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 Introduction 

 

  The purpose of this book is to examine and analyze the origin 

and evolution of the National Security Councuil’s structure and 

operations during the Cold War.  A secondary objective is to 

describe the pattern of NSC strenths and failings during each 

presidential administration.  A third purpose is a very tentative 

attempt to evaluate the historical effectiveness of the NSC in the 

Cold War period from its inception in 1945-1947 to its formal end, 

marked by the unification of Germany in 1990. 

 

 At the end of the Second World War the United States had 

emerged as the undisputed leader of the greatest wartime coalition 

in history and the unquestioned paramount power of the Western 

world.  It had fought and won this war, and played the leading part 

in its prosecution, without adopting any permanent changes in its 

governmental structure.  Vast and intrusive governmental 

innovations dominated Washington both administratively and 

physically, but they were almost entirely temporary.  Most were 

intended to--and did--disappear with the end of the war, a 

governmental dismantling which accompanied the demobilization 

of the 10-million person-strong armed forces.   The OPA (Office 

of Price Administration) and many others which touched people's 
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daily lives were soon gone, much like the acronymic New Deal 

agencies that had preceded them.  

 

 Yet it was during this period of general dismantling that the 

United States created much of the defense and foreign policy 

structure which some have characterized as a “national security 

state.”  The National Security Council, the Department of Defense, 

the National Security Resources Board,  the National Security 

Agency, and in part the Central Intelligence Agency and the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, were legislative creations of the late 1940s.  In the 

long run they (and later innovations such as a vast expansion of the 

White House staff and an ever more elaborate interagency 

coordinating apparatus) can be seen as a foreign policy and 

defense counterpart to the permanent domestic legacy of the New 

Deal--the national security arm of “big government.” 

 

 This new governmental structure did not come about in 

response to deeply felt needs of the public at large or the initiative 

of reform-minded legislators.  Instead it owed its inception to 

government officials, some still serving, others in and out of 

government during the war.  War and the prospect of war had 

altered the sociological makeup of high officialdom within the 

executive branch.   From the late 1930s President Roosevelt had 

brought into his administration increased numbers of Republicans 
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and conservative Democrats, many of them with a legal and/or 

Wall Street background, to run the defense and foreign policy 

establishments.  These men--and they were an exclusively male 

cadre, lacking the gender gestures found in some New Deal 

appointments--had endured the constant improvisation and “ad 

hocery” of U.S. policymaking during the war.   Their frustrations 

had imbued executive officials such as James Forrestal and 

Ferdinand Eberstadt, as well as numerous members of Congress,  

with a determination to rationalize the decision-making structure 

and, in a sort of sotto voce undercurrent, to lessen the President's 

domination of the national security policymaking process by doing 

so.  Secondly,  some of these same officials saw the postwar 

environment as presenting just as many challenges as the war just 

then concluding.  It was no accident that much of the push for a 

National Security Council and a permanent national intelligence 

establishment came from those like Forrestal and Eberstadt who 

were least sanguine about the future relationship with the Soviet 

Union.  They were, in 1945, well ahead of the general public in 

their perceptions of permanent external danger to the United 

States. 

 

 There is no question that the experience of war, and concerns 

about the nascent peace, were the impetus for the creation of a new 

structure for national security.  Nonetheless its innovators were not 
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starting with a blank sheet of paper. They were able to draw upon 

a fairly longstanding body of theory and opinion.  Legislative 

proposals for a body somewhat akin to the National Security 

Council had been discussed since 1911, and a unified Defense 

Department had been debated intermittently since the 1920s.  

Great Britain had been evolving foreign, defense and intelligence 

policy coordinating mechanisms since at least 1894, and British 

practice, revered by many Anglophile American policymakers, 

was influential, even when perhaps inappropriate to American 

circumstances.  On the western side of the Atlantic the use of the 

term “national security” had slowly increased since World War I,  

and the assumptions underlying it  had long been discussed among 

naval strategists and political scientists.   The values which had 

come to be wrapped up in the phrase “national security” underlay 

some of the institutional innovation.  Chapter I is devoted to this 

institutional and intellectual background.  

 

 The new institutions were shaped at least as much by existing 

institutional peculiarities as by policy imperatives and intellectual 

precedent.   The reluctance of the U.S. Navy to accept a unitary 

Defense Department in the 1940s has shaped the policymaking 

process down to the present day.  The crucial ways in which the 

battle over unification shaped the National Security Act of 1947 

form the theme of Chapter II.  The remaining chapters discuss the 
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evolution of one institution of this vast “national security” 

establishment, the National Security Council, from 1947 up 

to1990, aiming not only to chart significant institutional changes, 

but to show their influence on the policymaking process with 

illustrative, not exhaustive, examples. 

 

 1990 is chosen as a cutoff because the reunification of 

Germany, which occurred simultaneously with the Gulf crisis, is 

the best single benchmark for the end of the Cold War.  The NSC 

is the focus because of its closeness to the President and its 

eventual emergance at the apex of the national security structure.  

 

 Along the way and in the concluding chapter the book 

analyzes whatever light the evolution of the NSC during the Cold 

War throws on several interrelated sets of issues: 

 

 Is “national security” a valid concept  for organizing foreign, 

defense,  intelligence, and international economic policies?  Is it, 

indeed, a concept at all? 

 

 How successful was the Executive Branch in coördinating 

the formulation and implementation of policy among its 

diplomatic, military, economic and intelligence agencies?  Was the 

national security structure equal to the demands put upon it?  Did 
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effective policy coordination come about, and was the planning 

machinery useful in defining and forwarding legitimate U.S. 

objectives? 

  

 What effect did the existence of the NSC have on the 

President’s personal control of the policymaking process?  Did it 

as some intended, and others feared, limit his authority in any 

way? 

 

 Were traditional foreign policy concerns unduly militarized? 

 

 Is the NSC, even if it is fundamentally in harmony with the 

ends of  representative, limited government, an anomaly in the 

U.S. constitutional system?  Does it create strains that undermine 

the traditional constitutional structure, thereby limiting its own 

effectiveness as well as that of the rest of the government?  In 

particular, did the heavy influence of British practice (as shown in 

Chapters I and TI) create on the American  tripartite system owing 

to the traditionally different role of cabinet ministers/secretaries in 

the parliamentay and tripartite systems? 

 

 Can the NSC be validly described as encouraging the 

creation of a “national security state,” that is, a nation in which 

democratic values and imperatives of domestic policy are 
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neglected or even destroyed in favor of considerations of internal 

and external security?  Or has the United States merely matured as 

a nation by creation of a necessary, and formerly lacking, security 

apparatus? That is, a mere national security establishment to match 

the domestic governmental establishment created under the Wilson 

and Roosevelt administrations? 

 

 Obviously none of these questions is being posed for the first 

time.  Each has a long polemical and bibliographic development.  

They are grouped here for an overview. 

 

 Most chapters contain both an organizational overview of the 

period it covers and some specific examples of how each President 

used the NSC.  These examples are intended to be illustrative of 

NSC performance only, not as comprehensive accounts of those 

policies or incidents chosen, nor as any attempt at a final word on 

any of them. 
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Chapter 1 

 

The American Tradition in Policymaking 

 

 The Institutional Context.   Prior to World War II, the United States 

lacked any tradition of concerted, sustained policy coordination between the 

military and foreign policy components of the executive branch, or between the 

executive branch and the Congress.  The reasons are related to the 

constitutional structure of the federal government and the American historical 

experience.  They deserve some exploration, because it was within an 

essentially hostile institutional and historical context that modern American 

foreign and military policy planning and coordination originated.  This fact has 

shaped the nature of the institutions created since 1945. 

 

 The constitutional separation of powers is the single most important 

hindrance to any government-wide concert of policy on any subject because it 

draws a sharp and intentional line between the legislature and the executive.  

This is an unavoidable byproduct of the document that emerged at the 

Constitutional Convention from the conflict of wills between those who wanted 

to create vigorous government and those who were determined to limit it. 

 

 Almost every other modern industrial democracy practices a radically 

different system in which the executive in theory is an arm of the legislature 

and is in both theory and practice directly responsible to it.  Although in most 

countries some combination of outside bodies--the electorate, party congresses, 

trade unions--is the actual determinant of who become Prime Ministers and 

cabinet members, the linkage to the legislature remains vital.   It ensures that 

cabinet members have legislative experience and familiarity with legislative 

processes.  It leaves cabinet members far more identified with the legislature 

than with their ministries (equivalent to U.S. "departments").  It facilitates a 

phenomenon rare in the United States, the cabinet reshuffle.   Above all, 
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executive and legislature are roped together as they ascend the policy 

mountain.  Neither can afford an estrangement.  Even a powerful Prime 

Minister like Great Britain's Margaret Thatcher will not survive the loss of party 

confidence, for this will be expressed through the legislature.  In a successfully 

functioning parliamentary system, a good deal of what modern bureaucrats call 

“policy coordination” is built into the system. 

 

 The United States didn't have the option of creating such a system in the 

1780s.  Even in Great Britain the practice of ministerial responsibility was not 

perfectly established--a ministry of the younger William Pitt survived a vote of 

no confidence just a few years before the Philadelphia Convention--and no one 

had as yet formulated it as a principle.  It was instead the many theorists of 

“mixed” or “divided” government1 who had influenced the Founding Fathers, 

and for practical models they had the existing state governments.  These had 

preserved much of the structure of the previous colonial provincial 

governments, including the independent executive (governor). 

 

 Of equal functional importance to the separation of powers in the history 

of American policymaking has been the fragmented nature of the executive 

branch itself.  The President appears in the Constitution as the sole source of 

executive initiative.  He and the Vice President (who did not traditionally 

function as a member of the cabinet) are the only elected officials in the 

Executive Branch.  The Constitution provides that the President may appoint 

subordinate executive officers in unspecified number, but designates no 

cabinet.  To this day there is no statutory definition of the cabinet and it was 

not even mentioned in a statute until early in this century.  Cabinet members 

are by custom those who head entities called "Departments," plus, in recent 

years, certain additional officials so designated by the President. 

                                                 
1For good introductions to the political thought which influenced the framers, see Henry F. May, 
The Enlightenment in America (New York, 1976), especially pp. 3-10, 96-101 and Garry Wills, 
Explaining America: The Federalist (New York, 1981), especially pp. 95-125.  
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 In the twentieth century it was the striking exception rather than the 

rule when a cabinet officer was appointed from the Congress.  Since 1945, for 

instance, only 2 of 15 Secretaries of State have been so selected.2   Cabinet 

members may be chosen for their compatibility with the President or to reward 

certain interest groups or regions, or because they bring existing expertise to a 

subject, but they owe their power to the President's appointment, and report to 

him only.  They appear before committees of the Congress to present their 

views and their Departments' requests for expenditures, never before the full 

House or Senate for the ordinary give and take of a regular session.  Presidents 

such as Eisenhower and Reagan  have occasionally tried to mold the cabinet 

into a collective body, but such efforts, too, are at the behest of the President.  

Kennedy swiftly dismantled the system erected by Eisenhower, stating that 

cabinet meetings were a waste of time.  Jeffery Cohen has described the 

cabinet as “a collection of a dozen or so secretaries who sometimes meet 

together in sessions called by the President, and at his whim.”3

 

 Not only is the cabinet ill-suited to collective action, lateral coordination 

is difficult.  The tendency of individual cabinet officers is often to protect 

departmental interests from encroachment, while striving sometimes to take on 

new functions.  In large part this happens because the President has no time to 

adjust interdepartmental disputes, or is poorly situated to do so.  He may even 

encourage conflict to strengthen his own power or stimulate the flow of 

information to him.  Even the ablest Presidents have often failed to mute 

crippling cabinet rivalries.  Lincoln would not intervene in the notorious rivalry 

between Secretary of War Edwin Stanton and Navy Secretary Gideon Welles 

because he felt he could not afford to dispense with the talents of either man.   

 

                                                 
2Two others had prior legislative experience, in one case (John Foster Dulles) very brief. 
3Jeffrey E. Cohen, The Politics of the U.S. Cabinet (Pittsburgh, PA, 1988), pp. 8-43.  The quoted 
material is on page 23. 

 9



 Enhancing the disjointed character of the federal executive branch are a 

host of smaller entities, or “agencies,” sometimes styled “agency,” sometimes 

“administration,” sometimes “commission.”  All these in theory (except for 

certain regulatory bodies) report directly to the President, in practice often to 

designated White House staff members.  In a parliamentary system such 

entities are most often brought under a ministerial umbrella or even under 

junior, non-cabinet ministers.  The connection of the more minor U.S. agencies 

to the President is often tenuous indeed.  The most important of the non-

cabinet agencies in the foreign policy field is the Central Intelligence Agency, 

whose origins are described in Chapter 2. 

 

 All the characteristics of the federal executive just enumerated promote 

the fragmentation of power in a manner that Americans have found congenial 

for most of their history.  This is not to say that the executive branch 

traditionally has been incapable of vigorous action or of action in concert with 

the Congress.  It has meant, however, that such action has usually been in 

response to deeply felt needs or an overwhelming need for action, or both.  In 

such situations the advantages of the President's independence frequently 

overcome the drawbacks of his isolation.  The system has enabled strong 

Presidents who enjoyed strong popular support to effect significant change with 

unquestioned authority and total legitimacy in those areas to which they 

confined their efforts. 

 

 Woodrow Wilson's legislative program of 1913-1914 is a fine example of a 

bundle of reforms passed with ease because of an overwhelming national 

consensus abetted by able leadership.  His slim plurality in the election of 1912 

did not hurt him because his principal opponent had run on a platform 

stressing somewhat similar reforms, most of which had been widely discussed 

in the press and in all political fora for many years.  Moreover, a President with 

strong popular support can sometimes be even more daring. In their initial 

stages both the Civil War and the New Deal exemplified the truism that the 
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nation will follow a forceful President into extremely unfamiliar policy territory 

in a dire emergency.  

 

 Prior to the New Deal, however, fundamental domestic political change 

seldom left a large bureaucratic residue or a generalized sense, among 

government leaders or the general public, of a continuing unfinished agenda.  

In the late 19th century, landmark measures such as the Homestead Act might 

be gradually extended and modified, but such changes did not form part of 

broad administration programs.  The President might or might not propose a 

few major measures in his annual message.  The true home of legislative 

initiative was still the Congress.  The classic example of a continuing political 

issue in the late 19th century, the tariff, was much more the property of the 

Congress than of the President, even though he might take a position on it.  

Nor did modifications in the tariff generate drastic increases in bureaucratic 

complexity.   Where the governing ideal was still that a government governed 

best by governing least, a sense of ongoing policymaking was not present. 

 

 War and Foreign Policy in the Traditional System.  Until the Spanish-

American War, major wars and major foreign policy initiatives did not generate 

significant change in the organization of the executive branch.  Territorial 

issues dominated U.S. foreign policy during the 19th century, and presented 

strong Presidents and Secretaries of State with the opportunity for strikingly 

successful initiatives that left little institutional residue.  Jefferson, Polk and 

Seward acted swiftly and decisively when presented with opportunity in 

Louisiana, Mexico, and Alaska.  They let the Congress catch up later.  Once 

purchased or conquered, however, new territory passed into the domain of 

domestic politics, and up to the Spanish-American War was administered only 

temporarily by the federal government.  Despite their continual recurrence, 

territorial acquisitions were decided largely on an ad hoc basis. 
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 Some policies of long standing were more clearly enunciated, but were 

also of a nature that did not require ongoing reappraisal or complex 

management.  These included the systematic series of commercial treaties that 

the United States negotiated from the 1780s onwards, and the Monroe 

Doctrine, proclaimed in 1823.  For many years the latter was more often 

invoked than enforced.  Because Great Britain also opposed European 

territorial recolonization in the Western Hemisphere, the British Navy was the 

Doctrine's actual enforcer throughout the nineteenth century.  Yet the Doctrine 

was a marker, and also an indication of extraordinary assertiveness in foreign 

policy on the part of what was still a relatively weak power,  Some of the area 

over whose disposal the United States was attempting to assert a veto was 

some 8000 miles from Washington, D.C.4  

 

 For decades even war did not directly affect the executive's permanent 

policymaking structure or the relative importance of the military in the federal 

government.  War, however, unlike diplomacy as conducted by a nation neither 

seeking nor needing allies, spotlighted potential weaknesses in the 

constitutional order.  The chaotic management of the War of 1812, in which 

President Madison at one point personally took on the direction of a military 

campaign, did not stimulate any examination of what today would be called the 

“command and control” system.  Since the war took place at the very end of the 

Napoleonic Era, the United States was thereafter able to follow the advice of 

Washington's Farewell Address and cease participation in the European state 

system--the network of alliances, ententes, and occasional action in concert 

which characterized the foreign policy of all of the European nations--even as a 

makeweight, without having to contemplate for almost a century what 

problems a general European war might create.  Thirty years later, the Mexican 

War evidenced sound military tactics overall, marred by bitter conflict between 

                                                 
4 For other examples of U.S. commercial and naval assertiveness abroad in the period before 
foreign policy became a governing consideration in the mind of either the public at large or the 
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the Army and Navy commanders in California.  The potential organizational 

lessons of this internal combat were ignored in the euphoria over the apparent 

“easy victory” to which both Army and Navy had been essential--and in which 

Army and Navy commanders had cooperated smoothly in the all-important 

campaign in Mexico itself. 

 

 Whatever the ultimate explanation of how the Union won the Civil War, 

there is no doubt that it would have lost without Lincoln's willingness to 

intervene frequently in the war's conduct.  He intervened early to reject General 

Scott's “anaconda” plan of gradual strangulation of the Confederacy.5  By 

rejecting the grand plan of the Commander in Chief of the Army, he emerged as 

ultimate strategist as well as Commander in Chief.  He later ventured further 

into the military realm, personally and repeatedly replacing field commanders 

until he obtained the sort of men he wanted.  Thereafter he left them alone.  

His interventions were tempered by caution and the knowledge that he had to 

leave actual management of the campaigns to the generals.  The end of the war 

brought little thought in military circles of how command relationships or what 

we today call “policymaking” could have been better organized or coordinated.  

There were two similarities to the Mexican War: the issues that caused it were 

resolved as much as was possible by military means, and the end of the war 

left no other potential contenders in the arena.  There was immediate and 

continuing popular and scholarly interest in the history of the war, but in the 

tradition of 19th century American historiography the attention of early 

analysts focused largely on personal leadership and military tactics rather than 

on ambiguities in systemic relationships. 

 

 Some of these ambiguities were: 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
governing apparatus, see Max Boot, The Savage Wars of Peace: Small Wars and the Rise of 
American Power (New York, 2002), especially xiii-xvii, 3-68. 
5 Elements of the Anaconda Plan did actually reappear later as a war-fighting strategy. 
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 1) What was the proper role of the President in war?  The Constitution 

said that he was the Commander in Chief of the armed forces, but did not state 

what form this power should take.  Should a President, like Madison in 1814 or 

Washington during the Whiskey Rebellion, personally take the field and direct 

operations?  Or should he, like Polk during the Mexican War, define war aims, 

plan overall strategy, and then leave the campaign strictly to his commanders?  

Or should he, like Lincoln, vary his conception of his role to suit the needs of 

the moment, ignoring the traditional chain of command, but leaving much 

strategy and all tactics to the generals, and intervening in military command 

relationships only when absolutely necessary?6

 

 2) What was the chain of command?  Did it run from the President 

through each of the service secretaries, a vertical chain, or did it 

run directly from the President to both the military chief and the service  

secretary, a "coordinate" arrangement, or should the President be free to 

intervene up and down the chain, as did Lincoln?  Before and after the Civil 

War the coordinate system was taken for granted in the War Department, but it 

was plainly clumsy in war itself. 

 

 3) How should the operations of the Army and the Navy be coordinated?  

In the field, the success of combined military and naval operations often 

depended on the personal relationship between the respective Army and Navy 

commanders, or on the willingness of one of them, on his personal initiative, to 

defer to the other.  The Civil War had shown that when a dispute was referred 

to Washington, the rivalry of the War and Navy Departments might prevent 

resolution.  "Besides the Secretaries, there was only the President.  Three 

quarters of a century were to pass before the achievement of general agreement 

                                                 
6Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military 
Relations (Cambridge, 1957), pp. 178-186; Victor H. Krulak,  Organization for National 
Security:  A Study  (Washington, D.C., 1983), pp. 3-6. 
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that his person was not an adequate locus of Army-Navy military 

coordination."7

 

 Why wasn't the President acting alone an adequate arbiter of interservice 

disputes?  Some reasons, such as his unwillingness (for sound reasons 

unconnected with weakness or lack of assertiveness) to intervene in specific 

disputes, were already apparent.  Other more generalized reasons emerged 

more obviously later and are discussed in Chapter 2 and in the conclusion. 

 

 Effect of the Spanish American War Upon Political-Military Relations.  

Paradoxically, a brief and absurdly successful war in 1898 led to the greatest 

shake-up in U.S. military and command systems since the creation of the 

Federal Government over a century earlier.  The war saw scandal as well as 

success.  A report that poisonous (“embalmed”) beef was sent to the troops in 

Cuba, though false, caused public scrutiny of the weaknesses of the 

procurement system and was an emotional, highly visible public issue.  In an 

age of more rapid public communication, the usual disjointed, hit-or-miss 

character of Army-Navy cooperation also had greater public impact, especially 

in Cuba, where General Shafter and Admiral Sampson, the respective 

commanders, did not get along and did not cooperate.  It was obvious that only 

the exceptional weakness of the enemy had saved the situation in that theater.  

Even some ardent opponents of military professionalism were shocked to learn 

that little strategic planning, and no interservice planning, had been done in 

the many months of Spanish-American tension that preceded the war.8  

 

 Military success was a compound of enemy weakness, some good 

logistics implementation at the service level, able field and fleet commanders, 

and well-motivated soldiers and sailors.  These strengths triumphed over 

                                                 
7Laurence J. Legere, Unification of the Armed Forces (New York, 1988 [Harvard University, 
Ph.d. thesis, 1951] ), pp. 15-47.  The quotation is from pp. 46-47.   
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weaknesses in planning, coordination, and overall operational direction from 

the top.  Once again, however, just as in Mexico and the Civil War, military 

victory was total and the United States might have been expected to conform to 

its previous pattern and allow politico-military issues to lapse. 

 

 This time military success instead paved the road to further international 

involvement.  For the first time since Alexander Hamilton's scheme for the 

annexation of Batavia in the late 1790s, the United States had a leadership 

cadre of overseas (rather than continental) expansionists, or self-avowed 

“imperialists.”  They had helped bring on the war, and within three years of it 

one of them, Theodore Roosevelt, was President.  The war, in turn, brought the 

annexation of territory in the Pacific, Southeast Asia, and the Caribbean.  An 

anti-guerilla campaign in the Philippines dragged on until 1902.  Adding its 

presence in Hawaii and the Philippines to its previous assertive commercial 

policy in Northeast Asia made the United States a considerable factor in the 

Asian-Pacific balance of power, vis-a-vis European as well as local nations.  

Similarly, in the Caribbean the United States had moved beyond the 

declaratory phase of the Monroe doctrine to the consolidation of a definite 

sphere of influence in one part of Latin America.  Here too its interests from 

time to time brought it into conflict or cooperation with European colonial 

powers. 

 

 To stress that territorial overseas imperialism was a short-lived phase in 

U.S. history--it was--is to miss the point that the involvements consequent 

upon this war and the habits of mind that resulted from them were permanent.  

Isolationism of the traditional sort was obsolete except for the continuing 

refusal of the United States to involve itself in the home area of the colonial 

powers with which it had much to do in other regions.  Its obsolescence, 

                                                                                                                                                             
8Harold U. Faulkner, Politics, Reform, and Expansion (New York, 1959), pp. 235-239; Legere, 
Unification, pp. 47-56. 
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unfortunately, did not mean that isolationism would not persist strongly as a 

habit of both the public and the official mind for many years. 

 

 Together the impact of deficiencies in the conduct of the war and the 

territorial acquisitions that resulted from it brought about major changes in 

the organization of the service departments and the armed forces.  Previously 

the Army had a Commander in Chief, responsible for all forces in the field, who 

had little or no authority over the powerful bureau chiefs in the War 

Department who set policy on personnel, training, armaments, and supplies.  

The bureau chiefs were responsible directly to the Secretary of War, who 

reported to the President.  Under the coordinate system, the army commander 

also reported directly to the President.  Neither Secretary nor commander had 

real authority over the other.  The Navy Department had an entirely different 

system, in which the Secretary functioned, at least in peacetime, as military 

head of the service, but there was growing recognition of a civilian’s inability 

intelligently to perform this function. 

 

 Military reformers in each service profoundly admired the German 

General Staff system.  They interpreted it to mean that a single uniformed 

head, or Chief of Staff, should preside over the bureaus (staff organization) as 

well as forces in the field (line organization) and become the sole link between 

the services and higher civilian authority--the Secretary and the President.  

This was a “vertical” organization.  The anticipated gain (which was in good 

measure achieved) was better, and sometimes the first ever, coordination 

between the line and staff functions.  Secretary of War Elihu Root was the 

prime mover behind the General Staff Act of 1903, which abolished the direct 

link between the President and the military head in the War Department.  The 

military head received the new title of Chief of Staff of the Army and 

“supervision” of the bureaus, but reported to the Secretary.  “In return for the 

demotion of his authority, the military chief received a widening in the scope of 
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his authority.”9  In the Navy, the process took longer and the result was 

somewhat different.  In 1911 Secretary George von Lengerke Meyer brought 

about the creation of an embryo staff organization by executive order, and in 

1915 the Congress passed legislation creating a uniformed Chief of Naval 

Operations (CNO) corresponding to the Army's Chief of Staff.  At the insistence 

of Secretary Josephus Daniels the legislation stopped short of interposing the 

CNO between the staff bureaus and the Secretary in most administrative 

matters.  

 

 War Plans.  A major objective of these military reforms, besides 

administrative tidiness and a clearer chain of command, was to coordinate war 

planning with the command mechanism.   Serious contingency planning had 

begun at the Naval War College in the 1890s, and the Chief of Staff Act 

established the Army’s War College.  Additionally the two services agreed in 

1900 on the creation of a Joint Board, made up of senior officers from each, to 

resolve differences between them.  It persisted until 1940, but was in no way 

the forerunner of today's Joint Chiefs of Staff.  Throughout its existence it was 

inadequate to the tasks it undertook.  Members were initially chosen by name 

and did not serve ex officio and therefore did not at first adequately represent 

the command structure in their respective services.  The Joint Board seldom 

met during U.S. participation in World War I.  Even before that war Congress 

and the military departments were searching for alternatives for a broader 

coordinating mechanism. 

 

 Difficulties encountered by war planners in both services led directly to 

this search.  For sound reasons of naval tactics, the Navy wanted to put the 

main U.S. naval base in the Philippines at Subic Bay instead of Manila Bay, 

while the Army, for equally sound military reasons, believed it could not defend 

Subic Bay from a land invasion and wanted the main naval base at Manila.   

The Joint Board was unable to resolve this difference, calling forth President 

                                                 
9Huntington, Soldier, p. 252. 
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Roosevelt's comment that the services justified “their most trenchant critics 

when they act in this manner.”  A much broader policy question was that of 

where to station the U.S. fleet.  In the early 1900s there was no question of a 

two-ocean Navy.  Even with the Panama Canal it was estimated that it would 

take three months to transfer the fleet in full panoply of war from the Atlantic 

to the Pacific and vice versa.   Was Germany or Japan the most likely potential 

enemy?  This was a political and foreign policy question requiring a political 

decision.10

 

 To resolve such questions, Commander F.K. Hill, an influential planner 

at the Naval War College, in 1910 suggested a “National Board for War” to be 

composed of the Secretaries of State, War, and Navy; the chairmen of the 

foreign affairs and military committees of both House and Senate; the Army 

Chief of Staff and the Aide for Operations (the predecessor to the CNO); and the 

heads of the war colleges.  The basic idea of the proposal was to gather in one 

forum those who formulated both foreign and military policy and those who 

could advise on what alternatives would cost.  Hill, a follower of the precept of 

Karl von Clausewitz that war was simply one means of carrying out national 

policy, stressed particularly the role of the Secretary of State in forming such 

policy and specified not only that he should be Chairman of the National Board 

of War, but that the Board's permanent staff should be part of the State 

Department.11   

 

 Late in 1910 Representative Richmond Hobson of Alabama, a naval hero 

of the Spanish War and a leading Navy advocate, introduced a bill for a similar 

body, now styled the “Council of National Defense,” in the House of 

Representatives, with some important differences.  His bill did not provide for 

                                                 
10Ronald H. Spector, Admiral of the New Empire: The Life and Career of George Dewey (Baton 
Rouge, LA, 1974), pp. 154-188. 
11U.S. Congress, House, 62 Cong 1 Sess, Council of  National Defense: Hearings Held Before 
the House Committee on Naval Affairs on January 24 and May 19, 1911 (Washington, 1911), 
pp. 21-25. 
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membership of the Secretary of State and it increased Congessional 

representation by adding the chairmen of the appropriations committees of 

each House.12

 

 In two successive years, 1911 and 1912, the Naval Affairs Committee 

held hearings on this proposal and reported it out favorably.  It died without 

coming to a formal vote.  Hobson reintroduced it each year until 1915, but it 

never again went as far as it did in 1912, when it had the support of President 

Taft, the Democratic Party's platform for that year's Presidential election, and, 

in a brief editorial, The New York Times.  Despite extensive discussion in 

committee, the proposal never received appreciable public scrutiny.  Yet the 

hearings and certain correspondence give a good idea of the nature of the 

proposal and the positions of advocates and opponents. 

 

 As reported out in 1912, the proposal included the President and the 

Secretary of State in addition to those enumerated above.  The President would 

be ex officio Chairman of the Council and the Secretary of State would preside 

in his absence.  The Council was to “report to the President, for transmission to 

Congress, a general policy of national defense and such recommendations or 

measures relating thereto as it shall deem necessary or expedient.”  The 

Council was required to meet at least once a year in peacetime.  In war, 

according to a curious wording, the Council would “meet only upon the call of 

the President of the United States,” but special meetings could “be called by the 

president of the council.”13

 

 The most extraordinary feature of the proposal--and its single most 

striking difference from the National Security Council created 35 years later--

was the inclusion of executive and legislative branch members in one body.  

                                                 
12William Y. Smith, "The Search for National Security Planning Machinery"  (Ph.D.  thesis, 
Harvard University, 1960), pp. 11-62. 
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The 1912 Committee report claimed rather lamely that the structure of the 

Smithsonian Institution set a precedent for this arrangement, an argument 

beside the point given the Smithsonian's mixed public/private structure and 

partially private funding.  More important, the Report contained an opinion 

from Attorney General George Wickersham that it merely empowered officials 

from both branches to meet and make recommendations to the President: 

 

 “I suppose that the President might without any act of Congress 

call together the same officials and discuss with them any measure of 

government in which he is interested.  As a matter of fact, that is what 

he does with respect to important legislation of any kind.” 

 

 Further, the Committee added, no member of the executive branch was 

given any legislative power, and no member of the legislative branch was given 

any executive power.  Both arguments appear today disingenuous, particularly 

in view of the model for the proposed Council.  As much testimony and the 

Committee's own comments revealed, the model for the Council of national 

defense was the British Committee of Imperial Defense (CID), reorganized in 

1904 to correct failings in the British policy process revealed by the Boer War 

of 1899-1902.  The CID brought together Prime Minister, the Armed Forces 

Ministers, and the uniformed heads of the services in one joint policy body.  Dr. 

Hollis Godfrey, President of the Drexel Institute in Philadelphia, had met with 

British cabinet members in 1906 to discuss the CID and had recommended it 

as a model to the War Department.14  The Department had actually 

recommended a Council of National Defense in 1910, but as shown above, it 

had been the Navy which most actively pushed the idea.  

 

                                                                                                                                                             
13U.S. Congress, House, 62 Cong 2 Sess, Committee on Naval Affairs, Council of National 
Defense, Report No. 584  (Washington, 1912), pp. 1-2. 
14 Memorandum from G. L. Russell to Ernest J. King, June 13, 1945.  Papers of Myron P.  
Gilmore.  This small collection, presently in the possession of the author, will be offered to the 
Seelye Mudd Library at Princeton University. 
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The theory of the CID, as plainly understood in the British Parliament 

when it was established, was not only policy coordination but assurance in 

advance that because the Prime Minister was a member that its 

recommendations would be accepted.15  Such an arrangement was fully in 

accordance with parliamentary practice, but would have been an anomaly in 

the American constitutional system.  It was not a question of the proposed 

Council's being unconstitutional so much as of its not being in the spirit of the 

Constitution.  Had the Council been set up and been successful, the effect 

would have been to do away with the separation of powers in defense matters 

by in effect bringing about a sort of legislative pre-approval of executive branch 

policy initiatives.  Had it not been successful, it might have estranged the 

Congressional members of the Council from the Congress as a whole and 

perhaps even from the normal legislative committee processes. 

  

 The President was added because of a general feeling in the service 

departments and the Congress that he should participate ex officio as 

Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces.   Many of the military men also 

strongly desired participation of the Secretary of State.   Navy expert witnesses 

including the author of the National War Board proposal so testified.  Admiral 

Alfred Thayer Mahan, America's best known and most distinguished military 

strategist, was more circumspect but appears to have personally favored this 

change.  Acting Chief of Army Staff William Wotherspoon requested President 

Taft's support of this provision at a White House meeting and was turned 

down, for the most strenuous opponent of the Secretary of State's membership 

was the Secretary himself.  Philander Knox, who feared that the Council would 

enable the services to dictate foreign policy rather than receive foreign policy 

guidance from the State Department, expressed himself vehemently to 

President Taft to this effect at a cabinet meeting.  (Taft apparently agreed with 

                                                 
15Hastings Ismay, 1st Baron, The Memoirs of General The Lord Ismay (London, 1960), pp. 45-
47; Maurice Paschal Alers Hankey, 1st Baron, Government Control in War (Cambridge, 
England, 1945), pp. 11-31.  
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Knox but did not say so publicly, any more than he publicly supported his own 

membership.)  Knox also opposed participation by the Chairmen of the House 

Foreign Affairs and Senate Foreign Relations Committees.  If they were on the 

Council, and the Secretary of State was off, his Department would be isolated.  

Possibly because of Knox's position, the Secretary of War opposed the Secretary 

of State's membership also.  By and large then, executive 

branch civilian leadership opposed the military's desire for direct foreign policy 

guidance. 

 

 Several other features of this early proposal for an interagency planning 

mechanism are worthy of note, for they raised issues which would recur during 

and after the establishment of the NSC in 1947.   First, the President's position 

was somewhat anomalous.  He was to participate in the Council of National 

Defense as the President and Commander and Chief, but was required as 

Chairman of the Council to submit a report to himself that he was also required 

to “transmit” to the Congress.  Was the collective wisdom of the Council, a 

statutory body unlike the Cabinet, supposed to receive his automatic 

endorsement?  Or was he expected to run the Council along the famous 

example of Lincoln's cabinet, with a majority of one.  When he transmitted the 

“recommendations” to Congress, would he endorse them all, be committed to 

them, or reemerge into the Presidential persona and oppose them?  Was he, as 

hinted at particularly in the passage regarding the Council in wartime, to 

conduct himself somewhat differently as Chairman than as President?  And if 

he did so, was that to represent a first step toward engrafting a Parliamentary 

system upon the existing one?  None of these questions received as much 

attention at the time as did those of the measure's overall constitutionality or 

the Council's membership, perhaps because sentiment in the Congress made 

passage of the Hobson Bill so remote. 

 

 Another problem revealed by consideration of Hobson's proposal was 

considerable disagreement about just how “policy” was made.  Commander Hill 
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and some members of Congress believed that policymaking and policy 

modification were just as likely to go on in war as in peace, and that hence the 

Council should meet as readily in war as in peace.  Part of the reason for the 

confused language in the bill about the Council's function in war was the 

realization that in some circumstances some of the Congressional members 

might be from the opposition party and bent on embarrassing the President in 

war, to the detriment of the war effort.  Another part, however, was almost 

certainly the traditional American conception that policy should “freeze” during 

war while the military carried it out.  When one congressman asked 

Wotherspoon whether setting a policy of national defense would “not be the 

paramount” question in wartime, he perhaps evaded the issue by replying that 

“the operations in the field [should] be left to the experts in the field.” 

 

 As it turned out, all questions about the operation of such a body were 

for the future.  The bills for a Council of National Defense were never enacted 

because too many members feared that the Council would be more a vehicle for 

extracting larger sums for service, especially navy, appropriations from the 

Congress than for setting a broad national defense policy.   

 

 Impact of World War I.  Contrary to what might have been expected, U.S. 

participation in World War I did not revive the proposal for a Council of 

National Defense of the type just described.  To begin with, President Woodrow 

Wilson, despite what his platform said in 1912, never came close to endorsing 

the idea in its original form.  To Wilson, all military planning was suspect.  

When he discovered in 1915 that the Army was drawing up a contingency plan 

for the case of a war with Germany--a not illogical act in the context of the 

sinking of the Lusitania and the controversy over submarine warfare--he 

ordered it to desist and further, prohibited any meetings of the Joint Board for 

over a year.  Only after being reminded that the Army was by statute--the 

General Staff Act of 1903--responsible for war planning, did Wilson stop short 

of disciplinary action against the officers concerned.  More than his anti-
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militarism probably actuated Wilson.  His own theories and practices of 

executive power demanded that the reins of policy, particularly foreign policy, 

be held tightly in the President's hands. Undoubtedly he feared having those 

hands tied in advance by any general formulation of national strategy which he 

did not himself shape. 

