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Throughout the 2021–2022 academic year, National History  
Day (NHD) students will explore the theme of Debate & 
Diplomacy in History: Successes, Failures, Consequences. 
Some topics might be stories of debate and diplomacy,  
while others might cover debate with little diplomatic efort  
or diplomacy without debate. Students must investigate  
to determine whether one or both of those themes are  
present in their narrative.  

Think of debate and diplomacy as a chess game. Several  
pieces are on the board, each with its unique talents and  
abilities. Some moves are aggressive and designed to  
advance the player one step closer to checkmate. Other  
actions involve the sacrifce of certain game pieces to  
advance.  

Debates are formal or informal meetings where people  
argue opposing views. Some debates involve two  
sides, while others involve three (or more) perspectives.   
Diplomacy usually involves negotiating, compromising, and  
communicating with people or nations to fnd a nonviolent  
solution. Debate and diplomacy can occur independently or  
be intertwined. Can diplomacy lead to new debates? Can  
debates lack diplomacy?  

Students must also consider the successes, failures,  
and consequences of debates or diplomatic exchanges.  
Were they successful, and for how long? Did they fail to  
resolve the issues or have unintended consequences? It is  
important to consider the short-term and long-term impact  
of diferent events or exchanges on history. Students need  
to determine the legacies and consequences, good and  
bad, of the debates and diplomatic actions they choose.  
They must ask questions about successes, failures, and  
consequences to drive analysis. What do we consider a  
successful debate or diplomatic endeavor? Can a failure  
turn into a success or vice versa?  

In the study of debate and diplomacy, key moments stand  
out, such as the Iran-Contra Afair (1985–1987), the Lincoln-
Douglas debates (1858), or U.S. neutrality during the  
Great War (1914–1918). But what other instances of debate  
and diplomacy have defned international relationships,  
brokered or ended peace, and helped us better understand  
the past? 

Consider the many diferent topics surrounding the Cold  
War (1947–1991). The Cold War exposed many social and  
cultural issues in the Soviet Union and the United States.  
Students might explore the Berlin Blockade (1948-1949), the  
Cold War’s frst crisis. Soviet Premier Josef Stalin blocked  
U.S., French, and British railway, road, and water access into  
West Berlin, hoping the western powers would surrender  
the city. What was the initial impact of this action? How  
might the events have launched the U.S. and its allies  
into another war? How did this crisis afect the diplomatic  
relationship between western powers and the Soviet  
Union? Students might explore other Cold War topics such  
as the Truman Doctrine (1947), the Korean War (1950-1953),  
the Kitchen Debates (1959), or the Cuban Missile Crisis  
(1962). Who was involved? Were these events instances of  
successful diplomacy, or were they diplomatic failures? How  
did their success or failure afect the relationship between  
the Western and Eastern blocs during the Cold War? 

The 1948 political cartoon showed Josef Stalin seated on a table marked  
“Berlin Chess Game.” Stalin attempted to remove western infuence in West  
Berlin, an area situated in communist East Germany. Truman’s and Stalin’s  
actions were depicted as a game of chess between two nations vying for  
dominance. ©Okefenokee Glee & Perloo, Inc. Used with permission.  
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Think about how countries have interacted with each  
other. For instance, students might explore the heated  
debate between Ireland and Great Britain over the concept  
of Home Rule (1870–1919). Why was self-government  
important to the Irish? What debates occurred between  
Ireland and Great Britain due to this political movement? Did  
the debates lead to diplomacy on both sides? How was this  
debate viewed internationally? What were the short-term  
and long-term consequences?   

Erin’s Christmas Pudding appeared in the December 24, 1887, issue of the 
Weekly Freeman  magazine and showed international support to Ireland  
and the concept of Home Rule. Courtesy of the Collins Collection of Irish 
Political Cartoons at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 

Others might look at how New Zealand established  
itself as a diplomatic force during World War II and its  
active involvement in building the United Nations (1945).  
Before World War II, New Zealand maintained only one  
foreign outpost in London, England. What changed for  
New Zealand? What new alliances did New Zealand  
establish? How did treaties involving New Zealand, such  
as the ANZUS (Australia, New Zealand, United States)  
Defence Treaty in 1951 and SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty  
Organization) in 1954, infuence New Zealand’s status as  
a world power? Why did New Zealand seek to establish  
relationships with the United States, Canada, and Asian  
countries? 

