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Tony Johnson           
 

Represent is a series from the CSIS International Security Program on diversity, inclusion, and representation in national 

security. In Part I of a two-part article for the series, Tony Johnson addresses the threat structural racism poses to U.S. 

foreign policy and national security and the “supply and demand” aspects of this problem.  

For weeks, since I was asked to contribute to this series, I wrestled with what to write. What should I say — that has 

not already been said — about the structural racism that afflicts America’s national security and foreign policy 

establishment? Is there really a need for further explanation of the historical complexities, institutional 

consequences, and volatile passions at the heart of the present national debate about structural racism in our 

society? What more can be said about the clear and present danger that structural racism poses to U.S. foreign policy 

and national security, and the price we pay for letting the problem persist? 

Some people will be uncomfortable with what I write here. Some people may say I did not go far enough, while others 

will say I went too far. It is difficult to discuss this subject at a “safe” level of truth-telling, which reveals anger, 

frustration, pain, and resentments that are deemed unseemly in our profession. Even for the most enlightened among 

us, taking on the subject of white privilege and inequities in our foreign policy and national security workforce means 

talking about things that make us all feel uneasy. This subject feels dangerous because we can’t know what turn the 

discussion will take. At the moment it’s trendy to be supportive. But I think we are all aware of the passions that 

threaten to turn folks off and rile things up. Anger, cynicism, fear, and guilt are powerful forces that stand in the path 

of any march to progress. But we must face the problem together to push through.  

So now that I’ve diagnosed the potential discomforts a reader might feel, I invite you to keep an open mind and 

explore this topic with me in more depth. Let’s have “the talk.”  

Why do I think structural racism is a threat to U.S. foreign policy and national security? What are the demand side and 

supply side aspects of this problem?  What should be done to address the problem. What can be done by individuals 

to combat structural racism in the foreign policy and national security workforce? These are the questions I will 

address in the text that follows. 
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https://www.aspeninstitute.org/blog-posts/structural-racism-definition/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/its-time-to-face-the-facts-racism-is-a-national-security-issue/2018/12/18/f9746466-02e8-11e9-b5df-5d3874f1ac36_story.html
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STRUCTURAL RACISM IN AMERICA’S FOREIGN POLICY AND NATIONAL SECURITY 
WORKFORCE 

The problems facing people of color in the U.S. national security workforce are well researched and described. 

Decades of institutionally-sanctioned bias have discouraged minorities and talented people of color from careers in 

the diplomatic corps, blunted the career prospects of promising enlisted service-members and military officers, and 

blocked the advancement and promotion of energetic and resourceful civil servants into the senior-most ranks of 

national security policy circles. The well-documented lack of diversity in the intelligentsia working in American foreign 

policy and national security think tanks is striking. Demoralizing attitudes in academia and frustrating gaps in 

representation at America’s elite universities are facts of life for America’s small cadre of foreign affairs and national 

security experts of color. The studies are many and compelling, and the evidence is visible to anyone who looks.  

So too are highly visible success stories that we lean on to reflect the progress we have made in American race 

relations. But I can think of only a handful of Americans of color who have served in the Executive Branch at the 

highest echelons of U.S. foreign policy and national security over the last 30 years.1 That number is anemic, and the 

level of participation is on the decline. Decreased participation has an impact on progress – real or imagined. A 2018 

survey by Inclusive America reported that 93 percent of officials running the federal government were white. About 40 

percent of active duty military servicemembers are people of color, but only two African American four-star generals 

are among the 41 senior most military commanders. Only 18 African Americans have held rank of four-star general 

since our nation was founded.2 When one considers that the combined African American, Asian Pacific-Islander, 

Native American, and LatinX communities account for roughly 38 percent of the total U.S. population, these statistics 

are puzzling – why does the problem persist? 

Look at the face-pages of the leadership at any major U.S. national security organization. If you see what I see, then 

you see the reality we face in 2020. There is little to no racial diversity in our national security leadership today. The 

problem is embarrassingly apparent. Moreover, we don’t just have a representation problem, there is a functional 

issue as well. Typically, the greatest diversity in senior civilian and military leadership is found in essential agency 

support and combat service support roles.3 There are far fewer people of color serving as foreign policy and national 

security principals or combatant commanders. The voices of people of color in high-level foreign policy and national 

security decisions is muted at best. To sum up, structural racism not only affects what U.S. national security 

leadership looks like, it affects how the engine of national security performs.  

What are the consequences of doing nothing about it? We can look at the problem as issues of supply and demand. 

Let’s start with the demand side. 

