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iv Foreword

It is not easy to attempt a fair assessment of President Donald J. Trump’s 
foreign policy. In part this is because of circumstances, namely that we 
are just past the halfway mark of his term, which began in January 2017. 
“Incomplete” is on one level the only appropriate mark.

But the difficulty in assessing this president also reflects the style 
of his foreign policy, including the frequent recourse to social media, 
the secrecy that has surrounded critical summits, the high turnover of 
senior-level officials, and the gaps that often appear between the posi-
tions of these aides and the president. It can be difficult to keep up and to 
be confident as to just what foreign policy is being implemented.

In this new Council Special Report, however, Henry A. Kissinger 
Senior Fellow for U.S. Foreign Policy Robert D. Blackwill attempts just 
such an assessment. He goes about it the right way, evaluating President 
Trump’s foreign policy not against his and his administration’s rhetoric 
but against its impact on the U.S. national interest. 

Blackwill examines President Trump’s actions in important policy 
areas, including ties with allies, relations with China and Russia, and 
policies toward the Middle East, North Korea, Venezuela, trade, and 
climate change. He then grades each of the president’s major foreign 
policies and offers an overall assessment of the quality of the Trump 
administration’s foreign policy halfway through its first term.

Blackwill argues that even though many of President Trump’s  
actions have been impetuous and the president oversees a chaotic and 
often dysfunctional policymaking process, some of his individual for-
eign policies are better than his critics give him credit for. Blackwill 
points to what he sees as a much-needed toughening of U.S. policy 
toward China, a justified U.S. withdrawal from Syria and disengage-
ment from Afghanistan, and closer relations with India, Israel, and 
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v

Saudi Arabia. History teaches us, according to Blackwill, that “flawed 
individuals and policy processes sometimes produce successful results.” 
Like Wagner’s music, he argues, Trump’s foreign policy is better than 
it sounds. 

For some readers, I expect Blackwill’s grades will be too low, while 
for others, his grades will not be low enough. I agree with Blackwill 
that the president has been right to challenge China on its actions in 
the trade realm, in what he has done to rally regional and international 
support against the Nicolas Maduro regime in Venezuela, and in culti-
vating closer ties with India. But I would give President Trump a lower 
grade on how he has handled Iran, North Korea, and Syria. In addition, 
it is hard to see what the Trump administration has received in exchange 
for its uncritical embrace of Saudi Arabia and Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman or for moving the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem.  

But these and other differences I have or others will have with 
Ambassador Blackwill’s assessments overlook the fundamental 
value of this rigorous study undertaken by an experienced scholar- 
practitioner. It is the sort of work that is all too rare in this politicized 
environment we live in and where 280 characters often substitute for 
in-depth analysis. There is much of value to learn in the pages to follow, 
and I urge readers to make their way through this paper and come 
to their own conclusions as to what grade the forty-fifth president 
deserves so far for his foreign policy.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
April 2019
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What is new about the emerging world order is that, for the first time, 
the United States can neither withdraw from the world nor dominate it.

—Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy, 1994



Trump’s Foreign Policies Are Better Than They Seem2

President Donald J. Trump’s actions have often been rash, ignorant, 
and chaotic. He seems sometimes to imagine that he can withdraw 
from the world and sometimes to think he can dominate it. Yet some 
of his individual foreign policies are substantially better than his oppo-
nents assert.1

It is no wonder that Trump is not given sufficient credit for his for-
eign policies. After more than two tumultuous years in office, the pres-
ident has disrupted a whole series of conventions in the international 
system, some of them undoubtedly needed, but adopted few follow-on 
strategies and little or no implementation. If Trump believes that he 
was elected to “bust things up,” as former State Department Counselor 
and National Security Council official Philip Zelikow has put it, he is 
succeeding.2 According to the Washington Post, Trump has spoken or 
written more than nine thousand untruths and misrepresentations.3 
He conveys foreign policy failures as successes and minor accomplish-
ments as cosmic victories. He makes important decisions against the 
advice of his cabinet advisors—if he consults them at all. He has had 
unprecedented turnover in senior foreign and defense policy positions 
and, at this writing, has had three national security advisors. In sum, 
there is no steady interagency decision-making process within the 
administration because the president apparently does not believe that 
he needs one.4 He treats international negotiation as a form of demo-
lition derby.

Trump has insulted many of the leaders of America’s closest friends, 
including Emmanuel Macron of France, Angela Merkel of Germany, 
and Theresa May of the United Kingdom. At the same time, he has reg-
ularly praised autocrats—Jair Bolsonaro of Brazil, Xi Jinping of China, 
Viktor Orban of Hungary, Kim Jong-un of North Korea, Vladimir Putin 
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of Russia, Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey, and more.5 He has dis-
rupted relations with Canada and Mexico, treating them as adversaries 
rather than friendly neighbors. The president has threatened to pull out 
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and has called into 
question whether the United States would fulfill its treaty obligations 
and come to the aid of its European allies if they were attacked. He has 
doubted the value of U.S. alliances in ways not shared by any of his pre-
decessors since the end of World War II.6 

He has seen NATO, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), and the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) as commercial 
arrangements instead of the foundations of an international order led by 
the United States. He has made decisions that deeply affect the United 
States’ closest partners around the world without consulting them. He 
has triggered trade dispute after trade dispute. Under his leadership, 
the United States is more unpopular with publics in many democratic 
countries than it has been at any time since such polling began in 2001.7 
Indeed, according to the Pew Research Center, more people around the 
world perceive the United States’ “power and influence” to be a “major 
threat” than they do China’s or Russia’s.8

These statements by the president would surely disturb his prede-
cessors since 1945, from Harry S. Truman to Barack Obama; consider 
what the soldier-statesman George Marshall would have thought of 
all this. But for Trump, such destructive remarks are his general style 
of communication.

With a record like this, much of the U.S. media and national security 
elite can say little that is good about the president or his foreign policy. 
Pundits on talk shows, on editorial pages, and in books draw up com-
prehensive bills of indictment, and rebuttals are infrequent except from 

Introduction



Trump’s Foreign Policies Are Better Than They Seem4

the president’s most ardent admirers.9 Many critics condemn most if 
not all of the president’s actions as misguided and driven only, as they 
see it, by his flawed character, enormous ego, and skewed view of the 
world.10 Foreign Policy carried a headline that he is “getting away with 
foreign policy insanity.”11 USA Today’s editorial board said there is “no 
method to his apparent madness.”12 And the editorial board of the New 
York Times asserted that “under Mr. Trump, America surrenders.”13 
None of these assertions are models of responsible American journal-
ism, but they do reveal the media’s feverish temperature on the subject 
of Trump’s foreign policies. 

These critics show no sympathy for the manifold challenges the 
president faces in trying to deal with a deteriorating world order that he 
inherited.14 China rises in disagreeable ways. Europe withdraws, for the 
first time in five centuries, from a leadership role in global affairs. Russia 
revives and destabilizes countries in Eastern Europe and beyond. NATO 
debates its role. The Middle East revisits ancient enmities and generates 
newer hatreds. India equivocates regarding its global responsibilities. 
Terrorists murder innocents in much of the world. Global governance 
falls short. Autocrats successfully disparage democratic values. Tech-
nology outstrips nations’ and the international system’s capabilities to 
manage it.15 The United States hesitates, in perceived retreat. Every major 
country on earth fits T. S. Eliot’s description: “But no longer at ease here, 
in the old dispensation.”16 Not a single U.S. politician has a coherent 
and convincing set of policies to cope with this eroding world order, but 
Trump receives nearly all the slings and arrows.

A related question is whether President Trump has a grand strat-
egy. International relations scholars Hal Brands and Colin Kahl define 
grand strategy as “the conceptual architecture that lends structure and 
form to foreign policy. A leader who is ‘doing grand strategy’ is not han-
dling global events on an ad hoc or case-by-case basis. A grand strategy, 
rather, represents a more purposeful and deeply held set of concepts 
about a country’s goals and orientation in international affairs.”17 At 
two-plus years into his presidency, does Trump have such a grand strat-
egy that he has been systematically applying to a problematic interna-
tional environment? 

On the face of it, this seems like an odd question. After all, Trump 
is a president who believes he excels in meetings because he comes 
unprepared, which he thinks liberates his cunning and creativity.18 This 
is a president who lurches from one policy position to another on the 
same issue, like a spinning top. This is a president who has difficulty  
discerning policy fact from policy fiction. This is a president who 
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identifies “radical Islamic terrorism” as an existential threat to the United 
States, but then presses for total U.S. troop withdrawals from Afghani-
stan and Syria, hotbeds of Islamist terrorists. This is a president who is 
fixated on unfair trade deals that he argues have been badly negotiated by 
his predecessors, but then accepts minor changes in the agreements and 
calls them outstanding. This is a president who thinks NATO is “obso-
lete,” but then builds its defenses. This is a president who sees no danger 
from Russia, but then fortifies Ukraine. This is a president who asserts 
that North Korea is a deadly threat to the United States, but then says it 
is not, despite no consequential change in the situation. This is a presi-
dent who says he wants to reduce America’s overseas commitments, but 
then threatens to invade Venezuela. These head-spinning dichotomies 
are not the characteristics of a grand strategist.19 They appear more like a 
large bowl of spaghetti bolognese dumped and spread on a white canvas, 
which some distinguished critics might then stretch to call “an exquisite 
painterly composition” or, in Trump’s case, “a grand strategy.” Others 
might more simply describe the result as “transactional.” Call it what you 
will, it remains a large bowl of spaghetti bolognese dumped and spread 
on a white canvas.20

Nevertheless, in judging all these presidential deficiencies, history 
teaches us that flawed individuals and policy processes sometimes 
produce successful results—George Patton’s extraordinary victories 
in France and North Africa come to mind, before his F-grade mal-
functions of character caught up with him. Richard M. Nixon was 
changing world order for the better while he was undermining the 
American Constitution. As historian Robert Caro describes in some 
detail, Lyndon B. Johnson was an egocentric, cruel human being, but he 
managed congressional passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and signed 
significant social spending programs.21 

Regarding President Trump’s lack of interagency coordination, it 
is also worth remembering that Henry Kissinger choreographed two 
strategic breakthroughs—the opening to China and détente with the 
Soviet Union—with little or no formal relevant interagency process. He 
and Nixon undertook those historic accomplishments from the White 
House, often without the knowledge of Nixon’s national security cab-
inet members, and would have received an F from them and others on 
that score. 

The estimable Franklin D. Roosevelt made a grievous and unsuc-
cessful F attempt to pack the Supreme Court in 1937, and George W. 
Bush ordered the disastrous 2003 invasion of Iraq, a historic F decision. 
(History gives no credit for good intentions.) In addition, aggressively 
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Trump’s Foreign Policies Are Better Than They Seem6

confronting allies who act in ways that damage U.S. national interests is 
not a mortal sin, as Dwight D. Eisenhower made clear to the British and 
French governments during the 1956 Suez Crisis. London and Paris 
without question gave President Eisenhower an F for alliance solidarity. 

In assessing all these episodes, what matters most is the effective-
ness of U.S. policy over time and its consistency with U.S. national 
interests, not the personal qualities of its leaders.

The nearly universal condemnation of the president’s foreign poli-
cies is also fed by his process of making and announcing decisions and 
his execution of them, from countless tweets, to changing policy goals, 
to his explanations of policy that differ from those of his senior advi-
sors. But this automatic dismissal of President Trump’s foreign policy 
is too simple. It lacks a careful examination of Trump’s and his admin-
istration’s objectives, strategies, and policies; their connections to U.S. 
national interests; or their actual successes and failures.22

This Council Special Report takes a different approach. It exam-
ines in detail Trump’s actions in a turbulent world in important policy 
areas, including the United States’ relationships with its allies, its rela-
tionships with China and Russia, and its policies on the Middle East 
and climate change. This report acknowledges the persuasive points of 
Trump’s critics, but at the same time seeks to perform exacting autop-
sies on their less convincing critiques. It then gives a grade to each of 
the president’s major foreign policies. (Other issues could have been 
included, such as policies toward Africa, AIDS, and pandemics, but 
those addressed in this report will likely dominate history’s judgment 
of the president’s foreign policies.)

Finally, this report comes to a net assessment of the overall quality of 
the Trump administration’s foreign policy halfway through his first term. 

Some could argue that grading the president is a crude way to 
measure his foreign policy, that it inevitably misses nuance and com-
plexity. Such a yardstick certainly has its limitations. However, Trump 
assesses his own performance in this way. In an interview with Chris 
Wallace on Fox News, President Trump compared his job perfor-
mance with that of past presidents and said, “I would give myself an 
A+,” perhaps based on his own view that he is a “very stable genius.”23 
(Not everyone agrees with the president. In a January 2019 Politico/
Morning Consult poll, 42 percent of respondents gave the president 
either a D or an F on foreign policy.24) Recognizing the inherent 
shortcomings of this approach, this report adopts the president’s own 
metric in evaluating his policies.



7

However, this approach raises a serious methodological issue: 
whether Trump’s grades should be based on his success or failure in 
carrying out his policy objectives, whatever their merits, or on whether 
his policies, notwithstanding his goals, promote U.S. national inter-
ests.25 The first possibility is challenging to apply for three reasons. 
First, Trump’s policy objectives and his strategies to accomplish them 
are often unclear. (For example, it is unknown what his policy intentions 
are vis-à-vis the U.S. role in defending Europe.26 It is also unknown what 
his strategy is to coerce Tehran to forgo the option of acquiring nuclear 
weapons, and whether it includes going to war against Iran.) Second, 
there are frequent gaps between the president’s policy instincts and 
goals and those of his major national security advisors, as is shown in 
the cases of Afghanistan, Russia, Syria, and perhaps China. (The pres-
ident is fixated on Beijing’s predatory trade practices, but it is unclear 
that he shares his administration’s broader concerns about the dan-
gerous geopolitical implications of the rise and application of Chinese 
power.) Third, if Trump achieves a foreign policy objective through 
diligence and determination that undermines America’s national inter-
ests—as in cozying up to Putin’s Russia or weakening progress on cli-
mate change—this approach would assign him a passing grade, despite 
the problematic results.

While attempting to understand the president’s policy goals, this 
report takes the second approach and grades the president on whether 
his policies promote U.S. national interests. These judgments, and 
therefore Trump’s grades in this report, are thus inevitably based in 
part on preconceived notions of what ought to be the pillars of U.S. 
national interests, foreign policy, and statecraft.

