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Trump's Lucky Year

Why the Chaos Can't Last

By Eliot A. Cohen

When Donald Trump became president of the United States, many wondered just how abnormal his administration, and particularly his 
foreign policy, would be. After all, as a candidate, Trump had evinced a partiality for foreign strongmen, derided U.S. allies as a gang of 
freeloaders, proposed banning Muslims from entering the United States, sneered at Mexicans, and denounced free-trade agreements such as 
the North American Free Trade Agreement and the nascent Trans-Pacific Partnership, while demonstrating little understanding of most other 
dimensions of international politics. Scores of former senior Republican foreign policy officials, myself included, repudiated his candidacy on
the grounds of both his character and his bent toward populist isolationism. His inaugural address confirmed fears that he viewed the world in
darkly narrow, zero-sum terms. “We’ve made other countries rich while the wealth, strength, and confidence of our country has dissipated 
over the horizon,” he said. He went on: “From this day forward, it’s going to be only America first. America first.”

Being in office has done little to moderate Trump’s belligerent rhetoric, improve his commitment to facts, or alter his views on trade and 
international agreements. Over the course of 2017, he insulted foreign leaders on Twitter, openly undermined his secretary of state, and 
attacked the FBI and the CIA. He continued to praise dictators, such as Egyptian President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi and Philippine President 
Rodrigo Duterte, and refused to mention Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty—which enshrines the idea that an attack against one NATO 
member is an attack against all—when visiting NATO headquarters in Brussels. His subordinates gamely echoed the promise of “America 
first,” assuring both the public and themselves that Trump’s use of that phrase had nothing to do with Charles Lindbergh’s isolationist and 
anti-Semitic America First Committee, founded in 1940.

Still, the world did not blow up. World War III did not break out. A case can be made that all things considered, Trump has ended up being a 
highly erratic, obnoxious version of the Republican normal. He has been strong on defense (he increased the Pentagon’s budget, although not 
as significantly as it had hoped), willing to use force (he launched cruise missiles at Syria as punishment for its use of chemical weapons), 
and committed to allies (enthusiastically in the case of Israel and Japan, grudgingly in the case of the Europeans). Although he has been more 
of an economic nationalist than some might like, the thinking goes that he remains within the bounds of GOP tradition.

Yet this reassuringly non-apocalyptic foreign policy was a product of good fortune, not restraint, and of the resistance of subordinates rather 
than the boss’ growth. Trump was remarkably lucky in 2017. He did not experience any external shocks and paid no visible price for 
alienating the United States’ friends. But at the same time, no part of the world is conspicuously better off for his efforts. Instead, the 
preexisting fissures in the international system are either the same or getting worse; no U.S. adversary is noticeably weaker, and some are 
getting stronger; and the president’s behavior has devalued the currency of the United States’ reputation and credibility. Sooner or later, his 
luck will run out. And when it does, the true costs of the Trump presidency will become clear. 

IT COULD HAVE BEEN WORSE

In some ways, 2017 demonstrated the sheer difficulty of reversing the massive postwar governmental consensus on U.S. foreign policy. To be
sure, in its pronouncements, the Trump administration ostentatiously walked away from the promotion of human rights and the maintenance 
of world order as animating principles of U.S. foreign policy. Speaking at the UN, Trump himself identified the sovereignty, security, and 
prosperity of the American people as his sole objectives. But congressional mandates and the sheer inertia of previous policies got in the way 
of “America first.” And so human rights violators were still sanctioned, the United States agreed to ship antitank missiles to Ukraine, and 
relations with Mexico were uneasily patched up. The executive branch predominates in foreign policy, but Congress set limits, particularly 
with regard to Russia, and the courts had their say, blocking Trump’s attempt to rewrite U.S. immigration law by executive fiat.