 

 Also pertinent was the nature of U.S. participation in the war.  It was one 

in which the Navy did a lot of convoy duty for men, equipment, and foodstuffs, 

and in which the Army sent a huge expeditionary force to a secure base of 

operations.  Combined land-sea operations were not a feature of this war for 

the United States, unlike for Japan and Great Britain, and unlike its own 

experience in many of its previous wars.  Fortunately, such interservice 

coordination as was necessary was successful, for the Joint Board met only 

twice in 1917-1918.  “Thus it happened that virtually independent operation by 

the two [service] Departments still resulted in attaining a common and 

mutually satisfactory goal.”16

 

 Although World War I did not leave a permanent imprint on the structure 

of the U.S. government in the area of policy planning, important temporary 

innovations had a lasting impact.  The war saw government operation of the 

railroads and creation of a War Industries Board with power over the allocation 

of raw materials and the coordination of defense contracts of all sorts.  Never 

before, even during the Civil War, had government intervened in the economy 

on such a sweeping scale.  The experience was influential during the New Deal 

and during World War II.   

 

 There were important precedents in interagency coordination.  In 1916 

Congress did create a  “Council of National Defense.”  The title was 

coincidental.  This body was made up of the Secretaries of War, Navy, 

Agriculture, Commerce, Labor, and Interior.  Its creation was in response to the 
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success of the so-called “preparedness” movement among interventionist-

minded politicians, reserve officers, contractors and the general public in 

increasing appropriations for military equipment, materiel and training.  It 

represented the appropriation of a name by a different idea.  The Secretary of 

State was not a member and the purpose of the Council was not coordination 

of political and military planning, but of mobilization planning.  The President 

was indifferent to its work and after the United States entered the war Bernard 

Baruch’s War Industries Board, which technically reported to the Council of 

National Defense, exceeded it in influence.17  

 

 It was during World War I that the term “national security” came into 

general currency.  Its occasional use in political discourse has been traced as 

far back as the 1790s,18 but 1914 saw the creation of the National Security 

League, an influential and controversial body originally formed to aid in the 

evacuation of U.S. citizens from belligerent countries.  It soon became one of 

the leading lobbies of the preparedness movement.  Its leadership roster 

included at one time or another such luminaries as Elihu Root, Alton Parker 

(Democratic Presidential nominee in 1904), and former Navy Secretaries Meyer 

and Charles Bonaparte.   Contributors such as John D. Rockefeller Jr. and J.P. 

Morgan glittered even more brightly. The League was at first bipartisan but in 

the course of events became heavily Republican.  In 1919 Congessional 

hearings were held into the League’s alleged electoral activities in behalf of 

Republican candidates.19   

 

                                                                                                                                                             
16 Legere, Unification, pp. 65-66. 
17 Smith, "Search," pp. 63-125. 
18 Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State 
(Boston, 1977), pp. 194-195, 450.  
19  John Carver Edwards, Patriots in Pinstripe: Men of the National Security League  
(Washington, D.C., 198), passim; Robert D, Ward, “The Origin and Activities of the National 
Security League, 1914-1919,” Missisippi Valley Historical Review,  XLVII (June, 1960), pp. 51-
65.  U.S. Congress, House, 65 Cong, 3 Sess, Special Committee to Investigate the National 
Security League, Investigation of National Security League (Washington, 1919), passim.  
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 While the League did useful work in educating the public about the costs 

and consequences of intervention in the European War, its later work was 

marred by stridency, increasing party partisanship, and a willingness to tag 

dissenters with the label of disloyalty.  Not, on the whole, the best way for the 

term “national security” to attain its first currency.  The general public 

disapproval of the organization by an increasingly isolationist-minded public in 

the postwar years, however, had little effect on the later currency of use of the 

“national security” concept, since the organization was forgotten by all but 

specialists by the time of World War II.  While available sources do not indicate 

why the National Security League so styled itself, the name clearly does allow 

an emphasis on promotion of the national safety without any need to mention a 

specific potential enemy or act of intervention abroad. 

 

 The Interwar Years.  In reaction against the wartime command economy, 

Congress in the National Defense Act of 1920 transferred most of the wartime 

industrial mobilization and coordination functions to an Assistant Secretary of 

War.  It then refused any further funding for the Council of National Defense 

and its more powerful subagencies.  It thus also necessarily rolled up the vast 

structure of interagency coordination that had flourished during the war. 

 

      It is of great importance that despite overwhelming business and 

popular sentiment in favor of this return to “normalcy,” a number of 

Congressmen (particularly those from Southern and border states), government 

administrators, war planners and even academic intellectuals, together forming 

a species of permanent establishment of officials and governmentally-minded 

private individuals, continued to germinate ideas and proposals to deal with 

future contingencies.  This activity was at a peak in the immediate aftermath of 

the war, when experience of its horrors was still fresh, and again in the late 

1930s, when interventionists began once again to call for action.  Another 

development of great importance for the future was President Roosevelt’s 

Executive Order of 1939 reorganizing the White House staff. 
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 Two questions dominated debate in the early 1920s.  How should the 

War and Navy Departments respond to the changing requirements of modern 

war?  How could foreign policy planning be integrated into defense planning?      

 

 The Joint Board of the Army and the Navy having no statutory existence, 

one important reform could be enacted by Executive Order.  In 1919 the 

Secretaries of War and the Navy agreed that members of the Joint Board 

should serve ex officio, and appointed to it the two uniformed heads, their 

deputies, and the chief of the war plans staff of each service. This change 

insured that the Board would necessarily represent the views of the most 

senior military leadership and put the focus on contingency planning as the 

Board’s most important activity.  Long controversies ensued over the question 

of theater unified command in wartime, with each service jealous of its 

prerogatives, but at least agreement was reached that unity of command might 

be an appropriate solution in some cases.  Much work was done on 

contingency plans, particularly the famous “Plan Orange” for the case of war 

with Japan. 

 

 More ambitious was the push for consolidation of the Armed Forces 

under a single cabinet secretary.  As a result of the proposals of an 

independent group of experts, President Harding recommended to Congress in 

1923, as part of a sweeping package of proposals for government 

reorganization, the creation of a single Department of Defense, headed by a 

Secretary of Defense backed up by Under Secretaries for War, Navy, and 

Natural Resources.  Though Harding backed the plan, he admitted that there 

was cabinet dissension, meaning that his Secretaries of War and Navy both 

opposed the idea!  As if such opposition was not enough to kill it, the proposal 

became bound up with General William (“Billy”) Mitchell’s crusade for an 

independent air force.  Neither service wanted to lose its air arm, fearing loss of 

air support in battle conditions.  Mitchell, at least partly for tactical reasons, 
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espoused the proposal for a single Defense Department, for this was a vehicle 

for creation of the independent air force without the necessity of enlarging the 

cabinet.  The debate continued off and on for three years.  The culmination, in 

1926, saw Congress reject the independent air force, but create an Army Air 

Corps with increased funding, more representation on the Army General Staff, 

and its own Assistant Secretary of War for Air. 

 

 Greater, but not overwhelming, service support was available for 

schemes to somehow coordinate the work of the State Department and the 

military establishment.  In May 1919, Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt wrote to Secretary of State Robert Lansing that while certain 

policies were of such importance to the “our national interests” that they must 

be defended at all cost, others were not, “by the expense that they would entail, 

justified if they lead to war.”  Therefore, the State Department needed to know 

how much certain policies would “cost to maintain by force, in order to assign 

them their relative importance.”  Conversely, the Navy needed to know what 

policies it might “be called upon to uphold by force in order to formulate plans 

and building programs.”  An annex to Roosevelt’s letter even suggested that the 

State Department establish a long-range planning unit.  According to one 

account, Lansing never replied because the letter was misplaced in his 

department’s filing system and he never saw it.20

 

 In late 1922, again at the instigation of the Navy, the Joint Board 

prevailed upon the service secretaries to send a similar but more specific 

proposal to Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes.  The Under Secretary of 

State would attend the Board’s meetings, and the heads of State Department 

geographic divisions would serve as members of the Board’s Joint Planning 

Committee.   This time the Secretary gave an unequivocal reply.  Such an 

arrangement, Hughes wrote, would be “impractical” because the only officials 

                                                 
20Ernest R. May, “The Development of Political-Military Consultation in the United States,” 
Political Science Quarterly,  LXX, 1955,  pp. 166-167. 
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who could speak for the Department “with authority on questions of national 

policy” were himself and the Under Secretary, and it was “impossible” for either 

to “undertake this additional duty.”   The Washington Conference on naval 

disarmament was under way and it was not a propitious moment for the State 

Department to begin foreign policy coordination with war planners.  

Nonetheless, it was clear that the Department still feared that involvement with 

the Joint Board might limit its freedom of action.  Even in the face of this 

rebuff, the service departments persisted with the counter-suggestion that the 

Board be allowed to invite State Department representatives to attend when a 

subject “interwoven with international politics” came up.  Hughes acceded, but 

no Department official attended a meeting of the Board until 1935.21

 

 In 1926 Brigadier General Hugh Drum, head of the operations section of 

the Army General Staff, initiated one last postwar attempt to create 

government-wide coordination of defense, industrial and foreign policy.  It was 

the most far-reaching proposal in this direction since Hobson’s bill of 1911.  A 

member of the House Military Affairs Committee introduced a bill, drafted in 

Drum’s section, to establish a Council of National Defense to be composed of 

the Secretaries of State, War, Navy, Treasury, and Commerce.  The Council 

would be assisted by an “advisory commission,” with an executive secretary, an 

operations committee consisting of an Assistant Secretary of State and a senior 

officer from each service, and a procurement committee made up of assistant 

secretaries from the War, Navy and Commerce Departments.  Thus the 

proposal differentiated between planning for the integration of defense and 

foreign policies and planning for mobilization and procurement.  The Council 

would have the power, “subject to the approval of the President,” to consider 

defense policies “as a whole” and to define the defense “mission of each of the 

various executive agencies of the federal government.”  Following presidential 

approval, the Council’s decisions in matters not requiring legislation would be 

final.  In the course of his curiously contradictory testimony on what was in 

                                                 
21Smith, “Search,” pp. 126-163. 
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effect his  bill before the House Military Affairs Committee, Drum also put in a 

plug for State Department participation in the Joint Board:  it should be 

involved in “determining the danger of war, the general objective of the 

operations, and the objective by which peace may be secured.” 

 

 Drum’s bill represented a new peak in the organizational elaboration of 

an interagency planning mechanism.  Its original motivation is also 

noteworthy.  Like many Army officers, Drum was looking for a way to head off 

Mitchell’s push for a separate air force.  One way “was to emphasize that 

modern war required national participation, not merely military participation.”  

What was needed “was not a reorganization of the military departments but 

establishment of national war-making machinery.”22  In other words, escalate 

and elaborate in order to deal with an unwelcome proposal.  This bureaucratic 

tendency would be crucial to establishment of the National Security Council 

during the later unification controversy in 1947.    

 

 Drum’s aforementioned testimony was contradictory because Secretary 

of War Dwight Davis did not support his proposal but had instead had 

introduced a much weaker bill in which the Secretaries of War and Navy would 

be the Council’s only statutory members.  Others would attend at the 

discretion of the President.  Davis also omitted the elaborate interagency 

structure for mobilization planning, so contradictory as it was to the plain 

message of Congress in the Defense Act of 1920.   

 

 According to Davis, staying out of war was “one of the problems of 

diplomacy; but in the details of what we shall do when we get into war, it 

seems to me the State Department is not directly interested.”  In this Davis 

really spoke for a majority of administrators, Congressmen, and Americans in 

general.  Since the objective of going to war was simply to win, diplomacy 

stopped when the war began.  The objective of any war was to remove whatever 
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irritant had caused it.  Once this objective had been achieved, everything could 

revert to its normal equilibrium, which was a deep state of peace.  This attitude 

went beyond the intense reaction against the recent war effort.  It was a 

constant based on a record of success in a series of single-enemy, 

fundamentally local 19th century wars. 

 

 Drum therefore backtracked at the hearing and supported the version 

put forward by his superior, the Secretary of War, while still replying at length 

on the details of his own bill to the minority of Congressmen, principally those 

with long experience in military matters, who regarded U.S. foreign policy and 

defense machinery as hopelessly inadequate.23  Subsequent to the hearing 

Navy Secretary Curtis Wilbur supported the War Department’s measure, but 

with the crucial differences that the Secretary of State be added to the Council 

and that both Navy and Army war planners be involved in the Council’s work.  

He thereby maintained the consistent position of the Navy that the State 

Department should be involved in military planning, but joined Secretary Davis 

in rejecting an elaborate organizational structure.24

 

 As it turned out, neither measure had any hope of passage, for the 

Congress as a whole had not the same will to tinker with the governmental 

structure as did a few senior members of the Military Affairs Committee.  Nor 

did any comparable legislation receive significant legislative attention for the 

remainder of the interwar period. 

 

 Naval theorists however, kept the idea of a Council of National Defense 

alive.  Occasionally some of this thinking was published in military journals.  

                                                                                                                                                             
22Ibid. , 176-177.  The quotation is of Smith, not Drum. 
23U.S. Congress, House, 69 Cong 1 Sess, Committee on Military Affairs,  Council of National 
Defense, Hearings on H.R. 10243, H.R. 10982, and H.R. 10985 (Washington, 1926), passim. 
24U.S. Congress, House, 69 Cong 1 Sess, Committee on Naval Affairs, Committee Serial No. 
258, To Further Provide for the National Defense by Coodinating the Army and the Navy 
(Washington, 1926), passim.  
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In 1934 one naval planner called for “the State Department, as the only body 

whose opinion can carry the weight of authority,” to be “delegated” the task of 

formulating “a clear, concise, and unambiguous declaration of national policy.” 

Anticipating the objection of impracticality, the writer replied that rapid change 

in policy was more apparent than real and that the fundamentals of national 

policy remained “essentially unchanged from administration to 

administration.”25  

 

 The following year, Admiral John Greenslade cited Britain’s experience 

with its Committee of Imperial Defense and praised also what he regarded as 

the coherence of the Japanese system of policy formulation.  He called for the 

United States to form a cabinet-level “National Security Commission,” including 

the Secretary of State, for the formulation of broad policy, and a “Council of 

National Security” also of cabinet level but with a heavier representation of 

domestic Departments, to coordinate military, industrial, and mobilization 

policies.  A powerful Executive Secretary of the Commission would also be a 

member of the Council, and he and his staff would administer the policies set 

by both bodies.  The unstated but obvious model for the Executive Secretary 

and his staff was the Secretariat of the Committee of Imperial Defense.   

 

 Greenslade regarded “national defense” as a “bogus form of national 

security.”  The former concept stressed only defense and would “always keep 

the country on the defensive, attractive because it promises to be cheap.”  

“National security,” on the other hand, allowed for defense of outlying 

territories as well as homeland; protection of citizens, commerce and merchant 

marine abroad; and the maintenance, “without offense to other nations, of our 

prestige and international stature.”26  Under the umbrella term “national 

                                                 
25Wilfred J. Holmes, “The Foundation of National Policy,” United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 60/4, April 1934, (457-469) pp. 466-467. 
26Greenslade’s “national security” appears to be closely related to Mahan’s “defense”: “Defense 
means not merely defense of our territory, but defense of our just national interests, whatever 
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security,” Greenslade was able to adumbrate a policy of global presence 

without flaunting the prevailing shibboliths of “isolationism,” or non-

participation in the European state system. Greenslade, finally, pointed out 

that his organizational scheme would be applicable to “internal, as well as 

external, security, “especially as the two are inseparably related.”27

 

 Towards the end of the 1930s academic political scientists took up some 

of the ideas that had long been a staple of discussion in naval circles.  Edward 

Mead Earle of Princeton University was a pioneer politico-military analyst and 

military historian.  In a series of articles he set forth the the idea of national 

security policy as a union of military and foreign policy.  He held up the 

Founding Fathers as formulators of a “grand strategy” (nonentanglement plus 

the Monroe Doctrine) that conformed to the politico-military realities of their 

day, and he called for modernization of these classic formulations.  He 

combined moral with power-political considerations.  A strong Anglophile, Earle 

believed that tacit Anglo-American naval hegemony had been and should 

continue to be the ultimate guarantor of a pacific world order.  After the fall of 

France in 1940 Earle directly supported intervention in Europe, terming Nazi 

Germany the leading exponent of an amoral “New Dispensation” which rejected 

the traditional ethical values of Western Civilization. 

 

 As the means to reformulation of national policy, Earle recommended, 

with the usual obeisance to the example of the Committee of Imperial Defense, 

a policy coordination mechanism headed by the President with Departmental 

representations of “specially-designated under secretaries,” plus a permanent 

secretariat with an “outstanding” head and “an appropriate corps of experts 

from civilian life.”  Earle hinted at just where these experts might come from 

when, in an earlier article, he called for a scientific inquiry into policy 

                                                                                                                                                             
they may be and wherever they are.”  (Alfred Thayer Mahan, Lessons of the War with Spain and 
Other Articles  (Boston, 1899), p. 298. 
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formulation and asked rhetorically whether participation in “this operation of 

research and formulation” was “foreign to the activities and duties of the 

American scholar?”  In posing this question, in his own researches, and as 

mentor of such students as Bernard Brodie, the first American civilian theorist 

of nuclear strategy, Earle was the godfather of the appearance after World War 

II of a new phenomenon in American policy formulation, the defense 

intellectual.28

 

Other political scientists who used and elaborated the term “national 

security” were Edward Pendleton Herring and William Y. Elliott.  They 

emphasized the superiority of the term “national security” over the previously 

popular (among political scientists) term “national interest,” in that it 

inculcated a standing sense of defense-mindedness. Each formulated a further 

elaboration of “national security” as a concept, just as did Greenslade and 

Earle.29     

 

 Perhaps as a result of such writings, the term “national security” came 

into ever more general parlance. In an address of May 1941, Roosevelt spoke of 

“our national security” as involving much more than purely military 

considerations, and an Executive Order of July, which established the Office of 

the Coordinator of Information (embryo of the later Office of Strategic Services 

and eventually, the CIA), authorized the Coordinator “to carry out, when 

                                                                                                                                                             
27John W. Greenslade, “Security of National Interests,” United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 61/6, June 1935, (831-844), pp. 842-844.  
28Edward Meade Earle, “American Military Policy and National Security Policy,”  Political 
Science Quarterly,  LIII, 1, March 1938, 1-13; “National Security and Foreign Policy, Yale 
Review, 29, March 1940, 444-460; “The Threat to American Security,” ibid., 30, March 1941, 
454-480.     
29 For al discussion of Elliott’s and especially Herring’s ideas and bibliography, see Douglas T. 
Stuart, Creating the National Security State: A History of the Law that Transformed America 
(Princeton, N.J., 2008), 9-11, 27-31.   
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requested by the President, such supplementary activities as may facilitate the 

securing of information important for national security.”30  

 

 Impact of the New Deal on Government Organization.  Despite the almost 

exclusively domestic focus of the New Deal, the expansion of the federal 

government that it entailed was vital to the future national security structure.  

The New Deal conditioned the public to think in terms of governmental 

solutions to major problems.  This attitude eventually carried over to the 

machinery of defense, mobilization, and foreign policy.  Indeed, some New Deal 

programs themselves dealt in semi-military rhetoric.  The National Recovery 

Administration used banners, posters, and quasi-wartime slogans--”We Do Our 

Part”--to enlist and perhaps mildly coerce popular participation and 

cooperation.  The military administration and organization of the Civilian 

Conservation Corps was another example. 

 

 Expansion of the federal government under Roosevelt led logically, 

though surprisingly belatedly, to a reorganization and expansion of the White 

House Staff.  It was in 1939, following completion of an exhaustive study by a 

team of public administration experts led by Dr. Louis Brownlow, that the 

Congress authorized the President to suggest reorganization plans which, if not 

rejected by both Houses in 60 days, would have the force of law, and allowed 

him to appoint six assistants without Congressional confirmation.  By the end 

of 1939 Roosevelt had established an Executive Office of the President, to 

which he had transferred the Budget Bureau (established in 1920 but hitherto 

formally a part of the Treasury Department). The Executive Office included also 

a “White House Office” with the six assistants.  Roosevelt resisted, however, 

Brownlow’s strong recommendation that he appoint a Chief of Staff.31  

                                                 
30Robert A. Dallek, Frnklin D. Roosevelt and Foreign Policy, (New York, 1979), p. 176; John 
Ranelagh, The Agency: The Rise and Fall of the CIA (New York, 1987), p. 49. The Coordinator 
was William (“Wild Bill”) Donovan, later head of OSS. 
31Alfred Dick Sander, A Staff for the President: the Executive Office, 1921-1952 (Westport, CT, 
1988), pp. 33-60. 
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 For the time being, these innovations in the White House organization 

did not relate to the President’s foreign policy and defense goals.  While at one 

point Roosevelt did state that he would like one of the six assistants created by 

the Executive Order to concern himself with foreign policy matters, he did not 

follow up on this proposal.  Instead, he utilized Harry Hopkins, who lived in the 

White House from 1940 but was not on its payroll until later, as a combination 

eminence grise and general factotum or errand boy, much as Woodrow Wilson 

had utilized Colonel Edwin House, who until 1919 was on no government 

payroll whatsoever.  Hopkins may be seen as an exemplar of the old “kitchen 

cabinet” tradition, established by Andrew Jackson, in which Presidents made 

use of men without formal government ties (or who held sinecures unrelated to 

their actual duties) to do their bidding in informal, wide-ranging assignments 

without benefit of bureaucratic niceties.  Hopkins and House, because of their 

intense involvement in foreign and military policy and the extraordinary 

confidence reposed in them by their Presidents, may also be seen as a bridge to 

the emergence of powerful national security advisers, of whom the archtype 

was Henry Kissinger.  In the late 1930s, however, innovations in the structure 

of the White House did not intersect with national security policymaking.32

 

Roosevelt’s Response to the World Crisis.  The President’s brilliant and 

strikingly successful, though often devious, efforts to prepare the nation for the 

situation created by German and Japanese expansion did not include many 

institutional innovations.  As Lester Brune has stated, “Roosevelt’s personality, 

not administrative mechanisms, became the integrating factor which united 

military and diplomatic concepts and selected between competing interests 

                                                 
32Patrick Anderson, The President’s Men (New York, 1968), pp. 66-86; Robert E. Sherwood, 
Roosevelt and Hopkins: An Intimate History (New York, 1948), passim; Michael Medved, The 
Shadow Presidents: The Secret History of the Chief Executives and Their Top Aides (New York, 
1979), pp. 137-162, 195-216; Alexander George, Wilson and  Colonel House (New York, 1964), 
pp. 120-137. 
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before and after the Pearl Harbor attack took America to war.”33  Moreover, 

much of such institutional innovation as there was, was the work of others.  At 

Secretary of State Hull’s initiative, a Standing Liaison Committee made up of 

the Under Secretary of State, the Chief of Naval Operations, and the Army’s 

Chief of Staff began meeting in mid-1938.  It was created to coordinate military 

and political aspects of policy toward Latin American and performed this task 

successfully, but it broadened its function only once.  In theory it could not 

make or formally recommend policy, functioning as it functioned below 

cabinet-level, though Roosevelt irritated Hull by communicating directly with it.  

In 1940, it was Secretary of War Henry Stimson who brought about the 

creation of a Secretaries’ Committee consisting of himself, Hull and Secretary of 

the Navy Frank Knox.  By the fall of 1941, a War Council (of uncertain origin) 

was meeting at the White House.  It included the three secretaries, both service 

chiefs, and the President.  This might almost seem like a prototype of the 

National Security Coumcil, except that the President did not use it in any 

systematic fashion, and, as soon as war began, excluded Hull from its 

meetings. 

 

 Where Roosevelt did take initiative in policy coordination was in his 

insistence that the Joint Board’s war plans be brought up to date in 

consonance with the emerging international situation.  He had the old single-

country war plans such as Orange (for Japan) replaced with the new, 

multilateral series of “Rainbow” plans.  These plans, which overlapped with 

each other and were in constant evolution, were an attempt to anticipate 

widely-varying contingencies.  Roosevelt appears to have made some attempt to 

coordinate diplomatic moves with whichever of these plans was most in favor at 

any time, and, at more fundamental turning points such as the fall of France, 

                                                 
33Lester H. Brune, The Origins of American National Security Policy: Sea Power, Air Power and 
Foreign Policy, 1900-1941 (Manhattan, KS, 1981), pp. 106-107.  
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to see to it that the basic plans were altered to fit the new circumstances.34  His 

leadership style, his difficulty in working closely with the moralistic Hull, and 

his genial contempt for the “cookie pushers” and “striped pants boys” at the 

State Department were all factors leading him to an increasing reliance on 

Hopkins and military advisers, a tendency which America’s entry into the war 

only confirmed. 

 

 Conclusion.  Plainly, ideas and proposals aimed at institutionalizing 

coordination of foreign and military policy already had a substantial history 

long before the National Security Council was created in 1947.  The forty-year 

period leading up to World War II reveals that while none of these proposals 

was enacted or implemented, a few clear institutional tendencies were 

sporadically apparent.   

 

 First, it was the U.S. Navy that on more than one occasion took the lead 

in agitating and propagandizing for an organization whose function would be, 

in conjunction with the President, to formulate and coordinate a national policy 

harnessing military power to diplomatic goals.  The pattern of American 

expansion even before 1898 forced the Navy to plan on a worldwide basis while 

the Army was still preoccupied with coastal defense and its costly traditional 

functions in civil engineering.  Such incidents as the “opening” of Japan in 

1853 and the tripartite (U.S.-German-British) condominium over Samoa from 

1888 are further examples of the earlier naval thrust in this direction noted 

above, motivated at first more by commercial than territorial imperialism. 

 

                                                 
34Historians differ about the extent to which he did so.  Brune, ibid., goes about as far in this 
direction as any.  See also Mark S. Watson, Chief of Staff: Prewar Plans and Preparations 
(Washington, 1950), pp. 85-125.  For views placing less stress on a planned coordination 
between military planning and diplomatic initiative in the period 1939-1941, see William L. 
Langer and S. Everett Gleason, The Challenge to Isolation, (New York, 1952, 2 vo.), passim and 
Dallek, Roosevelt and Foreign Policy,  pp. 101-313.        
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 Second, it was equally clearly the State Department that hung back most 

consistently from the institutionalization of a system of politico-military 

coordination.  Knox and Hughes were both loath to share with the military 

what they regarded as their Department’s prerogatives in foreign affairs.  Hull’s 

creation, the Standing Liaison Committee, represented only a partial retreat 

from this position, established as it was informally and below cabinet level. 

 

 Third, the experience of the years to 1940 found the Presidents taking 

varying positions on the issue, from Taft’s tacit disapproval to Wilson’s total 

rejection to Franklin Roosevelt’s insistence that whatever coordinating 

mechanisms existed or were to exist must bear the stamp of his intimate 

involvement and be thoroughly subordinate instruments of his purpose.   

Creation of an institutionalized system of politico-military coordination would 

not merely raise the question of the President’s most effective role in war, but 

also inevitably grapple with boundaries of his incontestably preeminent role in 

the entire military and foreign policymaking process in war and peace alike. 

 

 Last of all, what trial runs existed of interagency foreign policy and 

military coordination did not augur smooth running for the future.  When in 

early 1938 two senior State Department East Asian experts lectured the War 

College that U.S. interests in China were definitely not important enough to 

merit war with Japan on their behalf, this conclusion did not lead to any 

changes in Plan Orange by the Joint Board.35  Indeed, the Board at first 

responded only slowly and obtusely to Roosevelt’s clear intention to redirect its 

planning away from country plans to multilateral plans and to balance East 

Asian considerations with European ones.  The current direction of national 

policy did not release the Navy from its fixation on Japan as Potential Enemy 

Number One any more than national policy as set in the 1920s brought an end 

to Army aviation’s desire for a separate air force.  The notion that an 

                                                 
35Though the State Department people underwent at least a partial change of mind later, it is 
significant that their views were not influential with the Board at any time. 

 40



unambiguous formulation of national policy could be “delegated” to a reluctant 

State Department was clearly inadequate, and any effective coordination 

mechanism would have to be based on continuous and ongoing interagency 

cooperation.  
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Chapter II 

 

World War II and the Search for Policy Coordination 

 

 

 Introduction.  The American experience in World War II led directly 

to the reorganization of the U.S. defense establishment in the National 

Security Act of 1947.  The single most important accomplishment of this 

legislation, in fact its raison d’être, was the creation of a National Military 

Establishment headed by a Secretary of Defense.  It also gave the Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) a statutory basis, and, in a section not widely 

known or extensively reported at the time, established a National 

Security Council (NSC) consisting of the President, the Secretary of State, 

the Secretary of Defense, and the three service secretaries (including a 

new Secretary of the Air Force).  The purpose of this Council was to 

coordinate foreign and defense policies at the highest levels of 

government. 

 

 The War brought about an unprecedented degree of interagency 

and even international cooperation, and such cooperation was crucial to 

the total military victory which had been achieved.  Yet most officials 

remembered the flaws of the wartime system at least as vividly as its 

successes.  To understand the origins of the National Security Act in 

general, and of the NSC in particular, some understanding of major 

changes in and debates about the policy structure during World War II is 

essential.  Such discussion includes: 

 

 The new political-military institutions and their permutations to 

the end of the war;  

 

 The role played by President Roosevelt; 
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 Public discussion of policy planning during the war; 

 

 The influence of the British system of wartime planning and policy 

implementation; 

 

 The linkage of proposals for an NSC to proposals for unification of 

the armed forces; 

 

 The dissatisfaction of leading civilian officials, charged with 

conduct of the war, with the administration of the war.  

 

 Innovations in the Wartime Military Command Structure.  Shortly 

after Pearl Harbor Winston Churchill and a formidable entourage 

descended upon Washington for what became known as the Argentia 

Conference, the first of the wartime summit meetings.   Besides taking 

fundamental strategic decisions, Roosevelt, Churchill and their military 

advisers set up permanent military planning machinery to be based in 

Washington.  They agreed that the term “combined” would refer to bi-

national institutions, “joint” to national ones.  In order to mirror the 

British Chiefs of Staff  (COS), composed of the heads of Britain’s three 

separate air, sea and land forces,1 the Americans established a Joint 

Chiefs of Staff (JCS) consisting of George Marshall, Army Chief of Staff, 

Ernest King, Chief of Naval Operations, and H.H. (“Hap”) Arnold, who 

headed the Army Air Force.2  Although Arnold reported to Marshall, he 

was placed on the JCS to match the Royal Air Force member of the 

Combined Chiefs of Staff, which was the JCS plus representatives of 

each member of Britain’s COS. A few months later Admiral William 

                                                 
1In Britain the Royal Air force had been since soon after World War I co-equal with the 
British Army and the Royal Navy. 
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Leahy, a former CNO now attached to the White House, became a fourth 

member of the wartime JCS, where he functioned principally as JCS 

liaison with the President. 

 

 The Combined Chiefs of Staff was an enormously successful 

institution that enabled a degree of bi-national planning unprecedented 

in coalition warfare.  Early in the war the Americans proposed a system 

of expanding the CCS to include the Chinese in matters pertaining to the 

Far East and the Soviet Union in planning for the war in Europe.  

Though paper organizations were created, the Soviets had no real 

interest and the British did everything possible to discourage meaningful 

Chinese participation, for which the Chinese had little appetite in any 

case. 

 

 To say that the CCS was successful is not to deny that it was the 

locus of prolonged and bitter conflict.  British and American military men 

did not see eye to eye on the conduct of the war.  The most important 

difference was between the British desire to emphasize long range 

attrition of Germany by first clearing the Mediterranean and invading 

Italy prior to any massive buildup of Allied forces for the invasion of 

France, and the proposal of the American JCS to subordinate all other 

objectives to the liberation of France and a subsequent direct thrust 

against Germany.  A sub-theme was the tendency of the Americans, 

despite their acceptance (indeed, even their formal initiation) of the policy 

aimed at first defeating the stronger opponent, Germany, to divert more 

men and equipment to the Pacific than the British thought wise.  Much 

of the time the CCS was an effective mechanism, sometimes for the 

resolution of differences, sometimes for the clarification of just what the 

differences were, so that splits could be referred to Roosevelt and 

                                                                                                                                                 
2The old Joint Board had a statutory basis and was not dissolved.  For the remainder of 
the war it played no significant role.   
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Churchill.  In the early years Roosevelt tended to defer more to Churchill 

and to overrule his own military, as in the decision to invade North Africa 

in 1942, than he did towards the end of the war.   

 

 When military heads of either country could not agree among 

themselves, the CCS mechanism was ineffective.  This happened more 

frequently among the Americans than the British.   From time to time the 

British expressed amazement about the intensity of U.S. interservice 

rivalties: “The violence of inter-Service rivalry in the United States had to 

be seen to be believed and was an appreciable handicap to their war 

effort.”3  Disunity among the American chiefs was conspicuous at the 

Casablanca Conference early in 1943.  Although all were skeptical 

regarding further operations in the Mediterranean following the German 

defeat in Africa, Arnold wanted a bomber offensive in Germany and King 

wanted larger allocations in the Pacific more than either wanted a rapid 

buildup for the French invasion.  With Marshall thus isolated and 

Roosevelt still inclined to defer to Churchill, the British, by yielding to 

Arnold and King some of what they wanted, easily obtained their 

objective of obtaining U.S. participation in an invasion of Sicily. 

 

 The British, too, had considerable internal conflict.  Their inter-

service rivalries were much less severe, but unlike the Americans, they 

had in Winston Churchill a head of government who had in early life 

been an Army officer and who fancied himself as strategist.  It fell to 

Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, who represented the Army on the COS 

and was its Chairman, to keep the schemes of his ebullient and brilliant 

Prime Minister in check.  Although the American commanders were 

aware of some of this conflict, they did not appreciate its full depth 

                                                 
3Sir John Slessor, The Central Blue: The Autobiography of Marshal of the Royal AIr 
Force Sir John Slessor (New York, 1957), p. 494, as quoted in Eric Larrabee, 
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because the British command system, described below, tended to mask 

it.  They-particularly Marshall-thus tended to assume the British 

mechanism operated more smoothly and efficiently than did their own 

and began to think about modeling some of their own arrangements 

upon it.  

 

 Roosevelt’s Leadership Techniques.  Long before the United States 

entered the war Roosevelt moved to centralize military command in his 

own person, to a degree not attempted by any other President, even 

Lincoln.  In July 1939, he issued a “Military Order” that the Joint Board 

should henceforth exercise its functions “under the direction and 

supervision of the President as Commander-in-Chief of the Army and 

Navy of the United States.”4  In doing so he appeared to snatch the Board 

away from the joint supervision of the Secretaries of War and Navy, 

though in subsequent practice the Board seems to have gone on 

reporting to Stimson and Knox on some occasions as well as directly to 

Roosevelt on others.5  During the war, though no executive or “military” 

order appeared regarding the JCS, Roosevelt dealt directly with it as he 

had the Joint Board.  He met with the JCS seldom as a body, and 

infrequently with some of its members individually.  Marshall once 

complained to Brooke that he had not seen Roosevelt in over a month, to 

which the Briton responded that he envied him, for he was forced to deal 

with “Winston” for hours each day, like it or not.  King appears to have 

had readier access to Roosevelt, Arnold none at all except when the 

Chiefs met with Roosevelt collectively.  Leahy, the President’s personal 

“Chief of Staff,” a title enjoyed by no military man before or after him, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Commander in Chief: Franklin Delano Roosevelt, His Lieutenants, and Their War  (New 
York, 1987), p. 105.  
4Federal Register 4, 129, 2786.  Not only was this action termed a “military” rather than 
an “executive” order, it was signed by Roosevelt as “C. in C.” rather than “President,” 
the first example of either usage in an executive order up to this time of which the author 
is aware.  
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saw Roosevelt almost daily and became by 1943, according to some 

accounts, the principal vehicle for transmission of the President’s views 

to the JCS.  The JCS are said to have had few disagreements with their 

Commander in Chief, but whether this was because they met with him 

so seldom, or because they had an identity of view with him, or because 

he seldom intervened in matters of military strategy and they were not 

disposed to challenge him on issues of high political policy, is difficult to 

ascertain.   

 

 The President’s habit of dealing directly, though sporadically, with 

the Joint Chiefs, did not mean the utter exclusion of the service 

secretaries from military as opposed to procurement and industrial 

policy.  Their influence, however, was exercised as individuals rather 

than through their Departments.  Secretary of War Henry Stimson was 

73 when in 1940 Roosevelt appointed him to the same post he had held 

under President Taft before World War I.  He had been also Hoover’s 

Secretary of State.  If there was an “Eastern Establishment,” Stimson 

was its charter member.  On most matters of high policy he agreed with 

Marshall, and he was as influential an adviser to Roosevelt as any.  In 

the summer of 1943 Stimson played a key role in keeping Roosevelt’s eye 

fixed on the objective of concentrating the U.S. defense buildup in the 

direction of a Normandy invasion despite the lingering British 

predilection for making the Mediterranean the principal Western theater 

of war.  This advice was influential because Stimson was Stimson, not 

because he was Secretary of War.  Nor was Stimson treated as directly in 

the chain of command.  On an occasion when he presented Roosevelt a 

crucial memorandum on the importance of the Normandy buildup, 

Roosevelt as an afterthought asked him to stay and sit in on a meeting 

                                                                                                                                                 
5Watson, Chief of Staff, 91; Cline, Washington Command Post, 45.        
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with the JCS, the President’s next appointment.6  Stimson attended such 

meetings only when invited.  As Secretary of War, his day-to-day job was 

overall supervision of procurement and the rest of the civilian side of 

war. 