Introduction
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U.S. foreign policies toward another nation rarely succeed if policymak-
ers do not conduct careful studies of that country’s national security 
goals and strategies. Careless or inadequate analysis can have damaging 
or even catastrophic consequences. British governments misunderstood 
Adolf Hitler’s intentions in the 1930s. The Johnson administration in the 
1960s was blind to North Vietnam’s determination, staying power, and 
refusal to give up any of its strategic objectives. Before the 2003 invasion, 
the George W. Bush team knew too little about the dysfunctional political 
and ethnic dynamics of Iraq, and ignored Baghdad’s indispensable role in 
balancing Tehran. History is filled with such miscalculations, going back 
to the Romans, the Greeks, the Egyptians, the Chinese, and earlier.27

Long before Trump took office, successive U.S. administrations pur-
sued approaches to China that misread Beijing’s strategic intentions. A 
1997 statement issued at the Bill Clinton-Jiang Zemin summit observed 
that “while China and the United States have areas of both agreement 
and disagreement, they have a significant common interest and a firm 
common will to seize opportunities and meet challenges cooperatively, 
with candor and a determination to achieve concrete progress,” and 
that “the two Presidents are determined to build toward a constructive 
strategic partnership between China and the United States through 
increasing cooperation to meet international challenges and promote 
peace and development in the world.”28 

At a 2001 joint press conference with Jiang Zemin, George W. Bush 
said that “today’s meetings convinced me that we can build on our 
common interests. . . . We seek a relationship that is candid, construc-
tive, and cooperative.”29 

In a joint press conference with Xi Jinping in 2015, Barack Obama 
noted that “as a result of our efforts, our two nations are working 
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together more closely across a broader range of critical issues—and our 
cooperation is delivering results, for both our nations and the world.”30 

While these presidents were making such optimistic statements 
over a nearly twenty-year period, China implemented a grand strategy 
designed to undermine U.S.-Asian alliances, which has accelerated 
under Xi Jinping; used geoeconomic tools to coerce its neighbors and 
others, including most recently through the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI); violated international commercial practices, including by com-
mitting massive theft of U.S. intellectual property; manipulated its 
currency for trade benefits; threatened Taiwan; built up its military 
forces to push the United States beyond Japan and the Philippines; 
constructed and militarized artificial islands in the South China Sea, 
in violation of international law; systemically and brutally violated the 
human rights of its own people; and patiently and incrementally built 
its power and influence with the strategic goal of replacing the United 
States as the primary power in Asia.31 

As former Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew put it, China 
has “a culture 4,000 years old with 1.3 billion people, many of great 
talent. . . . How could they not aspire to be number 1 in Asia, and in time 
the world?”32 Not recognizing the clarity of Lee’s conclusion, successive 
administrations spoke routinely about their “engage and hedge” strat-
egy against Chinese misbehavior, long after Beijing had seriously mis-
behaved and when that hedging should have changed into something 
much stronger and more decisive to counter China’s threats to U.S. 
vital national interests.

These American misunderstandings of China’s objectives over 
nearly two decades rank as one of the three most damaging U.S. for-
eign policy errors since the end of World War II, along with the 1965 
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military escalation in Vietnam and the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Indeed, 
this prolonged failure in China policy could turn out to be the biggest 
U.S. policy deficiency in the past seven decades, given the accumulat-
ing dangerous strategic consequences of the rise of Chinese power for 
world order as well as for the United States and its allies and friends. 

It was not inevitable that the U.S.-China relationship would evolve 
into its current adversarial standoff. If Washington, through careful 
and consistent diplomacy in coordination with its Asian allies, had 
routinely contested Beijing’s aggressive policies much earlier, China, 
then weaker, could have pulled back and a rough equilibrium could 
have been established and maintained, with major areas of coopera-
tion. And if Beijing instead had continued on that confrontational path, 
the United States would have been in a stronger position to respond 
than it is at present. But the Chinese leadership, faced with successively 
acquiescent U.S. administrations that miscalculated China’s strategic 
intentions, went on pushing until it finally provoked a Thermidorean 
reaction from the United States.33

President Trump got off to a terrible start in managing the U.S.-
China relationship by withdrawing from the TPP on January 23, 2017. 
The twelve-nation agreement (Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, 
Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, Vietnam, 
and the United States) would have reduced tariff and nontariff barri-
ers to U.S. exports to Asian markets. The TPP was the most important 
U.S. geoeconomic response to the increasingly coercive weight of the 
Chinese economy in Asia. It offered Asian nations trade alternatives 
to their dependence on China, which often brought with it Chinese 
geopolitical pressure. President Trump killed it with no serious analy-
sis of the TPP’s significant geoeconomic and geopolitical benefits for 
the United States.34 

To its credit, however, the Trump administration has since adopted a 
much more clear-eyed approach regarding China that breaks with many 
of the errors of the past. The administration did an about-face after 
exiting the TPP that was reflected in its December 2017 National Secu-
rity Strategy. That document stressed that “China is using economic 
inducements and penalties, influence operations, and implied mili-
tary threats to persuade other states to heed its political and security 
agenda,” and that China is expanding its influence in Africa, Europe, 
South Asia, and the Western Hemisphere while stealing “hundreds of 
billions” of dollars’ worth of American intellectual property.35

Similarly, the January 2018 National Defense Strategy judged 
that “China is a strategic competitor using predatory economics to 
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intimidate its neighbors while militarizing features in the South China 
Sea.”36 And on October 4, 2018, Vice President Mike Pence delivered 
the toughest speech on U.S.-China relations by a U.S. administration in 
fifty years, stressing that

China now spends as much on its military as the rest of 
Asia combined, and Beijing has prioritized capabilities to 
erode America’s military advantages on land, at sea, in the 
air, and in space. China wants nothing less than to push the 
United States of America from the Western Pacific and 
attempt to prevent us from coming to the aid of our allies.37

The administration also recognizes that Beijing’s efforts to develop 
emerging technologies could put the United States at a competi-
tive disadvantage. On February 11, 2019, President Trump signed the 
American AI Initiative executive order, which is designed to “promote 
sustained investment in AI [artificial intelligence] R&D in collabora-
tion with industry, academia, international partners and allies, and 
other non-Federal entities,” to “reduce barriers to the use of AI technol-
ogies to promote their innovative application,” and to “train the next 
generation of American AI researchers and users through apprentice-
ships; skills programs; and education in science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics.”38

At the same time, the administration backed up its rhetoric with 
action, although Trump is more narrowly focused on trade and it is 
unclear how much he has internalized his administration’s broader 
containment policy regarding China. The president publicly and loudly 
confronted Beijing and its long-standing unfair trade practices. Most 
notably, the administration imposed tariffs on $250 billion in Chinese 
imports to the United States with the goal of forcing China to open 
market access to U.S. firms, ending forced technology transfers to 
Chinese firms, and curbing subsidies to state-owned industries.39 The 
United States threatened to raise rates on March 2, 2019, if no deal was 
reached, but later extended the deadline after reporting it was making 
“substantial progress” in trade negotiations.40 Despite having such a 
fundamental misunderstanding of the dynamics of international com-
merce and the role of trade deficits and tariffs, as highlighted below, 
Trump has succeeded in cleverly pressing China.41 

The president’s confrontational trade policy could lead to a sig-
nificant deal. How negotiations will turn out is unclear at this writ-
ing, but press reports indicate that Trump could receive serious trade 
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concessions from the Chinese government that his immediate pre-
decessors sought but could not get through diplomatic entreaties.42 
(Making progress on China’s theft of U.S. intellectual property is a 
much harder problem.43) It remains possible that Beijing will yet again 
not make good on its commitments, but Trump and his often-criticized 
trade strategy could have broken through Beijing’s heretofore impene-
trable shield regarding its trade misconduct.

The Trump administration has taken further actions against indi-
vidual Chinese firms, though these have been inconsistent. Based 
on charges that Chinese telecom firm Huawei had evaded sanctions 
against Iran and on fears that its entry into 5G networks could allow 
China to gain even greater access to commercial secrets and classified 
government information, the United States persuaded Canadian police 
to arrest Chief Financial Officer Meng Wanzhou, formally charged the 
company with fraud, and pressured allies to not allow Huawei to work 
on 5G networks within their borders.44 The United States reportedly 
intends to follow up with an executive order preventing Chinese firms 
from building new networks in the United States.45 Chinese telecom 
firm ZTE also violated Iran sanctions, but the president lifted an exist-
ing U.S. ban on doing business with the company as part of an effort to 
open up market access in China.46

On balance, however, the president has placed more economic 
pressure on Beijing to change its trade practices than did any of his pre-
decessors since China began its remarkable economic growth in the 
1990s. This is all to the good.

Sometimes continuing policies initiated by President Obama, the 
Trump administration has similarly worked to push back against Chi-
na’s growing influence on regional security in Asia and has sought to 
improve the United States’ ability to project power into the region. 
The number of deployable U.S. Navy ships across the entire fleet has 
increased from 273 in December 2016, right before President Trump 
took office, to 287 in January 2019.47 In the South China Sea, which 
China claims as its territory in violation of international law, the navy 
has conducted at least ten freedom of navigation operations during 
the Trump administration. By February 2019, these amounted to more 
than twice as many as the Obama administration conducted in its eight 
years.48 (The Chinese government has stated that it believes these 
operations “infringed upon Chinese sovereignty, and undermined the 
peace, security, and order of the relevant waters.”49) The Trump admin-
istration remains determined to keep a strong U.S. presence in con-
tested spaces in the western Pacific.
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These efforts to strengthen the U.S. military’s deployments in Asia 
are not limited to the U.S. Navy. Noting the importance of combat air-
craft for missions over large distances in the western Pacific and Indian 
Oceans, U.S. Indo-Pacific Command (INDOPACOM) has prioritized 
placing the most advanced warplanes in forward positions, includ-
ing the F-35 and the P-8 Poseidon maritime patrol plane and many 
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), in addition to its already deployed 
long-range bombers.50 The Pentagon is funding the research and devel-
opment of UAVs and other unmanned systems, along with long-range 
anti-ship missiles, to compensate for surface ships’ increasing vulner-
ability to anti-access/area denial tools like land-based missile attacks.51

INDOPACOM has also sought to make its supply networks and 
bases more resilient, in response to China’s greater capability to 
deliver concentrated attacks against specific targets using long-range 
missiles. The defense posture realignment initiative, begun during the 
Obama administration and continuing today, has involved new con-
struction to relocate some bases that were previously concentrated in 
Guam and Okinawa to new areas around the Pacific Rim, in addition 
to reinforcing the construction of existing facilities. In the same vein, 
INDOPACOM has started efforts to “disaggregate” its supply stock-
piles and to improve its ability to communicate with regional allies in 
the event of a conflict.52

Despite the president’s erratic stances on trade, the Trump admin-
istration has maintained robust relationships at multiple levels with 
Japan and other traditional regional partners. INDOPACOM has 
carried out increased military exercises with the Japan Self-Defense 
Forces, including the annual Keen Sword air and sea exercise, which 
involved fifty-seven thousand troops in 2018.53 In December 2018, 
Tokyo announced plans to spend $10 billion on 147 F-35 jets, making 
it the largest non-U.S. buyer of the aircraft.54 Japan has also provided 
essential support for U.S. efforts to disperse U.S. bases across its ter-
ritories. And the United States and Australia conducted their largest 
exercise ever, with thirty-three thousand total personnel taking part in 
Talisman Saber 2017.55

U.S. support for militaries in the Asia-Pacific does not apply only to 
treaty allies. The Trump administration has worked to make India a more 
prominent part of its regional strategy (discussed below). After chang-
ing the name of U.S. Pacific Command to U.S. Indo-Pacific Command 
in May 2018, the United States is now planning its first tri-service exer-
cise with the Indian military.56 In addition to maintaining the Obama 
administration’s Southeast Asia Maritime Security Initiative (renaming 
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it the Indo-Pacific Maritime Security Initiative), which was designed to 
improve the capacity of U.S. allies and partners to respond to regional 
threats, the Trump administration provided an additional $300 million 
to countries in Southeast Asia for improving communications systems 
and patrol capabilities around the Bay of Bengal, the South China Sea, 
and many Pacific islands.57

The administration has also taken steps to craft and implement a 
geoeconomic response to China’s BRI to provide an alternative to, as 
Vice President Pence put it, “a constricting belt [and] a one-way road.”58 
China uses the debts that BRI recipients incur to take possession of 
strategic assets such as ports and energy infrastructure across Asia and 
beyond.59 Even though more and more countries have recognized Bei-
jing’s partly malign intentions with the initiative, some still accept the 
funding, and the size of China’s efforts has far exceeded offerings from 
other sources.60 Washington has begun some of its own development 
programs across the region, including $25 million for telecommunica-
tions projects, $50 million for energy infrastructure, and $30 million 
for a new Infrastructure Transaction and Assistance Network to coor-
dinate funding, although these are pitifully small numbers compared 
to BRI; estimates of its size range from $25 billion to $300 billion.61 
The United States’ Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) 
already has $3.9 billion invested in the Indo-Pacific, and its successor 
organization, the U.S. International Development Finance Corpora-
tion, will have more than double OPIC’s lending authority, creating 
more openings for new projects.62 The administration also announced 
that it would work with Australia and Japan to provide increased alter-
natives to Chinese investment.63 But Washington will have to promote 
massive amounts of additional private investment if it hopes to success-
fully counter Beijing’s efforts to use geoeconomic coercion to achieve 
its regional and global geopolitical goals.64 This is where the U.S. with-
drawal from the TPP especially hurts.

Even as it implements these policies to deal with the threatening 
aspects of the rise of Chinese power, the Trump administration has 
failed to construct a plausible path of classic diplomacy with Beijing 
that would ameliorate the growing tension between the two countries.65 
A supreme effort by both sides is necessary to avoid a situation of per-
manent confrontation, which could eventually lead to war, in particular 
over the issue of Taiwan, where tensions between Beijing and Taipei are 
on the rise.66

Instead of seeking a sustained strategic dialogue with Beijing, the 
Trump team publicly issues policy ultimatums to China.67 Given Beijing’s 
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increasing power and influence and the effects of nineteenth-century 
imperial treaty ports on Chinese psychology, Trump’s approach of for-
swearing traditional diplomatic instruments is unlikely to succeed, even 
if it could yield some benefits in the trade domain.

If Washington and Beijing do not stop the downward spiral in the 
bilateral relationship and lurch into prolonged intense confrontation or 
even conflict, the American and Chinese people would be the first to 
pay the price of this policy failure.68 Most of the rest of the world would 
soon join the suffering. Consequences would emerge for the United 
States’ and China’s formidable domestic challenges and national 
economies. Effects on the global economy would be devastating. Ten-
sion would dramatically increase throughout Asia, since no country 
in that vast region wants to have to choose between the United States 
and China.69 The effect on potential U.S.-China collaboration on cli-
mate change and other issues of global governance would be corrosive. 
Attempts to deal with the nuclear weapons program of North Korea 
and potentially that of Iran would fall apart.

Well-intentioned civil servants will not have the political steam to 
get this U.S.-China bilateral train moving in the right direction. Both 
Washington and Beijing will make their positions clear in public pro-
nouncements, but the serious differences between the two sides are 
unlikely to narrow. Therefore, talks should be modeled after Henry 
Kissinger’s private discussions with Zhou Enlai in the early 1970s. As 
Kissinger notes in his book On China, from 1972 onward, “What we 
encountered was a diplomatic style closer to traditional Chinese diplo-
macy than to the pedantic formulations to which we had become accus-
tomed during our negotiations with other Communist states.”70

In a restricted government-to-government format well away from 
the public eye, U.S. and Chinese leaders should, first, candidly address 
how the application of their countries’ perceived national interests 
can be circumscribed and restrained to avoid U.S.-China confronta-
tion. Without this sustained strategic dialogue to discuss what sorts of 
restraint are required from each side, the future relationship between 
the United States and China looks exceedingly bleak. Although such 
extended exchanges at high levels between Washington and Beijing will 
not end the strategic competition between the two, which will last for 
decades, they could help avoid worst-case outcomes. At this writing, 
many doubt that either side at present is capable of mounting a serious 
strategic dialogue, but what is the alternative to giving it a try? In any 
case, no such discussion is in the offing from either capital, and the pres-
ident and his team bear some responsibility for that.
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However, for an intensified high-level bilateral dialogue between 
Washington and Beijing to be fruitful, the United States should first 
clearly establish that it is enhancing its military, diplomatic, and eco-
nomic power projection into Asia, intensifying interaction with allies 
and friends, and helping build up their military strength—not just 
making speeches about competition. This is especially true regarding 
Japan, the most important U.S. ally in Asia and the world.71 Nothing 
less will convince Beijing that it has reasons, based on its national 
interests, to negotiate seriously with the United States. This will 
take some time, for Beijing will wait to see if Washington becomes 
distracted and diverts its attention to other lesser issues in the daily 
headlines, as is its wont.