In addition to the intrinsic limits on presidential power, there was the resistance of what some of Trump’s supporters darkly call “the deep 
state.” This is a misnomer: there is no U.S. equivalent of what the Turkish military was 30 years ago, or what the Pakistani military and 
intelligence service remain today. The United States does not even have what the British historian Ronald Robinson termed “the official 
mind,” the suffocating convictions of a mandarin class of career professionals. But there is no doubt that career diplomats, intelligence 
officials, civil servants, and military leaders share a deeply rooted consensus about U.S. foreign policy and security. And this consensus 
unquestionably diverges from Trump’s worldview in its support for free trade, U.S. alliances (particularly NATO), and the U.S.-led global 
order. Many of Trump’s senior political appointees do not share his worldview. Moreover, the Trump administration has been one of the 
slowest on record to fill positions—candidates for less than 40 percent of the key roles had been confirmed by the end of 2017. (Trump had 
roughly 300 officials confirmed by the end of his first year in office, whereas, for example, U.S. President George W. Bush had nearly 500.) 
As a result, there has been plenty of room for officials to continue the policies they prefer rather than pursue those that might please the 
president.
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The internal feuding and incompetence of some of Trump’s staff have made the machinery of government even less responsive to the White 
House. Trump may have succeeded in real estate and entertainment, but he has no experience in bending vast and complex organizations to 
his will. The informal nature of his directives has practically invited passive resistance, such as when the service chiefs and his own secretary 
of defense politely ignored his tweet about banning transgender individuals from serving in the military. Trump has experienced the very 
limitations on his power that President Harry Truman anticipated for his successor, Dwight Eisenhower: “He’ll sit here, and he’ll say, ‘Do 
this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen. . . . He’ll find it very frustrating.”

Some have put their faith in the administration’s “grownups”—Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and the three generals, John Kelly (White 
House chief of staff), James Mattis (secretary of defense), and H. R. McMaster (national security adviser). These officials, the argument goes,
have placed their guiding and restraining hands on the shoulders of the impulsive and poorly read commander in chief. This argument has 
some merit. After all, Mattis genially talked Trump out of advocating torture by suggesting that he always got more out of prisoners by 
offering them beer and cigarettes—a mild but effective fib, given that generals do not usually interrogate jihadists. When the memoirs are 
finally written, we may learn of more disasters averted in this way. Of the grownups, Tillerson is the least important, his background as the 
reclusive CEO of ExxonMobil having turned out to be poor preparation for leading the State Department and explaining U.S. foreign policy 
to the American people. He also appears to have the least influence with Trump.

The benign junta, as it were, of Kelly, Mattis, and McMaster is a different matter: closer to the president and more visibly respected by him. 
But there are important differences among them. 

McMaster has been the most visibly at odds with the president when it comes to Russia, but he also most overtly endorses Trump’s view of 
international politics as a jungle. Kelly is clearly more sympathetic to Trump’s views on immigration, the press, and congressional oversight 
than the others. And Mattis shoulders a unique burden: running the largest organization in the United States, which limits the time he can 
spend reining in his errant boss. Furthermore, because Mattis understands that he is the main barrier between Trump and a truly catastrophic 
military decision, he will likely hold his dissents in reserve. In other words, the generals may not always be inclined to curb Trump’s worst 
instincts, for in some cases, they share them, albeit to a milder degree. And being human, they, too, can be distracted, exhausted, and 
outmaneuvered. They form at best a partial, and not necessarily a permanent, brake.

What is not known is what will happen if and when the president decides on a course of action that his advisers deem deeply dangerous but 
nonetheless legal. With over a century of drilled obedience to the commander in chief under their collective belt, the generals might not be 
willing to subvert decisions with which they disagree, as other wily political appointees have done in the past (the most important case being 
James Schlesinger’s quiet maneuvering as secretary of defense to ensure that U.S. President Richard Nixon could not make any wild moves 
without his authorization). Nor is it clear how many of the grownups will stay beyond two years. McMaster and Tillerson could conceivably 
exit before the end of 2018, and their replacements would probably be even less likely to resist the president’s impulses.

A YEAR OF TRUMP

For the Trump administration, 2017 was a year of adjusting, however haphazardly, to a world that many inside and outside the president’s 
camp consider increasingly dangerous. There was no major crisis along the lines of the Bay of Pigs or 9/11, but enough disturbing events are 
in train.