 

 Roosevelt brought Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox, the 

Republican Vice Presidential candidate in 1936, into the cabinet with his 

fellow Republican Henry Stimson.  The motive for their selection was 

political, to build a bipartisan defense policy in a time of emergency.  

Knox, however, did not have the military expertise of his War Department 

colleague and never had Roosevelt’s ear as did Stimson.  Because of his 

frequent illnesses, Assistant Secretary James Forrestal, a conservative 

Democrat with a Wall Street background, emerged as the strongest 

civilian official in the Navy Department.  Upon Knox’s death in 1944 

Forrestal succeeded him.  By then the major strategic decisions of the 

war had been taken; nor was Forrestal's relationship with Roosevelt 

particularly close. 

 

 Roosevelt apparently believed that power depended on freedom of 

action, that freedom of action was enhanced by retaining the initiative at 

all times, and that the jealous guarding of information sources was 

necessary to retain the initiative.  Superior command of information 

prevented challenges to his authority.  Roosevelt carried this technique 

to such extremes that high officials devised numerous stratagems for 

obtaining information that he either did not want them to have, or did 

not realize that they must have to do their jobs.  Roosevelt’s telegraphic 

correspondence with Churchill stayed in White House files, but Field 

Marshal Sir John Dill, head of the British Chiefs of Staff representatives 

in Washington, provided Marshall with many of these messages, which 

                                                 
6Henry L. Stimson and McGeorge Bundy, On Active Service in Peace and War (New 
York, 1948) pp. 420-440. 
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were routinely distributed to Dill by the UK Chiefs of Staff in London.7  

No systematic minutes were kept either by the White House or the JCS of 

their meetings with the President, though some were recorded by 

scattered sources (such as Stimson when he was present).   

 

 Lest it be thought that Marshall and the other chiefs were more 

sinned against than sinning, it was also true that the JCS did not make 

available to Stimson and Knox any of their formal papers until the last 

year of the war.8  In 1944, at Stimson’s initiative, he, Knox, and Hull 

formed the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC), which 

became among other functions a vehicle for the Secretaries’ 

consideration of those JCS papers having political implications, 

especially those concerning the governance of occupied areas.  Meetings 

were held, and problems usually resolved, at the Under Secretary, or 

“number two man,” level.  SWNCC soon initiated its own series of 

numbered policy papers on war and occupation policy.  It is the closest 

thing there was to a direct progenitor of the National Security Council.  

SWNCC did not, however, meet with the President, though it had his 

blessing, nor did it have any kind of permanent staff or secretariat.  The 

administrative chores connected with SWNCC were handled by State, as 

the senior department. 

 

 Another well-known example of Roosevelt’s handling of information 

was his failure to see that either of the wartime Vice Presidents, Wallace 

and Truman, was kept briefed on the progress of the war.  Truman may 

not have been aware of the existence of the Manhattan (atomic bomb) 

                                                 
7Cline, Washington Command Post, 316.  
8Formal, numbered JCS papers were usually the product of the various war planning 
units of the uniformed services.  They were presented by staff for approval or 
modification, set policy in one or more important areas, received extensive consideration 
by the Chiefs themselves, and were an important (though hardly the only) vehicle both 
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project until Stimson briefed him after Roosevelt’s death.  The 

Rooseveltian system provided for no apprenticeships.   

 

 Obviously Roosevelt was not unique among American Presidents in 

following the system of retaining power by keeping it divided at the level 

just beneath him.  Just as obviously he carried the practice to an 

extreme, and it worked for him as for no President before or since.  This 

is hardly the place for any overall assessment of the effectiveness of 

Roosevelt’s leadership methods.  It suffices to point out that while a case 

can be, and has been, made for them,9 it is also true that the reaction 

against them, often by people who were Roosevelt’s loyal and rightly 

trusted subordinates, was one of the most powerful incentives for armed 

service unification and the creation of the NSC. 

 

 Influence of the British System of Command, Control, and 

Coordination.  Impressed though chagrined by the success of the British 

delegation in obtaining almost everything it wanted at the Casablanca 

conference, General Albert Wedemeyer commented: “We came, we 

listened, and we were conquered....it was apparent that we were 

confronted by generations and generations of experience in committee 

work and experience in rationalizing points of view.”10  In thus expressing 

the common conclusion of many of his fellow officers, Wedemeyer did not 

realize that he had exaggerated the antiquity of the institutions he so 

admired. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
for war planning and the resolution of interservice differences.  JCS papers were an 
important model for the later system of numbered NSC papers.   
9One of many such evaluations of Roosevelt’s leadership style is William E. 
Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal: 1932-1940 (New York, 1963), 
pp. 228-229. 
10As quoted in Ray S. Cline, Washington Command Post: the Operations Division 
(Washington, 1951), pp. 236-237. 
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 As noted earlier, an effective Committee on Imperial Defense (CID) 

dated only from 1904, and it was the cornerstone of the British system of 

defense and foreign policy coordination.  Although slow to get underway, 

it was the consensus of British observers that the CID had made an 

outstanding contribution to preparedness by the beginning of World War 

I.  The contribution consisted of a series of detailed policy papers, a “War 

Book” containing orders based on them, and a procedure for putting 

these orders into effect upon the outbreak of war.  In the performance of 

all these tasks a small but efficient “Secretariat,” the CID’s own 

miniature bureaucracy, took a key role. 

 

  During World War I a further rapid evolution of defense 

coordination took place.  After both traditional cabinet supervision and a 

variety of ad hoc solutions were found wanting, Prime Minister David 

Lloyd George in 1916 created a “War Cabinet,” a small group of six or 

seven Cabinet Ministers, to take over the direction of the war.  Most of 

these he gave light or no departmental responsibilities in order that they 

might concentrate all their energies on the general direction of the war 

and such specifics as he wanted personally to assign them.  Lloyd George 

kept the War Cabinet small to enhance its secrecy, efficiency, and 

responsiveness to his personal direction.  The War Cabinet was the final 

authority on war direction, having no obligation to report back to the full 

Cabinet.  For the first time in British history, regular minutes of the War 

Cabinet’s proceedings were kept.  The same man, Sir Maurice Hankey, 

headed both the Secretariat of the CID and the new Secretariat of the 

War Cabinet.  In his words, the “War Cabinet combined in itself the 

powers of decision of the former Cabinet with the systematic procedures 

of the Committee of Imperial Defense.”11

 

                                                 
11Hankey, Government Control in War, p. 42. 
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 After the armistice, the War Cabinet was disbanded.  Hankey, 

however, continued as both Secretary of the full Cabinet and Secretary of 

the reconstituted CID.  The two secretariats shared common quarters 

and had no practical differentiation, being in effect one joint body.  This 

arrangement improved information flow between the Cabinet and the 

defense establishment.  Another postwar innovation was the creation, in 

1924, of the Chiefs of Staff Committee (CSC) in which the service chiefs 

of the British Army, Royal Navy, and Royal Air Force sat as equals.  Each 

member of the CSC “had an individual and collective responsibility for 

advising on defense as a whole.”  It reported to the CID.  Like the CID, 

the CSC was chaired by the Prime Minister.  Hankey became its 

Secretary.  The same Secretariat now serviced yet another top policy 

body.   

 

 CID and CSC alike spawned a vast number of subcommittees.  

Those of the CSC included plans and intelligence, of the CID supply, 

home defense, manpower, shipping, and critical technologies such as air 

defense.  These brought together secondary officials and key experts of 

the various service ministries and those civilian ministries with an 

important wartime or foreign policy role, a system of lateral coordination 

at different levels of the bureaucratic hierarchy.  Secretaries of the 

subcommittees were often as not drawn from personnel of Hankey’s 

secretariat, the key administrative coordinating mechanism.12  In 

Hankey’s words, the secretariat was the “linchpin” of the entire 

mechanism, while the CSC was the “engine.”  This system was one of 

coordination of a sort which, while increasing the personal oversight of 

the Prime Minister over the defense/foreign policy process, did not 

significantly reduce the powers of the individual service Departments, 

whose Ministers had their say in the CID itself. 
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 Upon the outbreak of World War II, the CID, as previously 

arranged, went into suspension. In effect the War Cabinet replaced it, 

while a single War Cabinet Secretariat replaced the secretariats of the 

cabinet and the CID.  Winston Churchill introduced two further 

innovations when he became Prime Minister in May of 1940.  First, the 

Prime Minister took the personal title of Minister of Defense and attached 

to himself the military (formerly CID) wing of the War Cabinet 

Secretariat.  The head of this body, Major General Hastings Ismay, 

served also as personal “Chief of Staff” to Churchill in the latter’s 

persona as Minister of Defense and on the CSC as Churchill’s personal 

representative.  Secondly, Churchill inserted a “Defense Committee” 

between the Chiefs of Staff Committee and the War Cabinet.  It consisted 

of himself, the service ministers, and the CSC members as needed.  It 

was in the Defense Committee that agreed recommendations of the CSC 

were thrashed out and, if approved, made operational; and also where 

war plans were coordinated with civilian requirements and capacities.  

 

 By these devices Churchill accomplished a number of objectives.  

Since his was a coalition government, he had to reserve a number of 

places for leaders of the opposition parties in the War Cabinet, which 

evolved in good part into a mechanism for the preservation of national 

unity in war. Churchill reported to it and had approved in it policies 

thrashed out during his consultations with the Defense Committee and 

the CSC.  More important, he was able to retain influence in the 

operational side of the war and to indulge his taste for floating military 

schemes of his own.  He succeeded in injecting himself downward in the 

policy process without giving up any of his overall control at the top.  His 

several chairmanships allowed him to influence the policymaking process 

at multiple levels. The system succeeded partly because of his ultimate 

                                                                                                                                                 
12Hankey headed all three secretariats until his retirement in 1938. 
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restraint.  He seldom insisted on any military adventure against the 

concerted resistance of the CSC, especially Alanbrooke.13

 

 It is clear from this review that even without the special 

innovations that suited Churchill’s personal leadership style, the whole 

tendency of the evolution of the British national security system from the 

Boer War to World War II was to enhance the means whereby the Prime 

Minister could tighten his control of the policy process.  (This fact was 

not always appreciated by those Americans who sought to appropriate 

parts of the British system of defense/foreign policy coordination for 

home consumption.) Older institutions such as the Cabinet were not 

subverted, but often received a reduced or altered role.  Equally 

important, the means to the strengthening of the Prime Minister’s role 

was not by the replacement or amalgamation of existing Departments, 

but by the creation of a committee system, bound together by a common 

secretariat, which enabled the lateral coordination of policy. 

   

 The British system of policy control and coordination influenced 

American practice in a variety of ways.  Literally hundreds of Amrican 

officers serving in various staff positions in Washington, from the Joint 

Staff Planners on down, worked and rubbed shoulders with the British 

officers attached to the Combined Chiefs of Staff.  Americans working 

under Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Morgan in the planning units for the 

Normandy invasion had a similar experience at theater level.  General 

Marshall, widely admired for his organizational talents even by those 

British commanders who despised his strategic acumen, had an intense 

interest in the British staff system.  In 1943 at Marshall’s request 

General Ismay sent him an outline and extensive briefing materials 

                                                 
13For an interesting summation of the Churchill-Alanbrooke relationship, see David 
Fraser, Alanbrooke (new York, 1982), pp. 531-535.  
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regarding the British organizational evolution since 1904.14  Marshall 

shared this package with Navy.  King, and perhaps Forrestal, read it.  

Most importantly, so did the team working during the summer of 1945 

on what became known as the Eberstadt Report, described below. 

 

 Admiration of British organizational techniques became general in 

the American services, sometimes in fairly surprising quarters.  Admiral 

William (“Bull”) Halsey, best known for his unremitting aggressiveness in 

battle, wrote of  

 

“the need for wise, trained men to minister the National Policy.  We need 

men who understand the causes of war and conflict, who understand the 

fundamentals of our aims and ideals, who understand the inter-relation 

of international policies...and the true significance of military power.  The 

British Empire has such men and our amateurs are rarely a match for 

them....We must find and train such men.” 

 

Forrestal, who quoted this passage approvingly in his diary, added the 

organizational corollary that “unless all the Governmental Agencies 

concerned with policy were consulted events might run beyond your 

intent.”15

 

 Public Discussion of Policy Planning During World War II.  The 

actual creation of the NSC was a byproduct of the movement for armed 

forces unification, and the controversies surrounding it.  Yet interest in a 

Council was not restricted entirely to government policymakers, and the 

by-then longstanding desire to mesh foreign and military policy was not 

                                                 
14A copy of the full package is in Princeton University, Seeley Mudd Library, Eberstadt 
Papers, Box 4.  Portions have turned up in other collections including Truman Library, 
Elsey Papers, Box 95.  
15Princeton University, Mudd Libary, Forrestal Papers, Diaries, entry for June 6, 1945, 
“Haute Savoie.”  Date for Halsey’s letter not given. 
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the sole intellectual rationale for policy coordination.  In 1943 Nathaniel 

Peffer outlined in Harper’s Magazine a whole series of ambitious 

proposals designed to make U.S. foreign policy more democratic and 

more consistent.  One was a constitutional amendment to allow the 

House to approve treaties along with the Senate.  Another was a proposal 

for a Council of Common Defense.  Peffer harkened all the way back to 

191116 in recommending that majority and minority leaders of the foreign 

relations committees of each House sit on a Council which would also 

include key cabinet members and the President himself. 

 

 Peffer, like so many at the time, was especially mindful of the 

Versailles precedent and wanted a forum which would ensure enough 

Congressional association with the treaty making process to improve 

chances of treaty approval.17 George Fielding Eliot, the influential military 

columnist of the New York Herald Tribune. endorsed Peffer’s proposal.  

Like all military-minded men, Eliot was interested in better politico-

military coordination, but he also laid special emphasis on a powerful 

United Nations organization.  Eliot believed that nations should be 

represented at the UN by very high officials, and believed that a U.S. 

representative who was perhaps also a member of such a council would 

be a satisfactory alter ego for the President himself.18

 

 Hugh Gibson, a veteran publicist and former Foreign Service 

officer, came up with a similar proposal.  He, too, touched on both the 

treaty-approval and UN-coordination arguments, but his own special 

                                                 
16Peffer hinted at awareness of the 1911 proposals without discussing them directly. 
17Nathaniel Peffer, “The Split in Our Foreign Policy,” Harper’s Magazine (187, 1119, 
August 1943), pp. 193-200.  
18George Fielding Eliot, Hour of Triumph (New York, 1944), pp. 49-55.  Actually, Eliot 
had outlined a plan very similar to Peffer’s, less the international ramifications, even 
before the war.  His “endorsement” of Peffer’s ideas was therefore oddly self-effacing.  
Eliot, The Ramparts We Watch:  A Study of the Problems of American National Defense 
(New York, 1938), pp. 322-337.  
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emphasis was on the need for State Department reform.  Gibson saw a 

Council of Common Defense as the means both to infuse the whole 

politico-military establishment with the Department’s professionalism 

and foreign policy expertise and to wake up the Department itself by 

broadening the concerns of these same professionals.  Like Eliot and 

other military sophisticates familiar with the British system, he laid 

special emphasis on the uses of a permanent secretariat for the Council, 

but he saw it as a place for State Department as well as military men.  

Indeed, he saw them as its wheel horses.   

 

 While Gibson, like Eliot and Peffer, wanted Congressional 

representation on a Council, he differed from them by not including the 

President.  Rather he saw the Council not as determining policy but 

making recommendations to the President.  It might be nominally headed 

by the Secretary of State, with a specially-designated, full-time 

Undersecretary to do the actual work of heading up the Council, or it 

might even have an independent head of Cabinet rank.  Gibson saw 

clearly that the “final responsibility in diplomacy and policy lies with the 

President, and obviously he could not be relieved of it by any such 

organization as is here suggested.”19  Gibson did not discuss the problem 

that might be created for a President if he rejected such a body's advice. 

 

 Edward Earle, too, took time from his wartime post as a target 

analyst for the Army Air Forces to continue lecturing on the need for a 

Defense Council.  In the course of an unclassified presentation before the 

Army and Navy Staff College in 1944, he recommended a “Committee of 

                                                 
19Hugh Gibson, The Road to Foreign Policy  (New York, 1944), pp. 188-208.  Of all 
such public proposals for a policy council, Gibson’s is the most detailed.  Some of the 
features of a secretariat that he described so carefully have actually come to pass in the 
configuration of the modern NSC Staff.  He was unique for his time in foreseeing an 
important role for State Department staff in a future council’s activities.  While his ideas 
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National Security” to be presided over by the President or his 

representative, with the Departments represented by “permanent 

undersecretaries” created for the purpose.  Like other wartime 

commentators, he laid great stress on “a permanent secretariat that will 

do a great deal of the work,” but he differed from them in skepticism 

about Congressional representation, though this was not on 

constitutional grounds:  “It is very easy to make it unwieldy and there is 

always the grave possibility of leaks, vital leaks, when you draw in 

persons who have other than administrative responsibilities.”  Ever 

hearkening to the British model, Earle also floated the notion that the 

Committee might be on “two levels, military and political,” thus echoing 

the peacetime relationship of CSC to CID.20

 

 Linkage of Proposals for a National Security Council to Proposals 

for Unification of the Armed Forces.  The war was far from over when the 

War Department, at the instigation of the General Staff, produced its first 

proposal for armed forces unification in mid-1943.21  In an apparent 

paradox, the Department acted just as inter service cooperation on a 

coordinate basis was approaching its all-time peak of viability as the war 

effort moved into high gear and the JCS functioned with increasing 

effectiveness.  General Marshall at one point admitted as much.  

Nonetheless, “he simply did not believe that under the existing system 

that degree of cooperation could continue in peacetime, when the stress 

of war no longer compelled the reaching of agreement on at least major 

problems and the key decisions would become the allocations of limited 

                                                                                                                                                 
on the total value of Congressional participation in a Council may seem wishful and 
naive to modern analysts, in fairness one must note also that they have never been tried.   
20Edward Meade Earle Papers, “Lecture on Grand Strategy by Edward Meade Earle,” 
Army and Navy Staff College, Washington D.C., 15 September, 1944.  Princeton 
University, Mudd Library, Edward Meade Earle Papers, Box 28, separate folder. 
21The best general account of the movement for armed forces unification and its 
opponents is in Demetrios Caraley, The Politics of Military Unification: A Study of 
Conflict and the Policy Process (New York, 1966). 
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funds.”22  Behind this attitude was the belief, widespread among senior 

Army officers, that the more glamorous Navy had made off with an unfair 

share of appropriations during the 1930s and that this situation would 

recur as soon as the emergency was over.23  Army Air Force officers 

plainly did not believe their service lacked glamour, but rightly believed 

that some sort of unification plan would afford an opportunity to 

establish an independent U.S. Air Force.  Otherwise, creation of a third 

service secretary and military cabinet member would compound 

administrative confusion at cabinet level.  The Army was by wartime long 

since reconciled to the separation of its airmen, who had already attained 

a substantial degree of autonomy and a seat on the JCS. 

 

 At the outset the Navy took a noncommittal stand on the proposal, 

preferring to delay action until the end of the war.  An interservice 

committee established to study the proposal, chaired by retired Admiral 

James O. Richardson and known by his name, endorsed the general 

objective of unification,24 and prominent Navy officers including Admiral 

Chester Nimitz, the wartime commander on the Central Pacific Theater, 

at first agreed. 

 

 By 1945, however, both the admirals and Forrestal (Secretary of 

the Navy from late 1944) had swung into firm opposition.  First, the Navy 

                                                 
22Ibid., p. 45. 
23A later examination of the interwar military appropriation process argued effectively 
that it was noncompetitive because of the mutual exclusiveness of the respective 
Congressional committees and their constituencies.  See Samuel P. Huntington, 
“Interservice Competition and the Political Roles of the Armed Services,” American 
Political Science Review, LV (March, 1961), pp. 40-52.   
24The Richardson Committee’s Report dated May 11, 1945 is printed in U.S. Congress, 
79 Cong 1 Sess, Senate, Committee on Military Affairs: Department of Armed Forces; 
Department of Military Security, Hearings on S. 84 and S. 1482 (Washington, 1945), pp. 
411-439.  Richardson himself dissented from the report of the committee he chaired on 
many grounds, including a belief that such action was hasty, and ill-considered, and that 
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did not like the idea of an independent air force.  It feared the possessive 

attitude of the Army Air Force towards all air activity.  The AAF 

particularly wanted to take over the Navy’s land-based aviation, which 

existed principally in support of anti-submarine warfare.  The Navy also 

feared, with some justification, that the AAF had long-term designs on its 

prized carrier-based aviation, either by takeover or total elimination.  

Beyond this, there was the pervasive AAF attitude, later contradicted by 

the Strategic Bombing Survey, that strategic bombing had been the 

decisive factor in both halves of World War II and had destined the entire 

Navy to obsolescence.25

 

 For its part, the ground Army wanted to take over or eliminate the 

Marine Corps.  The Corps, never once organized at division level before 

World War II, expanded during the conflict to over half a million men.  

From the Army view, it was bad enough that the all-volunteer corps was 

draining off prime draft material; the large scale of marine operations 

and some Marine commanders’ occasional openly expressed contempt for 

senior Army commanders were a threat to the Army’s own prestige and 

operational validity.  The Navy was prepared to repel the Army assault on 

the Marines as well, and to use its Congressional allies to protect its 

interests at all costs. 

 

 The end of the war saw the unification issue emerging from the 

abstract to the concrete, with inter service rivalries over who got what 

now superseding the cooperative spirit, born of genuine emergency, 

which had aided the idea of unification earlier. 

                                                                                                                                                 
it could not be properly thought through in wartime.  He did call for the retention of the 
JCS as a necessary coordinating mechanism. 
25Some of the more expansive examples of the AAF’s attitude are quoted in Caraley, 
Politics, pp. 77-81.  For a fascinating though undeviatingly hostile exposition of the 
growth of the informal and popular side of AAF doctrine, see Michael S. Sherry, The 
Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon (New Haven, 1987).   
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 There was more than a turf war to the unification conflict, 

however.  The original War Department unification proposal, only slightly 

modified by 1945, called for a powerful single “Chief of Staff of the Armed 

Forces” as well as a unitary Defense Department headed by a single 

“Secretary of the Armed Forces.”  On some organizational charts 

circulated at the time, including that in the Richardson Committee’s 

report, this official was not only interposed between the Secretary and 

the other service chiefs, he was given direct control of all the powerful 

regional unified inter service commands.  As described in Chapter I, the 

uniformed Navy had never gone over so completely to an organization 

centered upon a powerful service Chief of Staff as had the Army.  Neither 

had Secretaries of the Navy ever been reconciled to to a Departmental 

structure in which all the functional bureaus as well as line commands 

were under a service chief.  They saw such a structure as isolating the 

Secretary and as tending to subvert the tradition of civilian control over 

the military.  As Josephus Daniels, President Wilson’s Secretary of the 

Navy, once put it when his CNO was agitating for all-inclusive authority 

within the Department, the effect would be to “place the Secretary of the 

Navy on the Washington Monument and not give him a telephone, so 

that he will not know anything that is going on, but will just ‘sign here.’  

Un-American.”26  To extend Daniels’ simile, as the Navy saw the 

Richardson Plan, it created the new “Secretary of the Armed Forces” and 

immediately isolated him on the monument, while simultaneously 

abolishing the former service secretaries and turning the uniformed 

service chiefs into the monument’s elevator operators.  The Navy feared 

the new “Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces” would be all-powerful. 

 

 In Forrestal the Navy had a more traditionalist champion than 

Knox, who had endorsed unification as a general concept.  Forrestal 
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sympathized with the goals of retaining the Marine Corps and a powerful 

carrier air force under navy control, and was particularly skeptical of the 

supposed organizational and efficiency benefits of unification.  He 

realized too that something more than obduracy was needed to reach an 

accommodation with unification’s proponents.  This realization 

dovetailed with a longstanding interest in improving the overall 

organization of U.S. policymaking at a top level.  He was well familiar 

with the British CID and the work of Lord Hankey, and had also delved 

into the writings of Walter Bagehot, the 19th-century political economist 

whose works included numerous essays arguing the superiority of 

British governmental structure to American.  Forrestal may be termed a 

“Britishizer,” unlike Marshall, who seems to have had some intermittent 

interest in applying a few British models within the military, but hardly 

in molding the whole government in a British image.   As Forrestal put it 

in a Diary entry, there needed to be “some conscious place in the 

government for the making of policy,” “a much greater exchange of 

information,” a “secretariat and an agenda” in the President’s cabinet, 

and “two grand divisions to head up...the creation and definition of 

national policy” and the allocation of “national resources for war.”  Some 

of these wishes were to be realized and to prove valuable, but Forrestal 

never quite accepted that in the U.S. scheme of things, there was already 

a conscious place for the making of policy: the mind of the President.  

Indeed, some of his thinking may have been inspired by his remoteness 

from Roosevelt.  Clearly, however, his interest in organizational 

improvement was not, as some critics have stated, a mere convenient 

pretext for derailing unification.27   

                                                                                                                                                 
26Caraley, Politics, p. 103. 
27Herbert Ellison, “Jim Forrestal: A Portrait in Politics,” The Atlantic (November 1951), 
pp. 73-80; Townsend Hoopes and Douglas Brinkley, Driven Patriot: The Life and Times 
of James Forrestal, (New York, 1992), pp. 242-243; Forrestal Papers, Diaries, Entry for 
July 18, 1945, “Government.”  For a contrary view of Forrestal’s sincerity on the point, 
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 Forrestal perhaps inspired a letter which David I. Walsh of 

Massachusetts, Chairman of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee and a 

staunch defender of Navy views, sent to him in May 1945.  Walsh 

suggested that if “either/or logic” was discarded, “we may find that it is 

not necessary or desirable to either consolidate the War and Navy 

Departments...or let them remain entirely separate as they were before 

the war.”  Specifically citing British experience with the CID, he called for 

“legislation creating a Council on National Defense” as a “planning and 

coordinating mechanism only,” without “any executive authority 

whatsoever.”  Walsh then specified, however, that the Council have a 

secretariat, be independently funded, and have as its chief function to 

“formulate plans for, and coordinate the efforts for all other Federal 

Agencies.”28  

 

 The Eberstadt Report and Its Reception.  Walsh’s plainly self-

contradictory formulation met a positive response from Forrestal, who in 

June appointed Ferdinand Eberstadt, a Wall street lawyer and 

investment banker, to prepare recommendations not only on the 

unification question, but also on “what form of postwar organization” 

could enable the military “and other government departments and 

agencies most effectively to provide for and protect our national 

security.”29  Eberstadt had known Forrestal since undergraduate days at 

Princeton, been his sometime partner at Dillon, Read and acted as his 

personal attorney.  During World War II he had seen important service as 

Vice Chairman of the War Production Board, held other Washington 

                                                                                                                                                 
see Alfred Dick Sander, A Staff for the President: The Executive Office, 1921-1952 
(Westport, CT, 1988),  pp. 205-206. 
28Printed in U.S. Congress, Senate, 79 Cong, 1 Sess, Committee on Naval Affairs, Report 
to Honorable James Forrestal, Secretary of the Navy on Unification of the War and Navy 
Departments and Postwar Organization for National Security, October 22, 1945 (The 
Eberstadt Report), (Washington, 1945), pp. iii-iv.  Italics in quotation added.  
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posts, and served as frequent troubleshooter for Forrestal.  According to 

the biographer of their relationship, Forrestal frequently called on 

Eberstadt to “bring order out of chaos, particularly the type of 

intellectual disorder that marked Forrestal’s accumulation of ideas 

ranging from welfare capitalism to archconservatism.”  Eberstadt “saw 

issues more clearly” than Forrestal, whose finest talent was for bringing 

about quick solutions for pressing problems of bureaucratic organization 

and policy implementation.30

 

 Eberstadt claimed then and later that he approached the 

unification question without prejudices and a clean sheet of paper: “our 

investigation...is not from the standpoint of an advocate but rather from 

that of striving to reach a strictly impartial and independent viewpoint.  

The job is being done for the Secretary of the Navy, however, and our 

views are to be kept in strict confidence in every respect.”  And:  “This 

report is made from no point of view other than that of the average 

citizen and taxpayer.”31  Eberstadt had served in the Army during World 

War I and was personally close to Under Secretary (later Secretary) of 

War Robert Patterson as well as to Forrestal.  Yet the totality of such 

papers as Eberstadt left behind on his inner thoughts, while they show 

his lack of narrow naval parochialism, also suggest that he did not really 

take a very long look at the potential advantages of a totally unitary 

organization for defense.  Nor did the correspondence Eberstadt 

conducted informally with leaders in various fields encourage him to do 

so.  If their was a consensus among his correspondents, it was that a 

larger and more muscular peacetime defense establishment was a good 

                                                                                                                                                 
29Printed Ibid., p. 1. 
30Jeffery M. Dorwart, Eberstadt and Forrestal: A National Security Partnership, 1909-
1949 (College Station, Texas, 1991), p. 4. 
31Eberstadt Papers, Box 5, May-Aug 1945 Unification, Memorandum of Meeting held 
June 8 in Room 2500, unattributed rapporteur; ibid., “Eberstadt Notes,” entry for July 12. 
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idea, but that they hesitated to offer specific suggestions on 

organizational matters.32   

 

Rather than in evidence of a careful consideration of the merits 

and demerits of a unitary organization, Eberstadt;s notes abound in 

ruminations about the theoretical nature of organization which show his 

personal preference for coordinate structures:  “Merely putting the 

services together does not seem to promise much because counterparts 

of inter service problems exist in almost every service.”  “We want not 

only coordination of military effort, but coordination of the entire effort.”  

“The most powerful stimulant to cooperation is not charts or even laws or 

regulations, it is the determination of those at the top to disapprove its 

absence.  There is no short-cut by organization or otherwise.”  “Most of 

the defects [in the conduct of the war] were defects of coordination, not 

from reluctance to get together but from absence of the proper 

organizational units, policies, procedures and mechanisms.”  And, most 

startling from today’s perspective: “Three secretaries should prevent the 

mistakes of undue economy.”33

 

 Eberstadt assembled a team of very bright young men to help him 

with the report.34  He also sought to interview a wide variety of experts.35  

                                                 
32 Eberstadt’s respondents ranged from the Wall Street lawyer and former Democratic 
presidential candidate John W. Davis to the AFofL labor leader William Green, and 
included automobile executives, the historian Charles A, Beard and the Idealist 
philosopher William Ernest Hocking.  The latter had been active in the preparedness 
movement prior to World War I. This correpondence took place during August and 
September 1945. (Gilmore Papers) 
33Ibid.,  entries for July 12, 27 and August 10, 22, 1945.    
34Most were academics or academics-to-be who held naval commissions during the war, 
with a heavy weighting toward Harvard.  Some later careers were notable.  Milton Katz 
became a faculty star at Harvard Law School, Louis Hartz an equally well-known 
Harvard political scientist.  C. Douglas Dillon was President John F. Kennedy’s 
Secretary of the Treasury.  Myron P. Gilmore, who researched and wrote the sections 
recommending establishment of the National Security Council, was later a Professor of 
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Nonetheless the resulting product was very much in line with views 

expressed in Walsh’s letter, in Forrestal’s diary entries, and in 

Eberstadt’s own private ruminations. 

 

 The burden of the Eberstadt Report was that existing U.S. 

institutions for the command and control of the armed forces were 

“proven and effective.”  The Report cited World War II as Exhibit A in 

regard to the success of the system.  Such failures as occurred it 

ascribed not to the existing institutions, but to “defects of coordination,” 

such as “gaps” between foreign and military policy, between strategic 

plans and logistic implementation, between policy and intelligence, 

between legislature and executive, between the cabinet departments, and 

ultimately between government and people.  The solution lay in creation 

of “appropriate and seasoned mechanisms, and of adequate plans, 

policies, and procedures for coordination.” For this reason, the creation 

of a National Security Council was prominently featured as the second of 

the Report’s many recommendations, immediately after its only mild 

military surprise, endorsement of a separate Department of the Air Force.  

The Council would be the keystone of a web of coordination that would 

be set up in lieu of a unified armed forces department.  This master 

scheme of coordination would be in one sense more far-reaching than 

unification, for it would bind together in the quest for a “national 

security” policy pertinent civilian-State, Treasury, a proposed National 

Security Resources Board-agencies as well as the military ones. 

    

 In addition to the reasons cited in the Report for the proposed 

coordinating mechanisms, Eberstadt had on his mind another: the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Art History at Harvard and eventually Bernard Berenson’s successor as Director of the 
Villa I Tatti near Florence.  Elting E. Morison was a naval historian.  
35Eberstadt contacted Edward Earle but the available record does not show if the two men 
actually consulted.  Earle was by this time in poor health and had numerous 
commitments.  Earle Papers, Box 5, Correspondence, E.   
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unlikelihood or undesirability of any subsequent President being either 

able or allowed to bind into his hands so many threads of government as 

had Roosevelt.  “With the exception of the President, no attempt was 

made to exercise civilian influence or control over strategic and 

operational matters.  It is too early to pass final judgment on this, but 

the result was satisfactory.”  Basically, this was a highly favorable and 

fair-minded assessment from a Republican who had suffered at 

Roosevelt’s hands during the bureaucratic turmoil that accompanied the 

war.  Yet Eberstadt wondered also “if...we had a President whose interest 

in military service was less close and active than that of President 

Roosevelt, it might be that the services would suffer rather than gain” by 

that President’s direct control.36

 

 The Report saw the National Security Council, in words harkening 

back directly to Walsh’s letter, as “a policy-forming and advisory, not an 

executive, body.”  Unlike the plan of 1911, it included the Secretary of 

State.  Unlike that plan and disregarding also the public advocates of the 

Council such as Major Eliot, it excluded Congressional representatives.  

Members would be the President, Secretary of State, the 3 service 

secretaries, and the Chairman of the National Security Resources Board.  

The Vice President would preside in the President’s absence.  Given 

Eberstadt’s views on coordination, there is no mystery about the 

inclusion of the Secretary of State. Unfortunately few internal records of 

Eberstadt’s study team survive37 and they do not shed light on why the 

possibility of Congressional representation was not even mentioned 

anywhere in the Report.  The team was aware of the 1911 proposals38 

                                                 
36Eberstadt Papers, Box 5, May-August 1945 Unification, entries for June 28 and August 
22.  Concerning Eberstadt’s bureaucratic bruises, see Dorwart, Eberstadt and Forrestal, 
pp. 30-89.  
37  
38One of Eberstadt’s notes, in apparent reference to the original 1911 proposal, reads:  “It 
is to be noted that the Council of National Defense lacks State Department 
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and possibly also of the public proposals in favor of Congressional 

inclusion and it is therefore curious that the Report did not even discuss 

the option.  It did call for “close relations” between the NSC and 

congressional leaders to “increase mutual understanding and fortify 

continuity and unity of purpose” in military and foreign policy.  The JCS 

“would be a part of, and meet with,” the Council, and a new Central 

Intelligence Agency would “a part of, and report to” the Council. 

 

 In the lengthier rationale for the Council that formed the first of 

the studies comprising Volume II of the Report, Myron Gilmore, while 

noting the basic differences between the British and American systems, 

nonetheless stated:  “certain features of the British experience” offered “a 

sound basis for the development of a similar organization within the 

framework of our own Constitution.”  “The centralization of responsibility 

as between the departments concerned, the relationship between the 

political heads of departments and the Chief of Staff, and the concept of 

a permanent secretariat are principles which can well be applied to a 

solution of the problem in this country.”  It was on the last of these that 

the study laid particular emphasis.  It was the secretariat’s zeal for policy 

coordination which in Britain had “created the habit of working together” 

among various government ministries.  “Without executive authority 

themselves” and having no role as “expert advisers,” its staff had 

perfected the techniques of extracting information and policy proposals 

from the experts and decisions from those empowered to make them.  

The zeal and in time the organizational expertise of a similar American 

cadre, the study implied, could overcome the seemingly daunting 

constitutional differences between the British and American systems and 

bring about the integration of U.S. foreign and military policy. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
representation.”  Entry for June 28, 1945; Eberstadt Papers, Box 5, May-August 1945 
Unification.  
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 Yet the Report’s recommendations and studies left crucial 

questions dangling.  First and foremost, it did not try, anymore than did 

the Congressional committee reports of 1911-1912 or of 1926, to 

describe the President’s role in, or with regard to, the NSC.  True, the 

President was this time unequivocally included.  Beyond that, either out 

of fear of lese majesté or a desire to let institutional arrangements arise 

organically, the Eberstadt team did not go.  The President was to be 

Chairman of the NSC, but if it was to be an “advisory and policy-forming, 

not an executive, body” what was his role in it, since he was the 

Executive?  Indeed, could “policy-forming” be said not to be an executive 

function?  The accompanying chart gave no help, but compounded the 

confusion.  It showed the “Chairman” of the NSC sitting as a member of 

the proposed National Security Resources Board, whose membership 

largely overlapped with NSC’s.39  Did this mean that the President, when 

he sat with this Board, would allow its Chairman to preside over him?     