The United States has just entered the fourth phase of its relation-
ship with China since the end of World War II. In phase one, the United 
States sought and failed to prevent Mao Zedong from taking power, 
which produced a long period of antagonistic interaction. Phase two 
saw Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger open up the relationship to 
better meet the global Soviet threat and, they thought, to help end the 
Vietnam War. In phase three, Washington sought to bring Beijing ever 
more into the international system, hoping it would eventually become 
a “responsible stakeholder” and accede to U.S.-fashioned rules of the 
international order.72 Phase four has just begun, with the United States 
fully digesting the threatening implications of the rise of Chinese power 
and taking initial actions to deal with it effectively. It remains to be seen 
whether the Trump administration and its successors are up to the task 
of addressing this enormous Chinese challenge in the decades ahead. 
President Trump and his colleagues do not yet have an enduring and 
encompassing grand strategy to do so.

All the same, overall the president deserves a high grade for his pol-
icies on China. His administration has taken the lead in awakening the 
United States to the growing threat that China poses to U.S. vital national 
interests and democratic values. Regarding the latter and in the context 
of Xi Jinping’s internal crackdown, George Soros stressed at the January 
2019 Davos conference, “China isn’t the only authoritarian regime in the 
world, but it’s undoubtedly the wealthiest, strongest and most developed 
in machine learning and artificial intelligence. This makes Xi Jinping the 
most dangerous opponent of those who believe in the concept of open 
society.”73 Without the Trump administration’s persistent political push 
regarding the increasing dangers of Chinese power, America could well 
have continued sleepwalking while Beijing decisively drew large parts of 
Asia into its orbit and away from the United States.
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Now the challenge for the president and his successors is to per-
suade Beijing, through enhanced U.S. power projection, more able 
alliances, and adroit diplomacy, that the United States will grow ever 
stronger in Asia and, with its allies and friends, will robustly confront 
destabilizing Chinese actions. If Xi Jinping and his colleagues could 
be brought to such a conclusion, Washington and Beijing could then 
work to create and sustain a new and stable balance of power in Asia 
and to avoid the catastrophic outcomes that a permanent confronta-
tion between the United States and China is likely to bring. This is the 
profound diplomatic challenge for the leaderships of both countries 
over the decades ahead.

Trump Grade on China Policy: B+
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Almost all world leaders other than Trump accept that the actions of 
humans contribute to climate change and the warming of the planet. 
From 2012 onward, the president has made statements including “The 
concept of global warming was created by and for the Chinese in 
order to make U.S. manufacturing non-competitive”; “We should be 
focused on magnificently clean and healthy air and not distracted by 
the expensive hoax that is global warming!”; “Give me clean, beautiful 
and healthy air - not the same old climate change (global warming) bull-
shit! I am tired of hearing this nonsense”; and “I don’t see” the climate 
change effects warned about in a 1,600-page National Climate Assess-
ment released by his own administration.74 During an especially cold 
period in early 2019, he tweeted, “What the hell is going on with Global 
Waming [sic]? Please come back fast, we need you!”75 In his February 
2019 State of the Union speech, which lasted eighty-two minutes and 
was the third longest in history, he did not mention climate change.76

It is unnecessary to include extensive rebuttals to Trump’s remarks 
regarding climate change, because such evidence is well known and 
undeniable.77 The president’s views on this subject led him to announce 
on June 1, 2017, that the United States would withdraw from the Paris 
Agreement. Trump argued that the accord, which was created to get the 
world to commit to lowering carbon emissions, would put the United 
States “at a permanent disadvantage.”78 Undercutting the concept of 
global climate governance, the Trump administration’s withdrawal will 
make it difficult to reach even the minimum Paris Agreement target of 
preventing global temperatures from rising more than 2°C.79 

Although China generates approximately 28 percent of global carbon 
emissions and the United States is responsible for only about 15 per-
cent, the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Agreement has made China an 
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informal global leader on climate change, as the signatories of the agree-
ment proceed without U.S. involvement.80 This contributes to a wide-
spread international view that the United States, reflected in the policies 
of the Trump administration, is withdrawing from the world.81 Many U.S. 
global business leaders were against President Trump’s decision.82 More-
over, his actions will not save U.S. coal production, as he argued. While 
coal exports saw a 61 percent increase in 2017, coal production fell in 2018 
and is expected to decline further as the United States makes advances in 
natural gas extraction and renewable energy technology.83

Despite Trump’s denials, climate change is increasingly weakening 
the national security of the United States. Although the president does 
not believe in climate change, the Pentagon does. In a 2019 report, the 
Department of Defense found that “climate-related events,” including 
“recurrent flooding, drought, desertification, wildfires, and thawing 
permafrost,” either caused damage or had the potential to damage sev-
enty-nine U.S. military installations around the world.84 The report 
further noted that climate-related issues not only affect the military’s 
ability to react to crises and force the Department of Defense to devote 
more resources to repairing facilities and equipment, but also create 
weather conditions that make operations more difficult in Africa, the 
Arctic, Europe, and elsewhere.85 Former U.S. Secretary of Defense 
Jim Mattis similarly warned shortly after his confirmation hearings 
that “climate change is impacting stability in areas of the world where 
our troops are operating today. . . . It is appropriate for the Combatant 
Commands to incorporate drivers of instability that impact the secu-
rity environment in their areas into their planning.”86

The U.S. intelligence community, too, believes that global climate 
change is a significant threat to U.S. national interests. In a February 
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2018 report to Congress, Director of National Intelligence Daniel Coats 
noted that the rapid changes to global climate systems would “raise the 
risk of humanitarian disasters, conflict, water and food shortages, pop-
ulation migration, labor shortfalls, price shocks, and power outages,” 
and that “worsening air pollution from forest burning, agricultural 
waste incineration, urbanization, and rapid industrialization—with 
increasing public awareness—might drive protests against authorities, 
such as those recently in China, India, and Iran.”87 These intelligence 
agencies concluded that “the impacts of the long-term trends toward 
a warming climate, more air pollution, biodiversity loss, and water 
scarcity are likely to fuel economic and social discontent—and possi-
bly upheaval—through 2018” and beyond.88 The January 2019 report 
maintained this conclusion, observing that “extreme weather, higher 
temperatures, droughts, floods, wildfires, storms, sea level rise, soil 
degradation, and acidifying oceans are intensifying, threatening infra-
structure, health, and water and food security.”89 Yet in February 2019, 
when the Trump administration proposed to assemble a panel of people 
to discuss climate change’s effects on U.S. security, it sought to include 
at least one White House staffer who does not believe that carbon emis-
sions have caused environmental problems.90

Climate change is undeniably a serious threat to U.S. national 
security and to the country’s way of life, yet the president’s rhetoric 
and policies exacerbate rather than combat the problem. As Michael 
Brune of the Sierra Club said, the withdrawal from the Paris accord 
was a “historic mistake which our grandchildren will look back on with 
stunned dismay at how a world leader could be so divorced from reality 
and morality.”91 This may be one of the few times the Pentagon and the 
Sierra Club have aligned on a policy issue.

It is difficult to know what is driving President Trump’s climate poli-
cies at home and abroad, other than pure ignorance. But if his objective 
is to undermine concerted international efforts regarding climate and 
to weaken the U.S. government’s policies to address climate change 
within the United States, unfortunately he is succeeding. This policy 
“success” does not give him a passing grade.

Trump Grade on Climate Change Policy: F
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NORTH KOREA

Upon assuming office, Trump inherited a dismal situation with respect 
to the nuclear weapons held by the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea (DPRK), not least because of the failed policies of his imme-
diate three predecessors.92 Although previous administrations tried 
again and again to coerce Pyongyang to give up its nuclear weapons or 
to negotiate that outcome, North Korea went on expanding its nuclear 
arsenal and developing ever longer-range ballistic missiles.93

In 1993, North Korea announced plans to exit the Nuclear Nonpro-
liferation Treaty (NPT) and began to enrich plutonium at its Yongbyon 
reactor.94 After seriously considering military action against North 
Korea, the Clinton administration chose to negotiate, and it final-
ized the U.S.-DPRK Agreed Framework in October 1994. Under the 
agreement, Pyongyang temporarily stopped its activities at Yongbyon 
in exchange for U.S. support to build two light-water nuclear reactors 
(which could not be used to enrich plutonium). The United States 
would provide fuel oil while those reactors were being constructed.95 

However, North Korea proliferated missile and nuclear technol-
ogy to Iran, Pakistan, and Syria, and in 1998 North Korea began to test 
three-stage rockets in an attempt to build its long-range ballistic mis-
sile capability, provoking another crisis and more negotiations.96 Thus 
Clinton passed on a failed policy to his successor.

When the George W. Bush administration entered office, it believed 
that negotiations were the least bad option, but the U.S. intelligence 
community found that North Korea had sought an alternative path to 
a nuclear weapon through highly enriched uranium, which it did not 
need the Yongbyon facilities to produce.97 President Bush, perhaps 
taking into account Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz’s 
assessment that the North Korean regime was “teetering on the edge of 
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economic collapse,” abrogated the Agreed Framework and reimposed 
sanctions on Pyongyang.98 North Korea was listed, with Iran and Iraq, 
as a member of the “axis of evil.”99

With the Agreed Framework no longer in place, Pyongyang for-
mally withdrew from the NPT in January 2003, restarted the Yong-
byon reactor, and began to produce plutonium there again. The Bush 
team, which was focused on making a case for war in Iraq, in 2003 
began the Six Party Talks with China, Japan, North Korea, Russia, and 
South Korea in an attempt to persuade North Korea to stop its nuclear 
weapons programs. As the talks dragged on, President Bush increased 
sanctions, and in September 2005 he threatened penalties on Macau’s 
Banco Delta Asia, which laundered the Kim Jong-il regime’s money 
so it could evade sanctions. This threat dramatically reduced Banco 
Delta Asia’s revenue and prompted the bank to freeze North Korean 
accounts; the Bank of China’s Macau branch, fearing expanded sanc-
tions, also blocked Pyongyang’s access to funds. North Korea promptly 
left the Six Party Talks.100

In October 2006, North Korea successfully detonated a nuclear 
device. Afterward, Bush lifted the Banco Delta Asia sanctions and 
sought to restart the Six Party Talks. The Bush team proposed to 
remove North Korea’s designation as a state sponsor of terrorism and 
to send $400 million in food and fuel if North Korea shut down Yong-
byon.101 Pyongyang did temporarily close the facility, but it maintained 
its nuclear arsenal and also sent nuclear technology to Syria, which 
the Israeli Air Force destroyed in 2007.102 President Bush continued to 
negotiate despite these North Korean violations and passed on a failed 
policy to his successor.

Shortly after Barack Obama became president, North Korea 
conducted a ballistic missile test and the United Nations increased 
sanctions. Pyongyang ended its participation in the Six Party Talks, 
reopened Yongbyon, and conducted additional nuclear and missile 
tests.103 The Obama administration did not pursue new talks and 
instead adopted a policy of “strategic patience”: it increased sanc-
tions and cyber operations to slow North Korea’s nuclear progress, 
with the idea that the increased pressure would force Pyongyang to 
come back to the negotiating table and give up, or at least constrain, 
its nuclear program.104

In December 2011 the leader of North Korea, Kim Jong-il, died, 
and his son Kim Jong-un succeeded him. In February 2012 the Obama 
administration, hoping the new leader would be open to reform, con-
cluded the Leap Day Deal with North Korea: Pyongyang would halt its 
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missile tests, nuclear tests, and Yongbyon activity in exchange for sig-
nificant food aid. At the time, North Korea accepted the terms, but it 
soon violated the accord, testing missiles in April and December 2012 
and a nuclear weapon in February 2013.105 The Obama administration 
persisted in the policy of strategic patience, hoping it could prevent 
North Korea from developing a nuclear-armed intercontinental bal-
listic missile (ICBM) that could strike the continental United States. 
Meanwhile, Pyongyang increased the number of its nuclear weapons, 
now estimated to be between twenty and sixty, and worked to extend 
the range of its ballistic missiles.106 Thus Obama, too, passed on a failed 
policy to his successor. 

When Trump won the election, Obama allegedly briefed him that 
North Korea was the most pressing issue he would need to address as 
president.107 Pyongyang could not yet strike the U.S. mainland with a 
nuclear weapon delivered by a ballistic missile, but it was rapidly build-
ing its capabilities to reach that objective. In March 2017, Kim sent 
four ballistic missiles near the Chinese border on an upward trajec-
tory; they landed within Japan’s exclusive economic zone.108 After test-
ing an ICBM to coincide with the anniversary of the cease-fire of the 
Korean War, Pyongyang launched another ballistic missile on July 28, 
2017, that theoretically would have been able to reach the continental 
United States if placed on a flatter trajectory.109 On August 5, 2017, as a 
result of the Trump administration’s urging, the UN Security Council 
unanimously adopted a U.S.-sponsored resolution to tighten sanctions 
against North Korea.110

In response to these new sanctions, North Korean state media 
announced that it would seek “thousands-fold revenge” on the United 
States.111 On August 8, 2017, President Trump responded, “North Korea 
best not make any more threats to the United States. They will be met 
with fire and fury like the world has never seen.”112 This statement was 
widely criticized at the time, but it is worth asking what would have been 
an appropriate reaction from the president.113 For twenty-five years, 
presidents had tried negotiations, economic pressure, and repeated 
admonitions to slow the North Korean nuclear program. All failed. 
Those carefully worded, antiseptic approaches led to nothing except 
an ever more dangerous North Korea. Instead, as is his wont, Trump 
dramatically raised the stakes and shook up everyone’s expectations. 
North Korea continued to conduct missile tests, including two flight 
tests that sent missiles over Japan.114 On September 3, 2017, it released 
a photograph of what appeared to be a miniaturized nuclear weapon 
shortly before its sixth nuclear test.115 

North Korea
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The president’s critics charge that he initiated this crisis with North 
Korea, only to take credit for solving it. This was not the case. The latest 
confrontation between North Korea and the United States was a result 
of Pyongyang’s testing of nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles, as well 
as explicit North Korean threats against the United States, to which 
Trump responded in his own way. 

In a speech to the UN General Assembly on September 19, 2017, 
President Trump stressed that if the United States or its allies were 
attacked, the United States would “have no choice but to totally destroy 
North Korea,” adding, “Rocket Man is on a suicide mission for him-
self and for his regime.”116 On December 22, the UN Security Council, 
with China voting in favor, passed even tougher North Korea sanc-
tions, which heavily restricted fuel imports and required countries that 
employed North Korean workers to send them back.117 Nevertheless, on 
January 1, 2018, Kim declared that his nuclear arsenal was “capable of 
thwarting and countering any nuclear threats from the United States.”118

But in March 2018, when Kim surprised the world by offering to 
meet with Trump and discuss nuclear issues, Trump accepted on the 
spot.119 Kim presumably would not have proposed a summit meeting 
had Trump not escalated the crisis and thus disrupted the unsatisfac-
tory status quo. Although Trump threatened to cancel the meeting 
after North Korea called Vice President Pence “ignorant and stupid” for 
warning that Kim could end up like Muammar al-Qaddafi, the summit 
occurred as planned on June 12, 2018, in Singapore.120 The two leaders 
stated that “President Trump committed to provide security guaran-
tees to the DPRK, and Chairman Kim Jong-un reaffirmed his firm and 
unwavering commitment to complete denuclearization of the Korean 
Peninsula.”121 However, despite Trump’s assertions that “there is no 
longer a nuclear threat from North Korea,” Kim did not commit to a 
specific denuclearization program or timetable.122

President Trump also decided at that summit meeting that “war 
games” with South Korea should be suspended. Although Seoul was 
reportedly not consulted in advance of this concession, such exercises 
did not take place in August and October.123 Trump also demanded 
that South Korea pay the United States more for its troops stationed 
on the Korean Peninsula, only to claim that South Korea increased 
its contributions far more than it actually did, confusing allies, adver-
saries, and U.S. officials.124 The Trump administration has also failed 
to manage rising tensions between Japan and South Korea over dis-
agreements about how to address Japanese atrocities committed 
during World War II and territorial disputes over islands; this lack of a 
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united front could make the U.S. strategy more difficult to execute.125 
(Trump has insulted Japan, too; during his presidential campaign, he 
stated that if the United States were attacked, the Japanese “can sit at 
home and watch Sony television.”126)

After the summit, Kim repatriated the remains of fifty-five U.S. 
soldiers and began to dismantle a missile launch site.127 The Trump 
administration maintains that “final, fully verified denuclearization” 
is necessary for sanctions to be lifted, but North Korea demands 
U.S. guarantees of security before giving up any of its nuclear weap-
ons.128 The Singapore summit declaration did not directly address this 
sequencing issue.