Throughout Trump’s first year in office, North Korea continued developing nuclear weapons and the intercontinental ballistic missiles it 
would need to carry them to the United States. Fiery rhetoric on both sides (including Trump’s threats of “fire and fury”) and heightened 
sanctions on Pyongyang did not bring the confrontation any closer to resolution. And through its rhetoric and continued military buildup, 
including in the South China Sea, China made clear that it would not act as the United States’ sheriff in East Asia. Meanwhile, McMaster’s 
insistence on the denuclearization of North Korea and his repeated talk of “preventive war” made peaceful and honorable accommodation 
seem further off than ever. In the coming year, the United States will face a choice: either war (by accident or plan) aimed at disarming or 
even overthrowing the North Korean regime or a humiliating abandonment of the reddest of redlines.

As the year unfolded, it became increasingly apparent just how actively Russia had intervened in the 2016 U.S. presidential election. 
Allegations about the Trump team’s possible connections to Moscow dominated the news, as federal prosecutors doggedly pursued senior 
campaign officials and even secured a plea bargain from Trump’s dismissed national security adviser, Michael Flynn. Meanwhile, the 
president remained remarkably cordial toward Russian President Vladimir Putin and apparently ordered no retaliation for Moscow’s 
astonishing effort to disrupt U.S. politics and discredit the United States’ democratic processes. Ultimately, Congress and the State 
Department overrode the White House to impose more sanctions on Russia. But the situation remains unstable: the antitank missiles that the 
United States sent to Ukraine will surely kill Russians, and Putin is unlikely to react well to that. And a Europe increasingly preoccupied with 
its own populist and secessionist movements presents more opportunities for Russian subversion.

In April, Trump hosted Chinese President Xi Jinping at his Florida resort, Mar-a-Lago, and in November, Xi reciprocated in Beijing. The state
visits were successful in the sense of being cordial and theatrical, but Trump’s National Security Strategy, released in December, still 
identifies China as one of the United States’ major competitors, and the president continued complaining about China’s trade surpluses and 
failure to rein in North Korea. The administration’s consistent support for Japan, including its decision to increase sales of advanced 
weaponry to Tokyo, is unlikely to warm the relationship with China. Nor is its standoff with North Korea: Beijing’s apprehension about what 
might happen on the Korean Peninsula, reflected in Chinese military aircraft patrolling close to South Korea and the quiet preparation of 



refugee camps near the North Korean border, suggests that a U.S.–North Korean conflict could expand into something much larger. In the 
meantime, China’s steady acquisition of military power, its menacing posture toward Taiwan, and its use of economic aid and investment as a
tool of geopolitics are accelerating. China’s rise is, if anything, more disturbing than it was a year ago.

In the ongoing war against jihadists, the Trump administration scored a major success by completing the campaign to help Iraq eliminate the 
physical footprint of the Islamic State, or ISIS. Although Trump was quick to take credit—and his administration did indeed increase 
resources and lift restrictions on U.S. military commanders—at most his administration expanded and accelerated an effort launched by the 
Obama administration. At the end of the year, isis no longer held territory in Iraq, but this did not destroy the group any more than killing 
Osama bin Laden finished off al Qaeda. The contest with jihadists will go on well after the Trump presidency, and the administration has not 
articulated a clear strategy for success. Meanwhile, vast swaths of Mosul, Iraq’s second-largest city, lie in ruins. Shiite militias are operating 
there and in other predominantly Sunni regions of the country. And in October, the Iraqi government seized the contested governorate of 
Kirkuk, a move that shocked and angered the United States’ Kurdish allies.

Next door in Syria, the regime of Bashar al-Assad has won its war for survival thanks to assistance from Iran, Hezbollah, and Russia, while 
U.S.-backed rebels found themselves isolated and outgunned. Israel now faces an emboldened Hezbollah and the possibility of a more 
permanent Iranian military presence in Syria. Trump did improve relations with Egypt, but, reflecting Russia’s new assertiveness in the 
Middle East, the Egyptian government is now buying Russian military hardware and allowing Russian military aircraft to deploy from Egypt.
For that matter, the Israeli prime minister spent more time in Moscow than he did in Washington in 2017. Trump inherited these predicaments
from his predecessor, but he did not, and perhaps could not, turn them around.