 

 Secondly, while in government it has been well said that “location 

is influence,” the Report gave no sense or idea of the physical placement 

of the projected NSC secretariat.  Would the NSC be quartered in the 

White House, have an independent location, or be administratively 

located somewhere in the military establishment?40

 

 While it may seem unfair to tax the Report with failure to go into 

details on these points, it was the unfortunate fact that they were not 

resolved in the legislative process leading to enactment of the National 

Security Act of 1947 either.  When the Report appeared, public attention 

                                                 
39The Report saw the NSRB as the nexus or clearinghouse whereby domestic economic 
policy could be integrated with national security policy.  Its membership was to include 
the heads of whatever temporary agencies existed in the procurement field as well as the 
service secretaries and the Chairman of the Munitions Board.  
40The Report, of course, was advising against a unified Defense Department, so this was 
not one of the options. 
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focused in other areas.  One was the Navy’s apparent overall willingness 

to come up with alternative proposals on the unification question, rather 

than base its strategy purely on last-ditch resistance.  Of specific 

proposals, it was the concession of a separate Air Force that drew the 

comment, particularly as the Navy’s official position was still in 

opposition to it.  While the struggle over unification continued over the 

next two years, the proposed NSC was uncontroversial in the legislative 

process.  The Navy wanted it, Senator Walsh wanted it, and no other 

service or its Congressional adherents, even if they had opposed it, 

seemed to consider it worth any political capital to do so actively.  As far 

as Congress was concerned, the NSC was a potential part of the 

unification package from the time the Eberstadt Report was published in 

October 1945. 

 

 White House Views.  The White House was another matter.  In 

Harry Truman the United States had a president who lacked Roosevelt’s 

30-year experience of looking at military issues from the top, but who 

had been a major of artillery in World War I, had served in the Reserves 

for many years before and after that war, and had intimate experience 

with procurement problems as chairman of a special Senate Committee 

investigating military costs just before and during World War II.  While 

Roosevelt had a basic fascination with the Navy, Truman identified with 

the Army and the concept of the citizen soldier.  The man who ordered 

the use of the first atomic bomb nonetheless steadfastly believed that 6 

months peacetime military training for all males of draft age (Universal 

Military Training or UMT) was the basis of continuing security for the 

United States.  He therefore saw, at least before the full implications of 

nuclear weapons gradually became apparent, the requirements of any 

future war closely approximating those in World War II, of which the very 

first had been a large pool of trained military manpower.  Since like 

others Truman believed that the chance of the Army getting the funding 
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it needed would be enhanced by a unified appropriation process, he was 

far more inclined to favor unification than Roosevelt, who had been 

strenuously neutral on the subject. 

 

 Two young naval officers on the White House staff who were strong 

supporters of Forrestal’s views tried their very best to interest Truman in 

the NSC proposal as part of a unification package proposal.  George 

Elsey served in uniform during the war in the White House map room 

and later became a civilian assistant to Clark Clifford, who functioned 

first as an assistant to Truman’s Naval aide and later as White House 

Special Council and de facto principal adviser.  In December 1945 they 

prepared briefing materials for Samuel Rosenman, Truman’s first Special 

Counsel, who was drawing up the President’s Congressional message on 

unification, advocating an NSC along the exact lines described in the 

Eberstadt Report, a “policy-forming...and advisory body to the President” 

which also included the President.  Truman, according to Rosenman, did 

“not want to go into the details” of the NSC or NSRB at that time.  

Instead Truman’s message as sent on December 19 stated that after a 

unified Defense Department had been established, other steps needed for 

a “comprehensive national security policy” could be taken “with greater 

care.”  The State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) already 

represented “much more than a beginning” in achievement of “consistent 

political and military policy.”  Truman was probably hinting that building 

on the SWNCC would be sufficient and that no statutory basis for a 

coordinating body was needed.  Indeed, the message turned the 

argument for coordination around by claiming that unification would 

forward the “ease and speed” with which the military and other 

departments could exchange views by minimizing “the extent to which 

inter-service differences have to be...settled by the civilian leaders.”  
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Above all, the “President, as Commander-in-Chief, should not personally 

have to coordinate the Army and Navy and Air Force.”41

 

 The main body of his message recommended to the Congress a 

fully unified Defense Department with a single Secretary and a single 

Chief of Staff, fully in accord with War Department thinking.  We can 

describe only briefly here the bureaucratic and political bargaining which 

shaped the new defense structure in the eventual National Security Act 

of 1947 along vastly different lines.  Truman and the War Department 

got a Secretary of Defense, but they did not get a Department of Defense 

until 1949.  Instead the 1947 Act set up a “National Military 

Establishment” headed by a Secretary of Defense with only four 

assistants, no Under Secretary and no Assistant Secretary.  The Act 

retained the existing Joint Chiefs of Staff, and retained the service 

departments while adding a Department of the Air Force.  (The War 

Department was renamed the Department of the Army.)  The new 

Secretary was responsible primarily for submission of a unified budget, 

but had only coordinating powers in its preparation.  He had no power to 

alter the structure and operating procedures of the Departments.  

Against Army wishes, the Navy retained a “big” Marine Corps and all of 

its land-based aviation.  The Act established also a Central Intelligence 

Agency. 

 

 Evolution of Unification.  The journey to this compromise took two 

years.  The fundamental political equation was that support for the Navy 

and Marine Corps position was strong enough in Congress to block the 

White House-War Department plan.  Also, Truman valued Forrestal’s 

                                                 
41Memorandum and note by George Elsey, December 15, 1945, Truman Library, Elsey 
Papers, Box 93, Postwar Military Organization, Memos 1; Memorandum from Rosenman 
to Clifford, December 17, ibid., Box 93, PMO, Memoranda, Primary Source Material; 
Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Harry S Truman, 1945, pp. 565-
566.  
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general competence and his support on other issues, including Universal 

Military Training, which was also before the Congress during much of 

this period.42  With this leverage Forrestal and his military and 

Congressional allies were able to modify the unification legislation to a 

point where they could afford to let it pass.  It was the faithful Eberstadt 

who in March 1946, during a round of informal negotiations with his 

friend Secretary Patterson on behalf of his friend Secretary Forrestal, 

conceived the germ of the compromise: a proposal that there be a 

“Secretary of Common Defense” who would have no administrative 

duties, be a member of the cabinet, and have power to coordinate 

military policy and represent the services in the coordination of military 

with foreign policy.  The service secretaries and their departments would 

be retained, but no longer sit in the cabinet.43  This idea was 

unacceptable to Patterson at the time.  By May 1946, the best Forrestal 

and Patterson could do was a joint letter listing and describing points of 

agreement and disagreement.  The Secretaries agreed to retain the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff (thereby dropping the single Chief of Staff, a major War 

Department concession) and that there should be a Central Intelligence 

Agency, a National Security Council,44 and a National Security Resources 

Board.  They failed to agree on the role of naval air, the role of the Marine 

Corps, and of course on whether there should be one or three 

departments.  The Navy did concede, in its quest for separate 

departments, one for the Air Force.45

 

 Truman responded by once again recommending a single 

department.  He did accept the recommendation for an NSC as well as all 

                                                 
42It was never enacted. 
43Unattributed memorandum to Forrestal, March 11, 1946, describing Eberstadt’s views 
in the third person;  Eberstadt Papers, Box 4, Folder 1945 “Compromise Discussions.” 
44Under the name “Council of Common Defense.” 
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the other agreed recommendations.  Doing so may have been easier for 

him because this version did not list him as a member, enabling him to 

maintain the distance from it that the early days of the actual NSC 

revealed that he desired.46  It also is likely that he acceded because he 

regarded it as a minor issue over which controversy should not distract 

all concerned from the main struggle over unification.47

 

 The remainder of the march toward the 1947 Act, so far as 

unification is concerned, is principally a story of gradual White 

House/War Department concessions: on naval aviation, on the role of the 

marine corps, and on retention of the service departments, in return for 

the Navy’s concession of a Secretary of Defense on terms which had been 

foreshadowed in Eberstadt’s plan of March 1946.   

 

 Evolution of the NSC Proposal.  Here we shall focus mainly on the 

evolution of the NSC in the statute.  While in narrative form, this section 

emphasizes the following main issues:  Was the President to be a 

member of the Council, and more generally, what would be his 

relationship to the Council in either case?  Who else would be on the 

Council?  If the President was not to be a member or was absent, who 

would be senior in his stead?  What would be the role of the staff or 

secretariat, and where would it be located?  Would the Council be 

advisory or executive?  How was the NSC expected to relate to the other 

institutions created in the Act, including CIA, JCS, NSRB, and the new 

military establishment? 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
45Joint letter from Patterson and Forrestal to Truman, May 31, 1946 forms attachment to 
letter from Patterson to Truman, June 17; Truman Library, President’s Secretary’s File 
(hereafter PSF), Box 156, Cabinet Subfile, War, Secretary of.  
46See below. 
47Sander, A Staff for the President, pp.  218-219.  
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 The Patterson/Forrestal NSC proposal to which Truman acceded in 

June 1946 called for the Council “to integrate our foreign and military 

powers.”  The President was not to be a member, presumably in 

deference to his wishes, but the language could be construed to give the 

Council executive powers. The six members were to be the Secretaries of 

State, Defense, and the three services, and the Chairman of the NSRB.   

Budget Director Harold Smith described the NSC as the “greatest threat” 

to presidential authority in the evolving compromise package.  While 

presented as a means of relieving the President of work, it did so by 

divesting him of executive authority that he could not “lose and remain 

President under our form of government.”  In addition representatives of 

the military departments outnumbered those of the two civilian agencies, 

insuring military dominance of the Council.48  While Truman disregarded 

the Bureau’s advice on this occasion, as time passed he came 

increasingly to look upon it as one of his main sources of advice on 

unification.  The other was Clifford, who gradually transferred his 

intellectual allegiance from the Navy to the White House as he rose in 

Truman’s service and grew disgusted with what he saw as Forrestal’s 

intransigence.49

 

 The proposal remained in approximately this form even after 

Forrestal, Patterson, and the uniformed services reached their 

fundamental compromise along the lines described above.  The complete 

package was embodied in a draft prepared in the White House, with 

participation of representatives of the armed services, in January 1947.  

During February Clifford and the Budget Bureau intervened and brought 

about modifications in the NSC section which left no doubt that the 

Council was an advisory body.  Language embodying the Forrestal-

                                                 
48Memorandum from Harold Smith to Truman, May 22, 1946; Truman Library, PSF, Box 
150, BOB, Budget, Military 1945-1953. 
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Walsh-Eberstadt conception of the Council, which went far towards 

giving it executive authority  “under the direction of the President,” now 

disappeared.  Instead the key clauses defining the powers of the Council 

stated that the Council’s function was to “advise” the President in 

“matters involving the national security.”  In addition to performing “such 

other functions as the President” directed, it would “assess and appraise” 

the objectives of the United States in relation to its power, and “consider 

policies on matters of common interest” to the pertinent agencies and 

departments, all for the purpose of making policy  “recommendations” to 

the President.  The BOB even insisted on the deletion of language stating 

that the President might meet with the Council at his discretion, 

evidently on the theory that since the President had the right to meet 

with any entity he chose in the Executive branch, Congress had no 

business saying so!  The NSC language was now clean as a hound’s tooth 

as far as any possible danger of infringing the President’s executive 

prerogative, but preserved the Council’s scope as a deliberative body.  All 

the key language just quoted survived unchanged in the Act as enacted 

the following summer.50

 

 Prior to these revisions, the NSC proposal elicited major dissent 

from the State Department.  According to Forrestal’s account of Secretary 

of State George Marshall’s remarks at a cabinet meeting February 7, the 

language in the draft bill “gave the impression to him that this body 

would be determining the entire foreign policy of the United States.”  At 

Truman’s request, the former Chief of Staff of the United States Army 

                                                                                                                                                 
49Clark Clifford with Richard Holbrooke, Counsel to the President: A Memoir (New 
York, 1991), pp. 149-155.  
50Sander, A Staff for the President, pp. 222-228; Memorandum from James Webb to 
Clifford, February 4, 1947, Truman Library, Clifford Papers, Box 18, Unification Bill, 
CCR;  Donald C. Stone, “Analysis of Fourth Draft Army-Navy ‘Unification’ Bill,” 
February 5, 1947, with attached BOB memorandum dated January 30; ibid., Elsey 
Papers, Box 82, National Defense-Unification, Folder 3; P.L. 253, approved July 26, 
1947, 61 Stat. 495.   
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followed up with a memorandum charging that the composition of the 

NSC would lead to military “domination” of the policy process and that 

the powers given the NSC “would dissipate the constitutional 

responsibility of the President for the conduct of foreign affairs” as 

traditionally exercised through the Secretary of State.  On behalf of the 

State Department, Marshall formally requested abandonment of the NSC.   

While probably unaware of it, Marshall was following in the footsteps of 

his predecessors Knox and Hughes in discouraging a high-level politico-

military policy council, and for essentially the same reasons.51  Later that 

month Marshall agreed that the NSC language as revised by Clifford and 

the BOB was an “improvement,” but still objected to overrepresentation 

of the services.  He asked that the statute designate the Secretary of 

State as Chairman of the NSC.  The White House, however, wished to 

reserve the right to designate a chairman to the President.52

 

 Forrestal continued to be a fertile source of new schemes for policy 

coordination while the Congress considered the White House compromise 

unification bill.  In March he tried to interest Clifford, State Department 

Under Secretary Dean Acheson, Budget Director James Webb, and 

others in the formation of a cabinet secretariat along British lines, an 

idea which Clifford and the others rejected.53  That same month, he 

                                                 
51See Chapter I, pp. 14-15 and 21. 
52Forrestal Papers, Forrestal Diaries, Volume 3, Box 6, entry for February 7, 1947, 
“Cabinet”; memorandum from Marshall to Truman, February  7, FRUS  1947 II, General, 
pp. 712-15; memorandum from Marshall to Truman with marginal notes by Elsey, 
February 25, Elsey Papers, Box 83, Unification Folder 13.  One of Elsey’s notes states 
that putting the service secretaries on the Council was a “gift” to the Navy in return for 
the service departments being deprived of cabinet seats.  Since the status of these 
departments went to the heart of the unification controversy, this clause of the legislation 
would not be changed.           
53Clifford, Counsel to the President, pp. 162-163.  What Forrestal may not have known 
was that Clifford and Elsey, each disgusted with the sloppiness of White House and 
interdepartmental policymaking, had prepared an outline of a somewhat similar proposal 
over a year previously and gotten nowhere with it.  Elsey, several draft notes and 
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prepared testimony for a hearing on the unification bill which suggested 

that congressional leaders such as the chairman of the foreign affairs 

committee of each House might be among those meant by the clause in 

the bill which allowed the President to designate certain individuals to sit 

with the Council in addition to statutory members.  White House 

reaction was swift:  this practice, wrote Elsey, “would break down the 

authority of the President” and pertinent cabinet members “in 

determining policy matters which are the function of the executive 

branch of the Government.”  At Webb’s request, Forrestal dropped the 

offending sentences, and when the Navy supporter Senator Edward 

Robinson of Wyoming offered an amendment that would have made 

several Committee Chairmen statutory members of the Council, Forrestal 

had the Navy Department recommend against it on the elliptic ground 

that it was “unduly restrictive” on the Executive.54   

 

 Passage of the National Security Act and Organization of the NSC.  

Like the rest of the Act, the provisions relating to the NSC did not arrive 

for signature at the White House in late July in quite the same form as 

they had left it in February, and the BOB opposed the changes.  As noted 

above, the BOB was so interested in distancing itself from the NSC and 

preserving the President’s freedom of action towards it that it had 

avoided language specifying that he might meet with it. Both Senate and 

House bills, however, designated the President as a member of the 

Council and specified that he should preside over its meetings (with 

power to designate an alternate).  Regarding the Staff of the Council, the 

                                                                                                                                                 
memoranda, January-February, 1946; Elsey Papers, Box 95, Reorganization Executive 
Branch, Security Secretariat.   
54Memorandum from Elsey to Clifford with attached draft testimony, ibid., Box 82, 
Unification Folder 2; letter from Forrestal to Senator Chan Gurney, May 19.  The War 
Department’s reply to the same question emphasized that the provision would upset the 
system of checks and balances on which American government was based; letter from 
Patterson to Gurney, same date; both National Archives, RG 46, Senate Armed Services 
Committee, 80th Congress, S. 758, Docket #1.  
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Senate offended by having the Secretary of Defense double as Executive 

Secretary of the Council.  At Clifford’s urging, Forrestal phoned Senator 

Leverett Saltonstall of Massachusetts, another naval adherent, to the 

pious effect that this setup would “incline other departments to regard 

such a man as the servant of a special interest of a particular 

department rather than the general interest of the government as a 

whole.”  The Conference Committee restored the original language calling 

for a separate Executive Secretary appointed by the President.55  The 

House deleted a provision allowing the President to appoint whomever he 

wished as additional members, and the Conference Committee relented 

only to the extent of letting him designate those of cabinet rank.56  Lastly, 

the House bill designated the Secretary of Defense as the President’s 

principal assistant for national security, a provision which the 

Conference Committee retained. 

 

 The origin of each of these changes is obscure.  None was 

introduced as a floor amendment; all occurred during Committee 

markups in each House, and the records of these proceedings are still 

closed.  The Hearings are unenlightening, nor were the changes 

explained in Committee or Conference reports.57  Was Forrestal playing a 

double game and supporting some or all of them?  One notes that 

actually placing the President on the Council was in accordance with the 

membership as outlined in the Eberstadt report and with Forrestal’s own 

general thinking as to the overall importance of the Council, and that the 

                                                 
55Entry “Conversation-Clifford,” July 23, Forrestal Diaries.  Emphases in original.  
Forrestal probably knew by this date that Patterson would turn down the Defense post 
and that he would become the first Secretary of Defense.  As shown below, he may 
already have wanted to influence the Council from the more exalted position of Vice 
Chairman. 
56With a few specified exceptions. 
57U. S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Armed Services, 80 Cong 1 Sess, National 
Defense Establishment (Unification of the Armed Services): Hearings on S.758 Parts 1 

 81



change established a formal direct link between the President and the 

service secretaries, including Forrestal, who would no longer sit in 

Cabinet meetings.  There is however, no evidence of Forrestal’s hand in 

the change.  Also, Forrestal did not know before mid-July at the earliest 

that he would be Secretary of Defense, hence the “principal assistant” 

clause could have held little interest for him.  And as shown above, he 

worked against the clause giving the Secretary of Defense two hats. 

 

 One notes also that S. 2044, the Senate unification bill which had 

been introduced by Elbert Thomas of Utah in 1946, also provided for 

Presidential attendance at NSC meetings, though not the President’s 

membership on the Council.  Hence the change was in a direction in 

which some Senators previously wished to go, and to which they had 

been conditioned by the Eberstadt Report. 

 

 Truman cared too little about the Council for these provisions to 

endanger his signature on July 26 of the National Security Act, which 

was on the whole a major victory for him. 

 

 As enacted, the Act, in a “Declaration of Policy” at its outset, stated 

as one of its purposes “the establishment of integrated policies and 

procedures for departments, agencies and functions of the government 

relating to the national security.”  The next section established the NSC, 

enumerated its members as the President, the Secretaries of State and 

Defense, the three service secretaries, the NSRB chairman, and such 

other department heads as the President might wish to designate.  (The 

Vice President was added in the 1949 modifications.)  The Council was 

“to advise the President with respect to the integration of domestic, 

foreign and military relating to the national security” to enable the 

                                                                                                                                                 
and 2, (Washington, 1947); same session, Senate report No. 239; same session, House 
Reports No. 961 and 1051.  
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military and other departments to “cooperate more effectively.”  Further, 

“in addition to such other functions as the President may direct,” it 

should, subject to his direction, its duty to “assess and appraise the 

objectives, commitments and risks of the United States in relation to our 

actual and potential military power, in the interest of national security,” 

in order to make recommendations to the President; and, it was to 

“consider matters of common interest” to the various departments and 

agencies concerned with national security, again for the pirpose of 

making recommendations to the President.58  Nowhere was “national 

security” defined, and at each point all duties that the Council might 

undertake were tied to the sole objective of “national security.”  Some of 

the wording, however, gave it considerable scope within that rubric, 

especially that relating to an appraisal of overall objectives in relations to 

means.       

 

       After Truman’s signature, the BOB carefully specified the 

undesirable features in the Act and advised the President on what to do 

about them.  Regarding the “principal assistant” clause, the President 

should be able “to designate a source...for official advice on security 

matters and not be limited to the Secretary of Defense.”  All Presidents 

have ignored this clause and it has been a dead letter since it was 

enacted.  The BOB reiterated its position that it was “inappropriate” for 

the President to sit on, or preside over the meetings of, a body advisory to 

him.59  Truman acted on this advice, too, by initially not attending the 

meetings and, as desired by both Marshall and the BOB, designating the 

Secretary of State to preside in his absence. 

 

                                                 
58Public Law 253, approved July 26, 1947; 61 Stat 495. 
59 Of course, Presidents had frequently presided over another "body advisory" to him: the 
Cabinet.  But the Cabinet had no statutory existence. 
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 Regarding the role of the new NSC, the BOB maintained, in line 

with its continuing affirmation of the President’s broad executive powers, 

that the Council “in no way either increased the President’s authority or 

decreased his responsibility,” and that the practical gain was that the 

President now had “full-time staff to complement this type of committee 

assistance which has always been available to him.”  (In other words, the 

President could have designated an equivalent to the Council on his own 

hook any time he wished, but the funding implied by the Act for NSC 

Staff was a plus.)  The Council should not be allowed to supplant the 

Cabinet, a useful source of advice.  Since the work of the Council “cut 

across several Departments,” the President should treat the Executive 

Secretary as his own man, a “Presidential ‘administrative assistant.’”  It 

followed, therefore, that the Council “secretariat” should be quartered in 

or near the White House.60

 

 Truman formally asked Forrestal to become the first Secretary of 

Defense on July 24 and he was confirmed two days later.61  By August 1 

the new Secretary and his closest associates (including Eberstadt) were 

planning a radically different structure from that the BOB was preparing, 

one which would have centered all the new machinery created or 

formalized by the National Security Act in and around the Pentagon and 

the Secretary of Defense.  The Staff of the NSC should be quartered in 

the Pentagon, as should that of the National Security Resources Board 

(NSRB).  The NSC Executive Secretary should have his office near 

Forrestal and (this was an afterthought) an additional one in the White 

House.  The Director of the Central Intelligence Agency should also be 

located near Forrestal, though the Pentagon planners did not deem such 

                                                 
60Memorandum from Webb to Delbert Latta, August 4, Truman Library, Truman Papers, 
Official File, 1285 (1947-March 1949); memoranda from Webb to Truman, August 11, 
enclosing additional memorandum dated August 8; ibid., Clifford Papers, Box 12, NME-
Security Council (1947-1949).  
61Forrestal got the job after Patterson, a consensus first choice, turned it down. 
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propinquity necessary for the CIA itself.  Finally, the President should 

designate the Secretary of Defense as Vice Chairman of the NSC, hence 

the presiding officer when the president did not attend its meetings.  In 

laying these plans, the Pentagon group was relying very heavily on the 

“principal assistant” clause. Up to this point theirs was not a totally 

unreasonable position, however much it may have fitted in with 

Forrestal’s proclivities. 

 

 Further, however, the Pentagon group was aware that Truman 

would not attend many NSC meetings. It wanted the President to issue a 

directive, to be drafted in Forrestal’s office, stating what actions the 

Council could take without consulting him.  It is not too far-fetched to 

regard the total package as a wishful outline for a devolution of power by 

the President which in Forrestal’s mind could conceivably have left 

Truman a remote figurehead in the areas of both military and foreign 

policy, with the actual reins of power to be held by a British-style inner 

cabinet, but, hardly conforming to the model, one dominated by the 

Secretary of Defense.62

 

 Though there are indications that the White House knew all along 

something of what was going on across the river, a BOB memorandum 

describes James Lay, the Deputy Executive Secretary of the fledgling 

NSC, as becoming “unhinged” when he learned the full scope of 

Forrestal’s ambitions in early September.  The White House looked for, 

                                                 
62Memorandum from Marx Leva to Forrestal, August 2, of meeting held in Forrestal’s 
office August 1; letters from Leva to Eberstadt dated August 11 and 19, enclosing drafts 
of minutes of meetings held in Forrestal’s conference room August 8 and 15, repectively; 
all in Eberstadt Papers, Box 112, NDO August-October 1947.  See also Anna Kasten 
Nelson, “National Security I: Inventing a Process (1945-1960),” in The Illusion of 
Presidential Government, Hugh Heclo and Lester M. Salamon, Eds. (Boulder, CO, 
1981), pp. 233-235; same author, “President Truman and the Evolution of the National 
Security Council,” The Journal of American History  72, 2 (September 1985), pp. 363-
366; Sander, A Staff for the President, pp. 233-242.  
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and found, an ally in Robert Lovett, Under Secretary of State, though it 

was an obstacle “that no one in State has these problems in mind full 

time.”  Finally on September 17, with service secretaries, JCS, NSC 

Executive Secretary Sidney Souers and Clifford present, Forrestal “did all 

we were afraid of-he assumed his decision would be final, and that he 

was going to run these affairs.  [Clifford] had to speak up in firm 

disagreement to keep him from making decisions in final form without 

consultation with State Dept.”  Clifford insisted also on location of the 

NSC Staff near the White House.  Forrestal was unconvinced, stating in 

that day’s diary entry that the NSC was an “integral part of the national 

defense setup and believe it was so intended by Congress.”63

 

 A week later, the first NSC meeting settled the issue.  BOB and 

Souers had armed the President with a talking paper in which he was to 

emphasize repeatedly the advisory nature of the Council and state 

pointedly that “the agenda of the Council should contain only those 

matters requiring my consideration” and that the Council “should not, at 

present, be used as an instrument for reaching interdepartmental 

decisions or supervising interdepartmental agencies.”  Regardless of how 

much of this brief the President actually used,64 he henceforth adhered 

to the policy it contained.  Even Forrestal’s account of the meeting 

reveals that Truman “indicated that he regarded it as his council and 

that he expected everyone to work harmoniously without any indication 

of prima donna qualities.”  Forrestal agreed that the Council should be 

advisory, but went on to inform the President that he, Forrestal, 

“proposed to call informal meetings of the members from time to time” for 

“preliminary discussions” in the interest of “conserving” Truman’s time.   

                                                 
63Memorandum from Arnold Miles to Donald C. Stone, September 9, National Archives, 
RG 51, Series 39.32, M1-21/40.1, NSC general, 1940-1952; notes by Elsey to agenda of 
September 17 meeting, Elsey Papers, Box 83, Unification Folder 6; Clifford, Counsel to 
the President, pp. 162-164; Millis, Forrestal Diaries,  pp. 316-317.  
64
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 Forrestal did not record Truman’s reaction to this initiative, but 

the “informal meetings” did not occur, and at the very next meeting of the 

Council Secretary of State Marshall presided in the President’s absence.  

As months passed and Forrestal grew into his duties as Secretary of 

Defense, he soon realized the inadequacy of the statutory powers 

accorded his position, and became the President’s staunch ally in 

seeking a strong Defense Department, with increased powers over the 

service departments and the JCS, to go with his secretaryship.  The 

experiment in bootleg cabinet government was over.65

 

 In his memoirs Truman commented:   

 

 “There were times during the early days of the National Security Council when 

 one or two of its members tried to change it into an operating super-cabinet on 

 the British model [with]...group responsibility of the cabinet.  Under our system 

 the responsibility rests on one man-the President.  To change it, we would  

 have had to change the constitution.”66

 

 Relation of the NSC to Other Innovations of the National Security 

Act.  Besides the National Military Establishment (NME) and the NSC, 

the Act created or legitimized the following: the Joint Chiefs of Staff, an 

agency known as the War Council, and several other new components of 

the NME; the Central Intelligence Agency; and the National Security 

Resources Board.  Together they constituted an unprecedented 

expansion and reorganization of the half (eventually more) of government 

devoted to external affairs, as the New Deal had been for internal affairs. 

 

                                                 
65“Brief of Opening Statement at First Meeting of the National Security Council,” 
Truman Library, President’s Secretary’s Files, Box 203, NSC No. 1, September 26; 
Forrestal Papers, Box 4, Diaries, vols. 7-8, “National Security Council,” Entry for 
September 26;  
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 The Joint Chiefs of Staff were a creation of World War II and their 

continuation was inevitable.  The only question had been, whether there 

was to be some form of “Superchief” at their head.  The answer was no, 

because the Navy and Marine adherents in Congress and in the 

electorate vetoed it.  In 1947, some in the Pentagon wanted the JCS to sit 

with the NSC, but the White House was opposed, since the NSC already 

had a heavy military preponderance. 

 

 The War Council was a combined organ of the JCS, the service 

secretaries, and the Secretary of Defense.  It proved a clumsy mechanism 

and had no interdepartmental planning or policymaking influence. 

 

 The NSRB was intended to be an agency that would perform long-

range peacetime planning for allocation of raw materials and 

manufacturing capacity in wartime.  It never achieved the influence that 

Eberstadt had envisaged for it.67  For years, however, its Chairman and 

the heads of successor agencies were statutory members of the NSC.68

 

 Last but definitely not least was the Central Intelligence Agency.  

Since its early origins reveal most of the crucial issues in the role of 

intelligence in policymaking, they must be briefly set forth.  

 

 CIA’s first predecessor was the Office of the Coordinator of 

Information (COI).  President Roosevelt established COI by Executive 

                                                                                                                                                 
66Truman, Years of Trial and Hope, pp.        . 
67For a description of some of the difficulties faced by the NSRB, see “Postwar 
Organization for National Security,” a record of a lecture by Herman M. Somers on 
September 2, 1952 before the National Industrial College of the Armed Forces.  It is 
available on the internet at http://www.ndu.edu/library/ic2/L53-008.pdf. 
68 In 1950, the NSRB was folded into the Office of Defense Mobilization (ODM), which 
Truman created by Executive Order to run procurement for the Korean War.  The NSC 
slot occupied by the NSRB chairman and his successors at ODM and the later Office of 
Emergency Preparedness was dropped in 1973 when the OEP was abolished.    
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Order69 in mid-1941, possibly as a vehicle for extending the same 

personal command over U.S. intelligence as he had earlier asserted over 

the armed services by his “Military Order” of July 1939.  The Coordinator 

was supposed to be able to collect, analyze and correlate all data “which 

may bear upon the national security,” and was authorized to receive 

such data from existing agencies.  In a phrase intended as a vehicle for 

possible espionage, which none of the existing service intelligence 

agencies was authorized or equipped to conduct, he was also on 

Presidential request to perform “such supplementary activities” as might 

yield information otherwise unobtainable.   

 

 COI’s chief, Colonel William J. (“Wild Bill”) Donovan, a prominent 

New York lawyer and an authentic battlefield hero of World War I, had a 

very expansive conception of its mission, and succeeded in exciting the 

jealousies of all the existing intelligence agencies.  Especially interested 

in espionage and irregular operations, he also-and somewhat 

surprisingly laid heavy emphasis on the systematic use of open sources 

and the employment of academic specialists of all sorts.  The eventual 

CIA inherited both tendencies.  Above all, Donovan was the apostle of a 

centralized intelligence system which would be able to utilize and 

synthesize the work of the service agencies, as well as its own output, to 

render definitive intelligence assessments at the highest level of 

government. 

 

 The COI’s reach, however, exceeded his grasp.  Partly because of 

military and FBI resistance which the President handled gingerly, partly 

                                                 
69For a text of the order, issued July 11, 1941, see Thomas F. Troy, Donovan and the 
CIA: A History of the Establishment of the Central Intelligence Agency  (Washington, 
1981), p. 423.  The section that follows is based largely on ibid., passim, and on John 
Ranelagh, The Agency: A History of the Central Intelligence Agency  (New York, 1986), 
pp. 37-142, and Arthur Darling, The Central Intelligence Agency: An Instrument of 
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because Roosevelt could never resist playing one subordinate aaginst 

another, and partly because FDR and Donovan did not develop a close 

working relationship, the COI never obtained the blanket access which 

the Executive order had promised him.  The Navy, for instance, jealous of 

its MAGIC (Japanese code) intercepts, passed them directly to Roosevelt-

Donovan never saw them.  The COI did succeed in building up the 

research side and in laying the foundations of a covert service before 

Pearl Harbor, no mean achievements. 

 

 When war came Donovan opted for a repositioning of his agency 

under the JCS70 and Roosevelt gave his blessing in the form of another 

“Military Order” of June 1942, replacing COI with an Office of Strategic 

Services with some of the same powers, but on a shorter leash.  The JCS 

henceforth decided which information OSS (and Donovan, as its 

Director), would “collect and analyze,” and what “special services” it 

would “plan and operate.”  The JCS took on Donovan in order to keep an 

eye on him; the service intelligence agencies wanted to dismember OSS.  

They did not succeed.  Donovan surprised many contemporary observers 

by making himself useful to the JCS and very gradually selling them on 

the value of some form of centralized intelligence.  The war record of OSS 

was mixed, as befits a mushroom agency engaged in constant and 

                                                                                                                                                 
Government, to 1950 (University Park, PA, 1990 [classified publication by the CIA in 
1953]), pp. 162-192.   
70By the spring of 1942 Donovan, although he had rapidly built up a formidable 
intelligence network and attracted considerable talent, had lost several crucial 
bureaucratic battles.  The FBI succeeded in keeping Latin American intelligence as a 
private preserve, while Nelson Rockefeller, the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, 
lopped off Western Hemisphere propaganda.  Even more important, most officials, and 
ultimately Roosevelt, did not side with Donovan’s argument that overt foreign 
propaganda should be part of the intelligence structure.  Hence COI lost all its 
information functions to a new Office of War Information when it became OSS.  
Donovan wanted to serve under JCS because he thought this location would give give 
him leverage over the service intelligence units, greater scope for his beloved clandestine 
operations, and continued control of foreign propaganda.  In the last hope, but not the 
first two, he was disappointed.  
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massive on-the-job training, but it unquestionably succeeded in 

establishing a world-wide presence and in teaching thousands of 

Americans the basics of intelligence skills, both analytic and “tradecraft” 

(espionage).  The latter was based largely on British know-how, yet 

another example of the massive British influence on the origins of the 

U.S. national security structure.  

 

 Truman dissolved OSS at war’s end, as part of an overall program 

of swift cost cutting.  Personal antagonism to Donovan may also have 

been a factor.  The President did not release all OSS personnel 

immediately, however.  The research function was transferred to the 

State Department and the espionage to the War Department.  It is 

unclear how much of a peacetime intelligence establishment Truman 

wanted at this point, but he simultaneously ordered Secretary of State 

Byrnes to take the lead in working out a plan as the former OSS 

operations wound down.  State, however, missed its opportunity.  Far 

from being able to organize a government-wide service, the Department’s 

geographical chieftains fought hard against even a centralized 

Departmental intelligence unit!  Initiative passed back to the military, 

who already knew what they wanted.71

 

 Donovan and the JCS alike had been aware well in advance that 

the end was coming, and came up with somewhat different prescriptions 

for a replacement peacetime agency before the demise of OSS.  

Donovan’s plan called for a central intelligence agency operating out of 

the Executive Office of the President.  Its Director, a presidential 

appointee, would, at the direction of the President but with only the 

advice of an advisory board consisting of the Secretaries of State, War 

                                                 
71 For documentation on the transformations of the OSS and its successors, and the 
bureaucratic turmoil entailed, see Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), 1945-
1950, Emergence of the Intelligence Establishment, (Washington, 1996) passim.  
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and Navy, have sweeping powers of intelligence coordination, control, 

collection, and dissemination, including blanket powers of inspection of, 

and requisition of data and personnel from, military intelligence 

agencies.  A draft of the JCS counterproposal acknowledged the 

strengths of Donovan’s plan and endorsed the concept of a central 

intelligence authority, but cautioned that Donovan would give the new 

agency power to control the operations of existing intelligence units 

without “responsibility to the heads of the Departments concerned, thus 

violating the integrity of the chain of command.”  Hence the JCS 

proposed that the head of the proposed agency should report to a 

“National Intelligence Authority” composed of the Secretaries of State, 

War and Navy and be advised by a Board consisting of the heads of the 

intelligence units of the same agencies, an arrangement which would 

make any central intelligence chief the filling in a perfect bureaucratic 

sandwich. 

 

 When Truman decided late in 1945 that a significant peacetime 

intelligence establishment was necessary, it was the JCS plan which 

formed the basis of negotiations among Byrnes, the military secretaries 

and the BOB.  In late January of 1946 Truman’s letter to Byrnes, 

Forrestal and Patterson constituted them, with the addition of Truman’s 

representative Admiral Leahy, as the National Intelligence Authority 

(NIA).  The President appointed the first Director of Central Intelligence 

(DCI), Admiral Sidney Souers, to report to them as head of a Central 

Intelligence Group (CIG).  An advisory board as specified in the JCS plan 

completed the “sandwich.”  All funding came at the discretion of the 

three Departments concerned.  While in general the CIG’s powers were 

even more carefully hedged than the JCS had contemplated, the 

supervisory NIA did have a White House component and Truman made 

personal use of Souers, who swiftly became one of Truman’s cronies (the 
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path to his later emergence as first NSC Executive Secretary), as his 

personal briefing officer. 