The sanctions regime on North Korea has weakened since the meet-
ing in Singapore, and in July 2018 China and Russia blocked U.S.-led 
efforts in the United Nations to investigate sanctions compliance by 
Pyongyang.129 In October 2018, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo met 
with Kim and set the groundwork for a second Trump-Kim meeting, 
which occurred in Hanoi, Vietnam, on February 27 and 28, 2019.130

In November 2018, the New York Times broke the story that North 
Korea had only partially dismantled the missile launch site, started 
improvement projects at more than twelve others, and produced more 
missiles and fissile material.131 North Korea also claimed that it had 
tested an “ultramodern tactical weapon” that month, though it was not 
clear what that meant.132 Nevertheless, U.S. Special Representative for 
North Korea Stephen Biegun announced in a January 31, 2019, speech 
that North Korea promised to destroy all its facilities for making fuel 
for nuclear bombs.133 The relevant word is “promised.”

Contrary to what much of the media reported and many pundits 
opined, the late-February Trump-Kim summit in Hanoi did not “col-
lapse,” nor was it a “humiliation” for the president.134 These are further 
examples of instinctive bias against Trump. Rather, like many summits 
before it, after tough talks it did not end in accord between the two par-
ties because differences could not be reconciled.135 Although Trump 
seemed to place too much confidence in his personal ability to sway 
Kim, and complex negotiations between leaders is not the ideal way to 
reach agreement, Trump rightly refused to accept the North Korean 
offer to dismantle the Yongbyon nuclear weapons facility (three square 
miles and three hundred buildings) in return for the United States’ lift-
ing all sanctions against Pyongyang.136

This offer to dismantle Yongbyon was vague and would also have 
left North Korea with all its intercontinental missiles, all the weap-
ons-grade plutonium already produced, and all the nuclear devices it 
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has stored; allowed the continued production of nuclear weapons; kept 
its entire nuclear inventory secret; and not disclosed its secret facilities 
to enrich uranium and perhaps plutonium.137 As Susan Rice, Obama’s 
former national security advisor, put it, “For the United States to have 
agreed to lift all sanctions in the absence of real and complete denucle-
arization would have been a tremendous mistake.”138

Where the Trump-Kim exchanges go from here is unclear, although 
North Korea apparently began rebuilding major missile-test facilities 
immediately after the Hanoi summit.139 If Pyongyang tests a ballistic 
missile, a fundamental reevaluation of U.S. policy toward North Korea 
will obviously be required. North Korea is highly unlikely to give up its 
nuclear arsenal, which is the surest guarantee of the continuation of the 
regime. Washington should finally come to this conclusion and con-
centrate on an urgent effort to trade some North Korean restraint in 
its nuclear weapons and missile programs for some relief in sanctions. 
In addition, the president should not make any more unilateral con-
cessions, as he did when he permanently canceled U.S.-South Korean 
major military exercises.

Trump’s strategy at this writing has calmed the situation and rein-
vigorated the negotiating track by having U.S. and North Korean offi-
cials meet at the highest level for the first time in history.140 He has 
addressed, at least temporarily, what matters most to U.S. vital national 
interests—the suspension of North Korea’s nuclear and missile tests, 
whose systems directly threaten the U.S. mainland. It appears unlikely 
that this would have happened without Trump’s dramatic if unortho-
dox approach, and through his negotiation the United States is now in 
a somewhat better position to reduce the threat from North Korean 
nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles than it was when he entered 
office. At a minimum, he has delayed the moment when a U.S. pres-
ident would have to either stand by while North Korea progressively 
expanded its nuclear weapon and ballistic missile capabilities, or attack 
its nuclear and missile sites, which could lead to a nuclear war on the 
Korean Peninsula and beyond.

Trump Grade on North Korea Policy: B
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President Trump’s policy objectives regarding U.S.-European relations 
remain obscure. He might wish to engineer a new and vigorous balance 
of effort within the alliance to bolster NATO’s defense and deterrence, 
or he might seek to incrementally weaken U.S. commitments to and 
involvement in the defense of Europe. Among allied governments and 
publics, he is raising doubts regarding the United States’ commitment 
to NATO.

The president’s never-ending hostility toward these transatlantic 
allies, however, is not the most striking dimension of Europe today.141 
Rather, it is Europe’s withdrawal from global geopolitics for the first 
time since the sixteenth century and the beginning of the age of Euro-
pean colonialism.142 Preoccupied with the disparate innards of the 
European Union, sluggish economies, and antidemocratic trends, 
European governments are nearly nowhere to be seen in addressing the 
troubling dimensions of the rise of China, including its coercive geo-
economic policies and its pernicious influence on global governance; 
the eroding balance of power in Asia; the Shia-Sunni power struggle 
in the Middle East and Iran’s hegemonic ambitions in the region; the 
expansion of Russia’s power projection far beyond its borders; and the 
spreading tentacles of international terrorism. 

The United States debates its proper role in the world; Europe has 
come home and apparently intends to stay there. Jean Monnet and the 
other founding fathers of the European Community made two preem-
inent bets: that a unified Europe would not again go to war with itself, 
and that aggregating the power of individual European nations, none 
of which was strong enough to have a crucial influence on world order, 
would allow Europe to maintain its historic role in the international sys-
tem.143 Unfortunately for the United States, which needs a vital globalist 
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Europe as a reliable and powerful strategic partner, Monnet and his col-
leagues lost the second bet.144

But instead of trying to coax the Europeans to renew their centu-
ries-old international vocation, the president persistently assaults 
them, and the long-term effects are deeply worrying. During a meet-
ing of the Group of Seven (G7) in June 2018, Trump, who complained 
about German trade practices, reportedly threw pieces of candy at 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel and said, “Don’t say I never give 
you anything,” after remarking earlier that month on Twitter that “the 
people of Germany are turning against their leadership.”145 During the 
fraught Brexit negotiations, the president claimed that he “actually told 
[British Prime Minister] Theresa May how to [negotiate a Brexit deal], 
but she didn’t agree, didn’t listen to [him],” and he then said that her 
proposed plan would “kill” a potential U.S.-UK trade deal.146 In Novem-
ber 2018, when French President Emmanuel Macron suggested that the 
EU should build an army and improve its military capabilities, Trump 
mocked the idea, claiming that the French “were starting to learn 
German in Paris before the U.S. came along.”147 He has threatened via 
tweet to release captured European Islamic State fighters if the EU 
did not “take [them] back.”148 At the end of the February 2019 Munich 
Security Conference, an anonymous German senior official told the 
New York Times that “no one any longer believes that Trump cares about 
the views or interests of the [European] allies.”149

Trump appears to resent nearly every aspect of European contribu-
tions to the transatlantic relationship, including to NATO, which is the 
most successful alliance in human history.150 Now numbering twenty- 
nine nations, it has been the foundation of transatlantic stability and 
prosperity for seven decades. It deters an increasingly aggressive Russia 
and is the crucial central element in ensuring that Europe is at peace 
with itself and avoiding a war into which the United States would be 
drawn. The president has most of his “facts” wrong.

Before taking office, he called NATO “obsolete,” even though it 
was playing an important part in easing the transition from the Soviet 
Union to Russia, aiding U.S. efforts in the war in Afghanistan, and 
buttressing the democratic practices of its eastern members.151 He 
questioned whether the United States would come to the defense of 
a NATO member were one attacked, even though it has a commit-
ment to do so per Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty. He asserted 
that the population of tiny Montenegro was “very strong” and “very 
aggressive” and that those dangerous qualities, presumably in combi-
nation with a conflict with Russia, could trigger World War III if the 
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United States kept its treaty obligations.152 More alarmingly, he has 
also stressed publicly that he “probably” can pull out of NATO; and, 
according to some reports, he had privately discussed NATO with-
drawal “several times over the course of 2018,” claiming that he “did 
not see the point of the military alliance, which he presented as a drain 
on the United States.”153

The president argues that Germany owes “vast sums of money to 
NATO & the United States must be paid more for the powerful, and 
very expensive, defense it provides to Germany!” and opines that Ger-
many is a “captive of Russia.”154 But NATO does not work that way. No 
NATO member owes money to the alliance, for defense or anything 
else. (The level of German defense spending is shameful, given its 
extraordinary wealth as well as the renewed dangers posed by Russia. 
However, calling the Federal Republic of Germany a “captive” of Russia 
is ludicrous.) 

Since Trump’s presidential campaign began, he has lumped bal-
ance-of-trade issues with U.S. NATO obligations, complaining that 
“we are spending a fortune on military in order to lose $800 billion 
[in trade losses]. That doesn’t sound like it’s smart to me.”155 Trump 
has continued this rhetoric well into his presidency; at a July 2018 rally, 
he stated that he would “tell NATO . . . to start paying [its] bills” and 
lamented that the Europeans “want [the United States] to protect 
against Russia, and yet they pay billions and billions of dollars to Russia 
[for gas], and we are the schmucks paying for the whole thing.”156 Just a 
few days later, leaving for Europe to visit NATO leaders and meet with 
Vladimir Putin, he stated, “NATO has not treated us fairly. . . . So I have 
NATO, I have the UK, which is in somewhat turmoil, and I have Putin. 
Frankly, Putin may be the easiest of them all [to deal with].”157 In sum, 
President Trump’s threats to abandon U.S. treaty commitments, as well 
as his affinity for Russia, the primary threat to the security of the Euro-
pean members of the alliance, have shaken the confidence of the other 
NATO members in the United States’ willingness to defend them.

Yet perhaps partly because of his disparaging comments, NATO has 
begun to reverse its spending decreases and has embarked on reforms, 
which when completed would improve its ability to defend and reinforce 
its eastern flank. NATO countries actually began to boost their defense 
spending in 2014, after Russia illegally annexed Crimea and fomented a 
civil conflict in eastern Ukraine. But increases among European member 
states have become more pronounced since Trump took office. In con-
stant 2010 prices, European allies spent $275 billion in 2017 and $288 bil-
lion in 2018, compared to $264 billion in 2016 and $254 billion in 2014.158 



Trump’s Foreign Policies Are Better Than They Seem30

Countries in Eastern Europe had previously planned to reach the goal 
of spending 2 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) on defense, and 
several other NATO members that had not done so began to bolster their 
defense budgets. NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg specifically 
noted that Europe “agreed to do more to step up [because of President 
Trump’s demands]—and now we see the results,” a projected boost of 
$100 billion.159

In the most recent summit in Brussels in July 2018, all NATO member 
states concurred with specific measures to improve their ability to 
respond to crises in Eastern Europe and elsewhere. This has included 
hiring 1,200 new NATO staff and establishing new joint logistics com-
mands in Ulm, Germany, and Norfolk, Virginia (in addition to facili-
ties already present there), as well as building a dedicated cyberspace 
operations center in Belgium.160 Most notably, the alliance has begun 
efforts to implement the Four Thirties program: “30 [mechanized] bat-
talions, 30 air squadrons and 30 combat vessels, ready to use [after an 
incident occurs] within 30 days or less.”161 Although this initiative, for 
which then Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis pushed hard, does not have 
an implementation timetable, broad support within NATO for the four 
objectives reflects more robust U.S.-European defense ties.

Moreover, Trump’s sympathetic comments about Russia and the 
uselessness of NATO have not stopped him from proposing large U.S. 
military spending increases tied to specific initiatives to improve alli-
ance capabilities in Eastern Europe. Building on the Obama-initiated 
European Deterrence Initiative (EDI) program, which was designed 
to deter Russian aggression against NATO by improving the alli-
ance’s ability to send reinforcements to Eastern Europe, the Defense 
Department asked for $6.5 billion in funding in fiscal year 2019, com-
pared to just $3.4 billion in fiscal year 2016. The largest increases in 
the 2019 EDI request were in funds for enhanced readiness (primarily 
for the buildup of pre-positioned equipment for two armored brigade 
combat teams and other units in Europe) and in combat infrastruc-
ture improvements.162 

In addition, to shore up its ability to respond to crises in the North 
Atlantic and to defend its allies, the U.S. Navy formally reinstated the 
Second Fleet in 2018 and is building its capacity to provide capable 
forces to Europe.163 U.S. Special Forces also cooperated with their 
European NATO counterparts in their largest-ever joint exercise, 
which featured nearly two thousand personnel.164 Although Poland’s 
hope to offer $2 billion in exchange for a permanent U.S. military base 
(which Polish President Andrzej Duda referred to as “Fort Trump”) 



31NATO and European Security

has not moved forward, the United States does rotate combat forces 
through Poland and operates reconnaissance drones in Eastern 
Europe from a Polish facility.165 The State Department under Secre-
tary Pompeo has paid special attention to Eastern Europe, seeking to 
improve U.S. security, cybersecurity, and energy cooperation with 
countries there.166

From an operational standpoint, NATO today remains more capa-
ble of defending its members from Russian aggression than it was in 
the fifteen years before Trump took office. Both Europe and the United 
States are doing more to bolster their defense capabilities to deter a 
wide variety of threats. NATO is stronger in all respects but one: its 
members’ confidence that the others, in particular the United States, 
will uphold their Article 5 commitments in the event of a war. Although 
capable senior officials in the Trump administration have done import-
ant work for the NATO alliance, President Trump, who sees the treaty 
as a burden rather than a benefit, has weakened alliance solidarity and 
could well continue that pattern with his tweets. 

This raises the crucial issue of Trump’s assault on the psychology of 
NATO, despite the practical measures the alliance has taken in the past 
two years to improve its defenses, led by the United States. Ultimately, 
if NATO fractures because of a lack of confidence in the U.S. security 
guarantee, these defense enhancements will mean nothing.

Trump Grade on NATO and European Security Policy: D
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Russia’s global challenges to American national interests grow.167 Since 
Vladimir Putin returned to the presidency in 2012, Moscow has signifi-
cantly stepped up its efforts to confront the United States and its allies 
politically and militarily and to counter American influence worldwide. 
Russia has invaded and annexed Crimea; intervened in and occupied 
parts of eastern Ukraine; deployed substantial military forces and under-
taken a ruthless bombing campaign in Syria to successfully prop up the 
Bashar al-Assad regime and defeat the American-supported opposition; 
significantly expanded its armed forces; interfered in the political sys-
tems of the United States and European countries; and used the threat 
of cutting off gas supplies as leverage over the most energy-dependent 
European states. 