In the Persian Gulf, Trump more firmly aligned the United States with Saudi Arabia and the smaller Gulf states and against Iran. He signaled 
his desire to walk away from the Iran nuclear deal and showed little interest in the ferocious proxy war that the Arab states are waging in 
Yemen against Iran. The administration appears to be placing its bets on the new Saudi crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, an ambiguous 
figure who is promising to open opportunities for women and modernize his society while aggressively confronting Iran and shaking down 
wealthy members and associates of the royal family. The administration has been noticeably silent about such excesses, as well as about the 
de facto Saudi kidnapping of the Lebanese prime minister in November.

On trade, shortly after taking office, Trump decisively dropped the Trans-Pacific Partnership. (Large international economic arrangements led
by China took its place.) More consequentially, he began renegotiating the North American Free Trade Agreement, which he had repeatedly 
threatened to abandon altogether. Even though Trump promised to replace multilateral trade agreements with bilateral ones, he has failed to 
follow through. Indeed, he denounced the free-trade agreement with South Korea even as the United States prepared to potentially wage war 
alongside that country. Taken together, these actions made the United States appear less committed to an open international trading order than
China. And Trump’s approach to trade will likely alienate old friends, such as Canada, and critical allies, such as South Korea.

Elsewhere, crises percolated, most notably in Venezuela, as a state of over 30 million people continued its decline into chaos. But in Latin 
America (with the exception of Mexico), as in other parts of the world, there was not so much friction as absence: the United States was 
simply not playing much of a role one way or another. And throughout his first year, Trump acquired a global reputation for being unreliable, 
temperamental, and deceitful. According to the Pew Research Center, 93 percent of Swedes polled said they had confidence in U.S. President 
Barack Obama, but only ten percent said they felt the same about Trump. Of course, this may say more about Sweden than the United States, 
but in Canada, Germany, and the United Kingdom, the numbers were almost as bad. And foreign officials have begun talking openly about 
how, in the words of Chrystia Freeland, Canada’s minister of foreign affairs, “our friend and ally has come to question the very worth of its 
mantle of global leadership.” The costs of such a deterioration in U.S. standing are long term. They may not be visible yet, but they will come
into the open in a moment of acute stress.

Meanwhile, the Trump administration has not solved any of the problems it inherited, nor does it appear to have any solutions in view. After 
denouncing excessive involvement abroad, it increased, not decreased, the deployment of forces to active war zones. In Afghanistan, for 
example, Trump raised the number of U.S. troops with no clear objective beyond persistence. Other moves were dramatic but essentially 
meaningless. The administration’s unilateral recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital was bemoaned by foreign policy experts, but there is 
no evidence that Abu Dhabi, Cairo, or Riyadh cared much about it. At most, it was a minor pinprick to an Israeli-Palestinian peace process 
that had flatlined years before.

TROUBLE AHEAD

If Trump’s first year was unnerving but largely uneventful, there is reason to think his second will be considerably more difficult. Not only 
are foreign policy challenges beginning to pile up; a year of the Trump administration has left the United States in a worse position to handle 
them.

The conflict with North Korea is moving toward some kind of climax. It is entirely plausible that Kim Jong Un, the country’s supreme leader,
will order the test of a nuclear-armed ballistic missile in 2018. In response, the United States might shoot down a test missile, even if it is 
unarmed. Such a move, or some minor incident in territorial waters or along the demilitarized zone, could degenerate into a devastating war. 
One hundred years after the end of World War I, it is wise to remember that small violent events can trigger much, much larger ones. The 
United States, having declared that it will not accept a nuclear-armed North Korea, might very well use force to make its word good. The 
public statements of Trump and McMaster do not indicate any interest in a strategy of containment and pressure over the long term. Even the 
more cautious Mattis has spoken of “storm clouds” gathering over the Korean Peninsula. One way or another, this crisis will come to a head 



by the beginning of 2019. It may end with a body blow to U.S. prestige and reputation, as Washington accepts what it has declared to be an 
unacceptable danger. Or it could devolve into a war that kills hundreds of thousands, even millions, of people.

