shape the modern world.

To access web links to these readings, as well as links to  
additional, shorter readings and suggested web sites,

GO TO www.greatdecisions.org
and click on the topic under Resources, on the right-hand side of the page.

Don’t forget: Ballots start on page 103!