What happens when diplomatic relations fail? Following  
the German invasion of Czechoslovakia (now the Czech  
Republic and Slovakia) in 1938, British Prime Minister  
Neville Chamberlain few to Berchtesgaden, Germany,  
to meet German Chancellor Adolf Hitler. Chamberlain’s  
goal was to appease Hitler and de-escalate the growing  
unrest in Europe. What diplomatic agreement resulted from  
this meeting? What happened when actors involved no  
longer wished to follow the guidelines set forth? What was  
the impact on Czechoslovakia? What were the ultimate  
consequences of appeasement? How did it set in motion a  
domino efect that led to World War II?  

Nevile Henderson, the British Ambassador to Germany, departing  
Croydon Airport to fy to Berlin, Germany, August 1939. Courtesy of 
Wikimedia Commons. 

Students might look at diplomatic challenges that have  
reappeared throughout history. Following World War I,  
President Woodrow Wilson proposed a League of Nations.  
Why did President Wilson develop the League? Was it  
successful, or did it fail? Did the League have power on a  
world scale? How was the League diferent from the United  
Nations established in 1945? What patterns or trends do we  
notice in diplomatic exchange?  

Students interested in Asia might explore the tensions  
between China and Japan throughout history. How has the  
relationship between these two nations changed over time?  
Consider the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895) or the  
Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945). Did these wars  
lead to diplomatic relationships between the two countries?  
Were they successful, or did they fail?  
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Consider the history of the Middle East. One example  
was the creation of the State of Israel in 1948. How were  
diplomatic relationships carried out in the area? What role  
did the United States and Great Britain play? What were  
the long-term consequences for Israel? For diplomacy in  
the region? Or, students might be curious about the 1973  
Arab-Israeli War and subsequent peace negotiations. What  
happened, and how did it impact the United States and  
other nations? What efect did these diplomatic relations  
have on the world economy?  

United States’ support of Israel during the Arab-Israeli War led to an oil 
embargo. As a result, Americans experienced a gasoline shortage that led  
to rationing and an economic crisis relating to high prices, 1973. Courtesy  
of the Library of Congress (2003677600). 

Students might examine debate and diplomacy in colonial  
and revolutionary American history. Perhaps they might  
want to research the Carlisle Peace Commission, a group of  
British peace negotiators who traveled to the United States  
in 1778 in an attempt at reconciliation with the colonies.  
After their failures at the Battle of Saratoga, the British  
feared an American victory. The American alliance with  
France concerned them. Students might explore the events  
surrounding the Carlisle Peace Commission negotiations.  
What did the British ofer the American colonists? What  
was the colonists’ response? Was this a diplomatic success  
for the American colonists or the British? What was gained  
by Great Britain recognizing the negotiation power of the  
Second Continental Congress? 

Or, students might be interested in studying some of the  
prominent social reformers of the 1830s and 1840s who  
engaged in numerous debates, hoping to change the  
United States for the better. Dorothea Dix advocated for  
prison and mental health reform. Legendary showman P.  
T. Barnum was a temperance advocate and prohibitionist.  
David Walker, the son of an enslaved father and a free  
mother, was a writer and anti-slavery activist. Educator  
Catherine Beecher promoted educational rights for women.  
The Lowell Mill Girls fought for labor reform for textile  
workers. What arguments did these people make in trying  
to persuade people to support their causes? How did these  
debates impact the United States’ policies and laws?  

1  Other Black women have come forth to discuss the challenges they faced as part of the Civil Rights Movement. For more stories, visit the Civil Rights 
History Project at the Library of Congress: https://www.loc.gov/collections/civil-rights-history-project/. 