 

 Overall, however, Souers and his successor from June 1946, Army 

Air Force General Hoyt Vandenberg, were hampered in performance of 

their mission by the parochialism of the professional military intelligence 

chiefs who dominated the CIG’s advisory board and by CIG’s dependence 

on their agencies for funding.  Vandenberg, an incisive leader who had 

political influence because his uncle was Chairman of the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee, sought statutory authorization for wider powers 

and independent funding.  His efforts converged with the emergence of 

the White House/War/Navy unification legislation early in 1947.   Since 

establishment of a “Central Intelligence Agency” under the NSC was one 

of the earliest agreed components of that legislation, Vandenberg’s efforts 

were superseded.  The White House unification bill sought only statutory 

recognition of the CIA, without spelling out its powers in detail, with 

fuller enabling legislation to be sought later.  To Vandenberg’s 

satisfaction, and in part because of his influence, the House version, 

which the Conference Committee accepted, was more detailed.  A 

principal Congressional motivation for the change was the desire to spell 

out statutory limitations on CIA’s powers; to do so required spelling out 

its powers too. 

 

 Many of the provisions of the National Security Act of 1947 that 

pertain to CIA came straight from the President’s letter that established 

the NIA and CIG, and before it the language of the JCS plan and even the 

original Executive Order of 1941 establishing the COI.  The CIA was to 

advise the NSC on intelligence which concerned national security; make 

recommendations to the President through NSC on intelligence 

coordination of Departmental intelligence agencies; to correlate 
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(understood72 to include analyze and synthesize) intelligence from those 

agencies; to perform “such additional services of common concern” (the 

understood enabling language for clandestine and other independent 

intelligence collection) as the NSC determined; and to perform such 

“other functions and duties” as NSC might direct.  The latter clause was 

successfully interpreted by White House soon after passage of the Act to 

include those covert operations that go beyond information gathering, 

but was almost certainly not so intended by Congress.73  The DCI could 

inspect the product, not the operations,74 of other intelligence agencies, 

and then only as directed by NSC.75  As safeguards, the CIA was given no 

law enforcement powers and forbidden to engage in domestic 

counterespionage, a responsibility which continued to be reserved to the 

FBI. 

 

 The new CIA had far more power than the CIG.  It existed by 

statute and could not be abolished without Congressional approval.  

Because it was “under” the NSC and the President headed the NSC, it 

had a direct link to the President, however formal.  Actually, it had direct 

connection to the President simply because it was an “agency,” with, 

(thanks to the 1949 modifications in the National Security Act), the 

power to request funds independently.  As for its being “under” the NSC: 

the Council was an advisory, not an executive, body, so that the “power 

of the Council to direct the Agency had no authorization from Congress 

                                                 
72Understood because discussed during the legislative history of the National Security 
Act. 
73Discussed further in Chapter III. 
74As head of CIG, the DCI had had the theoretical power to inspect the operations of 
other intelligence agencies as well, but had never succeeded in exercising it. 
75As a special safeguard to the FBI, which had many Congressional friends, the DCI had 
to make specific requests to it in writing.  
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that was independent of the President’s authority.”76  In practical effect, 

the DCI henceforth reported to the President.  He was formally “under” 

the NSC because his was not supposed to be a policymaking position; 

however, from the beginning he attended its meetings and gave an 

intelligence report. 

 

 Thus was a perhaps necessarily uneasy compromise reached upon 

the role of a “central” intelligence agency.  The Departmental intelligence 

agencies survived; indeed, many additional and powerful ones were 

created after the CIA.  What CIA did have was the power to create 

government-wide “finished” (synthesized) intelligence reports, authority 

to do independent analysis as well, and a theoretically exclusive domain 

over espionage and other covert operations.  The DCI emerged in time 

with more power than at least half of the dozen or so cabinet members, 

but never succeeded in acquiring any significant powers of inspection or 

oversight over the service intelligence agencies.  Interagency infighting 

over the content of finished intelligence and jurisdictional disputes 

among the various intelligence agencies remained.  

 

 Conclusions.  The National Security Act of 1947 was the first step 

in a great consolidation of the U.S. foreign policy, intelligence and 

military structure.   

 

 Was the National Security Act of 1947 a response to the Cold War?  

Only in part.  It is true that Forrestal and Eberstadt were the two 

greatest influences on the legislation in its final form and both were 

among the earliest and most articulate American opponents of Soviet 

power.  Yet Forrestal originally wanted no unification legislation, and 

                                                 
76Darling, The Central Intelligence Agency, p. 188.  Moreover, the drafters of the White 
House unification bill assured Vandenberg that CIA would operate independently and 
come under NSC only on matters specified by it. Ibid. , p. 173. 
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without it, creation of such an elaborate structure would at the least 

have occurred later.  The movement for a unified Defense Department 

had little to do with apprehensions about the instability of the postwar 

world--and everything to do with the Army’s fear that in a more tranquil 

international environment, the existing appropriations process would 

make it suffer diminishment disproportionate to the Navy’s.  Key 

components of the new “National Military Establishment,” such as the 

JCS and the Joint Staff, were creations of the World War II era which 

worked well enough to make their continuation in some form inevitable.   

 

 The CIA was a direct successor of the wartime OSS, and Truman 

hesitated only five months (September 1945-January 1946) before 

deciding in favor of some form of independent centralized intelligence.  

His policy on the Soviet Union took far longer to crystallize.  He delivered 

his ringing address in support of the Greek-Turkish aid program, 

generally thought to signal the onset of the mature, ideological phase of 

the Cold War, in the spring of 1947, after the White House unification bill 

went to Congress. 

 

 From the time of the Eberstadt Report, the National Security 

Council was a component of all bills on unification introduced in 

Congress.  Originally, of course, as implied in the Eberstadt Report, the 

Council was Forrestal’s substitute for unification, to be equipped with 

quasi-executive powers not quite acknowledged as such.  As we have 

seen, Forrestal persisted in efforts to accrete executive powers to the 

Council even after the National Security Act was passed.  It is not 

accurate, however, to assume that because Forrestal wanted this 

instrument it was exclusively with anti-Russian purposes in mind.  His 

interest in improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the executive 

branch was a general one based on his entire wartime experience and 

fairly extensive reading on, and admiration of, British practice. 
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 In sum, the National Security Act was much more a text on the 

theme, “Lessons of World War II,” than an action plan for waging the 

Cold War.77

 

 Would there have been some equivalent to the National Security 

Council without unification legislation?  Certainly not quickly.  Truman 

had no interest in it aside from its presence as an item to be dealt with 

as part of any unification package.  On the other hand, its public 

discussion over many years, the publicity it received during World War II, 

its appeal to many in Congress as an apparent check on presidential 

power, all indicate that it might have come into existence by some other 

route. 

 

 What is striking about the 30-year long genesis of the NSC is that 

it was an idea that would not go away, no matter how often rejected.  

Equally interesting is the perfect institutional consistency of each 

Department over many years, regardless who was at the helm.  In 1911, 

in 1921, and in 1945 it was the Navy, the most politically adept of the 

services, or its civilian leadership, which floated the proposal, the name 

of course varying slightly.   Each time it was the Secretary of State, the 

senior cabinet officer, presiding over a Department wedded to its notion, 

inaccurate ever since the Spanish War, that it had a monopoly over 

foreign policy, which fought the proposal most bitterly.  Each time it was 

                                                 
77Even extreme “revisionist” historians seldom make the argument that the National 
Security Acts of 1947 and 1949 were inspired by the Cold War per se.  The argument 
tends instead to attribute their institutional changes to a broad trend within a “mature” 
imperialist economy, a thesis that it is beyond the scope of this survey to examine.  One 
example is Marcus Raskin, The Politics of National Security, (New Brunswick, N.J., 
1979), pp. 31-57.  For another interpretation of the origins of the National Security Act, 
which stresses the influence if World War II and especially of the Pearl Harbor attack, 
see Stuart, Origins of the National Security State, particularly 1-9.   
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asked, the War Department went along in lukewarm fashion.78  And in 

both 1911 and 1945 the President waffled for a time, perhaps not really 

fearing any derogation of his power, but not wanting the Congress to tell 

him when and how to meet with anyone.   

 

 Given that the post-World War II world situation would inevitably 

have forced the President into closer consultation with his principal 

officers one way or another, and that it is difficult to see how the relative 

importance of State’s role would not have continued to diminish, it is 

hard to see how some form of inner cabinet council would not have 

emerged.  Other possible intellectual and institutional routes to a high-

level system of policy coordination were sketched in the proposals of 

Earle, Eliot, Peffer, and Gibson, all of them interested in bringing about 

better policy coordination for reasons unrelated to the unification 

controversy.        

 

 What changes did the National Security Act effect in the pattern of 

military command discussed in Chapter 1?  The Act, of course, could not 

define the role of the President in war, a matter decided ad hoc 

throughout American history.  Its provisions did, however, harmonize 

with Truman’s own preference for dealing with the military through 

intermediaries.  Roosevelt in World War II had exemplified the perfection 

of thorough Presidential involvement in war, the exact opposite of his 

former chief Wilson, who was uninterested in military strategy and, so far 

as the chain of command was concerned, operated exclusively in 1917-

18 through his War and Navy secretaries.  Wilson spent World War I 

planning for the peace; Roosevelt did this but also involved himself in 

grand strategy (though, unlike Churchill, almost never in operations) in 

concert with both his fellow heads of government and his Joint Chiefs of 

                                                 
78Except in 1926, when the Secretary of War repudiated much of General Drum’s 
proposal.  See Chapter 1,   . 
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Staff.  As we have seen, Roosevelt largely removed the service secretaries 

from the chain of command.  In procurement and mobilization planning, 

his interest was less and his oversight correspondingly ragged.   

 

 Roosevelt’s pattern of command was too radical a departure for 

Congressional conservatives of both parties who feared the 

encroachments of presidential power.  Eberstadt doubted anyone, 

especially Truman, could perform such a feat again in any case.  

Certainly the latter had no such ambitions.  If Roosevelt’s “person” was 

just barely “an adequate locus of Army-Navy military coordination”79 

because of his unique background, everyone knew that the effort had 

hastened his demise.  Whether so intended or not, the National Security 

Act precluded any reprise of Roosevelt’s role.  The service secretaries 

disappeared from the cabinet and a Secretary of Defense whose powers 

would steadily accrete over the years reported directly to the President.  

Though they would acquire it later, the JCS had at first no right of 

independent access to the President.  Later it will be apparent that by the 

time the JCS did achieve such access the policy system had evolved to a 

point that made it less meaningful. 

 

 What was the most important influence in the creation of the 

National Security Council?  In a seminal analysis of the origins of the 

National Security Council, Paul Hammond stated that it made little 

difference whether it “‘germinated’ out of the British Committee of 

Imperial Defense” or “was derived from long-standing Navy views about a 

Council of National Defense.”80  In fact, as shown in Chapter I, the Navy’s 

longstanding views were themselves grounded in the example of the CID, 

and Forrestal, Eberstadt, and Walsh were rediscovering the CID as a 

                                                 
79See Chapter I, pp. 7-8. 
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model a generation later.  While the CID was therefore the only real 

model for the NSC, it was the persistent institutional bias of the Navy 

towards coordinate decision-making and integration of military with 

foreign policy which did the most to keep the idea alive through the 

years. 

 

 Hammond’s larger point was that both naval tradition, which 

stressed coordinate decision making, and British tradition, in which the 

Prime Minister was supposedly a mere first among equals, were 

inappropriate to an American cabinet-level committee presided over by 

the President, the traditional Lincolnian “majority of one.”  Hammond 

was writing in 1960, at what proved to be the turning point between the 

early and modern NSCs.  The next chapters, in exploring the NSC under 

the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, will examine the gradually 

increasing Presidential use of this cabinet-level committee.  This period 

saw the high point of the formal elaboration of the statutory NSC.  A key 

question is whether it brought about either better interagency 

coordination or any tendency toward a degree of collective leadership in 

U.S. decision-making, as envisaged by Eberstadt and Forrestal.     

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

    

 

                                                                                                                                                 
80Paul Y. Hammond, “The National Security Council as a Device for Interdepartmental 
Coordination: an Interpretation and Appraisal,” American Political Science Review  (78, 
3, May 1960), pp. 899-910.  The quoted material is on p. 901. 
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Chapter III 

 

The National Security Council Under Truman 

 

 1. The NSC to 1950: State Department Preeminence  

  

 Introduction.  There are striking differences between 

Presidents Truman and Eisenhower in their treatment and use of 

the NSC.  To contemporaries these differences seemed 

fundamental.  Indeed, the difference in their attitude towards the 

Council was fundamental.  Yet hindsight shows a gradual and 

incremental institutional growth of the NSC under each man in 

which most steps followed quite logically upon the last, and each 

step was intended to enhance the policymaking effectiveness of 

the formal NSC as envisioned in the National Security Act of 

1947.  Later we shall consider why the alterations in the NSC 

during these presidencies were so different in spirit from those that 

came after 1960. 

 

 Harry Truman:  Constitutionalist.  Among American 

presidents, perhaps only Chester Arthur had so thorough an 

immersion in the realities of horse trading, reward-your-friends-

and-punish-your-enemies local politics before his elevation to the 

nation’s highest office as Harry Truman.  A district magistrate 
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(administrator) under the patronage of Kansas City’s Pendergast 

machine before his election to the U.S. Senate in 1934 under the 

same auspices, Truman knew all too well about the compromises 

which a practical politician had to make to get ahead.  At first 

blush it may be surprising that a man of this gritty background had 

developed such a pious attitude toward the U.S. Constitution and 

the boundaries it imposes.  

 

 Yet the methods of the Pendergasts left Truman personally 

untarnished.  Perhaps he became expert at walking the tightrope 

between influence and corruption--or possibly the Pendergasts 

intended all along that Truman should be personally clean.1 

Throughout his career, Truman combined practical politics with a 

lifetime of reading in American history.  His self-education gave 

him a conception of the goals of politics that transcended his own 

political origins.  He never forgot nor ceased to apply the bedrock 

rules of practical politics, but as he rose in rank and in independent 

influence his sense of himself and of his ability to do things in a 

fitting way rose also.  By the time he became President, he had 

been in the Senate long enough to acquire a firm opinion that 

conventional constitutional theory about the role of checks and 

balances in the federal government was correct: executive and 

                                                 
1For an excellent brief account (and further bibliography) of the Pendergast-Truman 
relationship, see Richard D. McKinzie’s entry, “Thomas J. Pendergast,” in Richard S. 
Kirkendall, ed., The Harry S. Truman Enclyclopedia (Boston, 1989), pp. 273-275.  
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legislature worked best when each allowed the other to perform its 

prescribed function.  Truman had come to resent the 

administration leaning on the Senate.  When he was in the White 

House, he didn’t like excessive pressure from the Congress, 

particularly the Republican 80th Congress.  His diffidence about 

the National Security Council, to which he had acceded only 

because of pressure from within the Congress and even his own 

cabinet, was part of this generalized feeling about constitutional 

limits.2  Truman was consistent--as President he had no 

Congressional liaison office and usually shrank from interfering 

with the details of how the Congress handled the administration’s 

own bills.3

 

 Truman’s fundamental position, backed and sharpened by his 

Budget Bureau’s advice, was that Congress had no business telling 

him how to go about his.  It should not tell him with whom to 

consult or even to meet, much less whom to consider his principal 

adviser on any subject.  Congress might frame the legislation so as 

                                                 
2Theory and practical politics converged in this respect.   In the Pendergast machine, 
loyal operatives didn’t get in each other’s way. 
3For Truman’s reluctance to use White House staff for legislative liaison as both his 
predecessor and all successors did, see Francis H. Heller, ed., The Truman White House: 
The Administration of the Presidency, 1945-1953 (Lawrence, KA, 1980), pp. 228-230.   
Some former members of the Truman White House state that BOB, the Departments, and 
some staffers undertook considerable informal Congressional liaison responsibilities.  
(Joint Oral History interview of Charles Murphy, Richard Neustadt, David Stowe and 
James Webb, February 20, 1980, 100-103; Truman Library, Oral History Interview 
Program)    

 105



virtually to nominate the Secretary of Defense as his alter ego on 

the Council; Truman, respecting the traditional rules of cabinet 

seniority, chose the Secretary of State to preside in his absence--

and in so doing, preferred a man he trusted, Marshall, over one he 

didn’t, Forrestal.  Congress might put the President on the Council 

against his wishes; Truman respected his presidential prerogatives 

by attending seldom, 12 times out of the 51 meetings held up to 

the Korean War.   

 

 By default, Truman wound up practicing selective use of the 

Council as one of several foreign policy and national security 

tools.  The list of fundamental foreign policy decisions taken 

without use of the Council is legion.  The administration laid the 

groundwork for the Truman Doctrine, Greek-Turkish Aid, and the 

Marshall Plan before the NSC existed, but subsequent fundamental 

initiatives such as NATO were more often than not taken without 

benefit of NSC consideration.  The exceptionally speedy 

recognition of Israel in 1948 is another fine example of how 

Truman sometimes felt it necessary to handle foreign policy issues 

of the highest importance not just outside the Council, but outside 

the State Department as well, and in this instance, against the 

outraged personal protests of his Secretary of State.  Here the 

President evidently believed that domestic political considerations 

were a paramount factor, and was aware that the State and Defense 
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Departments alike leaned toward Israel’s Arab opponents because 

of oil interests, geopolitical considerations, and even a touch of 

institutional anti-Semitism.  Truman went ahead and acted on his 

own.  Such emotionally charged issues were the last thing he 

wanted to discuss in Council assembled.  In yet another example, 

although regional East Asian policy, the details of U.S. withdrawal 

from China and U.S. policy toward Formosa were often discussed 

in the Council, the main decisions on how to handle Chiang Kai-

Shek and his Kuomintang were reached by other means.4  

 

 What, then, did the Council do?  It was the formal vehicle for 

the administration’s often creaky management of the fledgling 

CIA,5 it initiated a complex series of policy papers with 

pretensions towards comprehensiveness, played an important role 

in the resolution of many secondary and a few major issues, and, 

toward the end of the period, served as “cover” for the gestation, 

and vehicle for the implementation, of the single most important 

politico-military policy paper of the Cold War, NSC-68.  To 

understand why a certain mix of issues ended up with the Council, 

some attention to its organizational underpinnings is necessary. 

 

                                                 
4The major but not controlling role played by the Council in a last major crisis of the 
period, the Berlin airlift, is discussed below. 
5The relationship of CIA and NSC in the first fifteen years of the Council’s existence is 
discussed in Chapter IV. 
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 Initial Organization of the NSC Staff.  The Congress’ most 

practical institutional gift to NSC was authorization for a staff not 

to exceed 20.  Authorization, not appropriation: the administration 

instead cribbed funds for the staff’s first months from the CIA, 

whose own funds were hidden in various military appropriations!  

After obtaining the Council’s approval at its first meeting, 

Executive Secretary Sidney Souers organized this staff in three 

tiers.  First, his own office.  Next there was a clerical secretariat, 

headed by an Assistant Executive Secretary, exclusively concerned 

with minuting meetings and typing, filing, and routing the paper 

generated and composed by policy personnel.  There was lastly a 

group called the “Staff” (with a capital “S,” to differentiate it from 

the staff as a whole), which consisted of officers from State, the 

three service Departments, and the NSRB, with a Coordinator who 

was initially also a State Department officer.  This was the group 

charged with considering and reconciling at interagency working 

levels formal papers originating in the member Departments of the 

Council, briefing and receiving guidance from their senior 

officials.  A more senior tier of Department officials, known as the 

“Consultants,” brought NSC business to the attention of the higher 

levels in their respective Departments.  The State Department 

Consultant, George Kennan, played a leading role in determination 

of early NSC business. 
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 Mandate of the NSC.6  In the National Security Act, 

Congress had given the NSC a vague mandate.  The administration 

had ensured that the specified duties would be purely advisory; 

Forrestal assumed that he could breathe life into the organization 

no matter what the formal language.  While it was Forrestal and 

Robert Lovett, the Under Secretary of State, who concerted in 

advance of the first NSC meeting the topic for the first NSC paper, 

it was Souers, most likely with Truman’s approval, who submitted 

a long-range plan of action.  This called for the Council to direct 

the Staff to prepare “a continuing long range study” to carry out 

statutory language which required the Council to appraise U.S. 

national security objectives in relation to U.S. military power, and 

to make recommendations to the President on the subject.7  At its 

first meeting, the Council approved this project; if the Staff had 

actually undertaken such a monster at the outset, the NSC would 

have been in limbo for a while, perhaps what Truman intended.  

(Such a  paper was accomplished in 1950; see the discussion on 

the  NSC 68 series below.)  Instead, the Staff began work on the 

Forrestal/Lovett suggestion, which was to prepare a paper on Italy 

                                                 
6Much of this section is based on Sander,  A Staff for the President, pp. 233-269; James 
S. Lay and Robert H. Johnson, Organizationa History of the National Security Council  
(Washington, 1960), pp. 3-14; and “The National Security Council: The Formulation of 
United States Policy Relating to the National Security,” address by Sidney W. Souers, 
November 8, 1948; Truman Library, Elsey Papers, National Defense-Unification, Folder 
15.  
7Tab C to Agenda for 1st Meeting of the NSC; ibid., President’s Secretary’s Files, Box 
203, NSC Meeting No. 1. 
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with an eye to concerting policy on growing Communist strength, 

a forthcoming election, and the residual U.S. military presence.  

This paper actually conformed more to the second Congressional 

charge, that the Council was to concern itself also with matters of 

interest to more than one Department, again for the purpose of 

submitting proposed solutions to the President. 

 

 In practice, the Council in following months was to concern 

itself with specifics and the Italian paper8 initiated a pattern for 

future conduct of NSC business.  Papers usually originated in 

either State or the military establishment, occasionally with the 

Staff.  Because of his attitude toward the Council, the President 

hardly ever charged it with any business on his own initiative.  

While he thus maintained the distance from it he desired, others 

necessarily shaped the NSC’s agenda. 

   

 The Primacy of the State Department.  Where Truman was 

firm he had his way, later if not sooner.  While he allowed 

Forrestal to preside over NSC meetings when he and Marshall 

were both absent, he insisted after Forrestal’s departure in 1949 

that Under Secretary of State James Webb, not Forrestal’s 

successor Louis Johnson, preside.  Webb even presided on the rare 

occasions when Vice President Vinson, who became a member 
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under the 1949 revisions to the National Security Act, attended.  

Thus Truman established very clearly that it was the Department, 

not just the Secretary of State, which had unchallenged primacy in 

the NSC process.  It was also the State Department that provided 

the Coordinator for the NSC Staff.9   

 

 Most important of all, the State Department’s Policy 

Planning Staff (S/P), whose head, George Kennan, was the 

Department’s member of the NSC Consultants, prepared the first 

drafts of many NSC papers, even some of those on topics proposed 

by the Defense Department.  George Marshall established S/P 

soon after he became Secretary in 1947.  He modeled it on that 

part of a military staff that specializes in long range planning.  His 

order establishing S/P charged it with “developing...long term 

programs for the achievement of U.S. foreign policy objectives,” 

reporting on politico-military problems, and coordinating all State 

Department planning.  Marshall’s personal charge to Kennan was 

more succinct:  “Avoid trivia.”   

 

 S/P members had no other duties besides its work.  Some had 

regional specialties. Others had functional ones such as atomic 

energy; some were generalists.  They came from a wide variety of 
                                                                                                                                                 
8For text of NSC 1/2, approved by the President on November 24, 1947, see Foreign 
Relations of the United States, (hereafter FRUS) 1948, Volume III, pp. 724-726. 
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backgrounds. Most members were already employed by the 

Department when the staff was established, and most of these were 

Foreign Service officers.   Kennan was a senior Russian-language 

Foreign Service officer who is best known as originator of the 

“containment” policy, which in many variations would remain 

U.S. policy towards the Soviet Union until the latter’s demise.10  

In its early heyday, S/P is best seen as an in-house “think tank.”   

 

 According to Kennan, Marshall bestowed upon S/P an even 

greater gift than his personal favor: he freed it from the worst 

rigors of the “clearance process,” the government device which 

insures that all interested segments of an agency have a say in any 

policy.  While assuring coordination, clearance can also assure 

delay, stagnation, and the triumph of the lowest common 

denominator.  Marshall allowed S/P to present its papers directly 

to himself.  He was of course free to, and often did, consult 

interested areas of his Department before acting upon them.  

According to Souers, this procedure was modified for papers 

destined for NSC consideration.11  These went from State for 

consideration by the NSC Staff, thence to the Consultants, and 

only thereafter to the actual NSC members.  The result was that 
                                                                                                                                                 
9When this post was dropped in 1949, the State member of the Staff became primus inter 
pares.  
10See Mr. X, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs 25 (July 1947), pp. 566-
582. 
11Souers, “National Security Council.” 
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S/P and the Secretary were the voice of the Department on the 

Council.  Within the State Department, it was apparently up to 

Kennan how much or how little he took into consideration the 

views of the geographic areas and country desks.  These naturally 

resented their diminished status. 

 

 The position of State and S/P in the work of the Council was 

full of surprises.  First, while State had resisted the formation of 

the NSC, by presidential fiat it dominated it in the early years.  

Second, long range planning in government had been hitherto 

almost exclusively a military specialty, but there was a factor in 

addition to Truman’s preference for the State Department which, 

in thee early days of the NSC, enhanced its role:  The JCS were 

not members of the NSC.  They had no chairman until 1949, and 

even thereafter, they were still primarily a collectivity.  Their joint 

positions were carefully brokered and were the result of 

compromises among the three services.  Hence a JCS opinion was 

an extremely formal one and no planning unit of the DOD, even 

the Joint Staff, was able to play the role played by S/P on behalf of 

the State Department.  The very vastness of the new National 

Military Establishment (after 1949 Defense Department), 

combined with its lack of cohesiveness, underlay the clumsiness of 

the JCS mechanism.  The military might not have dominated the 
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new NSC, as feared by so many because of the Council’s lopsided 

membership, even if Truman had not pushed State forward. 

 

 The final irony was that the State Department planners 

themselves had a modest conception of the role that the Council 

should play, and a narrow idea of the sort of topics it should deal 

with.  Prodded during 1948 by the requests of Forrestal and the 

JCS, they produced, in NSC 20/2 and NSC 20/4, the latter adopted 

by the full NSC as national policy in November 1948, 

comprehensive statements of U.S. policy with regard to the Soviet 

Union and the global Communist movement.  On their own, they 

would never have done so.  As Kennan stated concerning one of 

Forrestal’s pleas for NSC guidance to the military on difficult 

policy choices, in “most cases...the answer is not “‘either/or’ but 

‘both.’”  The U.S. could not be prepared for war by any date 

certain, nor decide whether to pursue objectives by military or 

non-military means, because “these things are hopelessly 

intertwined.”  Instead: 

 

 “The decisions are really only decisions of emphasis and  

 priority, which must be determined from day to day in  

 the light of rapidly shifting situations.”12

                                                 
12Memorandum from Kennan to Marshall, August 5, 1948, in United States Department 
of State, Foreign Relations of the United States (hereafter FRUS), 1948, Volume I, Part 
2, pp. 599-600.  NSC 20/4 is ibid., 663-669. 
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 Kennan’s was a classic statement of the traditional Foreign 

Service maxim that “policy is in the cables.”  It is, however, 

surprising that the author of the famous “X” article espousing the 

basic policy of “containment” of the Soviet Union should have 

objected so strongly to drafting and coordinating a very general 

paper that did not offer much specific detail on U.S. courses of 

action. For the most part during 1948 and 1949 he worked to keep 

the NSC focused on specific country and locality studies such as 

Dhahran (the preferred U.S. site for an airbase in Saudi Arabia), 

Tsingtao (where U.S. Marines were in an exposed situation as 

Chinese Communists advanced South), the Austrian Treaty, Japan, 

the Philippines, and the Italian Colonies.13    

 

 The Role of the Executive Secretary.  Sidney Souers was a 

good Democrat from Missouri, but hadn’t known Truman before 

1946.  In civilian life a banker, Souers spent World War II in 

Naval Intelligence and became involved in preparation of the JCS 

plan for postwar intelligence connection.  It was in this capacity 

that either Vardaman or Clifford introduced him to Truman, who, 

as discussed in Chapter II, had appointed him the first Director of 

Central Intelligence.  Souers’ service in this post was brief only 

because of his impatience to return to civilian life.  Truman felt 

                                                 
13Nelson, “President Truman and the Evolution of the National Security Council,” p. 370. 
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comfortable with Souers, and prevailed upon him to return from 

St. Louis as the NSC’s first Executive Secretary.  Souers described 

himself as an “administrative assistant” and an “anonymous 

servant of the Council” who operated “only as a broker of ideas in 

criss-crossing proposals among a team of responsible officials.”  

He had to be a “non-political confidant of the President” and to be 

his briefing officer.14  Souers, housed with the rest of the NSC 

staff in the Executive Office Building, was not considered a 

member of the White House Staff:  “The gap between the White 

House staff as a politically-oriented, total Presidential-oriented 

entity, and the neutral secretariat of NSC was never bridged in 

Truman’s time on any systematic basis.”  

 

 In 1950 Souers, again wanting to spend more time in St. 

Louis, arranged for his hand-picked successor, James Lay, 

previously the Deputy Executive Secretary, to succeed him, but 

continued to advise Truman on a part time basis with the title of 

Consultant.  According to the political scientist Richard E. 

Neustadt, Lay reduced the conception of a self-effacing neutral 

careerist “almost to caricature.”  On the other hand, some of the 

notes of NSC “Staff” meetings show Lay working to broaden the 

role of the staff and pushing for the creation of harder-hitting, 
                                                 
14Sidney W. Souers, “Policy Formulation for National Security,” American Political 
Science Review, 43 (June 1949), p. 541.  Significantly, it was in this role of briefer that 
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more “ideological” papers with sweeping conclusions.15  Lay 

would occupy this post until late in the Eisenhower administration. 

 

 The Numbered Paper System and NSC Actions.  Souers and 

Lay had military backgrounds, and Souers had direct experience 

with JCS procedures.  The paper on U.S. policy towards Italy that 

initiated NSC’s formal business was designated NSC 1.  The 

device of numbering the papers was taken over from NSC’s 

closest predecessor, the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee 

(SWNCC),16 which in turn was merely imitating JCS practice.  

Revisions received supplementary designators, such as NSC 1/1, 

1/2, etc.  The first version was seldom adopted unchanged.  The 

point is worth noting because some of the most famous papers, 

such as NSC 68 of March 1950, discussed below, were never 

formally adopted.  Instead the approved papers were NSC 68/2 

and NSC 68/4, the latter a vastly more elaborate and detailed paper 

drafted over six months later, which became official policy.  
                                                                                                                                                 
Truman mentioned Souers in his memoirs.  Harry S. Truman, Memoirs, Volume II: Years 
of Trial and Hope (New York, 1956), p. 58.     
15Richard E. Neustadt, “Notes on the White House Staff under President Truman,” 
(Typed manuscript, June 1953), p. 40; Truman Library, Neustadt Papers, Box 10.  
Neustadt was on the White House Staff from 1950-1953, following service on the Budget 
Bureau.  He regarded Souers as closer to the President than Lay and as continuing to 
function as a sort of “Super Executive Secretary” of NSC until the end of the 
administration. (Ibid.)  For Lay’s role in the staff meetings, see as examples Nos. 36, 
March 9, 1948 and 249, February 27, 1950 (National Archives, RG 273, Records of the 
National Security Council, Miscellaneous, Notes of NSC Staff Meetings) 
16See Chapter II, p.    .   After passage of the National Security Act of 1947 SWNCC 
became the State-Army-Navy-Air Force Coordinating Committee (SANACC).  In 1949 
SANACC was terminated by NSC action as being duplicative of the Council’s functions.  
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Numbered papers followed a rigid format, again an adaptation of 

military procedure.  Papers dealing with direction and 

administration of the CIA were known as National Security 

Intelligence Directives (NSCIDs), while papers dealing with its 

substantive business, such as NSC 10/2 of 1947 on covert 

operations, received the ordinary designators.  When the Council 

formally approved a paper and recommended it to the President by 

consensus,17 or made any other decision, it did so by means of a 

numbered “NSC Action.”  Indeed, it noted by an “Action” any 

deliberation it took, such as receiving or hearing the briefings of 

the Director of Central Intelligence.  At regular intervals after a 

policy paper was adopted, the Staff prepared a “Progress Report” 

on its implementation.  These were a weak point in the system, 

usually a mere recounting of what had happened in the interim.  

They lacked policy recommendations and were usually noted by 

the full Council without comment.  Implementation was weak 

because Truman wanted it that way, and believing, as Souers’ 

assistant James Lay argued, that if NSC were given power over 

policy execution, the principle that Departments were directly 

                                                 
17Votes were never taken.  In the literature, in Congressional debate, and in both early 
and contemporary discussion by people directly involved in the NSC process, there has 
been frequent mention of “voting” and “non-voting” NSC members.  The distinction is a 
misnomer, and should really be between “full members” and those who attended at 
Presidential request or as-like the DCI-advisors to the Council.  Only full members could 
legally take place in the consensual process leading up to an NSC Action.  After the 1949 
revisions to the National Security Act, the President had the right formally to designate 
full members in addition to the statutory ones.  
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responsible to the President for conduct of their operations would 

be violated.  Instead, the President assigned to a Department the 

responsibility for coordination of the implementation of each 

approved policy paper.18   

 

 Unquestionably the NSC system, based as it was on military 

administrative models, was a stodgy and cumbersome one.  As an 

example, after approval of NSC 1/2 on Italy, a State Department 

request for revision to reflect the contingency of possible 

Communist participation in the Italian Government took an 

additional three months to go through various clearances and be 

approved by the Council once more.  During this period NSC Staff 

discussed this paper at least 11 meetings, spending much time on 

such issues as whether to include Communist takeover as well as 

participation, whether policy could be concerted in advance at all 

(service representatives doubted it), and scheduling this item in 

competition with other pressing business.19  Only active 

Presidential involvement in the early days of the Truman NSC 

could have brought about procedures that would have overcome 

the tedious processes of lengthy interdepartmental clearances, 

resubmissions, and all the other normal paraphernalia of U.S. 

government practice. 
                                                 
18Sander, A Staff for the President, p. 327. 
19Minutes of NSC Staff Meetings, December 1947-March 1948; National Archives, RG 
273, Records of the National Security Council, Miscellaneous. 
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 NSC Organizational Changes To 1950.  Two main sources 

prompted the 1949 organizational changes in NSC, which were 

part of that year’s revisions to the National Security Act.  One was 

Forrestal’s conversion (after experiencing the trials of the job) to a 

modest strengthening of the Defense Secretary’s role.  The other 

was the Hoover Commission’s report on government 

reorganization, a study undertaken at Truman’s request by a 

number of “task forces” under the leadership of the former 

President.  Ferdinand Eberstadt headed the national security task 

force, which recommended a more powerful Secretary of Defense 

in consonance with Forrestal’s new views, and the removal of the 

service secretaries from the NSC on the ground that they brought 

about military domination of the Council.  A separate task force on 

foreign affairs recommended a free hand for the President in 

determining the membership of the NSC.   

 

 Due to the ineffectual nature of the service secretaries’ 

participation in NSC, no one deeply familiar with its work had any 

remaining worries about their excessive influence, but the proposal 

accorded with a general strengthening of the Defense Secretary at 

their expense and was enacted as part of an administration-backed 

package which made Forrestal head of a full-fledged cabinet 

“Department of Defense,” gave him more high-level executives, 
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and asserted the Secretary’s direct authority over the military 

departments.  The proposal for presidential discretion in choosing 

the NSC’s members was more welcome to the administration than 

to the Congress, which added the Vice President to the NSC even 

as it deleted the military secretaries.  As advocated by Eberstadt 

and Forrestal and accepted by Truman, Congress also created a 

JCS Chairman to be “principal military adviser” to both the 

Secretary of Defense and the President, but did not make him an 

NSC member.20  

 

 The Workload of the NSC.  Since neither Truman, the White 

House staff, nor the NSC Executive Secretary were inclined, 

equipped, or felt it their role to initiate NSC business, the issue 

mix before the Council was chosen largely by the State and 

Defense Departments.  From State came the initiative for and 

execution of the majority of the papers, those dealing with specific 

countries and problems.  From Defense came the push for overall 

or “global” studies such as the NSC 20 series--although these, too, 

were often executed and shaped by State.  Another type of Council 

                                                 
20Regrading the work of the Hoover Commission, see Ronald C. Moe, The Hoover 
Commissions Revisited (Westview, CO, 1982);  Sander, A Staff for the President, pp.  
254-258; Memorandum from Forrestal, Clifford, and Frank Pace to Truman, February 10, 
1949 (Truman Library, Elsey Papers, Box 84, Unification Folder 17).  Elsey had revived 
the proposal for a single Chief of Staff but Truman considered such an office “a single 
man on horseback [vulnerable] to attack.” (Marginalia ibid.)  For detailed accounts of the 
1949 revisions, see Michael J. Hogan, A Cross of Iron: Harry S. Truman and the Origins 
of the National Security State,1945-1954 (New York, 1998) , 191-207 and Stuart, 
Creating the National Security State, 180-229. 
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business was its occasional wide-ranging, unstructured discussion 

at its meetings of a major ongoing crisis--the Council’s role in the 

Berlin airlift of1948 is the first major example.  Sometimes the 

Council did, sometimes it did not, make formal policy 

recommendations in the course of such meetings.  Finally, by 

statute, NSC was the arena in which the member Departments, 

with occasional Presidential intervention, hammered out high-level 

policy on the role and functions of the Central Intelligence 

Agency.21

   

 The Uses of the NSC : State’s Contribution.  The early group 

of papers and decisions on East Asia form the strongest example 

of how the State Department formulated policy and lobbied it 

through the NSC.  In the NSC 13 series, State carried through its 

intention to reverse U.S. policy on Japan.  From the time of the 

surrender, it had been U.S. policy to carry through a thorough 

overhaul of Japanese institutions in anticipation of an early peace 

treaty.  War crimes trials, a “purge” of militarists and imperialists 

from the Japanese political establishment, a break-up of Japan’s 

traditional industrial combines, educational reforms, and a new, 

democratic constitution with a clause forbidding Japan to maintain 

a military establishment all had one common goal: to democratize 

                                                 
21Discussion of this aspect of the Council’s activities is included in Chapter IV. 
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Japan and render it harmless before an early peace treaty set it 

free.   