Putin has increased military spending; by 2016, Russia spent around 
$70 billion, or 5.3 percent of GDP, on defense, the highest percent-
age spent on defense since the Russian Federation emerged in 1991.168 
(The budget has fallen since then, but by less than 10 percent in abso-
lute terms.169) In Afghanistan, Moscow has openly admitted to sharing 
intelligence with the Afghan Taliban since 2015, ostensibly to fight the 
Islamic State.170 Russia has also beefed up its military presence in the 
Arctic, Caucasus, and northern Europe; expanded military exercises, 
including the September 2017 Zapad exercise of more than seventy 
thousand troops in western Russia; launched cyberattacks on informa-
tion systems in the Baltic states and Eastern Europe; built up its nuclear 
forces; and deployed new midrange missiles, in breach of the 1987 Inter-
mediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty.171

A career intelligence officer, Putin is hostile to democratic change 
anywhere near Russia, paranoid about what he believes are U.S. efforts 
to oust him, and resentful of American domination of the post–Cold 
War world. His goals are to weaken the United States, divide it from 
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its European allies, and expand Russian influence in Asia, Europe, the 
Middle East, and beyond.

This Putin preoccupation stems from the Russian president’s 
strongly held view—shared by a wide range of Russians—that the 
spread of U.S. regional and global “hegemony” since the end of the 
Cold War threatens Moscow’s vital national interests and deprives 
Russia of its rightful place on the world stage. In 2007, in a famous 
speech at the Munich Security Conference, Putin complained that 
“one state and, of course, first and foremost the United States, has over-
stepped its national borders in every way” and expressed his hostility to 
a U.S.-dominated world.172 Putin finds American foreign policies such 
as the enlargement of NATO, European missile defense deployments, 
and support for democracy around the world (and particularly in states 
near Russia and in Russia itself) to be direct threats. 

Because of these Russian policies, the United States and its Euro-
pean treaty allies regrettably are now forced to adopt a policy of 
neo-containment to protect the sovereignty, security, and democracy of 
all NATO members; Moscow seeks to undermine all three. Put differ-
ently, currently no acceptable grand bargain with Putin is possible that 
would produce more responsible Russian behavior regarding Euro-
pean and global security and the West. Rather, Putin seems determined 
to exploit what he regards as the moral and philosophical weakness of 
the democracies to Russia’s strategic advantage. To permit him to do so 
would produce a geopolitical shift in the global balance of power and 
put Western values and vital national interests on a downward slope. 
That should not be allowed to happen.

In the context of all these aggressive Russian actions, Donald 
Trump’s relationship with Vladimir Putin and Russia is a riddle 
wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.173 His most vivid public 
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embrace of Putin, which dramatically reflects his persistent view of 
the Russian leader and the need “to get along with Russia,” was in Hel-
sinki in July 2018.174 There, he dismissed the unanimous conclusion of 
the U.S. intelligence community that Russia had intervened in the 2016 
U.S. presidential election. Instead, he said he accepted Vladimir Putin’s 
assurance that it was not true. When reporters asked what he thought 
of the assessments from Director of National Intelligence Daniel Coats 
and the individual intelligence agencies, he remarked that they “think 
it’s Russia. I have President Putin, he just said it’s not Russia. I will say 
this: I don’t see any reason why it would be [Russia].”175

Coats immediately rebutted the president’s statement: “We have 
been clear in our assessments of Russian meddling in the 2016 elec-
tion and their ongoing, pervasive efforts to undermine our democracy, 
and we will continue to provide unvarnished and objective intelligence 
in support of our national security.”176 Nicholas Burns, who was U.S. 
ambassador to NATO and undersecretary of state under George W. 
Bush, could not “remember a similar episode from modern American 
presidential history where, when standing beside the person who was 
our most dangerous adversary, the president continually refused to say 
a negative word on any subject.”177

Although Trump has difficulty sorting out the facts of Russian 
interference in the U.S. electoral processes, the evidence is clear. 
Since at least 2014, in an effort to influence the election and under-
mine confidence in American democracy, Russia has hacked private 
U.S. citizens’ and organizations’ computers to steal information; 
released that information in ways designed to affect electoral out-
comes and divide Americans; planted and disseminated disinforma-
tion in U.S. social media; used its state-funded and state-controlled 
media networks, such as RT and Sputnik, to spread that disinfor-
mation; purchased ads on U.S. social media sites such as Facebook 
to spread targeted information designed to anger or inspire political 
and social groups; deployed tens of thousands of bloggers and bots to 
disseminate disinformation; cooperated with American citizens and 
possibly the Trump campaign to discredit Trump’s opponent in the 
election, Hillary Rodham Clinton; and probed election-related com-
puter systems in at least twenty-one U.S. states.

Then President-Elect Trump opposed President Obama’s Decem-
ber 2016 minimalist retaliatory measures against Russia for these activ-
ities, calling on “our country to move on to bigger and better things.”178 
Indeed, far from responding to Russia’s intervention, Trump has 
refused even to acknowledge that it occurred, repeatedly calling the 



35Russia

allegations of electoral interference a “hoax” and accusing Clinton sup-
porters of making them up. During the campaign, candidate Trump 
repeatedly said he did not think it happened and (somewhat contradic-
torily) suggested that it could have been done by Russia but perhaps 
also by China or “somebody sitting on their bed that weighs four hun-
dred pounds.”179 

In July 2017, President Trump even proposed working together 
with Russia to create a joint cybersecurity unit; although the unit was 
never created, the initiative underscored Trump’s vision of Russia as 
a potential cyber partner rather than an adversary that had used cyber 
tools to attack the United States.180 And on November 11, 2017, despite 
the assessment of his own CIA director that Russia did interfere, 
as spelled out in a January 2017 joint intelligence report, President 
Trump still claimed that the report was produced by partisan hacks 
and asserted that he believed that Putin’s repeated denials of interfer-
ence were sincere.181

Throughout his presidency, Trump has in fact demonstrated a curi-
ous affinity for Russia in general and Putin specifically, often praising 
the Russian leader and rarely challenging Moscow’s policy positions. 
Whereas the president’s default attitude toward virtually every other 
major country in the world is highly critical and he insists that the 
United States has been getting a “bad deal,” he has consistently shown 
sympathy and understanding for Russian perspectives and suggested 
it would be “nice if we actually could get along.”182 In November 2017, 
Trump said he hoped to find a way to lift sanctions on Russia to pro-
mote cooperation, again emphasizing on Twitter that “having a good 
relationship with Russia is a good thing, not a bad thing. . . . I want to 
solve North Korea, Syria, Ukraine, terrorism, and Russia can greatly 
help!”183 Just before his meeting with Putin in Helsinki, the president 
noted that the Russian leader was “very nice to [him]” and that he 
was “not [his] enemy. . . . And hopefully, someday, maybe he’ll be a 
friend.”184 He even excused the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan 
in the 1980s, bizarrely stating that it was justified because of a terrorist 
threat to Russia.185

With the president’s persistently sympathetic sentiments regarding 
Russia, it is no surprise that his administration has struggled to imple-
ment even legally required penalties against Russia for its efforts to inter-
fere with elections in the United States and for its actions in Ukraine, 
Syria, and elsewhere.186 For example, when Congress passed the Coun-
tering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), 
President Trump called the bill “seriously flawed—particularly because 
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it encroaches on the executive branch’s ability to negotiate.”187 The law 
required the Trump administration to submit a list of entities involved 
in the Russian defense and intelligence sectors to be targets of sanc-
tions, and to implement secondary sanctions on firms doing business 
with these entities by the end of January 2018. Instead, the administra-
tion delayed this measure, claiming that imposing sanctions was unnec-
essary “because the legislation is, in fact, serving as a deterrent.”188

The Trump team eventually began to enforce the law, and at this writ-
ing the State Department lists thirty-six defense-related and forty-eight 
intelligence-related entities as groups that others could face secondary 
sanctions for conducting “significant transaction[s]” with.189 It desig-
nated and sanctioned twenty-four targets in March 2018, twenty-four 
individuals and the companies they controlled in April 2018, eight targets 
in June 2018, thirty-three targets in September 2018, and sixteen individ-
uals in December 2018 under CAATSA for cybersecurity violations.190 
However, in December 2018, the Trump administration sought permis-
sion to lift CAATSA sanctions that had been placed on three compa-
nies (En+, EuroSibEnergo JSC, and Rusal) owned by Russian oligarch 
Oleg Deripaska for his involvement in Russian global “malign activity.” 
Although the Treasury Department announced that the sanctions would 
be lifted when Deripaska reduced his “ownership and control” of his 
firms, he still maintains a majority stake in at least one of the sanctioned 
firms.191 On January 27, 2019, despite an effort from Senate Democrats to 
stop the move, the United States lifted CAATSA sanctions on the three 
companies, allowing the rest of the world to do business with them.192

To its credit, the Trump administration has taken some actions that 
were not required by law. For example, the Justice Department forced 
state-owned news outlet RT America to register as a foreign agent in 
November 2017, and in the following month the administration added 
fifty-two individuals, many of them Russian, to the list of sanctioned 
human rights abusers under the Magnitsky Act.193 The Trump team 
has also frequently pursued charges in absentia against Russians 
for a wide variety of destabilizing activities. The Justice Department 
indicted three Russians in March 2017 for the hack of Yahoo; sixteen 
Russian individuals and companies in February 2018 for 2016 election 
interference; twelve Russian intelligence agents in July 2018 for hacking 
the Clinton campaign; and seven agents of the Russian military intel-
ligence service, known as GRU, in October 2018 for other malicious 
cyber activity.194 In response to the poisoning of Russian ex–double 
agent Sergei Skripal and his daughter in Salisbury, England, the admin-
istration imposed sanctions on the individuals involved, banned all 
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remaining exports of potential dual-use items to Russia, expelled sixty 
Russian diplomats from the United States, and closed the Russian con-
sulate in Seattle.195 Nevertheless, despite the president’s assertions that 
he has been “tougher on Russia than any president, maybe ever,” these 
measures are far too small to be proportional to Moscow’s many desta-
bilizing actions, and are as weak in this regard as were those of Presi-
dent Obama.196  

An exception to this inadequate approach to Russia has been Pres-
ident Trump’s justifiable decision to withdraw from the INF Treaty. 
After imposing import restrictions on two Russian defense companies 
for violations of the agreement a year earlier, in December 2018 Secre-
tary Pompeo gave Russia a sixty-day notice that the United States would 
cease to abide by the treaty’s obligations unless Russia came back into 
compliance.197 Russia has violated the treaty with the Novator 9M729 
intermediate-range missile; and China, the United States’ most power-
ful strategic threat, is not bound by the agreement’s limitations.198 

Moscow has denied that its weapons systems violate treaty specifi-
cations and did not change its deployments before the February dead-
line. Secretary Pompeo stated that effective February 2, the United 
States suspended participation in the agreement and would perma-
nently leave the agreement if Russia did not go back into compliance 
within six months. Putin announced that Russia would not seek to 
abide by the treaty’s rules.199 It is regrettable that the INF Treaty will 
end its role as a stabilizing factor in European security, but the United 
States cannot accept persistent Russian violations of any arms con-
trol agreement.200 If it did, negotiated arms limitation would end as 
an instrument of great power conciliation, a reality recognized as far 
back as the Nixon administration.

Another important area in which the Trump administration has 
pushed back against Russian actions is Ukraine.201 It has gone further 
than the Obama administration in supporting that nation’s struggle 
against Russian-backed separatist forces, particularly in terms of mil-
itary assistance. In December 2017, the administration announced 
that it would send lethal defensive aid to Ukraine and delivered sniper 
rifles and other small arms. It followed up in April 2018 by delivering 
37 Javelin anti-tank rocket launchers and 210 rockets. Congress has 
authorized $250 million to be spent on additional lethal aid sales in 
2019, and U.S. Special Representative for Ukraine Kurt Volker stated 
that the United States was “look[ing] at air defense” and other sup-
port for the Ukrainian Air Force and Navy.202 In July 2018, the Defense 
Department also released $200 million in nonlethal defense aid to 
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Ukraine, including secure communications, night vision, and combat 
medical equipment.203

Moreover, in the 2018 State and Foreign Operations Appropriations 
Bill, Congress, with the administration’s support, authorized $420.7 
million in economic assistance to Ukraine, $10 million more than the 
previous year.204 Finally, U.S. troops have participated in multiple mil-
itary training activities with the Ukrainians since Trump took office, 
such as the September 2017 Rapid Trident air exercise and the October 
2018 Clear Sky exercise.205 Nevertheless, Putin has continued his efforts 
to weaken and dismember Ukraine. In November 2018, Russian ships 
captured three Ukrainian vessels in the Black Sea as part of an effort to 
economically isolate the country’s east, and the United States took no 
punitive action against Moscow beyond increasing naval aid to Ukraine 
by only $10 million and canceling a planned Trump-Putin meeting at a 
Group of Twenty summit in Argentina.206

Overall, the Trump administration’s response to the Russian chal-
lenge has been deficient. The president’s policy objective seems, with 
the exception of INF withdrawal and Ukraine, to be to put as little pres-
sure on Moscow as possible regarding its destabilizing foreign policies. 
Unfortunately for U.S. national interests, he has had some success in 
this regard.

It is striking, when examining the list of U.S. retaliatory measures, 
how little Russia has been punished during Trump’s presidency for 
its massive interference in the U.S. electoral process, its many desta-
bilizing activities in Eurasia and beyond, and Putin’s determination to 
undermine America’s standing and influence around the globe. The 
United States is militarily and economically superior to Russia, and 
yet it has struggled to respond to Russia’s actions.207 Because of this, 
tough diplomatic interaction between senior U.S. officials and Moscow 
is unlikely to have much effect on Putin, since he knows he has a friend 
who goes to work every morning in the Oval Office. It does not take a 
weatherman to know which way the wind is blowing from the White 
House regarding Russia. One wonders why.

Trump Grade on Russia Policy: F
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It is difficult to find something uplifting to write about the Middle 
East today. Violence in Syria and Yemen is ongoing. Saudi Arabia’s 
relations with the United States and the West are in difficulty. Iraq 
is structurally unstable. The two-state solution is in prolonged sus-
pended animation. Russia is back in the Middle East in a destructive 
way for the first time in more than four decades. Iran’s hegemonic 
ambitions are not slowing. Nuclear proliferation (or a war to stop it) 
could be only a few years away. The Trump administration, in the con-
text of meeting the challenges of the rise of Chinese power in Asia, 
seems determined to reduce its commitments to the region to some 
degree, but it remains uncertain where, when, and how. In this evolv-
ing Middle East maelstrom the president needs to find a strategic 
compass to chart the way in the decade ahead, but such an enduring 
approach to any issue is not Trump’s strength, so he will be graded on 
where administration policies stand at this writing.

The Obama administration badly negotiated the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) to constrain Iran’s nuclear activities: 
it made clear to the Iranians that the United States wanted the accord 
more than they did and that it would not accept a breakdown of the 
talks.208 Senator Tom Cotton (R-AR) has correctly identified three 
major terminal flaws in the agreement: 

Sunsets: At year eight of the deal, restrictions on Iran’s 
nuclear program begin to “sunset,” allowing Iran to 
steadily industrialize its uranium enrichment program. 
By year fifteen, all restrictions expire, bringing Iran to the 
brink of nuclear breakout. 

IRAN
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Verification: The JCPOA fails to provide the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) necessary authority to 
verify Iran’s compliance with the agreement. 

Research and Development: The JCPOA allows Iran 
to develop advanced centrifuges, which dramatically 
reduces the time needed to produce a nuclear weapon.209

The accord also does not stop Iran from testing ballistic missiles 
and supporting terrorists and insurgents in Lebanon, Yemen, and 
across the Middle East; those constraints were several bridges too 
far to achieve in this negotiation. Finally, the lifting of sanctions gave 
Iran more resources to pursue its goal of regional hegemony. Given 
the substantial leverage that the United States had over Iran in this 
negotiation, Jim Baker, Henry Kissinger, or George Shultz could have 
produced a better deal to permanently constrain Iran’s nuclear weap-
ons potential.