Conflict with Russia has also become more likely. The curious tension between the president’s sympathetic rhetoric and his administration’s 
more hostile actions has increased the risk that a contemptuous and irritated Russia will poke back in eastern Europe. The Kremlin’s anxieties
about legitimacy in the midst of economic stagnation exacerbate the situation. At the same time, the United States could find itself in fights 
with Iran and in a more adverse relationship with China.

The combination of these and other tensions, and not just each individually, constitutes a second source of worry. If any conflict goes hot, 
Washington’s antagonists in other realms will exploit the opening. U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt could conceive and execute strategy 
against Japan and Germany simultaneously, but Trump is no Roosevelt, and the polarized United States of 2018 is not the unified United 
States of 1942. “One war at a time,” as President Abraham Lincoln supposedly cautioned William Seward, his pugnacious secretary of state, 
who was keen for a fight with the United Kingdom. A United States preoccupied with combat on, say, the Korean Peninsula would probably 
be less aggressive in containing Russia in Europe. And if foreign leaders know one thing about the Trump administration, it is that it seems 
uniquely incapable of focusing.

The final source of instability for U.S. foreign policy in 2018 will be domestic. Elections in November may cost the Republicans control of 
one or both houses of Congress. There are also likely to be major developments in the investigations led by former FBI Director Robert 
Mueller, now the special counsel looking into Russia’s interference in the 2016 election and any possible links between the Trump campaign 
and Russia. These could be indictments of senior figures in the administration or Mueller’s firing by Trump. Watergate took over two years 
from the break-in to President Richard Nixon’s resignation. There may be no crime here and no resignation or impeachment, but the rhythm 
feels similar. Moreover, these elections and investigations are taking place against the backdrop of a polarized and angry electorate. The 
resulting turmoil will affect the conduct of foreign policy by giving antagonistic powers openings to take advantage of a country consumed 
with domestic scandals or by tempting a desperate president to look elsewhere for glory or distraction. Nixon launched a celebratory tour of 
the Middle East in June 1974, shortly before the House Judiciary Committee recommended his impeachment to the full House. Trump, who 
is, if nothing else, a masterly reality television showman, might choose to divert attention in a more dramatic fashion.

Trump appears to believe that he achieved great things during his first year in office and that his critics have been proved both vicious and 
wrong. In fact, he has demoralized the institutions of the U.S. government on which he depends. He has disappointed anyone, at home or 
abroad, who expected him to mature. He is exhausting his first group of appointees, and he does not have much of a backup bench. And 
perhaps worst of all, he thinks he knows what he is doing. He does not seem to realize that he has not faced any tests comparable to the 9/11 
attacks or the 2008 recession, and there is no reason to believe that he has developed the knowledge or judgment to handle such a challenge 
when it does arise. What he attributes to genius, most observers correctly attribute to luck. And there is a good chance that 2018 will be the 
year his luck runs out.
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President Trump was elected on the promise to make America great again. As best as one can decipher from a campaign that 

consistently contradicted itself and was headed by a candidate with no real foreign policy experience, this meant prioritizing U.S.

interests and security and improving America’s standing in the world.

Russia and China’s growing assertiveness, fears over terrorism and cyber security, and costly military quagmires Afghanistan 

and Iraq certainly indicated a need to reassess American foreign policy. Yet, after a year in office, it remains unclear how the 

president’s approach to foreign policy will accomplish this reassessment. The bigger question: what are the core principles of 

Trump’s foreign policy? And how have these principles affected U.S. interests and status in the world?
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The Trump Doctrine seems to consist of three characteristics: protectionist trade policies (dubbed “economic nationalism”), 

cracking down on immigration in the name of security (e.g., the current travel ban), and basing foreign policy decisions on 

personal relationships rather than strategic interests.