 

 Kennan and Marshall, however, saw Japan, which possessed 

Asia’s largest industrial base, as an inevitable factor in the balance 

of power, and more particularly the Cold War.  The germ of 

Kennan’s recommendations to Marshall, formulated as early as 

October 1947 in close consultation with the leaders of “FE,” the 

East Asian area of the Department, was to halt-but not, except for 

ending the purge, to reverse-reform efforts.  He recommended that 

the United States instead concentrate on restoring Japan’s 

economic viability, strengthening the national police force, and 

delaying, if necessary to keep Japan out of the Soviet orbit, a peace 

treaty.  To this end Kennan visited General MacArthur in Japan to 

enlist his support.  Upon his return, he drafted an expanded version 

of his recommendations and submitted it to Marshall.  Having the 

latter’s general approval, he again very informally consulted with 

FE and the Under Secretary of the Army, but not, so nearly as can 

be determined, with the group in State which had been drafting a 

lengthy peace treaty and was institutionally committed to an early 

peace.  By the end of May, the paper went to the Council as NSC 

13.  Not until the following October was NSC 13/2, revised to 

meet many objections from the military establishment, adopted 

and approved by President Truman.  Certain interagency 
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compromises, such as that on reparations, were not hammered out 

until the spring of 1948. 

 

 This was a long, slow process, and there was much foot 

dragging on implementation by the Army Department and the 

imperious MacArthur long after NSC 13/2 was adopted, though it 

must have helped that the new policy could be presented as an 

“NSC” rather than a State Department one.  But, State had indeed 

effected a policy reversal on a truly major issue by means of the 

NSC process.  Kennan later described his part in bringing about 

the NSC 13 series as “the most significant constructive 

contribution I was ever able to make in government.”22

 

 Across the Sea of Japan, the United States was, through its 

military occupation of the southern half of Japan’s former colony, 

Korea, even closer to Communist power.  By 1947 the Soviet 

Union, occupying the northern half, had groomed an indigenous 

Communist leadership cadre headed by Kim Il-Sung to govern it--

and, if opportunities could be seized or created, the entire 

peninsula.  State and the U.S. military had substantial policy 

differences on how to respond to this perceived threat.  The Army 

was pressing for rapid withdrawal on budgetary grounds, and the 

JCS backed it up with a judgment that “from the standpoint of 

                                                 
22Kennan, Memoirs, pp. 368-396 (quotation p. 393); FRUS 1948 VI, pp. 691 ff. 
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military security, the United States had little strategic interest” in 

staying in Korea, and that “in the event of hostilities in the Far 

East, our present forces in Korea would be a military liability.”  

State, on the other hand, was more concerned with questions of 

prestige.  While recognizing that defense of Korea in a general 

Asian war was hopeless, it sought a middle ground between 

precipitate withdrawal and an all-out commitment.  The 

prescription was for economic aid to South Korea both before and 

after U.S. withdrawal and a buildup of South Korean forces 

capable of protecting it “against any but an overt act of aggression 

by north Korean or other forces.”  The objective was “liquidation 

of the U.S. commitment of men and money in Korea with the 

minimum of bad effects.”  The vehicle was NSC 8, adopted by the 

Council and approved by the President in April 1948. 

 

 Preparation of NSC 8 was similar to that of NSC 13, though 

with variations.  This time FE took the lead and merely consulted 

Kennan and his staff.  The paper came up through the SANACC 

rather than the NSC “Staff,” because SANACC was the existing 

vehicle for occupation policies worldwide.  The result, however, 

was similar: State wrested control of an occupation policy from a 

reluctant military establishment.23
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 As the Chinese Nationalist government crumbled before the 

Chinese Communist advance in 1949, State and the JCS 

exchanged salvos in the NSC 37 series over the question of 

whether the U.S. should make a limited military commitment to 

Formosa. Early in the year the President backed State’s position 

that a military commitment might foreclose the option of either 

encouraging an indigenous regime on the island that might finally 

eliminate the Nationalists.  Later, once Chiang was installed on the 

island, Secretary Acheson wanted above all to avoid turning 

Chinese xenophobia against the United States rather than what he 

regarded as its natural long run (“6 or 12 years”) target, China’s 

Soviet ally.  This meant keeping a distance from Chiang, 

regardless of military considerations.   

 

 The NSC 37 series--10 papers in all--was the vehicle for 

State’s repeated attempts to pin down the JCS on such issues as the 

precise strategic value of Formosa to the United States, whether it 

was worth fighting for, and the form potential military and/or 

economic aid should take.  Hence the NSC 37 papers were not of 

the “staffed out,” long range variety, but were action 

recommendations from each of the two Departments.  Use of the 

NSC process enabled Acheson to exploit the JCS’ innate caution 

about stating anything too categorically on paper; then he could 
                                                                                                                                                 
23A successor paper, NSC 8/2, followed in 1949.  For texts of these papers and related 

 126



claim that it had not backed up its case.  This use of the NSC--to 

hammer out current policy by resolving interdepartmental disputes 

on an immediately pressing problem--was perhaps closer to what 

Forrestal and Eberstadt had in mind than most NSC actions.  

Eventually, interdiction of the Formosa Straits24 meant that 

Acheson lost this particular game, though it can be argued that 

later events validated the shrewdness of his policy.   

 

 There were also approved papers on overall China policy, 

NSC 34/1 and 34/2, approved by the Council in the winter of 1949 

against the background of ongoing Nationalist collapse.  In 

contrast to some of the other East Asian NSC papers, they were a 

superb example of the NSC process at its worst.  The “Staff felt 

obliged” to prepare them only because of the “several requests for 

a governmental policy on China,” and, at State Department 

insistence, they were very general and broad enough to allow 

“flexibility in implementation”--i.e., they contained no real 

guidance at all because, in Acheson’s words, “the house appeared 

to be falling down and there was not much to be done until it had 

come down;” strategic planning “could not be undertaken until it 

                                                                                                                                                 
materials, see FRUS 1948 VI, pp. 1163 ff. and ibid., 1949 VII, Pt. 2, pp. 969 ff.  
24A step taken when the Korean War broke out in June 1950.  It meant that U.S. forces 
patrolling the Straits prevented either Nationalists or Communists from invading each 
other, and led to the eventual close U.S. relationship with Chiang.   
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was clear what would be left in China.”  Perhaps a wise policy, but 

a foolish choice for policy papers.25         

 

 A last landmark NSC paper dealing with U.S. policy towards 

a specific Asian region was NSC 64, which ordered preparation of 

“a program of all practicable measures designed to protect United 

States security interests in Indochina.”  While maintaining that all 

of Southeast Asia was now “important” to U.S. “security 

interests,” NSC 64 successfully argued that aid should be 

channeled to Indochina as a “key area” of the region.  NSC 64 was 

adopted (unchanged from a State draft) in April, 1950, soon after 

the United States granted diplomatic recognition to Cambodia, 

Laos and Vietnam.  NSC 64 was brief and, as preferred by 

Acheson in country and regional policy papers, avoided any 

discussion of the limits of this fresh U.S. commitment.26  While 

thus avoiding a damaging debate and retaining a maximum of 

flexibility, this approach also precluded any of the benefits that 

might have been produced by a fundamental discussion of issues 

involved in the new commitment at the full Council level.  Indeed, 

the President approved the paper, as he did recognition of the three 

                                                 
25Staff Meetings No. 166, December 29, 1948 and No. 168, January 3, 1949 (National 
Archives, RG 273, Records of the National Security Council, Miscellaneous, Staff 
Meeting Notes); Memoranda of Discussion of NSC meetings held February 3 and March 
3, 1949 (Truman Library, PSF, Records of the National Security Council, NSC Meetings, 
Box 220). 
26Acheson, Present at the Creation, pp. 671-673; FRUS 1950 VI, pp. 711-789.  
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Indochinese states, without any Council discussion at all.  So 

began the fateful 25-year U.S. commitment to Vietnam.  State’s 

desire for low key policymaking was forwarded in this instance by 

the fact that Congress and interested public opinion, while 

determined to avoid “losing” another Asian country, was 

momentarily unwilling to spend much money for this purpose.   

 

 The culmination of these early East Asian NSC papers was 

NSC 48/2, adopted at the very end of 1949 (thus comprehending 

all the policies described above save that set forth in NSC 64).  

NSC 48/2 sought to weave the various individual items described 

above into a coherent whole.  While it had exceedingly complex 

origins, it essentially represented the State Department’s view that 

the United States should respond to the situation created by the 

growth of Communist power in Asia with concern and even 

military aid to the extent feasible, but not with an attempt to forge 

Asian nations into an anti-Communist coalition along the lines of 

NATO.27  The NSC 48 series extended into succeeding years in 

response to changing conditions and substantial changes in policy, 

such as greater involvement in Southeast Asia, the Korean War, 

and the decisions to sign military pacts with some Asian 

nations.28

                                                 
27FRUS 1949 VII, Part 2, pp. 1126-1220. 
28 The final adopted paper in the series was NSC 48/5, approved by the President and 
adopted May 17, 1951.  For a text, see ibid., 1951 VI, Part 1 , 33-63. 
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 Considered as a group, the pre-Korean War NSC papers on 

East Asia form the most comprehensive regional series generated 

by the Council during its early years.  Papers on Europe and 

individual European countries were more numerous, but were not 

as central to the policymaking in that area as those on Asia, 

probably because State’s preeminent role in setting U.S. priorities 

in Europe was unchallenged.  The pre-Korea Asia papers represent 

the State Department’s use of the NSC to influence policy in the 

direction it favored in an area which it then regarded as secondary 

in importance to Europe and the Middle East, in many instances in 

a direction against the wishes of the military, which of course had 

a large presence in Japan, Korea, and China. 

 

 The Berlin Airlift: First Use of the NSC in Crisis 

Management.29  In June 1948, after maneuverings over economic 

issues which had broad implications for the the future governance 

of occupied Germany, the Soviet Government closed off Western 

access to Berlin, then under four-power administration deep in the 

Soviet Zone.  The United States organized an airlift which 

supplied the city with essential food and fuel over the next ten 

months; in May 1949, the Soviets, by reopening land access to 

                                                 
29This section is principally based on Foreign Relations, 1948, II, Germany and Austria, 
pp. 867-1340; ibid.,  1949, III, pp. 643-855; Truman Library, President’s Secretary’s 
Files, NSC Meetings, Boxes 219-220. 
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Berlin, accepted what was by then the reality: economic 

unification of the three Western zones and a divided Berlin city 

government.  The airlift was a brilliant improvisation whose 

example of resolution laid the foundation for a long Western 

presence in Berlin and a viable West Germany.  Consultation 

among the President, the State Department, the UK, and the 

military commanders in Germany established the main lines of 

crisis policy, but the NSC, which did not meet on Berlin until over 

three weeks after the crisis began, played a useful ancillary role. 

 

 First, certain previous decisions were formalized or 

completed by the NSC, perhaps to give them greater weight and 

finality.  In mid-July, the NSC recommended to Truman the 

morale-building gesture of sending B-29 bombers to England.  The 

measure had already been discussed-and virtually agreed-with the 

British.  Second, the NSC was a useful forum for the exchange of 

views among, and the extended dissemination of existing policy 

to, top policy makers.  In all, Berlin was discussed by the Council 

at 14 of the 17 NSC meetings held between the outbreak of the 

crisis and end of 1948.  Over the summer, in a break with previous 

custom, Truman attended three times, and two of these meetings 

were devoted solely to Berlin or to Germany in general.  The first 

featured a report by the General Lucius Clay, the commander on 

the spot, and during this briefing Truman murmured approval, in 
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case anyone had previously missed the point, to Clay’s statement 

that “if we move out of Berlin we have lost everything we are 

fighting for.”30 Thus the NSC meetings were a combination of 

substantive discussion and ritual reaffirmation and reemphasis. 

 

 The ritual use of the NSC in the crisis had a public side as 

well.  Clay’s briefing preceded a press conference; on another 

occasion there was a photo session as the Council sat down to its 

work; after yet another meeting the White House announced that 

the Council had held a special meeting devoted solely to Berlin 

and attended by Truman.  Here the president was using the 

Council to demonstrate that weighty issues were being discussed 

in an appropriately weighty manner.  Lastly, Forrestal and the 

service secretaries used the NSC during the crisis, with fair 

success, to press the case for increased lift capability and to try to 

force the rest of the government to plan, or at least to think about 

alternatives, in case the crisis should take an unwanted turn, such 

as Soviet interference with the air lift.  All in all, the NSC was a 

useful ancillary instrument during the crisis and some of the use 

then made of it prefigured its expanded role in the Korean War. 

 

 The Uses of the NSC: Defense Initiatives.  The early White 

House and State Department restriction of the NSC agenda to 
                                                 
30Ibid., Memorandum of summary of discussion at 16th meeting of the NSC, July 23, 
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specific problems and areas did not dissuade Forrestal and the JCS 

from attempting to use it as a forum for comprehensive planning.  

In early 1948 the NSC staff, with NME prodding, prepared NSC 7, 

a paper on U.S. policy on “Soviet-Directed World Communism.” 

NSC 7 called for “organizing a world-wide counter-offensive,” 

which could “not be achieved by a defensive policy.”  To this end 

the U.S. should adopt UMT, strengthen its “armaments industry,” 

and mount a domestic propaganda program.  In addition to the 

U.S. doing what it was already doing in Western Europe, the paper 

rather vaguely called for “appropriate efforts elsewhere in Europe 

and in the Middle East and “military action” in case of attack in 

Western Europe or “other selected non-Communist nations.”  The 

paper was thus self-contradictory: ringing calls for a counter-

offensive were followed by a very tentative suggestion to help 

some unspecified other countries in case they were attacked.  

Nothing but rhetoric was new.31  

 

 NSC 7 died quickly.  At State Kennan and most of the 

geographic area chieftains opposed it.  The JCS liked the parts that 

called for beefing up the NME, but underlined its opposition to 

more specific foreign commitments until greater readiness was 

attained. 
                                                                                                                                                 
1948; Box 220.  
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 In July Forrestal initiated a more ambitious exercise in a 

letter to Truman, as part of a persistent campaign for increases in 

defense spending.  He called for tying the “optimum” military 

budget for the next year to an appraisal of the world situation, 

particularly with regard to Russia, to be drafted in the State 

Department.  He wished not only to evaluate the degree to which 

the response to the Soviet challenge should be a military one, but 

to try to specify the time at which this challenge would be at its 

maximum, for this, too, he argued, would influence the nature of 

military expenditure.  Truman replied that while he favored the 

study, which might “very well influence our final determination,” 

he did not believe that the budget estimates could be delayed 

pending its completion.  He then pointedly referred Forrestal to the 

Budget Bureau, which was the usual channel, for discussion of the 

defense budget ceiling.32

 

 The study thus went forward-as the NSC 20 Series-despite 

State’s lack of enthusiasm.  While conceding that the effort should 

be made, Kennan cautioned that the fluidity and unpredictability of 

the world situation meant that making too many choices in 

advance or trying to predict the timing of future crises could be 
                                                                                                                                                 
31For text of NSC 7, dated March 30, 1948, see FRUS 1948 I, 545-550.  Evidence that 
Truman formally approved NSC 7 is lacking, but the Council did formally rescind NSC 7 
when the President approved NSC 20.4; see footnote 32 below.  
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self-defeating, locking the country in premature decisions which, 

since they would be visible, might stimulate the Soviets into 

increased preparations as well.  Actually, Kennan had no objection 

to broad conceptual thinking, having produced in the “X” paper 

the most notable and influential of all such efforts, and having 

already done some of the work that would be incorporated in the 

NSC 20 project.  What he objected to was having speculative 

appraisals receiving a stamp of received truth that would rigidify 

policymaking. 

 

 The Council adopted NSC 20/4, “U.S. Objectives with 

Respect to the USSR to Counter Soviet Threats to U.S. Security,” 

late in November 1948.  Although prepared by the Consultants and 

NSC staff, it drew heavily on papers drafted by State’s policy 

planners, in both its restatement of classic Kennanite containment 

doctrine and its conclusion that long term readiness, and not 

preparation for some predetermined date of maximum danger, was 

the best and most flexible form of military preparedness.  The 

overblown rhetoric of NSC 7 was gone, and there was no 

discussion of specific levels of military spending whatsoever.  

Discussion of the paper in the full Council was cursory, and by the 

time NSC 20 was approved Forrestal had given up on his NSC 

gambit and was seeking support for military budget increases from 

                                                                                                                                                 
32For text  
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State officials directly.  State officials resented his designation of 

them as the sole source of threat assessment.  Marshall eventually 

gave Forrestal his opinion that “we must expect for the current 

fiscal year” a situation “neither better nor worse” than the past one 

“insofar as it affects the ceiling of our military establishment.”33

 

 Shuffling the Deck: Preparing the Way for NSC 68.  After 

the NSC 20 episode an impartial observer might have concluded 

that the Council was unsuited for comprehensive policy planning.  

During 1949, however, world developments and changes in 

personnel gave it another chance. 

 

 Late in March 1948 Truman abruptly fired Forrestal, who 

was known to have cut a deal with Thomas E. Dewey to stay on as 

Secretary of Defense if the latter won the 1948 presidential 

election.  Louis Johnson, Forrestal’s replacement, was a close 

Presidential political ally who loyally followed Truman in 

attempting to curb military spending--but whose shaky 

relationships with his military subordinates limited his leadership 

effectiveness.  Worse, he was almost pathologically jealous of 

George Marshall’s successor at State, Dean Acheson, who had 

immense influence with Truman dating from his role in the 

formulation of the Truman Doctrine in 1947 while Under 

                                                 
33For text of NSC 20/4, approved November 24, 1948, see FRUS 1948 I, 662-669; for 
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Secretary.  His suspicions impelling him to hermeticism, Johnson 

was unwilling to use the NSC as Forrestal had done, to promote 

his Department’s interests. 

 

 Acheson was by 1950 far more interested than Marshall had 

been in comprehensive policy planning.  A distinguished lawyer, 

he later considered the “lines of policy” which the administration 

gradually adopted in the Cold War as precedents “which grew by 

the method of common law to aid the judgment of those who must 

make decisions.”  Such precedents constituted a “corpus 

diplomaticum” from which policymakers could draw.  Acheson 

believed that these “main lines of policy” had emerged before 

1949, and was now not averse to a little codification.  Naturally 

Kennan did not share this attitude, although he stated that his 

departure from the Policy Planning Staff came over a different 

issue--the loss of his right to submit papers directly to the 

Secretary without prior Departmental clearance or coordination.  

Kennan remained briefly at State in a more general advisory role, 

then embarked what turned to be a temporary retirement.  He 

believed that the problem “lay largely in the impossibility of 

having the planning functions performed outside the line of 

command. No one can regiment this institution in the field of ideas 

except the Secretary. “ He could get independent advice from 

outside the Department, or oral advice from anyone within it, but 
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when staffed, written papers were intended as guidance for 

operating units, those units would not brook “interference from 

any unit outside the line of command.”  This analysis probably 

does explain the normal course of things ar State, but does not 

account for why S/P had been able to maintain its special status 

during Marshall’s tenure, nor why independent staff work is a 

staple of military planning.  Kennan’s underlying assumption may 

have been that S/P’s advice was meant to be adopted in toto.  

 

 Paul Nitze, the ex-investment banker who took over from 

Kennan, had wartime experience in air force administration.  In 

contrast to Kennan, who believed Truman’s budget ceiling 

sufficed and that military preparation should emphasize small, 

elite forces against the possibility of limited war, Nitze’s 

background pointed him towards a more comprehensive approach 

to military planning.34

 

 The major events of the last half of 1949 were the final 

collapse of Nationalist China and a successful Soviet test of a 

nuclear device.  They appeared to counter a string of Western 

successes that had commenced with Soviet withdrawal from Iran, 

continued with the Greek-Turkish aid program, and culminated 

                                                 
34Acheson, Present at the Creation, 727;  Kennan, Memoirs, I, 465-470 (quoted material 
on 467) ; Paul H. Nitze, From Hiroshima to Glasnost: At the Center of Decisionmaking  
(New York, 1989), pp. 13-45, especially 43-44. 
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with the Berlin Airlift.  The apparent reverses of late 1949 created 

a generalized and in part politically-motivated pressure for a 

general policy review.  State’s Policy Planning Staff was 

increasingly interested in military aid to allies, and now wanted 

closer State-Defense coordination.  Most important, the 

controversy over whether to build a hydrogen bomb to counter the 

unexpectedly early Soviet achievement of a fission weapon led 

AEC Chairman Lilienthal, who was opposed to a fusion weapon 

(Acheson, Johnson, and Truman all being in favor) to demand a 

reexamination of military strategy as the price of endorsing a go-

ahead on an exploratory basis.  Thus Truman’s order of January 

30, 1950 ordering research into the “technical feasibility” of a 

fusion bomb also called for “a reexamination of our objectives in 

peace and war and of the effect of these objectives on our strategic 

plans,” taking into account Soviet potential in both fission and 

fusion weapons.35

 

 A special committee, composed of State, Defense, and AEC 

representatives and co-chaired by Nitze and Maj. Gen. Truman 

Landon of the JCS organization, undertook to draft a report, which 

received the designation NSC-68 after its submission to the 

Counicl in April.  This committee originated entirely outside the 

usual NSC process and preempted “the continuing long range 

                                                 
35FRUS 1950 I, pp. 141-142. 
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study” then underway in that channel (as envisaged at the very 

first meeting of the NSC back in 1947), whose preparation Souers 

just recently had finally succeeded in persuading Truman to 

authorize.36  One result was that NSC-68 was prepared by a 

considerably larger and more senior group than the normal NSC 

paper and was eventually cleared at cabinet level before its 

submission to the Council. 

 

 Nitze was extremely adept at bureaucratic maneuver, but 

special circumstances reinforced his domination of the drafting 

process.  First, he had the complete confidence of Acheson, who 

considered him “a joy to work with because of his clear, incisive 

mind.”37  Second, because of the confused situation in the Office 

of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), he had lots of input from the 

working levels of the JCS organization, very desirous of an 

increased budget, and very little from OSD or JCS Chairman Omar 

Bradley, both anxious to hold the line.  Nitze succeeded in 

obtaining very informal or tacit approval from the Joint Strategic 

Survey Committee, the JCS planning arm.  Then, with Acheson’s 
                                                 
36The full Council authorized a general study “of U.S. objectives, commitments and 
risks” in Action No. 270 in early January.  Staff Notes for January and February show the 
NSC Staff taking some rather languid steps in that direction as late as February 8.  On the 
10th, the group that Nitze had organized pursuant to Truman’s order of January 30 
decided that its work would also represent the contribution of the State and Defense 
Departments to work ordered by Action No. 270.  Staff Meetings Nos. 246 and 249, 
January 10 and February 7, 1950, respectively (National Achives, RG 273, NSC Records, 
Miscellaneous, Staff Meeting Notes); FRUS 1950 I, p. 168.    
37Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 373. 
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backing, he gained the approval of various outside notables such 

as the nuclear scientist Ernest O. Lawrence, Harvard President 

James Bryant Conant, and, most important, Robert Lovett, an 

influential former Under Secretary of State.  Zigzagging back to 

Defense, Nitze and Acheson met with Johnson to obtain his 

consent.  Johnson exploded with anger and stalked out of the 

meeting. Nitze, however, obtained approval from each of the Joint 

Chiefs except the Chairman, and also of the service secretaries.  

Realizing he had been outmaneuvered (and perhaps not personally 

as committed to a lean budget as he pretended), Johnson gave the 

draft his reluctant endorsement.38  Another person who had been 

outflanked was Truman himself, now presented with a paper 

submitted by two of his most trusted and senior appointees.  His 

solution was to “refer” the paper to the Council with a request “a 

clearer indication” of the programs envisaged in the Report, 

including “estimates of their probable costs.” 

 

 What was new in NSC-68?  It explicitly retained the twin 

objectives of containment as set forth in NSC 20/4, “to reduce the 

power and influence of the USSR to limits which no longer 

constitute a threat to the peace,” and “to bring about a basic 

                                                 
38At the NSC meeting held after Truman referred the paper to the Council, Johnson “said 
he felt this project really brought the National Security Council to life by making it 
function as the American public thinks it functions.”  (Memorandum of Discussion of the 
55th NSC Meeting, dated April 21, 1950; Truman Library, NSC Records, PSF, Box 220.  
For text of NSC 68,dated April 14, see FRUS 1950 I, 234-292.   
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change in the conduct of international relations by the government 

in power in Russia.”  Yet it placed them in a more drastic context 

and recommended more drastic measures to achieve them.  “This 

Republic and its citizens in the ascendancy of their strength” stood 

“in their deepest peril.”  In its ringing contrasts between the 

“contagious” idea of freedom and the autarchic but dynamic 

“slavery” of the USSR, NSC 68 repeatedly sounded the 

ideological tocsin.  A listing and analysis of present U.S. 

commitments, plus an assumption that the Soviet Union would 

have the option of launching a nuclear first strike by 1954, led to a 

call for “a more rapid buildup of the political, economic, and 

military strength of the free world.” 

 

 At several points, the paper referred to “the Kremlin’s design 

for world domination,” and at one stage in its development, it 

apparently formally listed world domination as the primary Soviet 

objective.  Kennan’s fellow Russian specialist, Charles Bohlen, 

may have succeeded in toning down the report on this point.39 As 

sent to Truman, it stated that the “fundamental design” of the 

                                                 
39Paul Y. Hammond, “NSC-68:  Prologue to Rearmament,” in Warner R. Schilling at. al., 
Strategy, Polictics, and Defense Budgets (New York, 1962), pp. 308-321.  Some doubt is 
cast on this estimate of Bohlen’s influence, which was based on interviews conducted 
well after the drafting of NSC 68, by the dating and arrangement of the documentation 
published in FRUS 1950 I (Washington, 1977), 210-234.  There is even the possibility 
that the interviewees may have intermixed their recollections of the NSC 68 drafting 
process with their memories of the preparation of the NSC 114 series over a year later, 
during which Bohlen wrote a more extended series of memoranda on the subject; see 
FRUS 1951 I 106 ff. 
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Soviet Union “and the international Communist movement” was to 

“solidify their absolute power, first in the Soviet Union and second 

in the areas now under their control.”  Yet achievement of these 

goals, “in the minds of Soviet leaders,” required “the ultimate 

elimination of any effective opposition to their authority,” and the 

United States had to be “subverted or destroyed by one means or 

another if the Kremlin” was “to achieve its fundamental design”--

to wit, world domination by another name! 

 

 NSC 68 differed from its predecessors in its strident 

ideological tone, its emphasis on an assumed buildup of Soviet 

warmaking--especially atomic--capability, its integration of an 

early form of deterrence theory into a formal policy paper, and in 

its call for a U.S. military buildup to match the Soviets.  There was 

even some flirtation with the notion of a period of “maximum 

danger” (1954, when the Soviets were supposed to achieve an 

atomic first strike capability).  On the other hand, NSC 68 retained 

the moderate and limited U.S. objectives intact from NSC 20 and 

carefully renounced both isolation and preemptive war, (although 

renunciation of the latter was turned into another argument for 

increased military buildup, as follows:  since the Soviet Union 

retained the option of a first strike, especially after it reached 

extensive nuclear strength, the United States should maximize its 
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forces in being, both atomic and conventional, to minimize the 

consequences of a first strike). 

 

 Above all, NSC 68 meant more money for defense and 

military aid, but there was a surprising reversal of roles between 

the State and Defense planners on this all-important point.  

Mindful of Johnson’s personal espousal of the economy program 

and the lack of formal JCS participation in the drafting process, the 

defense members were thinking of a $5 billion increase at most, 

while the State team, led by a military-minded man and confident 

of Acheson’s backing no matter where their thinking might lead, 

was thinking of a total figure of between $35 and $50 billion, as 

contrasted with the $14 billion in Truman’s budget projection.  It 

was probably for this reason that NSC 68 contained no specific 

figures, though the program it envisaged made for more sense at 

the funding levels foreseen by State. 

 

 Thus NSC 68, drafted entirely outside the normal NSC 

process, was referred back to the Council for cost estimates.  

Because of its fundamental importance and drastic fiscal 

implications, the Council referred it to yet another high-level 

special committee, this time vastly expanded to include all the 

NSC agencies plus Treasury, Budget, and the Council of 

Economic Advisers (CEA), a White House organ charged with 

 144



economic advice to the President.  Before the new committee 

could complete its work, the Korean War broke out.  The nature of 

the Cold War changed profoundly, and the role of the NSC 

changed with it.  Hence the further story of NSC 68, including its 

integration into the normal NSC process, belongs to our next 

section.   

 

 It is unlikely that anything approaching the funding levels 

contemplated by Nitze and his associates would have occurred 

without Korea, although a few trends pointed towards their more 

gradual adoption.  The CEA, in a classic “guns and butter” 

analysis, argued that the Defense budget could expand enormously 

as part of an overall policy of stimulating economic growth, and 

that the biggest problem was public inability to understand the 

extreme malleability of the economy with proper use of Keynesian 

stimuli.  The administration itself asked for, and received, during 

the spring of 1950 for greatly increased funds for military 

assistance.  Charles Murphy, Clifford’s replacement at the White 

House, was converted by NSC 68 into an advocate of greater 

defense spending.  Louis Johnson gave hints of the NSC 68 

analysis in Congressional testimony.40   

 

                                                 
40Memorandum from Hamilton Dearborn to Lay, May 8, 1950; FRUS 1950 I, pp. 306-
311; Hammond, “NSC-68,” pp. 327-344. 
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 These tendencies were only straws in the wind, and Truman 

gave no indication of having been convinced.41  The Budget 

Bureau, a bastion of classical economic analysis, remained 

restrictive in its notion of the limits of government spending, and 

its staff produced a trenchant critique of weaknesses in the 

fundamental assumptions of NSC 68, pointing out that many U.S. 

friends such as the Philippines under Quirino and the Indo-Chinese 

states (still dominated by France) were hardly “free” in the 

American sense, while, conversely, if the conflict was ideological, 

NSC 68 subordinated ideological appeal to military buildup.  BOB 

was also skeptical that the Soviet buildup would lead inevitably to 

military superiority without a corresponding U.S. response or that 

it could be accomplished without drawbacks to the USSR’s 

economy.  Increased taxes and curtailment of domestic programs, 

as advocated by NSC 68, seemed “hardly a program for 

stimulating economic growth.”  A principal reliance on military 

force could “only grow in its demands over time, as well as 

scarcely fail to lose the cold war.”42

 

 The NSC On the Eve of the Korean War.  Despite initial 

White House hostility to the NSC and Truman’s continuing “hands 

off” attitude towards it, the NSC gradually grew in influence and 

                                                 
41See Sander, A Staff for the President, pp. 313-314. 
42Memorandum from William Schaub to Lay, May 8, 1950; FRUS 1950 I, 298-306. 
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utility in its first three years of existence.  Because the President 

insisted that the State Department take the lead in its activities, that 

Department steadily, under two unusually able Secretaries, made 

increasing use of the Council to expand its influence, initially 

almost despite itself.  At the insistence of the Defense Department 

and Admiral Souers, the NSC had been forced to consider policy 

planning on a broader scale than the State Department or the 

White House had originally contemplated.  With NSC 68, State 

began to take the lead in this area also, although it was more or 

less using NSC as a “cover” and organizing the work as it saw fit, 

without benefit of NSC staff.  Even the White House, as first 

evidenced in the Berlin crisis, was beginning to see both 

convenience and public relations value in using the Council as a 

subsidiary venue of decision-making. 

 

 2.  The NSC 1950-1953: Impact of the Korean War.   

 

 At the outbreak of hostilities in Korea on June 24, 1950, the 

Truman administration acted with surprising speed to respond to 

an utterly unexpected challenge.  Since Truman was out of town, 

Acheson on his own authority instructed the U.S. delegation to call 

a meeting of the UN’s Security Council (SC).  The next day the 

SC passed a resolution calling on North Korea to withdraw back 

over the 38th parallel; two days later, it called on all members to 
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aid in repelling the aggression.  Meanwhile, at a series of meetings 

attended by Truman, Acheson, Johnson, the JCS, and other top 

officials, and in actions taken by Truman individually, the United 

States committed first air and naval, and by June 29-30 ground, 

forces to repel the attacks. 

 

 Most of this first week’s decisions, though they involved all 

the NSC members, were not taken at formal meetings of the NSC, 

for the NSC machinery was too slow-moving, and was not really 

intended, for the lightning consultations needed to begin this 

sudden commitment.  Instead, an ad hoc cadre known as the “Blair 

House Group”43 (most of the statutory NSC plus the JCS, the 

service secretaries, and pertinent State Department people) was the 

principal venue for discussion.  At bottom, much of the speed of 

the initial commitment was really due to the mutual confidence of 

Truman and Acheson and the latter’s effective relationships with 

most DOD and JCS officials below Johnson. 

 

 The NSC met twice during the first week.  At the first 

meeting held on the 28th, Truman ordered studies of possible 

additional Soviet moves, of options in case of a direct Soviet 

movement into Korea, and of available U.S. military resources 

presently on hand.  Thus, the first use of the NSC in the crisis was 
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to prepare for short-term future contingencies.  Another NSC 

meeting the next day was, atypically, the venue for a crucial 

immediate decision: extension of U.S. Air Force operations above 

the 38th parallel.  

 

 After the first week, the NSC met more frequently than it had 

before Korea, but did not become the major vehicle for crisis 

decisions.  Its role increased in several other ways.  For the first 

time, the President habitually attended: of the nine meetings held 

between the outbreak of hostilities and the end of September, he 

presided at all but one.  By the end of his term he had attended 

87% of all the meetings held since June of1950.  He began also to 

take a somewhat more active, though in no way dominating, role 

on the discussions.   

   

 Simultaneously the President moved to strengthen the NSC 

through a reorganization of its procedures, although at the very 

time he did so, he appears to have had mixed feelings about his 

increased reliance on the Council.  At a cabinet meeting July 14, 

which Bradley also attended and which included a significant 

discussion of national security issues by Acheson, Truman stated 

that the cabinet would meet twice a week and “also suggested 

regular Security Council meetings be suspended and [that he 
                                                                                                                                                 
43Two crucial meetings were held at Blair House, across Pennsylvania Avenue for the 
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would] only call such meetings when necessary.”  One week later 

he announced to the cabinet that “present attendance will 

constitute the War Cabinet.  There will be no additions.”  If the 

President wanted to run the war through the cabinet, he did not 

follow up.  In fact, by July 19 he had already changed his mind 

about Council meetings and ordered that the NSC meet once a 

week, with attendance, in order to encourage free discussion, 

restricted to the statutory members plus just seven other people.  

Even more important, he directed that all “major” national security 

policies should be “recommended to me through the Council in 

order that I may readily have the benefit of the collective views” of 

the pertinent officials.44  On paper, at least, NSC was now 

responsible for policy coordination, though there was no hint of an 

expanded role in execution.   

 

 Also in July, Truman accepted a recommendation to abolish 

the NSC Consultants and replace them with a “Senior Staff” of 

higher rank (the State member was Ambassador at Large Philip 

                                                                                                                                                 
White House, in the early hours of the crisis.  
44Letter from Truman to members of the NSC, July 19, 1950, forms attachment to letter 
of the same dated from Connelly to Souers; Truman Library, Souers Papers, White House 
Counsel 1950-1053.  The favored seven attendees included Treasury Secretary Snyder, 
JCS Chairman Bradley, DCI Roscoe Hillenkoetter, Lay, Souers, and Averell Harriman, 
Special Assistant to the President.  This restriction, like subsequent attempts to limit 
attendance at NSC meetings, was more honored in the breach than the observance.  Later 
Truman himself added Leon Keyserling, Chairman of the CEA, and Charles E. Wilson, 
head of the Office of Defense Mobilization, a temporary agency of the Korean War 
period. 
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Jessup, an intimate of Acheson) who were to spend more time on 

NSC work than the Consultants customarily had.45  Lay and 

Souers had been advocating this change at least since the drafting 

of NSC 68.  They thought it unsound that this fundamentally 

important “NSC” paper had originated outside the NSC process.  

