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The world is watching  

Clinton, Trump, and the future of US foreign policy 

Thomas Gijswijt 

Donald Trump has a realistic chance to become the next President of the United States. 
One year ago, few people would have expected to take this sentence seriously. Now, the 
Republican Party has officially chosen Trump to be the Grand Old Party’s candidate to run 
against Hillary Clinton. Time to take stock, therefore, of some of the foreign policy 
implications. What role will foreign policy play in the campaign? Where do the two 
candidates stand? And what does this mean for transatlantic relations? 

The campaign 

The economy traditionally tops the list of election issues important to American voters, but 
for several reasons foreign policy seems likely to play a major role in the upcoming election. 
One reason is obvious: Hillary Clinton is the candidate with the most foreign policy 
experience since the Republican candidate George H.W. Bush in 1988. She spent eight years 
in the White House as First Lady, she served on the Senate Armed Services Committee from 
2003 to 2009, and she was Secretary of State during President Obama’s first term. Clinton’s 
long years of service contrast sharply with Donald Trump’s complete lack of foreign policy 
experience — and we can expect the Clinton campaign to frequently remind American 
voters. In a recent survey, 54% of respondents thought that Clinton would do a better job at 
“making wise foreign policy decisions” than Trump.1  

Trump, however, does not seem to really care. On the contrary: he has made foreign policy 
into a major part of his campaign with his “America First” message of protectionism and 
isolationism. His highly controversial calls for a wall along the border with Mexico (paid for, 
somehow, by the Mexican government), a ban on Muslims entering the country, and the 
use of torture in the fight against ISIS, will continue to draw a lot of attention to foreign 
policy issues, particularly during the presidential debates. 

Finally, the likelihood of further terrorist attacks in the United States or Europe and the high 
degree of instability in many parts of the world — Turkey, Syria, and Ukraine come to mind 
— will keep American voters on edge and give added importance to the so-called 
Commander-in-Chief question: which candidate can be better trusted with the nuclear 
codes and the life-and-death decisions of using military force?  

Hillary Clinton: continuity or change? 

Hillary Clinton wholeheartedly subscribes to the internationalist US foreign policy tradition, 
advocating a strong American leadership role in defending a liberal global order based on 
established international institutions and alliances. As she said in a major address in San 
Diego in June:  



“America’s network of allies is part of what makes us exceptional. And our allies 
deliver for us every day. Our armed forces fight terrorists together; our diplomats 
work side by side. Allies provide staging areas for our military, so we can respond 
quickly to events on the other side of the world. And they share intelligence that 
helps us identify and defuse potential threats.”  

In many ways a Hillary Clinton Presidency would therefore stand for a continuation of 
President Obama’s foreign policy. On issues such as climate change, nuclear non-
proliferation (including the Iran nuclear deal), and dealing with a rising China, Clinton and 
Obama are very much on the same page. The major exception is the fact that Clinton is 
more willing to rely on the use of military force to advance US interests. On most national 
security decisions involving the use of force during the Obama Presidency, Hillary Clinton 
advocated a more hawkish position than President Obama. Early in Obama’s first term, for 
example, Clinton argued strongly for a large military surge in Afghanistan and privately 
opposed the president’s decision to simultaneously announce a withdrawal timetable. In 
2011, Clinton was one of those trying to convince a reluctant president to intervene in Libya. 
And in the summer of 2012, Clinton, along with Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta and CIA 
Director David Petraeus, supported a plan to supply anti-Assad forces with weapons and 
communications equipment — something President Obama decided not to do. 

Hillary Clinton, in other words, stands for a more muscular, a more assertive United States, 
willing to confront adversaries, if necessary by relying on America’s unmatched military 
power. Whereas President Obama was very much shaped by the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and the failure to stabilize Libya after the international intervention, Hillary 
Clinton has a more optimistic view of the United States’ ability to bring about positive 
change. Bosnia and Kosovo — and the failure to prevent the 1994 genocide in Rwanda — 
are as much part of her historical outlook as her politically disastrous support of the George 
W. Bush administration’s invasion of Iraq. For better or worse, ‘leading from behind’ is not a 
slogan likely to be associated with a Clinton Presidency. 

The Trumpian worldview 

Donald Trump’s worldview (or at least what we know about it) consists of a blend of 
resentment, xenophobia, and a strange fascination with strongman leaders such as Russia’s 
Vladimir Putin and Turkey’s Recep Erdogan. Trump’s resentment is mainly focused on the 
‘free-riding’ of America’s allies. Reflecting his self-image as the ultimate dealmaker, he has 
long criticized that Washington is getting a bad deal from Japan, South Korea and European 
NATO members who do too little to pay for their own defense or fail to reimburse the 
United States sufficiently for its efforts. Trump first went public with this concern in the late 
1980s and has reinforced it in recent interviews. He even questioned NATO’s Article 5 and 
suggested that a Trump administration would not necessarily feel bound by treaty 
obligations to defend free riders. In typical Trump speak he told two New York Times 
journalists during the Republican convention: 

“I would prefer that we be able to continue, but if we are not going to be reasonably 
reimbursed for the tremendous cost of protecting these massive nations with 
tremendous wealth. With massive wealth. Massive wealth. We’re talking about 



countries that are doing very well. Then yes, I would be absolutely prepared to tell 
those countries, “Congratulations, you will be defending yourself.” 

