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T he outcome of the 2018 midterm elections 

has resulted in a “blue wave” for Democrats, 

with the party picking up 40 seats in the House and 

returning to the majority in that chamber for the 

first time since 2010. A notable byproduct of these 

midterm elections is the large number of freshman 

members with backgrounds in national security. 

In total, 19 freshman members served in the 

U.S. military.1 Also present are former Assistant 

Secretary of Defense Rep. Elissa Slotkin (D-MI) 

and former Assistant Secretary of State Rep. Tom 

Malinowski (D-NJ). Reps. Slotkin and Abigail 

Spanberger (D-VA) are former members of the 

intelligence community. Finally, Rep. Andy Kim 

(D-NJ) served as a strategic adviser to Generals 

David Petraeus and John Allen and served on the 

National Security Council under the Obama administration.  

A bitter partisan environment has dominated Congress for much of the past two 

decades, particularly in the areas of foreign policy and national security. Debate over 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have contributed significantly to that divide, as have 

other issues including the use of torture and the Benghazi investigation. If there will 

be any bipartisan cooperation, it will likely involve at least some of these “national 

security freshmen.” Reps. Slotkin and Malinowski have reached out to Republican 

members of Congress and expressed positivity with working across the aisle. “[A] lot 

of my national security community from both sides of the aisle have been reaching 

out and saying, ‘Anything we can do,’” said Slotkin in an interview.2  On the GOP side, 

Rep. Michael Waltz (R-FL) explained, “on the ship, in the foxhole, no one cares about 

your political affiliation. It’s about mission. It’s about getting results.”3  This atti-

tude may contribute to greater progress in bipartisan efforts. According to the Lugar 

Center, veterans serving in Congress are more likely than nonveterans to cosponsor 

bipartisan legislation.4

The 116th Congress offers several opportunities for bipartisan cooperation in foreign 

affairs and national security. Topics that may generate bipartisanship include promot-

ing America’s role in the international community, countering the rise of China, and 

holding Saudi Arabia accountable for its human rights violations. 

AMERICA’S ROLE IN THE WORLD
President Trump’s “America First” strategy, as evidenced by his administration’s 

policies and actions over the past two years, largely centers on diminished U.S. in-

volvement and leadership on the international stage and a predilection for unilateral 
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action.5 Despite his expressed interest to withdraw the United States from foreign 

entanglements, most of these national security freshmen oppose such a retreat.

While Trump campaigned on “getting the hell out” of Afghanistan and leaving 

Iraq and Syria, he is unlikely to find allies on such actions from national security 

freshmen on either side of the aisle.6 GOP Rep. Michael Waltz, who served in the 

George W. Bush White House as Vice President Dick Cheney’s senior advisor for 

South Asia and Counterterrorism, believes that we simply cannot pull out of Af-

ghanistan or Iraq, and that doing so will cause “the situation [to] worsen . . . so the 

choice here is how do we do it better, not whether we stay engaged.”7  In an op-ed, 

Democratic Rep. Andy Kim called upon the Trump administration to “reassure the 

Iraqi government of continued U.S. commitment” in the fight against the Islamic 

State.8  

Amongst these freshmen, there is a strong bipartisan consensus supporting 

America’s continued role as a leader in foreign affairs. Rep. Dan Crenshaw (R-TX) 

views the United States as “the leader of the free world,” and holds that we “should 

not back down from this responsibility.”9  On the campaign trail, Rep. Jason Crow 

(D-CO) held that Trump’s foreign policy “retreats from our allies and embraces our 

enemies.”10  Rep. Slotkin prioritizes using her expertise to “ensure our government 

is using its diplomatic and military power to advance U.S. interests in the world.”11 

State Department funding will be a point of contention between Congress—most 

notably House Democrats (along with internationalist-minded Republicans)—and 

the administration. Democratic Reps. Elaine Luria (D-VA), Abigail Spanberger, 

and Mikie Sherrill (D-NJ) have raised the alarm over possible cuts, with the latter 

claiming that budget cuts “prevent us from dealing with developing international 

crises, strengthening partnerships, or applying pressure to bad actors.”12, 13, 14  Given 

the internationalist views and firsthand experiences of the members here, it is 

likely that the majority of them (especially Democrats), if not all, will oppose cuts 

to State Department funding. 