Because of these perceived terminal weaknesses and others, the 
Trump administration withdrew from the JCPOA in May 2018. The 
president said the United States was pulling out of the accord to send a 
message that it “no longer makes empty threats.”210 Although the presi-
dent has asserted that Iran poses a greater immediate danger than U.S. 
intelligence agencies suggest, the U.S. withdrawal from the nuclear deal 
has not yet exacerbated that threat.211 So far, sanctions have not led to a 
spike in oil prices as many predicted, Iran has complied with the terms 
of the JCPOA, and European businesses are leaving Iran even as allied 
governments seek to save the accord. In short, none of the dangerous 
consequences that critics envisioned post-JCPOA have materialized.

But the administration’s demands to Tehran are effectively impossi-
ble for Iran to accommodate without fundamentally changing its lead-
ership and system of government.212 The president is requiring regime 
change in Iran without calling it that, and, unsurprisingly, the mullahs 
do not agree. Historically, pressure has been the only way to coerce Iran 
to constrain its behavior (including its nuclear weapons program), so 
it is unclear what the president will do if, instead of succumbing, Iran 
resumes work on its nuclear programs.

The United States has sped up programs involving cyberattacks 
and sneaking defective components into Iran to derail its missile 
program, but such efforts are unlikely to forestall Iran’s nuclear 
and missile development forever. The president should now begin 
U.S.-European discussions on what conditions—especially limits on 
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the sunset clauses—need to be met for the United States to reenter the 
JCPOA.213 The administration also has not effectively coordinated, 
with allies and European partners, responses to Iran’s attempts to 
gain hegemony across the Middle East.214 

If Tehran returns to enhancing its nuclear capabilities, an attack 
on Iran’s nuclear facilities could be the only course left for President 
Trump. Success would depend on as-yet-unseen intense and skill-
ful coordination within his administration. Such an attack would be 
opposed by nearly the entire world, except Israel and Saudi Arabia; 
filled with uncertainties, including about the effectiveness of the attack; 
and rife with unintended consequences that the president is in no posi-
tion to assess. Nearly everything could go wrong with such an attack.

In sum, Trump withdrew from a flawed agreement but has no 
considered strategy to accomplish his ambitious goals and avoid con-
flict regarding Iran’s nuclear potential. Trump has likely not thought 
through the policies and strategies he would adopt if he were to initiate 
a long war with Iran. It is also highly unclear what U.S. policy will be 
toward Tehran on the nuclear issue during the rest of the president’s 
time in office.

Trump Grade on Iran Policy: C
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The president announced in a video posted on Twitter on December 19, 
2018, that the United States “won against ISIS” and that “our boys, our 
young women, our men — they’re all coming back, and they’re coming 
back now.”215 He had said earlier, “I want to get out. I want to bring our 
troops back home. I want to start rebuilding our nation.”216 

Most of the government’s national security establishment, led by 
then Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis, as well as the media, fell on the 
president like a ton of bricks after these public statements regarding 
U.S. troop withdrawal from Syria, again displaying the incoherence 
of the administration’s policy process.217 They said Trump’s announce-
ment was irresponsible, would allow the Russians and Iranians a free 
hand in Syria, and repeated President Obama’s mistake of withdraw-
ing U.S. troops from Iraq before the enemy was wholly defeated. At 
this writing, Trump may have reluctantly stepped back from following 
through on his instinct to withdraw all U.S. troops from Syria and may 
leave four hundred behind.218 But he should not step back. He is right 
and his critics are wrong.219 

The original mission of U.S. forces deployed in Syria was to defeat 
the territorial version of the Islamic State. This has largely been accom-
plished, thus fully justifying a U.S. troop withdrawal.220 If a serious 
Islamic State threat reignited in Syria, U.S. troops based in Iraq could 
attack Islamic State combatants in Syria as the need arose.221 How-
ever, if mission creep changes U.S. combat objectives to require that 
Islamic State fighters or sympathizers cannot find refuge anywhere in 
Syria, then American troop deployment in Syria, whose government 
opposes a U.S. military presence, would never end, especially given 
Assad’s brutal policies toward Syria’s citizens.222 In such a situation, 
U.S. security personnel would be killed for territory that has no impor-
tance to the United States.223 Moreover, surely the failed experiments 
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in Afghanistan and Iraq have expended Washington’s appetite for 
nation-building in faraway places. Finally, protecting the Syrian Kurds 
from Assad and Turkey’s Erdogan in perpetuity cannot be a preemi-
nent U.S. national security objective. The Kurds will eventually have to 
make the best deal they can with Assad and Erdogan, and U.S. military 
deployments in Syria only postpone that day. 

Some security experts assert that a U.S. troop withdrawal would 
lead to an Iranian and Russian victory in Syria.224 Here is a news flash 
from the battle space: Iran and Russia have already prevailed in Syria. 
Assisted by Russian air power and foreign Shiite troops, Assad has won 
the civil war and will remain in power for the foreseeable future. The 
Obama administration fecklessly attempted regime change in Syria 
and was shown to have been holding a busted flush.225 The notion that 
a few thousand U.S. troops in northeastern Syria will balance Iran’s 
comprehensive penetration of the Syrian government and society is a 
fantasy.226 Iran and Russia are in Syria to stay, and the United States can 
do nothing about it. But that unfortunate development does not have to 
threaten important American equities in the Middle East, if Washing-
ton takes the necessary steps to shore up its relationships with regional 
partners, beginning with Saudi Arabia. Withdrawing U.S. troops from 
Syria (and Afghanistan) carries some risk because a major terrorist 
attack against the United States could originate there, instead of Ger-
many (as in 9/11), Pakistan, Somalia, or the United States itself. But vir-
tually any foreign policy decision carries some risk, and systematically 
avoiding such incalculables is a recipe for sclerotic policies that cling to 
the status quo far past their effectiveness.

Trump Grade on Syria Policy: B+
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Saudi Arabia is America’s longest-standing ally in the Middle East, 
even though the kingdom is not a partner made in heaven for the 
United States. Its citizens, including Osama bin Laden, have been 
involved in numerous terrorist attacks against the United States, most 
consequentially on 9/11. Saudi Arabia is not a democracy. It fuels Isla-
mist extremism far beyond its borders through its exports of ultracon-
servative Wahhabi religious doctrine. Its human rights practices are 
often deplorable, and occasionally medieval. Its treatment of women 
is unacceptable. It has used oil in the past as a weapon against U.S. 
national interests. It bombs innocent civilians in Yemen. It occasionally 
threatens to acquire nuclear weapons. It promises huge sums of money 
to worthy regional actors, and then often fails to deliver. It blockades 
Qatar. And now, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman apparently 
ordered the execution in Istanbul of journalist and Washington Post col-
umnist Jamal Khashoggi.227

All this has produced a flood of U.S. criticism of Saudi Arabia and 
calls to sanction Riyadh, end U.S.-Saudi military cooperation in Yemen, 
cut off arms sales, and overall rupture the intensity and substance of 
the bilateral relationship. As the Washington Post editorial page put it, 
“Who Needs Saudi Arabia?”228

The president’s answer is that the United States does, and he is 
right.229 The murder of Khashoggi, including its barbarous method, 
was as abhorrent as it was stupid. But bin Salman is the most power-
ful man in Saudi Arabia and its likely future king. At this writing, he 
is thirty-three years old and could easily rule the kingdom for the next 
four decades and beyond, well after Trump and many of his current crit-
ics are dead. Thus the United States will most likely have to deal with 
him for a long time. Making an enemy of him now is not a good idea, 
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especially given the many other challenges the United States faces in 
the region.

Moreover, Mohammed bin Salman, though authoritarian, espouses 
a moderate and modern message (in Saudi terms) and is the leader most 
likely to keep extremist forces from gaining power and influence in the 
kingdom. An unstable Saudi Arabia would be a preeminent source 
of potential terrorists and radical ideology. Further, without Saudi 
Arabia, the United States cannot have a coherent and effective policy 
to counter Iran’s hegemonic activities in the Middle East. No other 
Arab state could be the hub of such an indispensable U.S. effort. And 
although the United States has dramatically reduced its dependence on 
Saudi oil, the global economy and the economies of U.S. treaty allies 
depend on energy from the kingdom.230 

In addition, the U.S. security relationship with Saudi Arabia goes 
well beyond arms sales: it also involves intense intelligence commu-
nity collaboration and significant financing for counterterrorist cam-
paigns.231 To add to the list, Mohammed bin Salman has a different and 
more benign view toward Israel than do many other Arab rulers, and 
as former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert observes, “Saudi Arabia 
is the country that in the end will determine the ability of the Arabs to 
reach a compromise with Israel.”232 Moreover, without reliable U.S. mil-
itary protection, Riyadh might well seek to acquire nuclear weapons. 
Finally, if the United States weakens its partnership with Saudi Arabia, 
U.S. adversaries China and Russia will fill the vacuum, including by 
providing the kingdom with nuclear reactors without full-scope safe-
guards—a line Riyadh should not cross. 

Saudi Arabia needs the United States at least as much as the United 
States needs it. Washington should be stout in defending its equities 
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in dealing with Riyadh. But this mutual dependence is an enduring 
strength of the bilateral relationship. It should not be damaged because 
of Saudi Arabia’s sometimes problematic policies.

Trump Grade on Saudi Arabia Policy: B+
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U.S. defense, intelligence, and diplomatic cooperation with Israel is 
wider and deeper than ever before. During the Trump presidency, Con-
gress codified into law an Obama-era memorandum of understanding 
for defense aid to Israel; the United States is now committed to providing 
Israel $38 billion over ten years. This is the largest-ever defense-related 
transfer to Israel.233 The president has supplemented this aid with $705 
million in support for Israeli missile defense systems.234 Trump’s decision 
to move the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem was the right step to take and did 
not produce the harms that critics predicted, although it would have been 
wise for the administration to try to trade moving the embassy for no fur-
ther Israeli settlement activity beyond the current settlement blocs on the 
West Bank. In another show of support, Trump announced via Twitter on 
March 21, 2019, that “after 52 years it is time for the United States to fully 
recognize Israel’s Sovereignty over the Golan Heights, which is of criti-
cal strategic and security importance to the State of Israel and Regional 
Stability,” a measure that if carried out will further roil the Middle East. 
The administration has been a fierce defender of Israel within the UN 
system, which maintains a structural bias against Israel. Trump also 
stopped ineffective Obama-era efforts to put serious pressure on Israel 
for its failure to improve the lives of Palestinians, which occurred during a 
stalemate in the progress toward a two-state solution because of domes-
tic political realities on both sides.

The only weakness in Trump’s approach to Israel again originates 
in his odd relationship with Putin and Russia. Trump leaves Jerusalem 
alone to negotiate with Moscow over the future of Iran’s increasingly 
threatening military presence in Syria. This matters because if Tehran 
seeks to further arm and train Israel’s enemies in Syria, Jerusalem will 
not allow a replication of Iran’s massive weaponizing of Hezbollah in 
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Lebanon. This could lead to conflict between Israel and Iran, first in 
Syria; then, if Iran attacks Israel, Israel might strike Iran and initiate 
a wider war, into which the United States would inevitably be drawn. 
Here, as in so many areas, diplomacy is not a tool of President Trump’s 
foreign policy.

Nevertheless, Trump is as supportive of Israel as any American 
president since 1948, and more so than most of his predecessors. What 
matters most in the U.S. approach to Israel is, and always has been, the 
United States’ military contribution to Israel’s safety and security. And 
in that domain, the president is unsurpassed.

Trump Grade on Israel Policy: B
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Young Americans who were not born when the United States first sent 
troops to Afghanistan after 9/11 are now enlisting in the military and 
face possible deployment there. The president is right to want to end the 
U.S. combat role in the “forever war” and to withdraw all U.S. troops 
from Afghanistan.235 As he has put it, “I inherited a total mess in Syria 
and Afghanistan, the ‘Endless Wars’ of unlimited spending and death. 
During my campaign I said, very strongly, that these wars must finally 
end.”236 However, his determination to do so unfortunately appears to 
be weakening under the constant criticism he is receiving from his own 
administration, Congress, and outside experts.237 

In his 2019 State of the Union speech, he tied such a departure of 
U.S. troops to progress in the peace negotiations, a recipe for indefinite 
U.S. deployments in Afghanistan.238 The United States has spent over 
$1 trillion on the war, and over two thousand U.S. soldiers have been 
killed and twenty thousand wounded.239 Notwithstanding that enor-
mous eighteen-year U.S. investment, Council on Foreign Relations 
President Richard Haass sees a “slowly deteriorating stalemate,” with 
“no military victory” possible.240 He believes negotiations are unlikely 
to succeed, simply because the Taliban is convinced it can outlast the 
United States and NATO. (As the Taliban says, “NATO has the watches 
but we have the time.”241)

Many of President Trump’s critics agree that U.S. involvement in 
the war in Afghanistan should come to an end, but later, not now.242 The 
problem is that the “do it later” horizon keeps receding, so that the net 
effect is an indefinite U.S. combat commitment to Afghanistan.243 As 
Henry Kissinger has observed, “To other nations, Utopia is a blessed 
past never to be recovered. For Americans, it is just beyond the hori-
zon.”244 (One might add, just beyond the Afghan horizon.)

AFGHANISTAN
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Trump’s detractors apparently believe that the United States should 
stay the course in Afghanistan for as long as it takes to end the Taliban 
military threat and leave behind a stable coalition government.245 They 
think Washington should continue this commitment, despite the lack of 
U.S. vital national interests related to Afghanistan.246 But as C. J. Chiv-
ers of the New York Times persuasively argues, these policies “have not 
succeeded,” and the wars have proven “astonishingly expensive” and 
“strategically incoherent.”247 

According to a July 2018 assessment from the Department of Defense: 

The al-Qa’ida threat to the United States and its allies and 
partners has decreased, and the few remaining al-Qa’ida 
core members are focused on their own survival. . . . Some 
lower- and mid-level Taliban leaders provide limited sup-
port to al-Qa’ida; however, there is no evidence of strate-
gic ties between the two organizations and the Taliban 
likely seeks to maintain distance from al-Qa’ida.248

The original U.S. military objective in Afghanistan was to elimi-
nate al-Qaeda, not the Afghan Taliban. The United States has largely 
accomplished its original goal.

However, those who oppose U.S. troop withdrawal from Afghani-
stan argue that withdrawal would reinvigorate al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State, and that the United States, with insufficient intelligence gener-
ated from the battle space, would face a renewed major terrorist threat 
to the homeland. But there would be limited or no practical difference 
if the current al-Qaeda concentrations in Pakistan moved the one hun-
dred miles or so from the tribal areas across the border into Afghani-
stan.249 It is not worth the United States participating in an indefinite 
ground war and spending billions more dollars to try to prevent that 
from happening. The United States can now attack al-Qaeda targets 
on both sides of the border, which was not the case in the years before 
9/11, when the United States was passive as al-Qaeda built up its terror-
ist infrastructure. And a repeat of a 2001-type terrorist attack on the 
homeland could be planned anywhere.