One reason was that the NSC Staff had never had a JCS 

representative; as we have seen, Nitze had been able to open an ad 

hoc channel to the Joint Staff.  Lay and Souers wanted to 

regularize this arrangement and bring it within the NSC 

framework.  They encountered stout JCS resistance on the 

traditional ground that no one could speak for them, an attitude 

largely attributable to their deep, institutionalized divisions related 

to the appropriations process.  In effect, they were reserving the 

right to reach a final position on issues after all other agencies had 

defined theirs, a stance which necessitated avoiding NSC staff 

work.  The Korean crisis gave Lay and Souers the ammunition 

they needed to prevail upon Truman to override the JCS on this 

issue.  The new Senior Staff also had a CIA representative, its 

Director, Roscoe Hillenkoetter.  In a significant departure, Lay, 

not Jessup, chaired meetings of the Senior Staff. This change was 

                                                 
45Notes of meetings held July 14 & 21, 1950; Truman Library, Connelly Papers, Box 2, 
Cabinet Notes 1/6-12/29/50; memorandum from Truman to NSC members, July 19, 
forms attachment to memorandum from Connelly to Souers; ibid., Souers Papers, Box 3, 
White House Counsel 1950-1953; FRUS 1950 I, pp. 342-346.  The author’s own caveat 
regarding this interpretation is that cabinet minutes of this period were overly terse and 
sometimes garbled.   
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intended to strengthen the institutional role of the NSC’s full-time 

employees.46

 

 Almost a year later, again at Souers’ urging, Truman did one 

final bit of institutional tinkering by establishing the Psychological 

Strategy Board (PSB) by a directive.  The PSB was supposed to 

formulate, guide and evaluate “the national psychological effort,” 

that is, overt information and propaganda.  Souers was concerned 

lest CIA’s covert operations obscure overt propaganda and 

apparently wanted an umbrella organization to give these activities 

greater status.  Despite this motivation, the PSB appears to have 

comprehended covert activities as well as overt ones.  Its first 

Director Gordon Gray, believed that his “charter was to draw a 

plan for the Cold War.”  PSB had State and Defense membership 

at Under Secretary level; the third member was the Director of 

Central Intelligence.  It had a full time staff and a Director.  The 

PSB was not technically part of NSC, but reported to it. PSB was 

an Executive Office entity quartered near the NSC whose Director 

could attend Council meetings as an “observer” and which had an 

“adviser” on the Senior Staff.  Notes taken by this adviser at the 

Senior Staff meetings reveal the PSB’s hard ideological edge and 

desire for what it regarded as a more dynamic approach to Cold 

                                                 
46Lay and Johnson, Organizational History of the NSC, pp. 16-17. 
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War issues.47 Gray thought the PSB “turned out being largely an 

abortive organization, because most of the agencies wouldn’t 

cooperate.”48

 

 That summer, several NSC papers attempted to deal with 

major issues of the Korean War.  NSC 73/4, not formally approved 

but “adopted as a working guide,” provided that if the Chinese 

Communists became involved in the war, the U.S. would not 

“permit itself” to be involved in general war with China, but that it 

should resist Chinese as well as North Korea while attempting to 

“localize the conflict.”  It also ambiguously suggested 

“appropriate” air and naval action against China “outside Korea.”   

While the U.S. did seek to localize its involvement when the 

Chinese intervened in force in November 1950, the remainder of 

the paper furnished no adequate guide to policy.  NSC 76, 

originating in the JCS, recommended that in case of Soviet 

intervention, the U.S. should minimize its Korean involvement and 

execute its general war plans.  The State Department entered 

various objections to this paper, all centering on its bland 

                                                 
47Harry S. Truman, “Directive Establishing the Psychological Strategy Board,” June 20, 
1951, accessed at http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.phb?pld=13808 on 10/16/09; 
Interview given by Gordon Gray to Richard D. McKinzie, June 18, 1973; Truman 
Library, Oral History Interviews, 54-55. Notes of NSC Senior Staff Meetings, 1951-
1952; Truman Library, PSF, PSB Records, Class 300 Administration, Box 334. 
48 Gray Interview, 53. 
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automaticity.  While still under discussion it was superseded by 

NSC 81/1, adopted September 9. 

 

 The NSC 81 series was initiated by Truman’s direct order in 

early July and dealt with the question of what to do when the UN 

forces returned within striking distance of the 38th parallel.  Its 

mere existence was something of a breakthrough in U.S. practice 

in advance interagency politico-military planning in time of war, 

especially as it was hammered out when the U.S. Army was in 

imminent danger of being pushed out of Korea altogether.  Its 

terms were contested between the Defense Department and the 

State Department’s Far Eastern Bureau (FE) on the one hand, and 

Nitze’s Policy Planning Staff on the other.  Policy Planning 

wanted the UN to stop at the 38th parallel, emphasizing the 

magnitude of U.S. commitments elsewhere, the danger of direct 

conflict with the Soviet Union or China, and the uncertainties of 

UN support for ventures in North Korea.  Dean Rusk and John 

Allison, the leading movers in FE, believed in Allison’s words that 

by halting at the parallel “the aggressor would be informed that all 

he had to fear from aggression was being compelled to start over 

again.”  As for the risk of global war, “When all legal and moral 

right is on our side why should we hesitate?”  The Department’s 

position as it emerged from this conflict “was that we should wait 

until the times comes when our troops approach the 38th parallel 
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before deciding whether to cross it or not.”  Meanwhile, a DOD 

draft called for “the unification of Korea under...a sovereign and 

representative government independent of foreign control and 

eligible for membership in the UN.”  At NSC Senior Staff 

meetings late in August, participants asked all the right questions.  

How could any decision be coordinated through the United 

Nations?  At what level of provocation might China intervene?  

Could a UN venture north of the 38th parallel be halted at some 

point that would be perceived as non-threatening by both Chinese 

and Soviets?  These meetings were followed by consideration by 

the JCS and by the full Council. 

 

 The conclusions as set forth in NSC 81/1 were carefully 

crafted.  UN resolutions of 1947 and 1949 calling for the 

unification of all Korea were still valid.  Yes, UN forces could go 

beyond the parallel under the UN resolutions of June and July 

1950, in order to destroy North Korean forces, but Washington 

was to be consulted before there was any decision to do so as part 

of a general offensive--as opposed to tactical mopping-up actions 

in small areas.  The command was to avoid using any but South 

Korean forces in the areas bordering Manchuria and the Soviet 

Union.  Once the main body of North Korean forces had been 

destroyed, the ROK was to take over remaining small-unit and 

guerilla actions.  If, on the other hand, Soviet or Chinese troops 
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appeared in North Korea, the UN ground forces should stop at the 

38th parallel.  Formal steps looking toward the reunification of 

North Korea, as opposed to destruction of North Korean forces 

(and by implication, at least part of the North Korean territory) 

would need further action in the UN General Assembly.49  These 

decisions were communicated to General MacArthur late in 

September.50

 

 Some of the decisions in NSC 81/1 can easily be criticized as 

indecisive or question begging, such as the uncertainty as to where 

U.S. unilateral action (under such UN authority as had been 

already granted) should level off and further coordination by 

additional UN action should begin.  Another example is the almost 

complete lack of any guidance on dealing with the willful ROK 

leadership of Syngman Rhee, the second (after Chiang kai-Shek) 

in the line of Asian “clients” to exercise great control over U.S. 

policy.  Yet these were plainly matters that no one could seriously 

have sought to resolve by means of an internal U.S. policy paper.  

The major reason for the failure of the cautious “forward policy” 

in Korea represented by NSC 81/1 was the even more willful 

behavior of the U.S.-and UN-commander, Douglas MacArthur.   
                                                 
49By this time the Soviet Union had returned to the UN Security Council, and the locus of 
UN action was therefore now the GA under the “Uniting for Peace” resolution. 
50FRUS 1950 VII, 449-793, passim; summary dated September 8 of the discussion held 
at the 67th NSC Meeting, September 7, 1950 (Truman Library, PSF, NSC Meetings, Box 
220); Acheson, Present at the Creation, 451-455. 
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 No system of interagency policy coordination in Washington 

could succeed in repairing a command relationship long out of 

control, with a commander who by his own design had not even 

set foot in the United States since before World War II.  On 

September 15, almost two weeks before the new orders reached 

MacArthur, UN forces landed at Inchon, just below the 38th 

parallel and far behind enemy lines.  From this bridgehead they 

recaptured Seoul and brought about the destruction of North 

Korean forces below the parallel.  The invasion plan was 

MacArthur’s personal creation, increased his prestige even further, 

and was prelude to many incidents bordering on insubordination.  

MacArthur openly endorsed Rhee as the leader of all Korea and 

disregarded the orders forbidding non-ROK forces in the border 

areas.  When Chinese intervention was first reported in late 

October, he underestimated its severity, not implementing the 

“special efforts” to exercise caution with regard to this 

contingency that the September order had enjoined. 

 

 During the new crisis generated by the Chinese intervention, 

the rollback of UN forces back over the 38th parallel, and the UN 

commander’s insubordination, the NSC did not figure so 

prominently as it had during the summer.  For instance, Acheson 

noted that from November 10 to December 4, “when disaster was 
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full upon us,” he had met three times in the with Marshall and the 

JCS in the DOD War Room, with Marshall and Truman five times, 

and with the President five other times.  During this same period 

the NSC discussed Korea just two times.     

 

 Nor did the formal NSC play much if any role in the 

subsequent gradual, partial resolution of the Korean War, which 

preoccupied the remaining years of the Truman administration: the 

counteroffensive which began in January 1951 under the leadeship 

of Matthew Ridgway, the relief of MacArthur for insubordination 

in April 1951, and the decision to enter truce talks, which occurred 

the following June after UN forces had regained enough territory 

to maintain a credible bargaining position.  Obviously some issues 

posed by MacArthur’s peculiar course and accompanying military 

reverses were too sensitive for discussion at any large forum; also 

the NSC was conditioned by the number paper system to consider 

all issues in a somewhat leisurely manner.  In a fast moving crisis, 

with important actors appearing, fading, disappearing, and 

reappearing, its fixed membership was another factor limiting its 

effectiveness. 

 

 Impact of the Korean War on the Evolution of Basic National 

Security Policy.  The NSC did, however, continue to play a major 

role in the formulation of policy on such Korea-related long range 
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issues as U.S. policy on China, Indonesia, and Southeast Asia in 

general, and, most important of all, the series of “basic national 

security policy” studies growing out of NSC 68.  As the war 

started, an ad hoc committee was attempting to find out what NSC 

68 would cost; in mid-July, Truman stated that Korea made the 

forthcoming recommendations “more rather than less urgent,” and 

linked them also to preparation of the 1952 budget request.  There 

followed NSC 68/1, a costing of NSC 68 in the areas of defense, 

foreign aid, intelligence, internal security, information, 

stockpiling, and national security organization.  At the end of 

September, Truman noted that these estimates were not final and 

“suggested that the Council endorse the over-all policy in NSC 68, 

but work out the details as the programs are developed.”  The 

Council in NSC 68/2 therefore “adopted the Conclusions of NSC 

68 as a statement of policy to be followed over the next four or five 

years, [emphasis added) and agreed that the implementing 

programs would be put into effect as rapidly as feasible.”    

 

 In its revised November cost estimates, the DOD made an 

effort to balance considerations of a long range procurement with a 

rapid force buildup, and actually recommended one less Army 

division by the end of the fiscal year than it had two months 

previously.  In the context of the Chinese intervention, State, CEA, 

and NSRB would have none of this and all argued for a greater 
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effort.  The final paper, NSC 68/4, adopted in December, restored 

the cuts and increased hardware procurement for Navy and Air 

Force.51  It is of utmost importance to realize that State under 

Acheson and Nitze, just as during the drafting of NSC 68, 

continued to be “ahead” of DOD as a whole (though not the JCS) 

in its push for greater military spending. This situation would not 

be repeated until the Secretaryship of Dean Rusk.  As Acheson 

was recorded at the Council meeting which adopted NSC 68/4: 

 

 It would not be too much if we had all the troops that the 

military 

 want.  If we had all of the things that our European allies 

want it 

 would not be too much.  If we had the equipment to call out 

the re- 

 serves it would not be too much.  If we had a system for full 

mobil- 

 ization it would not be too much.  Secretary Acheson said 

that how we  

 get there he doesn’t know, but he feels the danger couldn’t 

be greater 

                                                 
51FRUS 1950 I, pp. 416-480; Memoranda of Discussion at NSC meetings held November 
22, November 24, December 11, and December 14, 1950 (Truman Library, PSF, NSC 
Meetings, Box 220).            
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 than it was.52

 

 Whether NSC 68 would have survived in anything like its 

original form had the Korean War not occurred just as the 

administration was costing it has been a perplexing question ever 

since.  It is an extraordinary fact that without the Korean conflict, 

the enormous increases in funding prescribed by NSC 68, 

particularly in defense and foreign aid, do not seem likely to have 

cleared Congress even if they had survived the scrutiny of 

Treasury and the Budget Bureau.  Some writers have even resorted 

to conspiracy theory-that is, U.S. involvement in a supposed 

provocation of the North Korean attack-to explain the odd 

conjunction of military budgets more than tripling during the 

conflict, and the administration’s secret prior consideration of 

similar figures.  Over the long run, evidence for this approach has 

not only been weak, it is contradicted by the obvious fact that U.S. 

intelligence, military as well as CIA, failed utterly to detect 

advance signs of the North Korean incursion.53     
                                                 
52Memorandum of discussion at NSC meeting held December 14, 1950; ibid. 
53An early version by a writer then unaware of NSC 68 is I. F. Stone, Secret History of 
the Korean War, (New York, 1951).  Concerning the intelligence failure, see Ranelagh, 
The Agency, pp. 187-188.  A later revisionist account which nonetheless does not credit 
Stone’s theory of U.S. involvement in Rhee’s supposed provocation of North Korea  is J. 
Halliday and B. Cumins, Korea: The Unknown War (New York, 1988), pp. 62-78.  It is 
of interest that as of November 1950, Truman believed that it was not the Korean War 
per se, but the Chinese intervention that made Congressional passage of a $45 billion 
defense/foreign assistance program possible.  (Memorandum of discussion of NSC 
meeting held November 22, 1950; Truman Library, Truman Papers, PSF, NSC Records, 
Box 220.)   
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 The NSC 114 Series.  The NSC was supposed to keep the 

programs ordered by NSC 68/4 under continuing review with an 

eye to evaluation and modification.  In July 1951 Truman ordered 

the Council to come up with “basic recommendations” for 

decisions on the “nature, magnitude and timing” of all national 

security programs, on which he could base the administration’s 

budget requests for fiscal year 1953.   In trying to tie national 

security policy more directly to the budget process, he also 

initiated the custom, which lasted almost to the end of the 

Eisenhower administration, of an annual formal review of the 

umbrella basic national security policy paper. 

 

 This exercise was the occasion for a second round of sharp 

contention between Bohlen, by now Jessup’s successor as State 

Department member of the NSC Senior Staff, and Nitze.  Bohlen 

argued that the Soviet Union was not a “mechanical chess player” 

engaged in execution of a Hitler-style design for world 

domination.  Though the Soviets’ conduct raised the risk of war, 

they were unlikely to start one by deliberate calculation.  Korea 

was a “miscalculation” of a type unlikely to recur, and growing 

nuclear arsenals, in his view, made Soviet caution more, not less, 

likely.  This was because of the potential effect of such 

catastrophic conflict in disrupting the Soviet regime of control and 
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estranging the loyalties of the peasantry.  On this occasion, 

however, Bohlen did not depart from his previous endorsement of 

the military buildup prescribed by the NSC 68 series.54  Nitze’s 

riposte dwelt on the fact that he and Bohlen shared the view that 

the Soviet Union was “implacably and unappeasably hostile,” was 

in many ways stronger militarily, and would act opportunistically--

why then stop at the notion that the USSR would exercise its 

capabilities “at any time or place they conceive to be favorable to 

them?”   Essentially, this was a duel between an a priori analysis 

and a seat-of-the-pants historical one, and it is not surprising that 

in such a stilted policy planning process it was the former that 

triumphed, especially as it was the more drastic one and was more 

in accordance with DOD and JCS thinking.  Bohlen, despite his 

new position on the Senior Staff, did not sway his own 

Department.  The adopted paper, NSC 114/2, added little to NSC 

68 except to dwell on the thought that the Soviet Union might use 

a nuclear stalemate to be more reckless in risk taking or even to 

risk a full-scale surprise attack on the U.S.   Discussion in the full 

Council, as so often, did not dwell upon fundamental objectives 

but on means--delivery of end items to allies (Acheson), whether 

the economy could stand the expenditure (Treasury v. the CEA), 

whether the programs outlined in the annexes reflected the urgent 

                                                 
54Memorandum for Record by Robert Cutler of NSC Senior Staff Meeting held October 
11, 1951; Truman Library, Truman Papers, PSF, PSB Records, Box 334, Class 300 
Administration; FRUS 1951 I, pp. 106-109, 163-166, 170-172. 
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tone of the paper itself (CEA), and whether civil defense was 

adequate (Truman).55   

 

 The NSC 135 Series.  This group of papers, produced in the 

latter half of 1952, was the final stab of the Truman administration 

at integrated policy planning.  They took off from NSC 114/2’s 

instruction to “conduct a reappraisal” of the NSC 68 and 114 

Series.  Most of the early drafting was done in the State 

Department’s Policy Planning Staff, acting in this instance under 

the direction of Bohlen.  George Morgan, as representative of the 

fledgling Psychological Strategy Board (PSB), tried to flex its 

muscles by insisting that the emerging policy was another rehash 

of containment, which he deemed too timid.  He proposed more 

aggressive measures.  Bohlen, however, regarded the drafts as a 

departure because they finally reflected his own emphasis on 

Soviet vulnerabilities as well as Soviet strengths.  His conclusion 

was that the preponderant western force which NSC 68 had 

implicitly called for was hardly necessary “because it would not 

enable us to do what we thought it would”-bring the Soviets to the 

negotiating table.  Hostility to the West was actually an essential 

component of Soviet “totalitarianism,” necessary to justify 

repressive measures to keep the populace docile, and in this sense 

the Cold War had been going on since 1917.  Bohlen balanced this 

                                                 
55Ibid., pp. 172-175.  
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pessimistic view by emphasizing that while Soviet hostility might 

be permanent, so was Soviet caution.  The net thrust of his 

thinking was that Soviet aggression as well as regression was 

unlikely in the foreseeable future.  Once a military standoff had 

been achieved, the intrinsic superiority of a capitalist democratic 

system would begin gradually to operate in favor of the West.56

 

 The drafts drew a stinging denunciation from Nitze, zealous 

to protect the main lines of action specified in NSC 68.  Bohlen, a 

Soviet expert, had failed to give adequate attention to China or to 

Soviet nuclear progress, and Nitze seized upon these weaknesses 

to take command of the situation once again and draft the paper 

which became NSC 135/1, presented to the full Council in mid-

August.  It echoed NSC 68 in calling for blocking further Soviet 

expansion “by all means short of general war,” and “even at grave 

risk of general war,” meaning most particularly a heavy stress on 

continued military buildup, in order to induce “a retraction of the 

Kemlin’s control and influence.”  While the West had made 

progess since 1950, notably by repelling Korean aggression and 

strengthening Western Europe, Soviet and Chinese strength was 

growing and the vulnerability of the United States to atomic 

attack, already “serious,” would in a few years “assume critical 

                                                 
56Memorandum for the Record by George A. Morgan of NSC Senior Staff Meeting held 
July 8, 1952; Truman Library, Truman Papers, NSC Records, PSB Records, Box 334, 
Class 300 Administration.   
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proportions.”  Nitze believed that further increases in the 

mobilization base, atomic weapons, and even civil defense57 were 

imperative.   

 

 Just as in the previous year, Truman requested that the 

review of basic national security policy be coordinated with the 

fiscal 1954 military, military assistance, and foreign aid budget 

requests.  Consequently, NSC 135/1 called for a determination of 

whether a general increase in the military budget was needed, the 

existing balance between military and economic assistance was 

valid, and allocations between programs in various parts of the 

world needed to be changed.  Thus NSC 135/1 retained and 

extended NSC 68’s general approach and its curious tone of 

alarmism short of belligerence.  (Bohlen’s analysis also went to 

the NSC, apparently in roughly its pristine form, but as an 

ancillary background paper.)58   

 

 In discussions of NSC 135 in the full Council, Acheson 

stressed that the economic component of national security policy 

was not being adequately integrated with the rest.   He described 

                                                 
57Nitze was joined on this issue by Fred Gorrie, head of the National Security Resources 
Board.  Gorrie’s own recommendations were an important seminal influence on eventual 
construction of the Distant Early Warning (DEW) Line System.  This was perhaps the 
most important contribution ever made by the NSRB.  FRUS 1952-1954 II, Part 1, pp. 
114-117, 120-122, 138-142. 
58Ibid., pp. 58-94. 
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the suggested studies as the “heart of the paper,” useful as far as 

they went, but lacking an integration of economic and trade policy 

nto the estimates, “as opposed to policies regarding specific aid to 

our allies.”59     

 

 The council ordered the reexamination to proceed.  The 

results did not reach the President’s desk in time to be of use in 

preparing his 1954 budget.  Instead, they appeared in January 

1953, just before the inauguration of Dwight D. Eisenhower as 

Truman’s successor, as a new report, NSC 141.  Its greatest new 

emphasis was an urgent call for “allocation of large additional 

resources” for civil defense.  It recommended no increase in the 

current U.S. military buildup, but substantial increases in provision 

of military equipment to NATO countries, and, in a departure, 

more military and financial attention to what this administration 

had originally regarded as peripheral areas: Iran, India, Indochina, 

and Formosa, among others.   

 

 Accompanying NSC 141 was a covering note from Acheson, 

Lovett and Harriman to Truman.  They cautioned against 

regarding the report itself as unduly pessimistic, since it did not 

take note of previous accomplishments, nor did its terms allow it 

to evaluate the strains “our growing strength” was causing the 

                                                 
59Ibid., pp. 117-126, 134-138. 
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USSR.  Nitze, however, wrote to Acheson stressing that NSC 141 

did not go far enough in pointing out that the defense program was 

not really producing the “situation of strength” envisaged in NSC 

68 and all its successors.  Instead, the U.S. was becoming “like a 

hedgehog”: “unattractive to attack,” but not worrisome to potential 

aggressors in the long run.  Nitze maintained that even with the 

new emphasis on civil defense, NSC 141 had no real estimation of 

the changes in defense posture either in the United States or 

NATO necessitated by the Soviet atomic buildup.  Nitze was 

ahead of his time in foreseeing atomic stalemate, and in suggesting 

that one way out of that dilemma might be to limit atomic weapons 

to tactical uses and place main reliance on conventional weapons 

in general60 as well as local wars. 

 

 President Eisenhower generously referred to the studies as a 

substantial “legacy” from the preceding administration, but 

rejected them in the course of developing the “New Look” policy 

outlined in Chapter IV. 

 

 Value of the Basic National Security Papers.    While NSC 

68 itself was prepared outside the Council, its later iterations (NSC 

68/2-4) and its successors were done within the normal BSC 

                                                 
60In the minds of most policymakers throughout the Cold War, “general war” conjured up 
images either of a war originating in a confrontation over Berlin/Germany or of a Soviet 
first strike against the United States with nuclear weapons. 
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process.   These basic national security papers form the most 

significant achievement of the early years of the Council.  Upon 

the adoption of NSC 68, Truman rightly commented that “this 

project set a new record in the United States Government since it 

represented an over-all approach by all interested departments and 

agencies to the vital field of national security.”  During an earlier 

discussion of the same subject he had commented: 

 

 We have got to work with other nations as a 

government...every branch of the government must be in 

agreement or else the ground will be cut out from under our 

representatives....We must have an approach to these problems on 

a governmental basis in which everyone knows what we stand for 

and is for that in relations with other governments.  He pointed out 

that the British have this down pat and that unless we also 

accomplish it, it will put us in a dangerous position.61

 

 The basic national security papers in actuality fell far short of 

being a coordinated, definitive formulation of policy.  During 

Council discussion of NSC 114/2, for instance, Lovett and others 

pointed out that the budget figures it contained “were nothing 

more than a point of departure”--as the Action that recorded the 

paper’s adoption duly noted.  The figures were thus officially 
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unofficial.  The NSC process never came close to replacing the 

annual battle royal within and without the Defense Department 

over military spending levels.  Additionally, the basic national 

security papers were very unevenly (if at all) coordinated with 

action papers for, and even less with actual policy execution in, 

specific areas.  Perhaps for this reason Acheson saw the national 

security papers as fulfilling primarily a goal of internal 

propaganda.  He regarded NSC 68 as a vitally necessary but 

“ponderous collection of elementary ideas” whose purpose was 

“so to bludgeon the mass mind of ‘top government’ that not only 

could the President make a decision but the decision could be 

carried out.”  The national security papers were not coordinated 

with economic planning, either.  Acheson pointed out during 

Council consideration of NSC 135/1 that its most serious omission 

was “the absence of any treatment of general United States 

commercial and economic policy.”62  Despite all these failings, 

there is no question but that the papers--NSC 68 in particular--

caused a general change of views in policy advisers such as 

Charles Murphy, who had succeeded Clifford as White House 

                                                                                                                                                 
61Memorandum of discussion at the NSC meeting held October 2, 1950; Truman Library, 
PSF, NSC Records, Box 220. 
62Memoranda of discussion at the NSC meetings held October 18, 1950 and September 4, 
1952, ibid.; Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 374.  While Acheson pointed out also 
that ancillary papers were being prepared to fulfill this need, these were an inadequate 
substitute for an integrated consideration of defense, foreign and general economic 
policies in a single conceptual framework. 
62Schilling et. al., Strategy, Politics, and Defense Budgets, pp. 327-329. 
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Counsel in 1949 but had tended to subordinate foreign to domestic 

policy considerations before reading NSC 68.63     

 

  The NSC by the End of the Truman Administration.  By 

1952, the Truman administration was deeply unpopular.  The 

Korean War appeared stalled, with truce talks inconclusive and 

UN troops dug into fixed positions reminiscent of World War I.  

Inflation was rising, Senator Joe McCarthy’s influence was at its 

zenith--and it was an election year.  Little wonder that Harry 

Truman, by then meeting with the full Council every time it sat, 

called only 13 meetings that year.  The vicissitudes of a dying 

administration put a halt to further development of the NSC.  

Nonetheless, by this time the NSC had come a long way from a 

slow start.  It was an important part of the policymaking apparatus 

of a President who had at first shunned it.  The series of basic or 

global papers initiated by NSC 68 were the closest thing to a fully 

coordinated policy process the United States had ever had.  During 

the Berlin crisis and the opening stages of the Korean War it had 

played a vital, though secondary, role in crisis management.  

Fundamental policy guidance for individual important nations 

such as Japan, pre-war Korea, and Austria had been adopted 

through its procedures.  It had served occasionally, as in the 
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Formosa controversy in 1949-1950, as a theater for the resolution 

of severe conflict between the State and Defense Departments. 

 

 Yet NSC still operated under severe constraints.  If Truman’s 

attitude towards it had warmed, there were definite limits to that 

warming.  NSC was only one of many fora for policymaking.  

Truman relished meeting with his advisers in whatever 

combination he chose, often with no notes taken.  Harry Truman, 

like most Presidents, liked improvisation and secrecy, and 

particularly disliked the way the “retinue” of advisers who 

attended Council meetings at the behest of members continued to 

swell.  Hence his informal meetings with members of the Council 

continued to outnumber its sessions many times over.  Though 

Truman might talk on occasion of emulating the British system, 

his essentially freewheeling mode of policy formation remained 

distinctly American.   

 

 Some of Truman’s ambivalence towards the very existence 

of the Council continued to the end of his administration.  He 

toyed in the summer of 1950 with making the cabinet, not the 

NSC, the major formal venue for discussion of the Korean War, 

and in his memoirs he mentions Souers only as his intelligence 

briefer, not as NSC Executive Secretary.  Though he states in his 

memoirs that creation of the NSC had been “badly needed” and 
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even implies that its establishment had been his own idea, he 

devotes most of his discussion of NSC to emphasizing the purely 

advisory nature of its role and why it should not be allowed to 

fetter presidential authority.64   

 

 Truman’s lingering negative feelings towards NSC and his 

preference for doing business in an ad hoc manner were not the 

only factors limiting its effectiveness.  Its permanent staff was 

hopelessly undersized and inadequate to play the Washington 

bureaucratic game, its procedures were inherently cumbersome, 

and by Truman’s own wish it had minimal internal institutional 

machinery even for tracking the execution of approved policies.  

There were frequent complaints that the practice of making 

individual Departments responsible for policy implementation was 

ineffective.65  While increasingly useful in crisis management, the 

NSC remained very cumbersome when events happened quickly, 

as shown by its diminished role in the direction of the Korean 

conflict from the time of the Chinese intervention onwards.  It was 

to these institutional flaws that Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had a 

vastly more positive attitude than Truman regarding the NSC, 

turned his attention at the very outset of his administration. 

 

                                                 
64Truman, Years of Trial and Hope, pp. 58-60. 
65See, for instance, FRUS 1949 I, p. 298. 
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Chapter IV 

 

The Apogee of the Early NSC:  Eisenhower’s Staff System 

 

 Introduction.  It is hard to imagine two presidents bringing two more different resumés to 

the Oval Office than Harry S. Truman and his successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower.  Truman, 

schooled in hard knocks and hard politics alike, a party wheelhorse, by profession as well as 

inclination an easy mixer, competent but one of the most obscure men ever to take the oath of 

office, at first an inheritor of the Presidency, and receiving only a plurality of the vote in 1948.  

Eisenhower, with formal schooling at West Point, a pure soldier who may not even have voted 

during his military career, initially so far from party politics that at one point he hoped that he 

might become President by receiving both major party nominations and so avoid the messiness 

of an election, in military fashion keeping a personal distance from men outside his circle of 

cronies, famous and even idolized for at least a decade before taking the highest office, and 

elected and reelected by a handsome majority.  Each man’s background was especially apparent 

in their diverse approaches to White House organization and policy formulation. 

 

 Eisenhower and the Staff System.  Dwight Eisenhower was of, by and for the traditional 

military staff system.  In it, roles and responsibilities are clearly defined.  Even the web of 

personal relationships which allows many officers to “get things done” by going on occasion 

outside channels tends to be more formalized than equivalents in civilian life--it depends to an 

extraordinary degree on the individual’s associations formed in the earliest stages of professional 

life, at West Point or elsewhere.  Eisenhower lived by this system in utter obscurity for many 

years.  Like all officers in the 1920s and 1930s, he rose slowly, and like them too, the pace of his 

life quickened as war approached.  Unlike most of them, however, his performance--as a staff 

officer--in the Louisiana maneuvers of 1941 caught the attention of General Marshall and he was 

thenceforth singled out for rapid advancement.  

 

 By 1942, Eisenhower was at the head of all Allied forces participating in the North 

Africa landings, and subsequently was appointed Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in 

Europe.  He never commanded a regiment or a division, and so was never a “frontline” 

commander--his rise was too quick.  All his commands involved extensive coordination of air-
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sea-land operations and coordination of vast multinational forces.  At his high level, the war was 

one of paperwork, committee leadership, and diplomacy, and he excelled at all three.  He became 

expert at making the best use of new people, evaluating them, making them his friends, getting 

the best from them. (When John F. Kennedy remarked disparagingly--and incorrectly--in 1960 

that all Eisenhower’s friends were people he had met since 1945, JFK was unwittingly paying a 

compliment to Ike’s talent for working well with new people.)  Eisenhower thus passed far 

beyond the level at which his old informal network of relationships could be of any use to him, 

and a clearly-defined organizational framework was perhaps in this circumstance even more 

reassuring to him.  He was a master of organization, and the type he liked was an 

administratively tidy one in which an organization chart counted for something.  The changes he 

made in the NSC were only one facet of the changes he made in the White House and Executive 

Office staff, and the increased use he made of the Council was only one aspect of a habit of 

constant coordination and reevaluation of policy.   

 

  

 

 Reorganizing the White House.  Eisenhower followed Truman in several respects.  He 

kept in place as the heart of the NSC system the series of formal numbered papers and Actions.  

He also continued the expansion of the White House Staff.  Under Truman it had increased 

almost fourfold, and Ike folded in another 150, to a total of about 400.  He also increased the 

Executive Office total, which included the NSC staff, by about 70, to about 540 (Truman had 

actually decreased the Executive Office total).  

 

More important, in accordance with his precepts, and as he promised in campaign 

speeches, the new President undertook a massive reorganization of the White House.  Both 

Roosevelt and Truman had dealt with their aids informally, in what political scientists call a 

“spokes of the wheel” arrangement.  The President, as hub of the wheel, deals with a number of 

top aides directly, giving them either a permanent set of responsibilities or assigning specific 

tasks to them on an ad hoc basis, or, as happened in both Presidencies, a mixture of both.1  

                                                 
1For an exposition and critique of the circular or “spokes of the wheel” concept, see 
Charles O. Jones, The Presidency in a Separated  System (Washington, D.C., 1994), 58-
59; the statistics in the preceeding paragraph are based on a chart  at page 55. 
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Eisenhower replaced this system, which he considered no system, with a military, “top down” 

setup, and a tight one at that.  He appointed Sherman Adams, a former Governor of New 

Hampshire and a man who was comfortable saying “no,” to the position of Assistant to the 

President.2  Adams had sweeping powers.  First, he functioned as a Chief of Staff.  This did not 

make him the formal boss of all the rest, but he was first among equals and responsible for 

synchronizing the staff’s efforts.  Second, although Eisenhower retained a separate 

Appointments Secretary, Adams was the real gatekeeper, having total power over access to the 

President except for a few favored exceptions such as Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, who 

could see or telephone the President at any time.  The exceptions were almost all on the foreign 

policy/national security side, for Eisenhower’s interest in domestic policy was less.  Lastly, 

Adams was in charge of patronage.  This combination of powers made Adams the virtual czar of 

domestic policy--in an administration whose basic goal in domestic policy, except for cutting 

spending and rationalizing administration, was to avoid new initiatives.  Eisenhower needed 

Adams to screen out all the tasks he didn’t want to perform himself, and succeeded to a 

remarkable degree. 

 

 Ike did not carry scruples about the separate spheres of the Congress and the Executive to 

Truman’s extreme, and created a formal Congressional Liaison Office to work for administration 

bills.  He also hosted a regular series of Legislative leadership meetings, sometimes bipartisan, 

sometimes with the Republicans only, according to the purpose at hand.   

 

 In another major innovation, the President appointed a large number of “Special 

Assistants” to advise him on specific matters.  Many of these had unusual prominence.  Harold 

Stassen, former Governor of Minnesota and perennial Presidential candidate, became a Special 

Assistant for Disarmament for four years.  Nelson Rockefeller, later Governor of New York and 

Vice President of the United States, was a Special Assistant for Cold War Strategy.  Rockefeller, 

Stassen, and a number of other Special Assistants had stormy tenures, but they were a valuable 

                                                 
2Truman had created this title for John Steelman in 1946.  Steelman was supposed to be 
in charge of daily operations, Special Counsel Clark Clifford and his successor Charles 
Murphy with forward planning and legislation.  The distinction was not clear in practice; 
liberals clustered around Clifford, moderates and conservatives around Steelman.  See 
Anderson, The President’s Men, 92-93.   
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source of dynamism and ideas in a White House that often sacrificed problem-solving to smooth 

administration. 

 

 Eisenhower further tidied up the White House by creating a Staff Secretariat to track and 

tend the White House paper flow and a Cabinet Secretariat to enable that body to function with a 

substantial, preplanned agenda.  Eisenhower made a considerable production out of cabinet 

meetings.  They were lengthy and perhaps more productive than in the Truman period, but 

Eisenhower had no more interest in making the Cabinet into a collective decision making body 

than any other President.  What he wanted out of the cabinet will be more apparent after a look at 

his reorganization of the National Security Council. 

 

 Naturally with these additions the White House staff expanded considerably, just as it 

had under Truman.  Eisenhower added about 150 people to the total he had inherited from 

Truman.  Most of the NSC staff was not counted in the total, belonging instead to the Executive 

Office.3  During this administration it expanded fourfold, to about 80, including all purely 

administrative staff and secretaries. The NSC continued to rely on the concerned agencies to 

help in staffing by contributing full-time employees on detail.   

  

 The Cutler Report.  Robert Cutler was a Boston lawyer, banker, civic leader, and 

prominent Republican.  He was a nice combination of academic distinction (Phi Beta Kappa), 

social prominence, managerial talent, total discretion, and non-stop, peppery (but always 

gentlemanly) conviviality.  Cutler held a variety of War Department posts during World War II.  

A self-described “minnow among the whales,” he nonetheless moved easily among the 

leviathans without fear of being devoured.  He met Eisenhower during one of his Pentagon stints 

and their acquaintance strengthened after the war, while Eisenhower was President of Columbia 

University.  Unlike many of Eisenhower’s “new friends,” he was a great favorite of the 

President’s family too: an apparent key to his closeness to Ike.  By 1952 Eisenhower felt very 

comfortable with Cutler and asked him to come along on the campaign train as a companion and 

confidant.  Cutler had put in several months as Special Assistant to the Director of the 

                                                 
3 Jones, Presidency, 55. 
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Psychological Strategy Board.  It was no surprise that his campaign chats with the candidate 

resulted in an assignment to look into the NSC structure.4

 

 Cutler consulted James Lay and other veterans of the NSC staff process, former members 

such as General Marshall, outside experts, and, of course, the grand old man of the NSC, 

Ferdinand Eberstadt.   

 

 In March 1953, Cutler recommended to Eisenhower that he: 

 

 1) Appoint a new “Special Assistant for National Security Affairs” (SANSA).  He was to 

be “principal executive officer of” (but not be a part of) the NSC Staff.  He should preside over 

Planning Board Meetings, and preside over--but not chair, for the President was by statute 

Chairman of the NSC--meetings of the full Council.  He should supervise preparation of the 

Council’s agenda, and brief the President in advance of Council meetings.   He should, in other 

words, replace the Executive Secretary in all these functions.  Creation of this post had a three-

fold purpose.  One, to allow Lay and his Deputy to stay on, in order to provide continuity, while 

assuring that overall control of the staff would be in the hands of a presidential appointee.  