 
1 There is the unparalleled example of President Barack Obama; his National Security Advisor, Dr. Susan Rice; Attorney General Eric 
Holder and his successor Loretta Lynch; Secretary of Homeland Security Jeh Johnson, and his Deputy Alejandro Mayorkas. Colin 
Powell served the nation as the 65th Secretary of State under President George W. Bush, and the 12th Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, under President George H.W. Bush. He was the first African American to hold either position. Dr. Condolezza Rice was the first 
African American woman to serve as our nation’s chief diplomat and lead the U.S. State Department. Jose A. Rodriguez Jr. served as 
CIA's Counterterrorism Center Chief and Director of the National Clandestine Service. 
2 Two African Americans currently hold the rank of four-star general in the United States Military, General Charles Q. Brown Jr., the 
newly-minted Chief of Staff of the United States Air Force, and General Michael X. Garrett, Commanding General, U.S. Army Forces 
Command. 
3 JP 4-0 defines combat service support as the essential capabilities, functions, activities, and tasks necessary to sustain all elements 
of all operating forces in theater at all levels of warfare. Also called CSS. (JP 4-0) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/23/opinion/state-department-racism-diversity.html
https://www.cnas.org/publications/commentary/challenges-to-improving-racial-representation-in-the-military
https://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/homeland-security/485118-commitments-to-diversity-in-national-security-must-go
https://www.twincities.com/2018/09/16/meg-guliford-progressive-academics-have-a-lot-to-learn-i-know-from-experience/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/24/us/affirmative-action.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/24/us/affirmative-action.html
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/03/grading-the-presidents-on-race-115639
https://inclusiveamerica.org/why-diversity-is-important/
https://inclusiveamerica.org/why-diversity-is-important/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/25/us/politics/military-minorities-leadership.html
https://www.blackpast.org/special-features/the-commanders-admirals-and-generals/
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST045219
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2013/06/05/188937397/obama-names-susan-rice-as-new-national-security-adviser
https://www.justice.gov/ag/bio/attorney-general-eric-h-holder-jr
https://www.justice.gov/ag/bio/attorney-general-eric-h-holder-jr
https://www.justice.gov/ag/bio/attorney-general-loretta-e-lynch
https://www.dhs.gov/jeh-johnson
https://www.dhs.gov/archive/alejandro-mayorkas
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/people/powell-colin-luther
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/people/powell-colin-luther
https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/presidents/george-w-bush/
https://www.jcs.mil/About/The-Joint-Staff/Chairman/General-Colin-Luther-Powell/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/about-the-white-house/presidents/george-h-w-bush/
https://2001-2009.state.gov/secretary/index.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/i-ran-the-cia-interrogation-program-no-matter-what-the-senate-report-says-i-know-it-worked/2014/04/04/69dd4fae-bc23-11e3-96ae-f2c36d2b1245_story.html
https://www.af.mil/About-Us/Biographies/Display/Article/108485/general-charles-q-brown-jr/
https://www.forscom.army.mil/Leadership/LeaderPage/19
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THE DEMAND SIDE AND WHAT AMERICANS OF COLOR BRING TO THE DIALOGUE ABOUT  
U.S. SECURITY 

Are there good reasons that Americans from diverse backgrounds should have an active part in the policy dialogues 

that shape U.S. foreign affairs? The answer is yes. 

First, diverse perspectives and insights shape policies that advance American foreign policy objectives, safeguard U.S. 

security interests, and promote American values. Second, foreign policy and national security leaders should be 

Americans whose cultural roots give them broad and deep insight into U.S. national interests and the challenges and 

threats to U.S. national security. Third, America’s free, open, and vibrant multicultural society is a strategic asset. We 

need to leverage these advantages to strengthen American foreign policy and give the United States an edge in 21st 

century strategic competition. 

There is a view that Americans of color are more interested in domestic issues than foreign policy, and this notion has 

some merit. But it is a fallacy to think that foreign policies of nations are separate from their domestic policies. Every 

country’s foreign policy is heavily influenced by domestic policies and politics. Given the long history of 

discrimination against people of color in the United States, Americans of color are especially tuned in to the tensions 

and potential for conflict that can flow from the ways in which governments choose to deal with the intersection of 

domestic politics and foreign affairs. That greater sensitivity is a great asset in anticipating and analyzing the 

international actions of foreign governments.  

For example, how can we understand the actions of Turkey's military against the Kurds in Syria without 

understanding their fear of Kurds inside Turkey? Don’t we need to assess the fears of immigrants to understand the 

popular support for far-right parties in Germany? Would it be useful to unpack the anxiety of European migrants who 

sense danger in public support for Brexit in the United Kingdom? Or the fears among the people of Hungary and 

Poland as they watch their governments turn to autocracy and nationalism? Is there something to be learned closer 

to home in looking at support for building a wall along the U.S.-Mexican border? The politics and cultural sensitivities 

of those domestic conflicts — most of which involve the concerns of a majority group about a minority group — are 

complex, intense, and important.  