CHINA
U.S. relations with China have provided opportunities for both parties to coop-

erate. Highlights of cooperation include bipartisan Senate legislation to sanction 

Chinese phone maker ZTE for violating U.S. export control laws and condemnation 

of human rights violations over the Chinese government’s mass detention of Mus-

lim minorities in the Xinjiang region.15, 16  

In the new Congress, bipartisan legislation pertaining to both of these matters has 

been introduced. Sen. Tom Cotton (R-AR) introduced a bill that would ban U.S. 

telecommunications equipment exports to Chinese telecom companies (including 

ZTE and Huawei) that are violating U.S. laws and sanctions.17  Rep. Chris Smith 

(R-NJ), co-chair of the bicameral Congressional-Executive Commission on China, 

introduced legislation to condemn China for human rights violations against Mus-

lims in Xinjiang and call for an end to such discriminatory activities.18  
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The majority of the national security freshmen view China as a threat towards U.S. 

interests and national security, particularly Reps. Mark Green (R-TN) and Sher-

rill.19, 20 Several believe that China has unfairly taken advantage of the U.S.-China 

trade relationship. Rep. Malinowski labeled China a violator of the global trading 

system while Rep. Slotkin called Beijing out for “unfair trade practices,”21, 22 and 

Rep. Steve Watkins (R-KS) similarly branded them “bad actors” on trade.23 

These members also view China as a threat to U.S. global leadership. Rep. Sherrill 

raises caution about the nation’s expansion in the South China Sea.24  Rep. Waltz 

believes that China will force the United States to “give in” on trade in order for 

them to get tougher on North Korea.25  Rep. Crow asserts that China is making 

more progress on renewable energy and infrastructure and stands to win out eco-

nomically from these investments.26  

SAUDI ARABIA
Following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, Congress’s approach towards 

Saudi Arabia has featured moments of robust bipartisanship, ranging from the 

2004 findings of the country’s culpability in the attacks detailed in the 9/11 Com-

mission Report to the 2016 veto by President Obama of bipartisan legislation that 

would allow families of 9/11 victims to sue the Kingdom.27, 28  A recent example of 

unique bipartisan coalition-building includes the Murphy-Paul measure to block 

weapons sales to the country—with separate bipartisan coalitions built by those 

for and against the legislation.29 

However, the fallout of Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s (MBS) 

complicity in the murder of Jamal Khashoggi has brought both sides even closer 

together with a near unanimous (except for the Trump administration) condem-

nation of MBS. This, combined with Saudi military interventions into the Yemeni 

Civil War, has led to much questioning over the future of U.S. military support to 

the Saudis.30  With the Senate invoking the Global Magnitsky Act against Saudi 

Arabia last October and the House expected to review the measure in 2019, we 

may see a substantial shift in Congress on U.S. policy towards Saudi Arabia.31  

Right now, whether the White House will be able to continue holding out and 

keep the relationship (and military support) afloat or fold under political and pub-

lic pressure is anyone’s guess.