The first two characteristics of Trump’s foreign policy approach are deeply ideological. For example, Trump’s withdrawal from 

the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade agreement was based on the notion that the agreement was taking jobs away from 

Americans. In reality, the TPP would have expanded economic freedom and was projected to increase growth and American 

jobs. While NAFTA may not suffer the same fate as the TPP, Trump’s insistence on renegotiating parts of it is 

creating tension between the United States and its two neighbors, Mexico and Canada.

Similarly, the president’s focus on countering terrorism via immigration, which he suggests is the most prominent threat to the 

American homeland, ignores empirical evidence saying otherwise. Not only is 99.7 percent of migration legal, but the greater 

threat facing the U.S. homeland is coming from domestic right-wing groups. It is not coming from refugees nor is it coming from 

Muslim migrants inspired by jihadism. Furthermore, none of the countries listed in the travel ban have been responsible for 

terrorist attacks within the United States. 

The most disturbing characteristic, however, remains the president’s penchant for choosing inexperienced national security 

officials as top foreign policy advisors. For instance, the president chose Rex Tillerson, the ex-CEO of ExxonMobil, to lead the 

State Department. Tillerson, however, had no foreign policy experience, which was blatantly obvious during his confirmation 

hearing, but was offered the position because of his business expertise. As a result, the State Department is in disarray and 

roughly half of the positions, including an ambassadorship to South Korea, remain empty. Similarly, Trump named Jared 

Kushner a senior advisor to the White House simply because he is the president’s son-in-law. In his capacity, Kushner is tasked 

with addressing some of the most intractable international disputes and routinely meets with other world leaders; he was just 

recently in Saudi Arabia — his third trip this year.

The president’s nepotism, contempt for the political process and democratic institutions, and attempts to discredit the media by 

making claims of “fake news” and “alternative facts” are all hallmarks of authoritarianism. Trump continues to surround himself 

with yes-men (and women, like UN Ambassador Nikki Haley), resulting in a self-proclaimed foreign policy of “principled realism,” 

which is in fact inconsistent, incoherent, and bears little resemblance to realism.

Still, Trump has yet to implement major changes to U.S. foreign policy. For example, traditional alliances are still holding up, and 

in some instances, are growing stronger, as is the case with both U.S.–Israeli and U.S.–Saudi Arabia relations. Even though the 

president is trying to hold foreign states more accountable for their own security, the United States continues to maintain its 

military bases and security commitments all over the world. In fact, Trump has decided to increase U.S. troops in Afghanistan, 

which has been followed by a NATO troop increase. And the contested liberal world order — though faltering — 

still remains intact.
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What has changed is the United States’ reputation and image, both of which have steadily declined under Trump. One 

consequence seems to be the erosion of the United States’ credibility as a reliable partner. For example, 

Trump’s decertification of the Obama-era Iran Deal, which effectively halted Iran’s nuclear weapons program, not only highlights 

his carelessness and ignorance regarding the complexity of the region, but also leaves European allies wondering if the United 

States can be trusted as a partner.

In sum, a year of the Trump Doctrine has not fundamentally changed U.S. interests or U.S. foreign policy, but has eroded the 

moral high ground the United States’ used to enjoy — and use to its advantage. The Trump Doctrine, however, is based on the 

president’s unpredictability, and hence, it is hard to predict what U.S. foreign policy will look like in the remaining years of this 

administration.

Sahar Khan is a visiting research fellow in the Cato Institute’s Defense and Foreign Policy Department.
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Taking stock of a busy and unusual presidency. 
This week marks one year since Donald J. Trump was sworn in as the 45th president of the United States. If you follow politics, 
you can be forgiven for feeling as if it’s been a lot longer than that, given Trump’s penchant for generating drama, distorting the 
reality of his supporters, and inciting madness in his detractors. But after a year in office, we can start judging presidents on their
records and not just our predictions of what they might do.

Trump deserves most of the blame for the bad parts of his record, for good reason: They usually involve Trump personally saying

or doing something in the public eye. While much of the positive progress involves a lot more work by key aides and in some 

cases congressional allies, however, it’s worth remembering that the administration ultimately answers to the president, and its 

staffers all owe their jobs to him. So, while we’re blaming Trump for his own shenanigans, let’s not begrudge him the credit 

where credit is due to people he’s appointed.

