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There is a Reason They Call it Foggy Bottom 

by Ted Strickler

Traditionally, the United States Department of State has not enjoyed the full trust and confidence 
of the American people.  This is due, in part, to the nature of its diplomatic work, which requires not 
only dealing with foreigners but at times seemingly to advocate for and defend them.  Further, the 
State Department’s Foreign Services Officers (FSOs) are often seen as elitist, Ivy League types who 
are out of touch with mainstream America.  

A fundamental reason for this jaundiced view is the fact that State Department people don’t 
seem to speak plain English.  Part of the problem is the language of diplomacy itself, in which “yes” 
frequently means maybe and “maybe” often means no.  Compounding the problem is the tendency by 
many Foreign Service Officers to use highfalutin words and phrases such as persona non grata, sine 
qua non, imbroglio and casus belli.   Equally unhelpful is the fact that many diplomatic terms, such as 
demarche, coup d’état, vis-à-vis, attaché, communiqué, rapprochement and laissez-faire are derived 
from French.  There are times when the public can barely tolerate the French in French fries let alone 
all the Francophone terms embedded in the daily discourse at the State Department.

 Even when speaking English and not Franglais, the linguistically clever people at State 
frequently make up their own meaning for words and phrases.  For example, Foreign Service Officers 
are roughly divided into two groups for ease of personnel administration.  One group deals mainly 
with political and economic policy issues while the other has responsibility for the management and 
operational requirements of the organization.  The officers dealing with the abstract concept of policy 
are known as substantive officers, despite being unable to touch, taste, smell or feel their elusive 
responsibility.  Management Officers, who control the buildings, money, and other tangible resources 
of the organization, are called non-substantive officers.  Just as Alice discovered in Wonderland, 
everything is not always as it seems in Foggy Bottom.

To be fair, the practice of linguistic gymnastics at State reflects the use of a specialized diplomatic 
lexicon that has evolved over years of use, allowing diplomats to disagree while still maintaining 
the façade of courtesy and cordiality.  Unlike armed military campaigns which eventually cease 
operations, diplomacy never ends.  For an FSO, even when confronted with deadlocked negotiations, 
the need to continue the dialog is paramount.  The art of speaking in the face of disagreement or 
even rejection in the hope that the situation or relationship might eventually improve requires 
mastery of the diplomatic art of linguistic circumspection.  This allows an FSO to say one thing for 
public consumption, but to mean something else to his or her interlocutor.  To fully understand and 
comprehend all the nuances of what is being said by America’s diplomats in Foggy Bottom, it is 
necessary to crack the diplomatic code.  

The following chart is offered as a guide in helping to understand what diplomats are really 
saying when they talk to each other as reported by the media.



 Worth NotiNg | 59Col. Arthur D. Simons Center for the Study of Interagency Cooperation, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

What was said:    What was meant:

Good and constructive discussions We’re still friends despite failure to agree

Engaged in discussions Talked about whether or not we should talk

Useful discussions It’s worthwhile to talk some more

Cordial discussions The coffee was excellent

Fruitful discussions They liked what we said

Helpful discussions We liked what they said

Beneficial discussions Both sides could live with it

An exchange of views Neither side convinced the other

Frank discussions A shouting match

We are concerned about We don’t like what you are doing

We are disappointed about We really don’t like what you are doing

We regret We hate what you are doing, but can’t stop it

A serious situation We won’t do anything until it gets worse

A grave situation It got worse

We have taken note of We intend to ignore it

We cannot remain indifferent We’re thinking about what we should do

An unfriendly act Keep it up and we’ll send in the Marines

All of this verbal repartee and linguistic je nais se quoi help to strengthen the public perception 
that the Department’s location in the Foggy Bottom district of Washington, D.C. is no mere accident 
of geography.  To wit:  The following exchange with the State Department’s Press Spokesman took 
place on July 14, 2003:

Spokesman:  I would expect us to continue to work with India as a matter of strategic 
partnership.  I’m not predicting any particular problems, but I would say that we would have 
hoped that they would have been able to go do this…

Reporter:  Can I ask you a technical question about language?  So where does ‘We would 
have hoped that they would have made a different decision’ fit on the scale of disappointed, 
regret...

Spokesman:  I think that’s where those very subtle State Department reporters who 
understand our language will have to explain that to you. 

Reporter:  Well, okay.  Is that less strong than regret or disappointment?

Spokesman:  I’m not going to try to play games with words here.

Reporter:  Well, you do that every day. IAJ