Consider socio-political movements, such as women’s  
rights. Students might explore the internal debates within  
these movements. Not all women have agreed, at any  
point in time, about what they wanted. How did an older  
generation of women who fought for the right to vote feel  
about the “New Woman” of the 1920s? What about women’s  
movements of the 1960s and 1970s? How did the words of  
Gloria Steinem compare to those of Phyllis Schlafy? What  
was the role of African American or Asian American women  
in the women’s movement? What challenges did women  
such as Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Anna Julia Cooper, and Mabel  
Ping-Hua Lee face inside the women’s movement that led  
to debates over the defnitions of race and womanhood?  

The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) is another example of  
how failed debates or diplomatic blunders may return later.  
The ERA, frst proposed by Alice Paul and Crystal Eastman  
in 1923, revealed debates of women’s legal rights. What  
legal rights did women hope to secure? What happened  
that resulted in fewer than the required number of states  
ratifying the ERA? The ERA was reintroduced in 1972,  
but once again, it failed to earn the necessary 38 state  
ratifcations. Why do specifc debates continue to reappear?  
How do they change over time or refect new challenges?   

Students interested in civil rights might investigate the  
role women played in the movement. Consider debates  
that occurred between African American women and  
their male counterparts. How did this afect and shape the  
movement? For instance, Ella Baker, a major proponent  
of the Civil Rights Movement, fought sexism in both the  
National Association for the Advancement of Colored  
People (NAACP) and the Southern Christian Leadership  
Conference (SCLC). What were the results of these  
debates? Baker eventually left to help organize and advise  
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).  
What infuence did she have on the Civil Rights Movement? 

1 

Ella Baker served as an activist from the 1930s to 1980s, working in  
several major organizations. Her papers are archived at the New York  
Public Library's Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture.  
Courtesy of the Library of Congress (94504496). 
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Students might be fascinated by the frst televised political  
debate between Senator John Kennedy and Vice President  
Richard Nixon on September 26, 1960. What can we learn  
from this debate? Those who watched the televised debate  
had diferent reactions than those who heard it on the radio.  
Did this new format of debate change the outcome of the  
1960 election? Since then, what role has television played in  
political debates? 

How does the theme of Debate & Diplomacy in History:  
Successes, Failures, Consequences  ft local history? In  
1955, the U.S. Department of Commerce sparked local  
debates in Memphis, Tennessee, when it released its  
interstate highway plan. This plan would run six lanes of  
I-40 straight through Overton Park in the Midtown area  
of Memphis. Did local organizations protest or support  
the placement of the interstate? What impact did the  
highway have on residents, particularly the African  
American community? How did the debates around  
public transportation and green space lead to changes in  
Memphis? How does this story lend itself to discussions of  
race in the twentieth century?  

The Citizens to Preserve Overton Park achieved its goal to block the 
interstate expansion in the area, to the detriment of the neighboring black  
community of Binghampton. Today, Overton Park contains the Memphis  
Brooks Museum of Art, the Memphis Zoo, the Memphis College of Art, 
Rainbow Lake, Veterans Plaza, and Levitt Shell across 342 acres of green 
space. Courtesy of the Digital Archives of Memphis Public Libraries.  

2026 marks the 250th anniversary of the 
establishment of the United States as an 
independent nation. Together with the National  
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), National 
History Day is working to promote and encourage 
students to explore the history of the nation and 
how we continuously strive to create “a more 
perfect union” for all Americans. Numerous  
subjects relating to the American Revolution and 
the Early Republic would make strong topics 
for this year’s theme. To learn more about the 
parternship, please visit  nhd.org/250. 

Think again about that chessboard. Each move is meant to  
take the player one step closer to checkmate. Sometimes  
players have to make sacrifces. Sometimes they  
miscalculate or make mistakes. These decisions have an  
impact on the outcome of the game. Debate and diplomacy  
face similar issues. Sometimes we succeed. Sometimes we  
fail. By exploring these themes, we learn to see how these  
exchanges have changed the course of history and how  
they afect us today. 

To access more theme resources, 
including our 2022 theme video 
and graphic organizer, go to 

nhd.org/themebook. 
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