Minorities in America face these complex domestic social tensions more frequently and from a different perspective 

than the majorities who have historically crafted our foreign policies. The history of Americans of color provides some 

insight into the forces that shape the views and politics of minority populations. Our lived experience gives us insights 

into civil societies abroad, and could expand U.S. understanding of government-society dynamics. How we 

experience and navigate the world around us makes us social barometers, natural diplomats, and shrewd analysts. It 

has prepared Americans of color to analyze the internal conflicts within other countries that drive so much of their 

international behavior. By definition, lived experience cannot be taught, and so is not something one learns at 

university. A foreign policy and national security workforce that includes that perspective is an empathetic, strategic 

asset and a force multiplier for the United States. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/j.ctt6wr5pv
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/j.ctt6wr5pv
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THE SUPPLY SIDE AND WRESTLING WITH CYNICISM 

Certainly, it is right to celebrate the trailblazers and leaders whose perseverance and excellence have pushed the 

boundaries of progress in America’s social and institutional attitudes. Their stories are inspiring. But look closer. Read 

their biographies. Take in the cringeworthy anecdotes that pepper the personal stories of their rise to prominence 

and power. What these heroes had to overcome to win a seat at the decisionmaking table, and then to navigate the 

rapids of power, just to do their jobs, is a compelling indicator of the promise of an America not yet realized. It’s also a 

telling reminder that full participation in the American project still lies out of reach for so many. 

I’m African American. Some of my fellow Americans of color might ask, “why should I want to get involved in foreign 

policy when the folks who ‘made it’ were treated poorly? Why should I care about national security and the trouble 

over there, when my personal security is threatened right here at home?” These are fair questions. I get it. 

I am a national security professional with over 20 years’ experience dealing with difficult questions, contradictions, 

and uncertainties. I don’t do this alone. I am part of a team of experts who work to understand threats to the United 

States and to find solutions to our nation’s most confounding national security challenges. We all suit up every day to 

do the essential work of protecting the nation, but a number of us need extra armor to get through the day. 

Not only am I an American patriot, I am black, Jewish, gay, and a veteran. I embrace all those identities proudly. Each 

day I walk a tightrope to ensure that others view me first as a professional, and then as someone who just happens to 

be X, Y, or Z… The effort is a taxing reality of my working environment, a burden that my colleagues who are not 

“other” do not have to bear. The structural racism that has been a part of my working environment for my entire 

professional life is both a personal and professional reality. 

It is understandable that Americans of color should be laser-focused on the most pressing domestic issues plaguing 

our communities — affordable healthcare, equal education, criminal justice reform, and good-paying jobs. As an 

African American, I am sensitive to the tensions underlying those domestic issues. I imagine white Americans may be 

sensitive to the ongoing policy debates flowing from demographic projections that show the U.S. population will 

become a minority-majority country by 2045. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In 1857, Frederick Douglass delivered a speech in which he said: “[people] may lie down until [they] ha[ve] sense 

enough to stand up,” and “power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” Americans of 

color must be full participants in the dialogue about where, when, and how the United States acts abroad. Our 

perspectives should be integral to U.S. foreign policy and national decisionmaking at every level of government, from 

the White House Situation Room to the halls of Congress to the E ring of the Pentagon. Our perspectives ensure that 

U.S. security policy is not blind to the cultural factors and nuances that influence foreign relations. Without 

multicultural perspectives and advice, our leaders will make important decisions about American foreign policy 

through a mirror darkly. 

On Friday in Part II of this article, the author will discuss some ways to address bias and structural racism in the foreign 

affairs and national security workforce. 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2018/03/14/the-us-will-become-minority-white-in-2045-census-projects/
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/1857-frederick-douglass-if-there-no-struggle-there-no-progress/
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/through-a-glass-darkly
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The views and opinions expressed in this article belong solely to the author. They do not represent people, institutions, or 

organizations with which the author is associated and are not intended to malign any person or group. 
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Defense Analyses. A 20-year veteran of the national security field, Tony specializes in U.S. special operations and 
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https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/articles/black-american-national-security-foreign-policy-next-generation-leaders/?fbclid=IwAR2wRXif8gQkR4k5KuW9sNnk_BvzxxW9OwUYkONALCK2ORX6Ym3x7qvLW9g
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/articles/black-american-national-security-foreign-policy-next-generation-leaders/?fbclid=IwAR2wRXif8gQkR4k5KuW9sNnk_BvzxxW9OwUYkONALCK2ORX6Ym3x7qvLW9g
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About CSIS 

The Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) is a bipartisan, nonprofit policy research organization dedicated to 

advancing practical ideas to address the world’s greatest challenges. 

Thomas J. Pritzker was named chairman of the CSIS Board of Trustees in 2015, succeeding former U.S. Senator Sam Nunn (D-

GA). Founded in 1962, CSIS is led by John J. Hamre, who has served as president and chief executive officer since 2000. 

CSIS’s purpose is to define the future of national security. We are guided by a distinct set of values—non-partisanship, 

independent thought, innovative thinking, cross-disciplinary scholarship, integrity and professionalism, and talent 

development. CSIS’s values work in concert toward the goal of making real-world impact. 

CSIS scholars bring their policy expertise, judgment, and robust networks to their research, analysis, and recommendations. We 

organize conferences, publish, lecture, and make media appearances that aim to increase the knowledge, awareness, and 

salience of policy issues with relevant stakeholders and the interested public.  

CSIS has impact when our research helps to inform the decisionmaking of key policymakers and the thinking of key 

influencers. We work toward a vision of a safer and more prosperous world. 

CSIS is ranked the number one think tank in the United States by the University of Pennsylvania’s annual think tank report.  

CSIS does not take specific policy positions; accordingly, all views expressed herein should be understood to be solely those of 

the author(s). 
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