Asked whether NATO members could “count on the United States to come to their military 
aid if they were attacked by Russia,” Trump answered cryptically: “Have they fulfilled their 
obligations to us? If they fulfill their obligations to us, the answer is yes.”2  

Trump’s xenophobia, meanwhile, concentrates on the perceived double threat of 
immigration — particularly illegal immigration across the Mexican border — and terrorism. 
One of the remarkable things about the Republican primaries was how Trump could get 
away with openly racist, bigoted rhetoric aimed most prominently against Mexicans and 
Muslims. Announcing his decision to run for the presidency in June of last year, Trump 
promised: “I will build a great, great wall on our southern border. And I will have Mexico pay 
for that wall.” Such as wall was necessary, he argued, because  

“When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending 
you. They’re not sending you. They’re sending people that have lots of problems, 
and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing 
crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” 

Trump’s response to the ISIS-inspired terrorist attack in San Bernardino in December 2015 
followed a similar us-versus-them pattern. He called for a “total and complete shutdown of 
Muslims entering the United States until our country’s representatives can figure out what 
is going on.” His plan for dealing with ISIS was mainly an attempt to appear tougher than 
any of his rivals in the Republican primaries, including Ted “carpet-bombing” Cruz. Trump 
openly advocated a return to the use of torture and even suggested the killing of family 
members of terrorists (although he backtracked on this later). 

Trump’s nativist campaign attracted sufficient support from voters in the Republican 
primaries to secure his victory. He was helped by the fact that the Republican establishment 
failed to build a united #NeverTrump front, in part because the field of other candidates was 
so large and divided, in part because the G.O.P. had for a long time condoned radical right-
wing voices in its own ranks. The American public at large, meanwhile, is pretty much split 
down the middle on the issue of a temporarily preventing Muslims from coming into the 
country, with around 47% supporting such a ban. 

Perhaps the most worrisome aspect of Trump’s worldview is his publicly stated admiration 
for anti-democratic rulers such as Putin and Erdogan. Trump’s obsession with toughness and 
strength seems to provide the key explanation for this fascination, but it becomes all the 
more troubling when we connect it with his long history of dabbling in conspiracy theories. 
Trump most famously questioned the fact that President Obama was born in the United 
States. But his ‘birtherism’ was just one example in a long line of spreading dangerous 
conspiracy theories and guest appearances on Alex Jones’s right-wing conspiracy broadcast 
Infowars. During the campaign, to give just two examples, Trump suggested that Ted Cruz’s 
father could have been involved in the assassination of John F. Kennedy — the mother of all 
conspiracy theories — and after the Orlando shooting he insinuated that President Obama 
might have somehow been responsible for the attack. Such conspiracy theories are highly 
dangerous because they undermine trust in the democratic system and it is no coincidence 



that both Putin and Erdogan are masters in the political use of conspiracy theories. The fact 
that — along with his blatant lying — Trump makes conscious use of such theories makes 
him unfit to be president. 

Not surprisingly, much of the Republican foreign policy establishment is horrified at Trump’s 
nomination. Two leading Republican diplomats, Brent Scowcroft and Richard Armitage, have 
already endorsed Hillary Clinton and in March more than 100 mid-level Republican national 
security experts signed a letter publicly opposing Trump. Meanwhile, Trump’s efforts to 
organize a team of foreign policy advisers turned into an embarrassment when journalists 
had to turn to Google to find out more about the virtually unknown list of experts he 
announced in March. 

Conclusion 

From a European perspective, a Trump Presidency would be an unmitigated disaster. It 
could well mean the end of the international security architecture that has kept us safe for 
over six decades. It is hard to see how Trump would safeguard the United States-led 
network of alliances and international institutions that he has so harshly criticized. 
Moreover, his public undermining of NATO’s Article 5 and his description of NATO as 
“obsolete” might encourage his ‘friend’ Putin to further destabilize Europe. At the same 
time, the United States’ moral authority in the world would sink to an absolute low.  

Although they could not be more dissimilar in most respects, Hillary Clinton and Donald 
Trump share one important characteristic: they are both remarkably unpopular, with 
‘unfavorability’ numbers in the high 50s. This seems to fit the current ugly mood in the 
United States. Just 17% of Americans are satisfied with the direction their country is taking. 
During the primaries, a strong anti-establishment feeling led to a wave of support not only 
for Trump, who received well over 13 million votes, but also for the anti-establishment 
candidates Bernie Sanders (12 million) and Ted Cruz (almost 8 million).  

In this year’s election, in other words, many voters are looking for radical change. This 
should worry us, because Hillary Clinton’s long years of experience might actually work 
against her. She is so much part of the establishment that many disaffected voters might 
turn to the riskier choice of Donald Trump. In the end, we can only hope that these voters 
will return to the Commander-in-Chief question in the voting booths. The answer is clear: 
the only candidate fit to lead the United States is Hillary Clinton. 
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