Although applied history is a perilous venture, as Richard Neustadt 
and Ernest May documented in their classic, Thinking in Time, there 
are disconcerting similarities between the Vietnam and Afghanistan 
wars.250 The Taliban does not have a superpower sponsor, but the 
United States is again fighting on the ground in Asia; is largely igno-
rant of the history of the country; is supporting a corrupt government; 
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is negotiating with the adversary without the host government, thus 
generating substantial suspicion of a U.S. sellout, with President Ashraf 
Ghani of Afghanistan playing the role of President Nguyen Van Thieu of 
South Vietnam; is underestimating the enemy’s determination to reach 
its fundamental objectives; is failing to sufficiently understand and cul-
tivate the people it is seeking to protect; is unsuccessfully attempting 
to train an army that could stand up to the adversary; and is facing an 
implacable foe with a sanctuary just outside the country.251 

A RAND Corporation study on Afghanistan recently argued that 
winning may not be an available option, but losing certainly is. A pre-
cipitous departure, no matter how rationalized, will mean choosing to 
lose. The result, the study contends, would be a blow to American cred-
ibility, the weakening of deterrence and the value of U.S. reassurance 
elsewhere, an increased terrorist threat emanating from the Afghan 
region, and the distinct possibility of a necessary return there under 
worse conditions.252

In 1965, Secretary of State Dean Rusk wrote to President Johnson:

There can be no serious debate about the fact that we have 
a commitment to assist the South Vietnamese to resist 
aggression from the North. . . . The integrity of the U.S. 
commitment is the principal pillar of peace throughout 
the world. . . . So long as the South Vietnamese are pre-
pared to fight for themselves, we cannot abandon them 
without disaster to peace and to our interests throughout 
the world.253

It was not true in Vietnam then, and, despite RAND’s assertions, it is 
not true in Afghanistan now.

There is current talk that the Taliban might agree with the U.S. and 
Afghan governments to a cease-fire with forces in place on the way to a 
final peace agreement and a coalition government in Kabul, along with 
the withdrawal of U.S. forces.254 That seems an unlikely recipe for peace 
and stability in Afghanistan.255 Trump’s own tendencies make this pro-
cess even more tenuous; as former Afghanistan negotiator James Dob-
bins has observed, “I don’t think he [Zalmay Khalilzad, who is leading 
the current negotiations with the Taliban] knows what Trump’s going 
to do. . . . He was in negotiations when Trump made his announcement 
about [halving] the troops. He was as blindsided as anybody.”256

The president is not the only issue, however. Again, the Vietnam 
analogy comes to mind. Henry Kissinger reached an agreement with 
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Le Duc Tho in January 1973 on similar terms—cease-fire in place, coa-
lition government, and the withdrawal of U.S. forces. Two years later, 
the enemy entered Saigon and Americans fled to safety from the roof 
of the U.S. embassy. The Taliban is no more likely than North Vietnam 
to abide by the terms of such an accord. Some of the U.S. proponents 
of a peace deal could be simply seeking a decent interval for the United 
States until Kabul falls to the Taliban.257

As Leon Panetta said a decade ago about Taliban behavior when he 
headed the CIA,

We have seen no evidence that they are truly interested 
in reconciliation where they would surrender their arms, 
where they would denounce al-Qaeda, where they would 
really try to become part of that society. We have seen 
no evidence of that and very frankly my view is that with 
regards to reconciliation unless they’re convinced the 
United States is going to win and that they are going to be 
defeated, I think it is very difficult to proceed with a recon-
ciliation that is going to be meaningful.258

In other words, there is no need to negotiate seriously when you are 
winning.

On December 20, 2018, the president ordered the reduction of 
American forces in Afghanistan, with more than seven thousand of 
the fourteen thousand troops on the ground expected to return to the 
United States.259 Implementation appears to have been delayed. In early 
February 2019, Acting Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanahan said he 
had not received orders to withdraw forces from Afghanistan.260 On 
February 14, 2019, following Shanahan’s first meeting with NATO 
defense ministers, he promised cooperation with allies and stated that 
“there will be no unilateral troop reductions.”261 At this writing, this 
troop reduction appears to be on hold while U.S. diplomats conduct 
peace talks with the Taliban.262 

In all of this, one is reminded of the White Queen’s comment: “Why, 
sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before break-
fast.”263 Current U.S. policy in the Afghanistan conflict does not make 
strategic sense.264 Historians will not understand why the United States 
fought a war in Afghanistan for nearly eighteen years after 9/11. Cur-
rent U.S. policymakers will not remember twenty years from now why 
it was so important to defend Kandahar and why they spoke as if the 
fate of the civilized world depended on U.S. success in Afghanistan, 
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whose territory has no strategic importance. In two decades, these 
individuals serving at the top of the Bush, Obama, and Trump admin-
istrations will likely not still find the grand importance of Afghanistan 
self-evident. Instead, they might ask, as other American policymakers 
on other issues have questioned before them, “How in God’s name did 
we continue to do that?”265

Trump Grade on Afghanistan Policy: B+
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New Delhi saw foreign policy opportunities in Trump’s victory.266 
Here was an American president who might be susceptible to Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s charms and consequently forge a close 
relationship with him; be more restrained in using force abroad while 
continuing to protect the rules-based international system, thus giving 
India more sway to advance its own vision of a multipolar global order; 
seek to improve relations with Moscow, a longtime Indian ally, thereby 
aiding India’s resolve to avoid choosing between the United States and 
Russia; put less pressure on India regarding climate change and peace 
with Pakistan; and—most important—take robust measures to check 
the threatening dimensions of China’s increasing power.

This last issue most preoccupies Indian strategists both inside and 
outside the government. New Delhi is convinced that China is pursuing 
policies to replace the United States as the primary power in Asia, and 
that such a development would be exceedingly bad for India.267 As one 
senior Indian policymaker privately stressed, “The most fundamental 
issue of world order is the rise of China, and it is so momentous that it 
should make every other government reexamine the basic principles of 
its foreign policy.”268 

President Trump’s inclinations, as conveyed through his South Asia 
strategy, which accords primacy to India; his release of advanced weap-
ons systems, such as unmanned aerial vehicles, for sale to New Delhi; 
and his decision to treat India on par with NATO allies where strate-
gic technology release is concerned are all viewed as favorable toward 
India.269 New Delhi has, accordingly, responded with bold initiatives 
of its own. Although it has not entirely endorsed the Trump adminis-
tration’s Indo-Pacific strategy, it has applauded the strategy’s declared 
vision of a “free and open” Indo-Pacific region—a concept first 
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articulated by Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, with whom Prime 
Minister Modi enjoys an exceptionally close relationship.270

In addition, India has quietly—and sometimes not so quietly—
begun to cooperate militarily with the United States in significant ways 
even in peacetime. Today, driven again by common concerns about 
China, Washington and New Delhi have begun to exchange serious 
intelligence information, undertake ambitious combined military exer-
cises, and discuss the acquisition of advanced military technologies that 
would help both states cope with the expanding Chinese military pres-
ence, especially in the Indian Ocean. In September 2018, after a meeting 
between the U.S. secretaries of defense and state and the Indian minis-
ters of defense and external affairs, the two countries signed the Com-
munications Compatibility and Security Agreement, a deal that allows 
the United States to share advanced secure communications technol-
ogy and that the Obama administration could not finalize.271 

Although these initiatives still have far to go, it is significant that 
they have begun—especially for a country that not too long ago swore 
eternal fealty to nonalignment. These evolutionary but significant 
shifts in India’s strategic posture have been driven by its own national 
interests, but in every instance they advance America’s strategic objec-
tives as well.272 This transformation in Indian policy is grounded in the 
conviction that though improved relations with China are desirable, 
there is no assurance that they will suffice to protect Indian security 
in the face of growing Chinese power. Only strong security ties with 
the United States—in tandem with other important countries such as 
France, Israel, Japan, and Russia—can provide such comfort at a time 
when India is still some distance away from realizing its own great 
power ambitions.
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In short, the Trump administration has maintained the success story 
of U.S.-India relations initiated by George W. Bush. Differences remain 
in the bilateral relationship over Russia, Iran, and visas; and on March 
4, 2019, Trump notified Congress that the United States intends to stop 
preferential treatment for Indian goods that now enter the country 
duty-free. 273 But the president deserves credit for promoting strategic 
ties with India in a sustained manner.

Trump Grade on India Policy: B+



57Venezuela

Venezuela faces a terrible humanitarian disaster that is spilling over to 
its neighbors and destabilizing the region. Its people and economy are 
in a death spiral that began when Caracas’s corrupt strongman, Nico-
las Maduro, succeeded populist socialist leader Hugo Chavez. Venezu-
ela was once the richest economy in Latin America and a prosperous, 
wealthy, democratic country, but International Monetary Fund projec-
tions of hyperinflation topped 1.3 million percent last year, with 10 mil-
lion percent projected this year.274

Despite having the world’s largest proven oil reserves, Venezuela 
has negative growth.275 People are starving—Venezuelans have been 
surviving on garbage bins and eating dogs, cats, and pigeons for the last 
two years.276 Venezuela’s humanitarian crisis is dire: Three million refu-
gees and migrants have left.277 Three thousand people cross the borders 
into neighboring Colombia every day—the worst migration crisis in 
the region’s history.278

More than fifty countries, including the United States, Canada, 
and nearly all of Latin America and Europe, have condemned the 
Maduro regime and recognized Juan Guaido, leader of the opposition 
and the National Assembly, as interim president, in line with Venezu-
ela’s constitution.279

The Trump administration’s current policy toward the crisis in Ven-
ezuela at this writing seems as if it is being formulated and implemented 
by a different administration. The policy has not been undermined by 
presidential tweets. The president has not mixed his goals in the crisis 
with his trade objectives. The policy has been well conceived and 
explained. The United States is working with Latin American partners, 
such as the Organization of American States and the Lima Group, to 
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provide emergency humanitarian assistance.280 This policy coherence 
is inconsistent with administration actions toward most other issues.

At the same time, Trump has indicated, unwisely, that using military 
force remains a live option.281 The last thing the United States needs is 
to become embroiled in another military action unrelated to American 
vital national interests.

Trump Grade on Venezuela Policy: B+
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From the moment he took office, and even during the 2016 campaign, 
Donald Trump has confronted America’s allies, friends, and China with 
every manner of complaint and insult regarding their trade relations with 
the United States.282 In his inaugural address, President Trump promised 
to “protect our borders from the ravages of other countries making our 
products, stealing our companies, and destroying our jobs,” adding that 
“protection will lead to great prosperity and strength.”283

He often attacks U.S. ally Germany, reportedly stating at one point 
that the Germans were “very bad” because of “the millions of cars 
they’re selling in the U.S.”284 When Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau called out Trump’s trade policies, the president publicly 
described him as “very dishonest & weak” and refused to sign a joint 
G7 communiqué endorsing shared liberal values because of his notion 
“that Canada is charging massive Tariffs to our U.S. farmers, workers 
and companies.”285 On China, he famously stated that the United States 
could not “continue to allow China to rape our country” with its trade 
practices.286 Protests from even his closest advisors could not shake his 
view that for decades other nations have taken advantage of Washing-
ton through its innocence, stupidity, and incompetence.287

Trump seems to believe that a trade deficit means that other countries 
are taking more from the United States than the United States is get-
ting from them. He dismisses the concept that trade deficits are related 
to internal U.S. dynamics (i.e., that they occur when the United States 
spends more than it saves) and that the response is therefore not to rene-
gotiate individual trade deals. And he seems not to anticipate that solving 
a bilateral deficit in one area will make other bilateral deficits worse.

In his first year, Trump heard opposing voices within his administra-
tion, but they have since departed and he has now mostly surrounded 
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himself with advisors who share his distorted views on the subject.288 
They assert that trade deficits damage the U.S. economy and that elim-
inating them by negotiating better terms on trade agreements will 
increase domestic growth. Such a concept defies basic economic theory, 
but this has not reduced the passion and intensity of their convictions.289 

Contrary to the assertions of Peter Navarro, assistant to the pres-
ident and director of the Office of Trade and Manufacturing Policy, 
imports do not decrease GDP. Imports are subtracted in calculating 
GDP to avoid counting foreign production, because imports increase 
consumption and investment.290 Economists note that U.S. trade defi-
cits arise when America spends more than it saves and receives foreign 
investment to make up the difference; other factors like the dollar’s 
strength also contribute.291 In practice, such deficits tend to be higher 
when the economy is strong, as consumers have more to spend on 
imports and there are more foreign investment opportunities.292 Pro-
tectionist measures to correct bilateral imbalances harm the United 
States economically without reducing the aggregate deficit.293

With these faulty concepts driving his thinking, in March 2018 
President Trump used Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act to 
justify a 25 percent tariff on steel and a 10 percent tariff on alumi-
num.294 He claimed that these were necessary because of a “national 
security threat,” in that foreign competition could shrink the U.S. 
steel industry to the point where the U.S. military would be unable to 
meet defense requirements, an assertion that the Pentagon disputed. 
A Department of Defense memorandum to the Commerce Depart-
ment noted that “U.S. military requirements for steel and aluminum 
each only represent about 3 percent of U.S. production. Therefore, 
DoD does not believe that the findings in the reports impact the abil-
ity of DoD programs to acquire the steel or aluminum necessary to 
meet national defense requirements.”295 Although he permanently 
exempted Argentina, Australia, and Brazil from steel duties, on May 
31, 2018, Trump announced tariffs on Canada, Mexico, and the Euro-
pean Union. These tariffs remain in place at this writing.296

In addition, the president reportedly threatened to unilaterally 
withdraw from the U.S.-Korea Free Trade Agreement (KORUS)—but, 
according to Bob Woodward, he ended up not doing so because eco-
nomic advisor Gary Cohn took the order off his desk so Trump would 
forget to sign it.297 To meet the president’s concerns, U.S. Trade Repre-
sentative Robert Lighthizer ultimately negotiated a few minor changes 
to the agreement: the United States can import more vehicles to South 
Korea that do not meet Korean industry standards, and South Korea 
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agreed to reduce its steel exports to the United States.298 This mostly 
cosmetic change satisfied Trump, and South Korea was exempted from 
the global tariffs.

During the 2016 presidential campaign, candidate Trump repeat-
edly called NAFTA “the worst trade deal . . . ever signed anywhere” and 
blamed it for the loss of thousands of American jobs.299 He also stated 
that the TPP, the planned twelve-nation trade agreement that would 
have decreased tariffs in many Asian countries, would be even worse.300 
The Monday after his inauguration, President Trump withdrew the 
United States from the TPP.

President Trump intended to announce U.S. withdrawal from 
NAFTA on April 29, 2017, the hundredth day of his presidency. How-
ever, most of the members of his cabinet (including otherwise pro-tariff 
Wilbur Ross) urged him not to do so, and after talking with Prime Min-
ister Justin Trudeau of Canada and then President Enrique Pena Nieto 
of Mexico, Trump reconsidered and agreed to begin a renegotiation of 
the accord instead.301 Trump periodically threatened to withdraw from 
NAFTA throughout 2017 and 2018 but never acted on it.

Lighthizer began the NAFTA renegotiation process and aimed to 
briskly conclude a deal. But sticking points, including Washington’s 
insistence that a large percentage of component parts of cars should 
come from the United States rather than from any of the countries in 
the free-trade area, delayed the process.302

President Trump removed the Canadian and Mexican exemptions 
to the March global steel and aluminum tariffs on May 31, 2018; they 
promptly placed retaliatory tariffs on U.S. goods.303 After more than 
nine rounds of talks, the sides finally concluded the U.S.-Mexico-Canada 
Agreement (USMCA) to replace NAFTA on November 30, 2018.304 

The accord has not yet been ratified by a skeptical Senate, and tar-
iffs remain in place. USMCA is similar to NAFTA but includes some 
important exceptions for the auto industry: one, 75 percent of cars’ con-
tent would have to be from any of the three members to avoid tariffs, 
up from 62.5 percent; and two, 40 to 45 percent of the regional content 
would have to be made by workers earning sixteen dollars per hour (a 
step that would be phased in over five years).305 

From the U.S. point of view, this agreement is certainly better than 
no deal. But the arrangement is unlikely to create more jobs in the United 
States than maintaining NAFTA would have done, and President Trump 
got far less in this negotiation than his inflated rhetoric demanded. To cite 
just one example, instead of hiring more American or Canadian work-
ers to meet the wage requirements or forcing Mexico to pay its workers 
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more, auto producers will likely not want to make costly changes to their 
complex supply chains and will instead pay the tariffs that foreign car 
exporters are charged to enter the North American market.306 This will 
slightly increase car prices but do little to affect hiring patterns.