On the whole, it’s been a good, not a great, first year on matters of policy — but the bill has only begun to come due on the 

political and moral price to Republicans and conservatives, and the cost to the nation’s institutions, from Trump’s tenure. As a 

result, no positive grades for his presidency can be awarded without some very big asterisks. Over this three-part series, I’ll take 

a look at the top ten things Trump and his administration have produced to make conservatives and Republicans happy, 

miserable, and scared of the future. Today: the good news.

The Good News

If you focus on the positive side of the ledger, the Trump administration has not been short on good news for conservatives. Let’s 

count ten ways:

One: Justice Gorsuch & Co. If there’s one area where Trump has kept his promises, exceeded the expectations of conservative 

critics (myself included), and properly focused on long-term policy gains, it’s the judiciary, starting with his A+ selection of Neil 

https://www.nationalreview.com/politics-policy/
https://www.nationalreview.com/author/dan-mclaughlin/
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/01/donald-trump-first-year-accomplishments-2/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2017/11/16/year-one-trumps-foreign-affairs/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2017/11/16/year-one-trumps-foreign-affairs/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/05/opinion/trump-iran-nuclear-deal.html
https://warontherocks.com/2017/08/how-to-diminish-a-superpower-trumps-foreign-policy-after-six-months/
http://www.pewglobal.org/2017/06/26/u-s-image-suffers-as-publics-around-world-question-trumps-leadership/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/donald-trump-one-year-world-perspective_us_5a029dc4e4b06ff32c9456ac?qb


Gorsuch to replace Antonin Scalia on the Supreme Court. Trump has, with the help of Mitch McConnell, gotten appellate judges 

confirmed at a historic clip, and while his judicial-selection team has had a few misfires who were underqualified or had sketchy 

opinions, Trump’s judges at all levels have predominantly been in sync with a conservative judicial philosophy. While I remain 

skeptical of Trump’s very-late-in-life conversion to the conservative side on many social issues and even more skeptical of his 

respect for the rule of law, he has clearly — so far — decided that keeping social conservatives happy on this crucial front is a 

priority. That’s all good, and, more so than any other good thing Trump has done, it will long outlast his presidency.

Two: Tax cuts. After a long year of legislative frustration, the GOP tax bill was a big shot in the arm to Republican morale, and a

major positive for the economy going forward. The bill itself was a compromise, so not what I or really anyone else would have 

written from scratch, but its business tax cuts are a long-overdue pro-growth step, and the moves in the direction of larger child 

tax credits and caps on the use of large deductions for mortgages and state and local taxes for high-income taxpayers are 

welcome steps towards a fairer tax code. It even got rid of the hated Obamacare mandate, a policy so unpopular that Obama 

himself had campaigned against it in the 2008 Democratic primaries. In a bad year for Republican health-care policy, that’s a 

plus.

Three: Regulatory relief. Trump’s administration has moved on numerous fronts — from net neutrality to environmental 

regulations — to reduce regulatory burdens on the economy. Most of those steps can be undone by the next administration — but

not all, given the use by this Congress of the Congressional Review Act to enact legal barriers to several of the Obama 

administration’s last-year regulatory initiatives.

While presidents in general, and presidents in their first year in office in particular, tend to get too much credit and too much 

blame for the economy, the combination of promised (then delivered) corporate tax cuts and relief from regulatory burdens has 

undoubtedly contributed to a booming stock market and some fairly solid economic growth in Trump’s first year.

Four: A Strong Defense Posture. Trump’s campaign embraced a Michael Moore/Howard Zinn view of American defense 

policy: Every bad thing was the fault of Americans standing up for American interests abroad. It was also most charitably 

described as dangerously naïve about Russia. But the current national-security team doesn’t just include a lot of serious people, 

led by Defense Secretary James Mattis, U.N. ambassador Nikki Haley, and national-security adviser H. R. McMaster. It has also 

pursued a serious posture on defense and security issues across the board, which among other things has produced the 

eradication of ISIS’s hold on territory and forced North Korea of late into a more conciliatory posture towards the South. There 

are many hard calls ahead, and Trump’s mouth may make some of them harder than they should be, but so far, the 

administration’s bite has mattered more than its bark, and that’s a good thing.