Amongst the freshman class, there has been bipartisan condemnation towards 

Saudi Arabia. Rep. Crenshaw considers the country a human rights violator, and 

Rep. Malinowski has listed “scrutinizing the U.S.-Saudi relationship” as a priority 

of his.32, 33

Nevertheless, support remains for the U.S.-Saudi relationship as a bulwark of 

regional security, particularly against Iranian influence in the Middle East. Despite 

calling for repercussions against the state vis-á-vis Khashoggi, Waltz acknowledges 

that the relationship “is a centerpiece for security in the Middle East, which is a 

broader step towards U.S. security.”34 
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RUSSIA
There is bipartisan agreement on the threat Russia poses towards the United 

States and its allies. Nearly all of the national security freshmen vocally viewed 

Russia as a threat, including Reps. Crenshaw, Green, Malinowski, Sherrill, Slot-

kin, and Waltz.35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40  A notable example is Rep. Mark Green, who wrote in 

a Tennessee Star op-ed that Russia “seeks to recreate the power and influence of 

the former Soviet Union” while calling for a stronger NATO response against the 

adversarial nation.41

While the majority of the featured freshmen take a strong stance against Russia, 

not all of them have been critical of President Trump’s response to its aggressive 

behavior. During his campaign, Rep. Waltz said that Trump’s been “incredibly 

tough” on Russia.42

Tom Malinowski may take a leading role in pushing the investigation of Russia’s 

meddling in U.S. elections. As an assistant secretary at the State Department, Ma-

linowski played a leading role in convincing Congress to continue investigations 

and hearings against Russian interference.43 In a January 2018 Politico interview, 

Malinowski said that Putin and Trump had similar “authoritarian instincts.”44  Not 

far behind him would be Abigail Spanberger, a former CIA operations officer who 

says that “underestimating Russian active measures [of meddling in U.S. elections] 

is a dangerous mistake for our national security” and fears future attacks against 

the United States.45  

COMBATTING SEXUAL ASSAULT IN THE MILITARY
Finally, one noticeable difference between the 116th Congress freshman class and 

previous classes is the notable number of women with national security back-

grounds, highlighted by Reps. Luria, Sherrill, Slotkin, and Spanberger. This signifi-

cant influx of women on the Hill (veterans and otherwise) combined with mo-

mentum from the #MeToo movement could lead to increased support of reforming 

military procedures against sexual assault. This 

would be a boon of good fortune for Sen. Kirsten 

Gillibrand (D-NY) as she seeks more support for her 

“Military Justice Improvement Act” that has stalled 

in the Senate. Gillibrand’s legislation has already 

received bipartisan backing, including the support 

of GOP senators Ted Cruz and Rand Paul.46  Addi-

tionally, the loss of Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-MO) 

in last November’s midterm elections eliminates 

one of the bill’s most significant opponents.47  If a 

Democratic-led House can produce and pass simi-

lar legislation, the Senate will have a difficult time 

turning it away.
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PERHAPS THIS FRESHMAN 
CLASS CAN RESTORE 

A BIPARTISAN AND 
LEVELHEADED APPROACH 
TO CONGRESS’S FOREIGN 

POLICYMAKING BEFORE THE 
INSTITUTION COMPLETELY 

ERODES ITS ABILITY TO 
HANDLE SUCH MATTERS. 
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THE CHALLENGE AHEAD
Overall, the national security freshmen members of the 116th Congress show 

a strong preference for internationalism over isolationism. The combination of 

ever-increasing executive control over foreign affairs since 9/11 and Congressional 

gridlock has stymied Congress from having an effective voice on foreign policy 

matters. 

Perhaps this freshman class can restore a bipartisan and levelheaded approach to 

Congress’s foreign policymaking before the institution completely erodes its ability 

to handle such matters. These members understand the stakes and know that 

their backgrounds can help cure the problem. For instance, Dan Crenshaw believes 

that veterans “can help clean up politics,” while Jared Crow says his time in the 

U.S. Army showed him “the strength our country has when we come together over 

shared values.”48, 49 

Areas for potential agreement exist with America’s role in the world and posture 

towards Russia and China. There will certainly be challenges and areas of dis-

agreement on policy, most notably on military spending and U.S. posture against 

Iran, but if Congress can manage to advance bipartisan legislation in areas ripe for 

agreement, we would all consider that a success.

Zachary Marshall is a program coordinator for Congressional and Government Rela-

tions at CSIS.
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