In addition to these other trade trials and tribulations, the president 
apparently likes nothing about the European Union. As he has suc-
cinctly stated, “I think the European Union is a foe, [given] what they 
do to us in trade.”307 He believes that the EU by design makes U.S. busi-
nesses suffer because it entails a multilateral trade area that prevents 
the United States from making bilateral agreements; in his words, “the 
European Union, of course, was set up to take advantage of the United 
States.”308 And, as he later stressed, “the way they treat [the United 
States is] . . . hostile.”309

He also has encouraged cracks in the EU’s cohesion. He insisted that 
Theresa May’s Brexit plan would “kill” a U.S.-UK trade deal because it 
would have retained customs rates between the UK and the EU, and 
he also reportedly suggested to Emmanuel Macron that France should 
leave the EU to get a better trade deal with the United States.310 Euro-
pean leaders, who have long recognized that the strength of the Euro-
pean project depends to some degree on U.S. support, are now anxious 
that Trump will worsen the damage that it has suffered because of pop-
ulist movements and economic stagnation across the continent.311

Nevertheless, Trump is right that the EU makes it more difficult 
for certain U.S. products to be sold there. Although tariff rates are not 
higher on average in the EU than in the United States, nontariff bar-
riers, such as restrictions on agricultural sales because of stringent 
anti–genetically modified organism (GMO) public health laws, do 
cause problems.312 The administration has largely replied with threats 
of tariffs. The president removed the EU’s exemption on global steel 
and aluminum tariffs on May 31, 2018, and the EU responded with retal-
iatory tariffs on a wide variety of U.S. goods. Trump then threatened 
to place a 20 percent tariff on imported European cars.313 This led to a 
July meeting between the president and European Commission Presi-
dent Jean-Claude Juncker, in which both agreed to start negotiations to 
reduce tariffs and pursue freer trade.314

New trade negotiations with the EU were announced in October 
2018 and are currently underway.315 Both sides face difficult questions 
about how to address EU barriers to U.S. agricultural exports and 
other nontariff hurdles, such as inspections regimes for products like 
electronics and government procurement restrictions. Because this 
negotiation is not in the context of a formal trade agreement, individual 
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changes can be made incrementally. However, the EU does not want 
to include agriculture in its negotiations, and the steel and aluminum 
tariffs remain in place.316 And, of course, all this strife in the U.S.-EU 
commercial relationship makes the European Union even less likely to 
join the United States in confronting China over its trade practices.

The most important dimension of the president’s trade policies 
relates to China. Beijing’s trade violations have been enduring and sig-
nificant. China subsidizes state-owned industries, especially its steel 
and aluminum companies, and the resulting overcapacity dramatically 
undercuts metals prices.317 It refuses to grant market access to U.S. and 
other firms across most of its economy.318 It steals U.S. intellectual prop-
erty and advanced technology. It forces foreign tech firms that want to 
operate and sell goods in the country to work directly with Chinese 
firms and give them access to their secrets.319 It steals new technology 
from foreign firms inside China using cyber tools. According to cyber-
security firm CrowdStrike, China was “the most prolific nation-state 
threat actor during the first half of 2018” and “made targeted intrusion 
attempts against multiple sectors of the economy, including biotech, 
defense, mining, pharmaceutical, professional services, transportation, 
and more.”320 These attacks have continued into 2019.321

Trump was highly critical of these destructive Chinese trade prac-
tices before he became president. However, in his first year in office, he 
was much less bombastic and more willing to negotiate. Xi and Trump, 
in a meeting at the Mar-a-Lago resort, agreed to begin a dialogue on 
trade, and in May 2017 they announced an agreement that would give 
the United States slightly more market access, most notably for beef 
exports to China later that year.322 

The following year, the president’s trade actions toward China 
became more aggressive. In May 2018, the Trump administration, in 
negotiations with Beijing to address issues in U.S.-China trade, gave 
the Chinese a long list of demands, including to unilaterally reduce the 
trade deficit by $100 billion, end industrial subsidies for the Made in 
China 2025 program, and open up more of its economy to U.S. firms, 
without making concessions of its own.323 The Chinese team refused, 
and talks stalled.

In July 2018, President Trump implemented a 25 percent tariff on 
$50 billion in Chinese imports and followed up with a 10 percent tariff 
on another $200 billion, with a threat to raise the rate to 25 percent on 
January 1, 2019.324 China responded with retaliatory tariffs of its own.

At this writing, the United States and China are struggling to 
hammer out a trade deal that would reduce tariffs but is unlikely to 
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result in meaningful changes to the Chinese economy.325 These devel-
opments follow Trump’s decision on February 24, 2019, to extend a 
March 2 deadline to escalate tariffs.326 The agreement is reported to 
require Beijing to purchase large quantities of American agricultural 
and energy goods, including soybeans and $18 billion worth of liquefied 
natural gas, and to lower tariffs and other restrictions on farm, chemi-
cal, and auto products.327 In exchange, the United States is considering 
dropping tariffs on at least $200 billion of the $250 billion worth of Chi-
nese imports affected by American restrictions.328 

Negotiators from both countries have been in talks to develop a 
mechanism to address complaints from U.S. companies, with U.S. 
tariffs being threatened should the talks fail to produce an agreement, 
although at the time of this writing it appears the details of such a mech-
anism have not been finalized.329 The two sides have not come together 
on final terms, and prospects for a Trump-Xi summit are uncertain.330

Both sides have an incentive to make a deal. The Chinese economy’s 
growth is slowing, and President Xi would like to have a stronger eco-
nomic performance to build his legitimacy at home; President Trump 
wants a stronger U.S. economy and fewer Chinese restrictions on U.S. 
economic activity. But given its strategic priorities, China may not be 
willing to change its practices enough to justify President Trump’s soft-
ening his stance.331 China’s failures to follow through on past promises 
to liberalize will also make reaching a final deal more difficult.332

Aside from the China trade dispute, which came about because of 
Beijing’s malpractices, the trade crises with Canada, Mexico, South 
Korea, and the EU were driven primarily by the president’s mistaken, 
long-held convictions about how trade works. Commercial differences 
between the United States and its partners in the advanced econo-
mies are not worth Trump’s threats to dramatically reduce commerce. 
Moreover, the “fixes” he has so far negotiated have been similar to the 
agreements he scrapped or threatened to destroy: the new KORUS is 
virtually the same as before, and USMCA borrows much of its con-
tent from the TPP. However, the president’s aggressive trade approach 
to China has the potential to be far more important in the long run in 
defending American equities than any of these other trade disputes.

Trump Grade on Trade Policy: C
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Making an overall judgment on the quality of the president’s foreign 
policy is difficult for many reasons. It is necessary to separate his cha-
otic policy processes from the policies themselves. On many of the 
most important issues—China, North Korea, and Russia—the Trump 
administration scrambles to make sense of the president’s public pro-
nouncements, which are often made by tweet and are often as much a 
surprise to them as to the public.333 Trump’s own intelligence chiefs pub-
licly contradict his views on Iran, North Korea, and the Islamic State in 
Syria, and he tells them to “go back to school.”334 He is increasingly at 
odds with Republican members of Congress and other officials in his 
own party. As the New York Times’ Peter Baker puts it, “They think pull-
ing out of Syria and Afghanistan would be a debacle. They think North 
Korea cannot be trusted. They think the Islamic State is still a threat to 
America. They think Russia is bad and NATO is good. The trouble is 
their president does not agree.”335

Trump is said to refuse to read policy briefing papers before import-
ant meetings or decisions, or indeed at any other time.336 He has con-
tempt for diplomacy and the officers who conduct it.337 While the world 
turns and important international issues arise, the president spends his 
time concentrating on a nonexistent threat to the U.S. southern border 
and watching cable news broadcasts. In short, President Trump takes 
no advantage of the enormous analytical capabilities of the only super-
power on earth, and instead, as America’s pilot, usually flies without 
either navigational aids or clear destinations. And he seems to enjoy 
the policy turbulence that so distresses most of the media. On issues of 
policy process, President Trump gets an F.

Then there are the president’s character and personal qualities. 
As jurist Robert Ingersoll said when referring to Abraham Lincoln’s 

CONCLUSION
Grade for Trump’s Overall 
Foreign Policy



Trump’s Foreign Policies Are Better Than They Seem66

integrity, “Most people can bear adversity. But if you wish to know 
what a man really is, give him power.”338 In that context, finding any 
attractive feature of Donald Trump’s personality is difficult. He lies; 
his word is worthless.339 He takes credit for ideas that were first intro-
duced centuries ago.340 His views on women and people of color are a 
disgrace.341 He brags to Boy Scouts and others about his tawdry pri-
vate life.342 He bullies.343 He disparages and has no empathy for those 
less fortunate than himself.344 He makes fun of the disabled.345 He 
slurs the reputations of those who have worked loyally for him.346 In 
sum, there apparently are no better angels in the president’s character. 
This matters in foreign affairs because other governments assess the 
personal behavior and character of the president and his consequent 
reliability as an interlocutor and decision-maker. On issues of charac-
ter, President Trump gets an F.

Next is the question of American values. Trump is a president who 
persistently attempts to deceive the people of the United States about 
the substance of his policies; who undermines U.S. democratic insti-
tutions—the judiciary, law enforcement and especially the FBI, Con-
gress, the media, and career government workers (the so-called deep 
state)—which weakens American capacity to project power abroad; 
who peddles fear and division as domestic political strategies; and who 
globally besmirches America’s aspiration, since its founding, to be a 
democratic beacon on the hill.347 On the promotion of U.S. values at 
home and abroad, President Trump gets an F. 

Whether a given policy is sensible is irrelevant if its implementa-
tion is incompetent. And that implementation is usually carried out by 
officials who never set foot in Trump’s Oval Office. The many unfilled 
senior policy positions at the State and Defense Departments unques-
tionably weaken such implementation.348 Moreover, it is too early to 
make a final judgment regarding how effective the administration’s 
policy implementation will be over time. Yet even with this caveat, it is 
difficult at this writing to be confident that the weak bureaucracy that 
characterizes the Trump presidency in foreign affairs will be capable of 
sustained skillful policy implementation. On the implementation of his 
policies, President Trump gets a D. 

To assign the president an overall grade, it is also necessary to evalu-
ate the psychological effects of Trump’s combative approach to Amer-
ica’s European and Asian allies and closest friends. The United States 
cannot thrive in the world and manifest sufficient power projection with-
out strong alliances, which U.S. presidents from both political parties 
since Harry S. Truman have worked to build over seven decades. These 
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intimate and long-standing diplomatic, economic, and security networks 
have been, along with the domestic strength and vitality of the United 
States, the enduring foundations of U.S. foreign policy. Much depends on 
allies’ confidence in the reliability of U.S. resolve and treaty guarantees. 

In this regard, words can be consequential actions. Rhetoric by the 
American president matters—it affects U.S. credibility among alliance 
members; it affects the allied sense of U.S. steadfastness; and it affects 
the strength and credibility of deterrence. These central issues are 
nearly as old as America’s alliances. Charles de Gaulle became so con-
vinced that the United States could not be depended on to persuasively 
threaten to use its nuclear weapons and thus risk New York to save Paris 
that France developed its own nuclear deterrent.349 Each previous pres-
ident since the 1950s has sought, more or less successfully, to persuade 
allies that President de Gaulle was mistaken.

Today, it is not the French president but Trump who has raised this 
issue again. With his repeated comments, he has dangerously questioned 
U.S. commitments to these indispensable U.S. alliances, from the Baltic 
nations through Europe to South Korea and Japan, and the leaders and 
populations of all these countries increasingly doubt the resilience and 
reliability of the United States. He has increased the likelihood of a failure 
of deterrence, encouraged adversaries to take greater risks, and brought 
war closer. President de Gaulle would feel vindicated. On his approach to 
U.S. alliances and deterrence, President Trump gets an F.

All the chaos generated by this flawed president does produce actual 
policies, the substance of which in many cases is likely to be more conse-
quential than the ways by which the policies arrived and the character of 
the man who formulated them.350 On the one hand, the Trump admin-
istration has made an extraordinary contribution to U.S. security by 
contesting the complacent and dangerous shibboleths regarding the rise 
of China, which had been developed by its predecessors in the previous 
nearly two decades. On the other hand, Trump’s views on climate change 
will represent crucial challenges for his successors for decades to come.

The grades for President Trump’s foreign policies just past the halfway 
point in his term are: China (B+), North Korea (B), Syria (B+), Saudi 
Arabia (B+), Israel (B), Iran (C), Afghanistan (B+), India (B+), Venezu-
ela (B+), and trade (C); against his grades for climate (F), European secu-
rity (D), Russia (F), policy process (F), character (F), American values 
(F), U.S. alliances and deterrence (F), and policy implementation (D).

This report, heavily influenced by the president’s realistic 
approaches to China and the greater Middle East, gives him an overall 
foreign policy grade of D+, a substantially higher mark for his foreign 
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policies than found on the Sunday talk shows, in the editorial pages of 
the New York Times and Washington Post, or among many U.S. national 
security experts.

In view of Trump’s record in office and in the decades before, it is 
impossible to know whether Trump policies today will be Trump pol-
icies tomorrow, or whether his populist approach to America’s role in 
the world will endure after his presidency.351 Pundits argue that Trump’s 
destructive populism will not leave the Oval Office when he does, but 
they are guessing.352 There is no definitive way to make such judgments 
(one remembers Jacksonianism and its remedial aftermath), and the 
policies and character of his immediate successor will obviously be cru-
cial in determining the future of American foreign policy.353 But given 
the stakes involved, there are reasons to worry. 

For instance, the president and his colleagues might continue to 
react strongly and effectively to the problematic elements in the rise of 
China and build up U.S. power projection into Asia; or, in the context of 
a trade deal, Trump might decide Xi Jinping is America’s greatest friend, 
say so publicly, and thus alarm U.S. Asian allies and weaken deterrence. 
Because of his setbacks elsewhere, he might accept cosmetic trade 
moves by China and declare such an agreement a triumphant success. 
Trump might make further spontaneous and uninformed concessions 
to North Korea without concrete steps by Kim to denuclearize, in order 
to describe his policies as successful. Or, rather than take a step-by-step 
approach, he might suddenly return to his “fire and fury” rhetoric and 
demand North Korea’s agreement at the outset to verifiably destroy all 
its nuclear weapons. He might make private commitments to Vladimir 
Putin that embolden Moscow to try more aggressively, perhaps even 
with much more direct use of force, to bring Ukraine again securely 
within Russia’s orbit. Trump might begin a U.S. military withdrawal 
from Europe. He might cause a prolonged crisis among America’s alli-
ances by seeking to charge 150 percent of the cost of stationing U.S. 
troops in those nations.354 He might pursue unsound trade policies until 
they contribute to a global economic downturn. He might use military 
force against Venezuela. With no diplomatic strategy, he might lurch 
into a war with Iran.355

Unfortunately for America, given Donald J. Trump’s enduring lack of 
character, his refusal to learn, his uneducated biases, the chaotic and dys-
functional way that he runs the government, and the diminishing quality 
of his senior advisors, the president’s foreign policy grade is unlikely to 
improve in the years ahead and could get much worse. But as Alexander 
Pope observed, “Hope springs eternal in the human breast.”356
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