Five: Executive Modesty. Yes, “modesty” is maybe the strangest word one could associate with Donald Trump, but his 
administration has frequently done the strangest of all things in Washington: renounce power. In multiple areas, the 
administration has taken a narrow view of executive powers over domestic policy. On immigration, not only has the 
administration renounced Obama’s unilateral arrogation of legislative power in DACA and DAPA, it has avoided substituting its 
own policy in place of it, instead pushing the lawmaking role back to Congress in search of a (perhaps elusive) bipartisan 
compromise. On net neutrality, it has done the same thing. Even Jeff Sessions’s announcement of his intention to reinvigorate 
enforcement of the marijuana laws is a statement that the job of deciding which laws to repeal is for Congress, not the Justice 
Department. After eight years of Obama’s relentless expansion of executive power over legislative and judicial functions while 
picking and choosing which Acts of Congress to actually enforce, it’s been refreshing to see a presidency that, for whatever 
reasons, doesn’t want the president making laws for the whole country on his own. 
Six: Paris. Trump’s withdrawal from the Paris Climate Accords was a bold step, and one that in even the most conservative 
Republican administration would have provoked ferocious internal debate. But Trump pulled the trigger, collapsing a symbolic 
sham of an agreement that ill-served American interests. The contrast to the prior administration’s literally chasing the Chinese 
delegation to beg them to sign something is a dramatic one. 



Seven: Downfall of the Bannonites. Given how many leading Republicans were excluded from this administration, either by 
choice or because they were blackballed for having taken public, principled stands against Trump, the administration at the 
outset looked like it might end up as a sort of Island of Misfit Toys. But along the way, a lot of the worst people on the team — 
especially those loyal to Steve Bannon and his ideological commitments — have washed out, leaving the team around the 
president looking much more like a conventional Republican administration. Bannon himself has been humiliated, defunded, 
declared insane by Trump, and defenestrated from Breitbart; Michael Flynn has been prosecuted; Sebastian Gorka has left the 
building; and the vision of a wholesale restructuring of the GOP around trillion-dollar infrastructure bills, isolationism, and trade
wars is mostly history.

Trump himself remains, as do such true believers as Stephen Miller and Julia Hahn. But below the president, the policymaking 

team is far more the kind of people Mike Pence would choose than the kind of people who would get invited to an alt-right 

convention.

Eight: Immigration. I don’t count myself an immigration restrictionist, and I’m hesitant to give too much credit for 

permanence to the immigration steps taken thus far by the Trump administration: No deal has been struck yet in Congress, no 

Supreme Court decision has settled the refugee controversy, no wall has been built. Nor have the administration’s actions been 

nearly as large a break with the Obama record as either side would have you believe. But without question, for now, the tide of 

federal policymaking has shifted in a direction that should please the restrictionists, and that’s a direct consequence of Trump’s 

election, followed through in practice.

Tax cuts and regulatory relief have undoubtedly contributed to some fairly solid economic growth.

Nine: Culture War. The federal government shouldn’t be the front lines of culture-war issues, but it is, and the Trump 

administration has taken stances across many areas — from life and religious liberty to due process for men on campus accused 

of sexual assault — that show conservatives that elections have consequences.

Ten: Jerusalem. The decision to move the U.S. Embassy in Israel, eventually, to Jerusalem is more symbolic than anything, and

will still take some time to carry out, time enough that a successor administration might yet frustrate it. But give Trump credit: 

It’s been two decades since Congress passed a law directing that this action be taken, and subsequent administrations of both 

parties have offered empty promises while going wobbly before pulling the trigger. Trump, unconcerned as he is with how his 

actions look, finally did it.

Tomorrow: the bad news.

DAN MCLAUGHLIN — Dan McLaughlin is an attorney practicing securities and commercial litigation in New York City, and a 
contributing columnist at National Review Online.@baseballcrank 
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