Second, by separating the new SANSA from the staff, to reinforce the principle that the staff 

should be professional and non-political.  Last, to increase the visibility of the Council by giving 

its “principal executive officer” status as an official of the White House Staff. 

 

 2) Create a small Special Staff which could do “independent analysis and review” of 

draft papers before they reached the Council to ensure that they were adequate and to the point, 

to recommend studies when gaps existed, and to keep a weather eye on intelligence evaluations 

of Soviet capabilities--that is, evaluate the evaluators.  To include this new function, Cutler 

recommended increasing the NSC staff by five positions to a total of 28.   Cutler specifically 

rejected a recommendation that a larger staff be created to implement the Council’s policy 

decisions, on the ground that such a staff would interpose the Council between President and 

Cabinet.  Indeed, he rejected a similar recommendation from the Hoover Commission two years 

                                                 
4Robert Cutler, No Time for Rest (Boston, 1966),  283, 292.  
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later on the same ground.  Hence the substantive staff during the this administration was 

basically confined to its connection with the preparation of the numbe5red NSC papers. 

 

 3) Appoint outside consultants to advise the Council, though not to sit with it regularly.  

A first use of such Consultants was in connection with Project Solarium, discussed below. 

 

 Other recommendations, while presented as a departure, were more an enhancement of 

the practice of the Council as it had evolved since the outbreak of the Korean War and the 

initiation of the basic national security papers:    

 

 4) Rename the Senior Staff the “Planning Board.”  Apparently, this was to increase its 

prestige.  Otherwise there was no change in function, although Cutler was trying to promote the 

members’ greater involvement with the Board by specifying that its activities should be their 

“principal” responsibility.  Cutler would replace Lay as the chairman.  The Board had a few 

staffers, but officers on detail from the pertinent agencies, known as Board Assistants, did most 

of the substantive spadework for its deliberations. 

 

 5) Adopt a fixed and definite schedule for Council meetings.  Truman had done this when 

the Korean War began, but not stuck to it.  Worse, in 1952 the frequency of Council meetings 

had dropped to its lowest point to date.  (Eisenhower would keep to this recommendation, 

holding over 340 meetings during his term, usually on Thursday of each week.)  The meetings 

should be lengthy enough (1&1/2 hours) to ensure full discussion, and should have an agenda 

determined by the President in consultation with the SANSA.  The President should lead the 

discussion in order to extract the views of all members, but not commit himself to make 

decisions at the meetings.5  In practice, while the President did lead the discussion, it was Cutler 

who introduced the topics with a summary and a resume of differences between the agencies.  

 

                                                 
5FRUS 1952-1954, I, Pt. 1, pp. 245-258; Anna Nelson, “National Security I,” pp. 246; 
Anna Nelson, “The ‘Top of Policy Hill,’: President Eisenhower and the National Security 
Council,” Diplomatic History 7:4 (Fall 1983), p. 313.   
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 6) Try to limit the attendance at Council Meetings, but nonetheless continue the Truman 

Administration’s practice of inviting the Secretary of the Treasury and the Directors of Defense 

Mobilization and Mutual Security to attend the meetings on a standing basis.6   

 

 The President adopted all these recommendations and appointed Cutler as the first 

Special Assistant for National Security Affairs.  He also designated the Budget Director as a 

standing attendee at Council meetings. 

 

 A last major element in Eisenhower’s reworking of the NSC was: 

 

 7) Addition of an Operations Coordinating Board (OCB), with the Under Secretary of 

State as Chairman, in the fall of 1953.   

 

 This innovation was not in Cutler’s report, but Cutler was an influential member of the 

“blue ribbon” Committee on International Information Activities which Eisenhower appointed to 

review all information activities, black, white, and grey, the last being “open secret” CIA fronts 

such as Radio Free Europe.  It will be remembered that the Psychological Strategy Board, on 

which Cutler had served unhappily, had initially been established to coordinate information 

activities, overt and covert, and to make sure that information programs did not conflict with 

other types of covert operations.   

 

 The Committee reported that the PSB had performed its function poorly, partly because 

“the ‘psychological’ aspect of policy is not separable from policy, but is inherent in every 

diplomatic, economic or military action.”  Hence there could not be, (as assumed in Truman’s 

directive setting up the PSB), “‘national psychological objectives’ separate and distinct from 

national objectives.”  “The present conception” of the PSB was “unsound.”  The Committee’s 

recommendation was to replace the PSB with an Operations Coordinating Board within the NSC  

“to provide for the coordinated execution of approved national security polices.”  While 

                                                 
6Cutler suggested that Eisenhower might later recommend to Congress statutory places 
on the Council for the Treasury Secretary and Director of Defense Mobilization (the 
latter to replace the Director of the National Security Resources Board).  Eisenhower 
never acted on this proposal.  
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“detailed operational planning” would continue to be carried out by the Departments, the 

“distinctive role” of the OCB would be to assign7 such detailed responsibilities, examine the 

resulting plans for adequacy, and “coordinate and follow up” on their execution.   Membership 

would be similar to that of the PSB.8

 

 Along the way, the Committee considered other proposals, including one for a 

“Department of Foreign Affairs,” an expanded version of the State Department that would 

“oversee all aspects of national security policy implementation.”  The Committee decided, 

however, that State would be unwilling or unable to undertake this mission.  The idea would 

resurface toward the end of the decade.  The Committee’s more modest proposal still ran into 

difficulties when the Budget Bureau opposed its integration into NSC. It claimed that the OCB 

would place a “direct challenge upon the authority of Cabinet Officers…to administer their 

departments and programs.”  Eisenhower at first accepted the Budget Bureau’s caveats, and so 

placed OCB outside the NSC.  The chairman was the Under Secretary of State.  The President 

usually had a personal representative on the Board, and Cutler and his successors represented the 

NSC. 

 

 OCB also had a tortured institutional history, featuring a succession of Executive 

Secretaries as well as having to adjust to the succession of SANSAs (see below). This may have 

been a factor in limiting its effectiveness.  It was three years before Cutler succeeded in his 

original objective of bringing OCB under the wing of NSC in 1957.  In 1960, Gordon Gray, 

Eisenhower’s last Special Assistant, became chairman of OCB.  Both changes probably helped it 

operate more smoothly.9      

 

 Apparently Cutler and his successors did not see the OCB as coming between the 

President and his cabinet because it was composed of sub cabinet members.  For the sake of 

                                                 
7Italics added. 
8FRUS 1952-1954, I, Pt. 2, pp. 1853-1857. 
9 For a detailed and excellent history of the establishment and evolution of the OCB, see 
Alfred Dick Sander, Eisenhower’s Executive Office, (Westport, CT, 1999), 119-154.  
This book is also the best organizational history of NSC as whole during the Eisenhower 
period.  The first quote is from p. 125; the second is the BOB as quoted by Sander on 
126.  
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clarity and workability, and to close the obvious gaps in top-level policy implementation, the 

new Administration seemed to be tiptoeing, whether consciously or not, towards ignoring the 

concerns that it and its predecessors simultaneously entertained about the dangers of turning 

NSC into a policy implementation body.  Cutler, for instance, saw the OCB as the third step of 

“policy hill,” in which the Planning Board was the proposer, the Council the adviser, the 

President maker, and the OCB the overseer, of policy.10

 

 OCB never functioned as intended.  It farmed out its task to working groups, of which 

two or three dozen existed simultaneously.  The representative of the agency most vitally 

concerned, most often State, chaired them.  A working group typically parceled out the 

implementation of a single formal policy paper.  It did so by extracting from the paper as many 

as 50 or 60 policy elements and assigning one or more “action agencies” to each.  The massive 

result, called an “Operations Plan,” was then circulated to all the concerned Departments or other 

agencies.  These, after a suitable interval, usually six months, would submit materials to go into a 

“Progress Report” which was duly submitted to, and “noted” (in a formal NSC Action) by the 

Council.  Discussion of the progress reports in full Council was exceedingly rare; the process 

was paper shuffling at its worst.  There was a general consensus that the most valuable part of 

the OCB exercise was the luncheon attended by the members before the formal meetings, where 

real action assignments, often having nothing to do with the designated agenda, were informally 

handed out by mutual agreement.  At its best, OCB let the paperwork go hang and functioned as 

an interagency committee in charge of ad hoc assignments.  Implementation of NSC policy 

papers continued to be haphazard; their real worth was as general guidance.  OCB’s 

effectiveness may also have been limited by the constant turnover in its leadership. [more]  

 

 The Succession of Special Assistants for National Security Affairs.   Robert Cutler had 

two tenures as SANSA.  The first lasted two years until the spring of 1955.  Pleading exhaustion, 

he asked be relieved, but returned in January 1957 to serve another year and a half.  Cutler’s 

abrasiveness made for a poor relationship with practically everyone at State except Dulles, and 

Planning Board meetings under his chairmanship tended to acerbity also.  At NSC meetings, 

even Eisenhower thought he sometimes introduced topics at excessive length.  Yet he was hard 

                                                 
10Robert Cutler, “The Development of the National Security Council,” Foreign Affairs 34 
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working and generally considered competent at the job.  Between his two tours Dillon Anderson, 

a Texas lawyer, served for the remainder of 1955 and most of 1956, to be replaced for a few 

weeks by William H. Jackson, formerly chair of the committee that had recommended the 

establishment of the OCB.  Eisenhower considered Anderson too legalistic; Anderson had no 

taste for the job and left it early.  Jackson’s interim tenure was too brief to make an impression. 

Gordon Gray, arriving in mid-1958, made a major impact.  He was urbane as well as competent, 

and seems to have got on well with all his colleagues.11       

 

 The Eisenhower Inner Circle and Its Paramount Concerns.  Eisenhower’s was an 

administration almost exclusively preoccupied with national security issues.  The only exception 

was the effort to cut overall federal spending, but even this involved a heavy national security 

component.  Unlike the present, entitlement programs throughout the 1950s were not a large 

proportion of the federal budget, and interest rates on the national debt were low.  Defense 

spending was large throughout the Eisenhower era, proportionally far higher than it has been 

from the latter half of the Vietnam War to the present.   

 

 Eisenhower had great confidence in his Treasury Secretaries, the determined budget 

cutter George Humphrey, and his successor and ideological soul mate Robert Anderson, who 

each weighed in heavily on the fiscal consequences of defense and foreign policy initiatives at 

NSC meetings.  There was no voice for Keynesian or other deficit spending philosophies in this 

administration, especially not on the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA), which had been such 

an advocate for much of the Truman administration.  Eisenhower had no intention of raising 

domestic spending-rather of reducing it.  Congress, too, was controlled by fiscal conservatives, 

even after the Democrats regained full control in 1956.  In national security as in other spending, 

Eisenhower invariably weighed anticipated benefits from any increase against expected 

drawbacks, whether fiscal or social: “cost effectiveness” before the term was in currency.  Above 

all, he was haunted by the fear of a “garrison state”12 in which, by spending too much on 

                                                                                                                                                 
(April 1956), pp. 448-449. 
11 Much of the material in this paragraph is based on Sander, Executive Office, 96-105 
12The term was popularized in the 1940s by the sociologist Harold D.  Lasswell.  See 
“The Garrison State,” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 46, No. 4 (Jan. 1941), 455-
468. 
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defense and other national security items, the United States would be forced to adopt price 

controls and other forms of regimentation which would turn it into a malign, authoritarian clone 

of the Communist “system” it opposed.  Where Eisenhower had acquired these particular firm 

convictions is not completely clear, but they colored everything he did. He was one of the more 

consistent American Presidents (perhaps resembling Jackson and Reagan most in this respect) in 

applying a core set of ideas to each new situation. 

 

 Most of Eisenhower’s cabinet members were industrialists, chosen for their managerial 

experience.  While Eisenhower greatly respected Humphrey’s general views, the Treasury 

Secretary, lacking pertinent expertise, was not among the inner circle on foreign policy and 

defense issues.  All Eisenhower’s Defense Secretaries, too, were amateurs in government and in 

that field, hired--as Eisenhower once bluntly told Charles Erwin Wilson,13 who bothered him 

with too many details--to run their departments.  Unquestionably Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles soon became Eisenhower’s most powerful adviser.  Like everyone else in the cabinet, he 

had not been close to Eisenhower before the election, so his ascendancy was in part further 

evidence of the President’s ability to adapt quickly to new people and get the most from them.  

His influence had many sources.  There was his position: like Truman, Eisenhower was inclined 

to follow precedent and accord cabinet members their traditional relative weight.  There was 

Dulles’s expertise, going back to the Hague Conference of 1907, which he had attended as a 17-

year old, and his unique position as “the” foreign policy spokesman for the Eastern Republican 

establishment: he had been slated for the same job in the ill-fated “cabinet” of Thomas E. 

Dewey.  His career as a corporate lawyer with a leading Wall Street firm commanded respect in 

the business community.  His superb level of daily preparation and ability to summarize issues 

rapidly especially endeared him to Eisenhower.  Lastly, his brother Allen Welsh Dulles, to whom 

he was extremely close, was head of CIA.  Eisenhower’s and Dulles’ own phone records show 

very frequent, sometimes several times daily, phone conversations between Eisenhower and 

Dulles and between the brothers; and often between the President and Allen.  These three wove 

the primary web of informal consultation on national security issues.   

 

                                                 
13Wilson’s successor was Neil McElroy, President of Proctor and Gamble, in 1957, who 
was in turn succeeded by Thomas Gates, a banker, in 1959. 
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 Almost as important was the President’s reliance on his first Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, Admiral Arthur Radford.  He served two terms, to 1957.  Radford, not Wilson, was the 

President’s primary confidant on both the strategy and the details of defense issues.  Despite the 

professional bond between Eisenhower and Radford, Dulles was the most important adviser 

because of his position, what proved to be his closeness to Eisenhower on key issues, and his 

superior abilities.  Cutler, too, was in frequent consultation with the President, but he, his two 

successors, and Eisenhower all saw the Special Assistant’s job primarily as one of routing and 

management, not substantive advice.  There were two exceptions.  First, there were times when 

Cutler, during Council meetings, felt that one side of an issue was not being sufficiently 

developed, in which case he might suggest some additional study or procedure.  Or, he might 

initiate work on a policy report after obtaining the President’s approval.  These were instances 

where choice of agenda shaded over into substance.  Second, there were a few issues on which 

Cutler became an outright advocate.  The most important example was in 1958, when he joined 

Dulles in advocating modification of policy on limited war and conventional armaments.  What 

most distinguished Cutler’s substantive interventions, however, was their rarity.   

 

 Readers familiar with later events will note the potentialities for conflict between Cutler 

and Dulles.  Dulles, probably more than Acheson, and in keeping with State Department 

tradition, did indeed resent the existence of the NSC and would have preferred not to have to 

deal with it.  He recognized from the first, however, that heavy use of NSC was part of 

Eisenhower’s managerial method and appears to have wasted no time fighting that fact.   Cutler, 

while totally loyal to Eisenhower, recognized whole-heartedly the primacy of the Secretary of 

State and had the narrow conception of his office outlined above.  There are no records or 

hearsay stories of which the author is aware of personality conflict between Dulles and his 

successor Christian Herter (from mid-1958) on the one hand and Cutler, Dillon Anderson, and 

Gray on the other.  Only once, towards the end of Eisenhower’s second term, during the first 

Berlin crisis, did Special Assistant Gordon Gray assume any operating authority (discussed 

further below.)14

 

                                                 
14 See John Prados, Keepers of the Keys: A History of the National Security Council from 
Truman to Bush (New York, 1991), 78-79, 87-91.  
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 All the officials just mentioned had easy access to the President.  They were major 

exceptions to the rule that Sherman Adams had full control of the President’s schedule.  Two 

other key players should be mentioned.  Andrew Goodpaster, who held the post of Staff 

Secretary from 1954 to the end of this administration, sat in on many of the President’s private 

meetings on foreign policy/national security as note taker, eventually combining this role with 

that of adviser and general expediter, perhaps being more vital than the entire OCB in this last 

role.15  The other was his son, Major John Eisenhower, who often filled in for Goodpaster. 

 

 Eisenhower replaced the entire JCS, just as any President replaces the cabinet.  He 

wanted a “team” which would not be reliving the conflicts of the last administration, though the 

members-with the possible exception of Radford-were not picked with an eye to their political 

views.  Fully aware of previous contrary habits, he nonetheless expected the JCS to think and 

recommend policies as a collective body, not according to the dictates of their respective 

services.  He admonished the National Security Council to deliberate in the same way.  In both 

these hopes he would be disappointed.    

 

 Putting the Council to Work: Procedures and Prestige.  The Eisenhower Council’s 

working methods were in general similar to those in the Truman period, but more systematized.  

Numbered NSC papers retained the same basic format.  Choice of topic flowed mainly from 

updating the substantial body of thematic, country, regional, and basic national security formats 

previously adopted.  The State Department remained the most frequent source of first drafts, 

with the work being shared between the Policy Planning Staff and the geographic and functional 

bureaus.  DOD and JCS continued to have separate membership on the Planning Board (formerly 

Senior Staff), and CIA continued to be represented on it.  Numbered papers continued to be 

shunted from drafting agency to Planning Board and then bounced around between the Planning 

Board’s junior panel (the “Assistants”) and interested agencies until they were deemed ready to 

be presented to the Council. 

 

 The full Council still spent most of its time discussing the numbered papers.  The big 

differences were in the sustained frequency of the meetings and the length, management, and 

                                                 
15John Prados regards Goodpaster as a quasi-forerunner of McGeorge Bundy.  Ibid., 104. 
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significance of the debates over the papers.  Eisenhower kept to his resolve of meeting weekly 

whenever possible--all the way through January 1961.  Twice during his first term Eisenhower 

had prolonged illnesses.  During such intervals Vice President Nixon presided.  When the 

President’s health permitted, the Special Assistant would brief him on the meeting as soon as 

possible, even flying to the summer White House in Denver the same day for the purpose several 

times.  Council sessions usually lasted at least one and a half, even two hours, and the unusually 

illuminating summaries of these discussions ran up to 20 pages.16  Eisenhower chaired, but 

Cutler presided over, the meetings, introducing and outlining the topics and inviting comment 

from those members most directly involved in the topic.  The debates were often argumentative, 

sometimes to the point where Cutler cautioned against the Council turning into a debating 

society.  The President often took part, sometimes “with great heat” or “speaking emphatically,” 

but did not always give his own view.17  When he did, he of course remained free to change it 

later.   

 

 Discussion was not spontaneous, for the agenda was too carefully prepared for that.  

These were well-rehearsed positions that were being argued out in this forum.  The Council’s 

sessions were, however, far livelier and more pointed than cabinet meetings.  It quickly became 

apparent that while Eisenhower regarded elaborate cabinet meetings to be seemly and in 

accordance with tradition, it was the NSC to which he accorded preeminence and a greater share 

of his own time.  Attendance at Council meetings became for the first time more coveted than 

attendance at Cabinet.  Those in the charmed circle had a habit of referring to the meetings as 

“NSC,” vide a phrase such as  “I’ll see you after NSC,” which fellow participants might use to 

                                                 
16Until his departure in 1959, most of the summaries were prepared by Executive 
Secretary S. Everett Gleason, a historian and co-author of two important studies of U.S. 
entry into World War II.  Gleason made no copies and usually had the summaries on the 
President’s desk by the next morning.  They were not circulated to the participants.  
These summaries, and those of his successor Marion Boggs, afford historians an 
unusually vivid and detailed picture of policy debate at the top level of government.  In a 
departure from most official documents, Gleason sometimes recorded the mood or 
mannerisms of the participants, especially Eisenhower.  Readers of the Gleason-Boggs 
summaries should be careful not to assume they cover all that was said on a topic.  
Excerpts from the summaries, sometimes censored, are scattered by topic throughout the 
FRUS volumes for the period.  Their original provenance is Dwight D. Eisenhower 
Library, Whitman File, NSC Records.       
17[Best to cite FRUS for specific instances, quote them, for both DDE and RC] 
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each other as an in-the-know shorthand.  Since NSC meetings became the best way to make a 

presentation to the President or merely be seen by him, pressure for increased attendance was 

high.  Eisenhower, just as Truman, was frustrated by the crowd of spear carriers: attendance ran 

as high as 35, including those who attended for single agenda items only. 

 

 From day one, Eisenhower used this ponderous, carefully orchestrated body as the 

keystone of his policymaking process.  Yet it was far from being the whole or even most of this 

process. 

   

 

 The Eisenhower NSC at Work I: Basic National Security Policy.  In the Truman years the 

administration had gradually worked up to the gestation of the papers on basic national security 

policy, NSC 68 and its successors.  In Eisenhower’s first months, by contrast, revamping basic 

national security policy shared top billing with bringing the Korean War to an end.  “Project 

Solarium,” as one phase of this exercise became known, was probably the most elaborate policy 

study ever conducted entirely under NSC direction. 

 

 NSC 14118 had recommended a large increase in the defense/national security budget, 

but comments at the new administration’s very first Council discussion of the subject pointed in 

the other direction.  Treasury Secretary Humphrey suggested that henceforth all “major policy 

recommendations be accompanied by an estimate of just how much it will cost to execute them,” 

and Eisenhower issued an order to this effect in March.19  Via a veritable blizzard of studies and 

numbered papers, Eisenhower and his advisers then spent the next six months trying to reconcile 

a leaner national security budget with the President’s campaign promise of greater firmness in 

dealing with the Soviet Union and China. 

 

 NSC 149/2, the first to be approved, discussed various budgetary restraints and stated the 

administration’s intention to increase emphasis on ending the Korean War, aiding the French 

effort in Indochina, protection of the continental United States by early warning and civil 

                                                 
18See Chapter III, pp.      . 
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defense, and procuring military materiel abroad.  Fixed target dates for expansion of NATO and 

U.S. forces, and of military stocks, were dropped.  (So, in coming months, was the notion of a 

period of “maximum danger.”)  Stretching out procurement was the primary technique for 

budget reduction.  Even some of the areas of increased emphasis, such as ending the Korean War 

and greater offshore procurement, were potential budget-reduction items.20

 

 NSC 153/1, adopted two months later in early June, attempted to integrate the budgetary 

precepts of NSC 149/2 with policy as expressed in NSC 68/2 and its successors.  It represented 

no great substantive departure.  Its adoption is something of a mystery, perhaps an indication of 

the administration’s tidiness in wanting interim statements of policy while something more far 

reaching was in preparation.21  For Project Solarium was already underway. 

 

 According to Cutler, it was in the early Spring of 1953 that Secretary Dulles gathered at 

his home himself, his brother, and others from the State Department and the White House--but 

no one from the Defense Department--to outline his conception of studying “three possible 

alternatives to choose from or combine one way or another” to “fulfill our campaign ideas.”  

“Three teams of crack fellows, expertly captained, would [each] develop an alternative.”  The 

project drew its name from the place where the group first outlined Dulles’s proposal to the 

President: the White House solarium. 

 

 Task Force A was to develop a line of policy in which the United States would maintain a 

large armed force over a sustained period, continue to assist in building up “free world” strength, 

and continue to exploit Soviet and satellite vulnerabilities “without materially increasing the risk 

of general war.”  It was to assume that time was working on the side of the West as long as it 

pursued the specified policies.  This alternative closely resembled the policy inherited from the 

Truman administration.  Appropriately, the team leader was George Kennan, author of the 

original concept of containment, now in his last months in the State Department.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
19FRUS 1952-1954 II, Part 1, pp. 236-237; Eisenhower, Dwight D., The White House 
Years: Mandate for Change, 1953-1956, pp. 131-132. 
20Ibid., pp. 305-317. 
21Ibid., pp. 372-386. 
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 Task Force B was to consider “drawing a line” around the Soviet bloc (including China) 

and informing the Soviets that their forces could not advance beyond it without the certainty of 

triggering general war, i.e., atomic reprisal.  Besides deciding where the line should be drawn, 

the team was to determine whether to attack both China and the Soviet Union should only one 

cross it, whether or not to sound out U.S. allies in advance of adoption of such a policy, and what 

to do about indigenous Communist takeovers on the other side of the line.  Also, the Team was 

to consider the question of completely isolation or “outlawry” of the entire Sino-Soviet bloc.  

Task Force C was to develop a more aggressive course, including measures to destabilize or 

bring about the collapse of the Soviet Union, the satellites, and China.22  An air force general 

headed Task Force B, a former commandant of the Naval War College Task Force C.   

 

 By midsummer, the task forces were briefing the Council on their results.23  Task Force 

A believed that existing policy as set forth in NSC 163/1 was sound, but needed to be 

supplemented by more of the same: more money, more planning and discussion of the role of 

atomic weapons, more continental defense, and greater coordination with the allies, particularly 

NATO.  Essentially, the report was a rehash of the arguments of NSC 141.   

 

 Task Force B confessed its inability to come up with any “line” other than the existing 

borders of the Soviet bloc and China, because any line that excluded territories “not absolutely 

vital” to U.S. security would also exclude existing military bases that were.  It rejected the 

“quarantine” option as impractical.  It called for building alliances in the peripheral areas that 

were not covered by NATO or other commitments, but recognized that the policy must be “in the 

final analysis, unilateral.”  It was assumed that to be effective, the policy would have to be 

announced. Of crucial importance, the policy was easy to explain to the public and promised, by 

eliminating “peripheral wars” to “stabilize” defense requirements and hence, expenditures.  Yet 

the “B” team’s “solution” to the problem of peripheral war was lame: if “indigenous” 

Communists took over a country, the U.S. would “retain freedom of action to restore the pre-

                                                 
22Cutler, No Time for Rest, pp. 307-310;  FRUS 1952-1954 II, Pt. 1, pp. 360-366. 
23For a differing account of the place of Project Solarium in the policymaking process, 
and a more critical general estimate of Eisenhower’s use of the Council, see H.W. 
Brands, “The Age of Vulnerability: Eisenhower and the National Insecurity State,” 
American Historical Review, ( ), pp. 963-989.   
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existing situation as we saw fit by using any means at our disposal.”  The “B” planners also 

believed that drawing “the line” would be so good for morale that it would become easier for 

countries threatened by subversion to deal with it! 

 

 The course proposed by Task Force C, like the “A” program, called for massive 

additional spending.  The resemblance ceased right there, because “C” advocated “large scale” 

expansion of covert operations and such “short term” objectives as “unrelenting pressure on 

Soviet leaders on each political issue that arises,” the seizure of Hainan, and an attack of “one 

point” on the Chinese mainland.  The still-classified portions of the “C” report may be even more 

bellicose, for the team is reported as telling the Council orally that “the U.S. cannot continue to 

live with the Soviet threat....[The Soviet Union] will not fall apart, but must and can be shaken 

apart.”24

 

 After heartily complimenting the task force presentations, Eisenhower invited the three 

teams to combine the best features of their three reports into a unified policy paper.  “A” and “C” 

were particularly far apart, and the three teams had already agreed among themselves that a 

watered down compromise would be worthless.  The President was “very put out” when Cutler 

brought him this news.  At his behest, Cutler established a “Special Committee on Project 

Solarium” composed of senior representatives of State, Defense, JCS, CIA, and the three task 

forces to work everything out.   

 

 Even before the Task Force presentations, Eisenhower had asked his newly appointed 

Joint Chiefs of Staff to look at “our military capabilities in the light of our global commitments.”  

The resulting proposal, presented to the Council in late August, was radical in its own way.25  It 

called for a massive withdrawal of U.S. military forces from bases on foreign soil, especially 

those in Europe, and creation of a new mobile strike force within the United States.  Transition 

would be expensive, but the plan promised substantial savings in the long run.  It was JCS 

Chairman Radford’s fundamental presumption that total ground forces could be scaled down to 

respond as needed from the U.S. continental bastion to a crisis situation anywhere in the world, 

                                                 
24FRUS 1952-1954 II, Pt. 1, pp. 399-434. 
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rather than tying down troops in any number of locations.  The U.S. would maintain bases with 

reduced complements to assure quick access to crisis areas by incoming troops.  Less dwelt 

upon, but very clear nonetheless, was the “New Look’s” assumption that in many cases troop 

transfers would not be needed because of ever-increasing U.S. reliance on nuclear weapons. 

 

 Eisenhower initially found these proposals far more attractive than anything the Solarium 

task forces had produced, commenting: “This concept is a crystallized and clarified statement of 

this administration’s understanding of our national security objectives since World War II.”  

George Humphrey was also particularly enthusiastic, for the New Look held out the hope, not 

just of stabilizing, but of even reducing, expenditures.  To Dulles the New Look was anathema. 

He at once understood that such a policy would be interpreted in Western Europe as the 

beginning of the end of the U.S. commitment there.  If one may read a bit between the lines of 

surviving documentation, his tactic in dealing with the New Look was to join actively in 

assisting Eisenhower in exploring the idea, all the while expecting that the more it was 

discussed, the more obvious its flaws would be.  By early September, Eisenhower was pointing 

out to Dulles that any withdrawal of U.S. troops abroad “that seemed to imply a change in basic 

intent would cause real turmoil abroad.”  During the first flush of his enthusiasm for the New 

Look, however, he had ordered that its “concept” should be referred to the Special Committee on 

Project Solarium, and it thereby was taken into account in NSC 162, the synthesis of the 

Solarium reports that was considered by the Council in October.26

 

 Discussion of NSC 162 revolved around several main issues.  One was the nature of the 

Soviet threat.  Was it simply an external threat?  Or was there also an internal threat: the danger 

that high continuing national security expenditures would bust the budget, promote inflation, 

lead to the imposition of wage and price controls, and eventually necessitate the end of 

traditional American freedoms?  Because they believed that the second threat was just as 

dangerous as the first, Treasury and budget argued that balancing the budget should be a top 

national security priority.  The JCS, on the other hand, argued explicitly that the external Soviet 

                                                                                                                                                 
25In accordance with Eisenhower’s request, this hard-hitting paper was the work of the 
JCS itself, rather than being endlessly “staffed out” in typical military fashion. 
26FRUS 1952-1954 II, 1, pp. 443-463.  Quotations are from pp. 456,  460.  The word 
“basic” is italicized in the source text. 
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threat must be met even if Americans did have to change their way of life, and argued against 

any reference to an economic threat as more than an incidental threat.  Thus while the JCS had 

been willing to promise cost effectiveness in the New Look paper, they were unwilling to 

commit themselves to long range cost reduction.  The unlikely alliance between Treasury and the 

JCS had obviously not matured. 

 

  More moderately than the JCS, Secretary Dulles pointed out that as there were as yet no 

cost estimates for a new policy, sacrificing other national security goals to balancing the budget 

would “be a decision reached in the dark.”  “The facts simply did not justify the conclusion” that 

a balanced budget was essential: this was the sort of “doctrinaire” view that had gotten the 

Hoover administration onto trouble.  Wilson backed up Dulles, arguing that a balanced budget 

would have to be “postponed” if necessary for national security.  Humphrey countered that “you 

could mulct the country for five years but not for twenty.”  The President seemed stumped, first 

pointing out the dangers of a Hitlerian command economy and stating that in the long run he 

would be inclined to “go along with” Humphrey, later seeming to incline to the JCS view that no 

price was too high to pay for an adequate defense.   

 

 The upshot was a split decision hammered out in the Planning Board: the final paper, 

NSC 162/2, moved language emphasizing the dual nature of the Soviet threat to the very 

beginning of the paper, but then equivocated on a balanced budget, though Humphrey’s view 

was more in evidence than previously.  The debate was principally an illustration that budgetary 

considerations would henceforth receive greater consideration than they had in the last years of 

the Truman administration, but this was no surprise.  The discussion also revealed that advocates 

of the primacy of the external Soviet threat, such as Dulles and Wilson, were just as prone to 

accept, at least implicitly, Keynesian economic assumptions as Nitze and Acheson had been.  

Most significantly, the entire discussion of the economic implications of the various choices in 

national security policy was conducted at a high level of abstraction.  Though plenty of facts and 

figures of a preliminary sort were available to the participants, they chose not employ them in 

debate.  Some were no doubt poorly briefed, but more important, discussions of nuts and bolts 

were deemed unseemly at this exalted level.  Council meetings were a sounding board for 

general ideas in which each knew much about the position of others in advance, and all strove to 

make the strongest impression on the President. 
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 The strategic recommendations of Task Force B were obviously influential.  While NSC 

162 did not adopt outright “B’s” recommendation that a line be drawn at the present 

Chinese/Soviet/satellite frontiers, it did enumerate all the allies to whose aid the United States 

was obligated to come.  It singled out certain others, such as Taiwan and Indochina, where a 

Soviet or Chinese attack would “probably” elicit U.S. retaliation.  Finally, it stated that collective 

UN action “should be upheld even in areas not of vital strategic importance.”  Thus the principle 

that the United States should act anywhere the Soviets crossed the line was not explicitly stated, 

but neither was any potential area of Chinese and/or Soviet aggression explicitly excluded.  All 

participants were aware that nuclear weapons were cheaper than ground forces, though the point 

was only implicit in the paper.  Therefore the power to retaliate, which would have to be at 

“lowest feasible cost,” would be based on “massive atomic capability” and maintenance of 

continued bases abroad to increase the reach of this capability.  The United States would use 

nuclear weapons “whenever required by the national security.”  This point occasioned no debate, 

Dulles arguing that the United States should remove the “taboo” on use of atomics, and became 

even stronger in NSC 162/2:  in hostilities, nuclear weapons “would be as available for use as 

any other weapons.”  Task Force B’s recommendation for a general announcement of this policy 

was also in the draft, but dropped from the final paper due to the President’s opposition. 

 

 NSC 162 contained split (between JCS and the rest) language on redeployment.  Debate 

exhibited once more Dulles’s extreme apprehensions about troop withdrawals.  The final NSC 

162/2 killed redeployment by saying that though U.S. troops were overextended, any change was 

unwise at present.  The Council even decided, for fear of a leak, to omit a clause stating that the 

U.S. should sound out its allies on the subject.  Redeployment was thus approved in principle 

and then immediately buried.  Although partial redeployment would be carried out much later 

(from the late 60s onward) for budgetary reasons, substantial U.S. forces were still in Europe at 

the end of the Cold War.  
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 NSC 162/2 received presidential approval at the end of October 1953.27  Altogether, 

consideration of basic national security policy by the Eisenhower administration in the three 

months before adoption of the new policy had formed all or part of 4 Council meetings attended 

by the President, several conferences by him with Dulles, Radford, and Cutler, and countless 

senior and working level staff meetings.  How much of a departure did NSC 162/2 represent 

from the line laid down by NSC 68?  What was the value of the Solarium exercise?  What was 

the value of using the NSC process, at both staff and full Council levels, to arrive at the result? 

 

 One curious result of this lengthy debate was that some participants of wildly different 

views believed in later years that their recommendations had carried the day.  In his memoirs 

Radford stated that the New Look paper had become policy.28  In his memoirs Kennan, leader 

of Task Force A, recollected that “when the exercise was completed it was the concept 

propounded by my team that received the presidential approval.”  Kennan considered that the 

difference between the new policies, as expounded by Dulles, and Truman’s, “lay less in their 

substance than in the rhetoric and style.”29  The fact is the new policy was a meld of many 

elements.  First and foremost, notice was served that there was no blank fiscal check 

automatically available for national security.  The administration had been signaling this 

intention from the start; the policy now received institutional weight.  Second, the administration 

was formally trying to establish the legitimacy of using atomic weapons in a variety of 

circumstances--as Eisenhower put it one of the Council discussions, in all but “minor affairs.”  

Third, the first two policies were linked: atomic weapons were seen as a cost-cutting measure.  

Fourth, far more than its predecessor, the administration had come within a hair of making it 

                                                 
27Draft and final versions of NSC 162/2, along with the memoranda of the full Council’s 
discussion of the paper and other related materials, are in FRUS 1952-1954 II, Pt. 1, pp.  
489-599.  
28The author has not found the original New Look paper.  In his memoirs Radford 
incorrectly cited his papers as deposited in the Archives of the Hoover Institution at 
Stanford University as the provenance of a declassified copy. Stephen Juricka, Jr., From 
Pearl Harbor to Vietnam: The Memoirs of Admiral Arthur W. Radford (Stanford, CA, 
1980), pp. 320-328,  461. 
29Kennan, who at the time he wrote had no access to the now-declassified materials used 
here, may have confused the presentation of the Solarium reports with adoption of final 
policy.  See George F. Kennan, Memoirs, vol. II, 1950-1963 (Boston, 1972), pp. 178-187.  
This does not affect the possible validity of his view concerning the nature of the new 
policy as evidenced by the Eisenhower administration’s actions.  
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formal U.S. policy that all areas of the world were vital to Western security.  Perhaps it was the 

emphases on nuclear weapons and instant retaliation that led Radford to believe that the New 

Look had been adopted.  (In later years, in public debate the term “New Look” was used to refer 

to cutting ground forces and substituting atomic weapons--”more bang for a buck.”  Yet the core 

of the original New Look proposal, redeployment, was merely a logical extension of Task Force 

B’s position.)   

 

 Many changes, though, had not been made.  Task Force B had seriously flirted with 

unilateralism, and this found little expression in NSC 162/2.  Task Force A’s emphasis on 

collective action without provocative risks, the heart of the Truman era’s approach to 

containment, had survived.  As for the proposals of Task Force C, NSC 162/2 did emphasize 

increased covert action, and this was carried out in a number of operations in Iran, Guatemala, 

Indonesia and elsewhere.  Yet there was no new policy of ongoing, massive destabilization of 

the two behemoths, the Soviet Union and China.  Perhaps it was for these reasons that Kennan 

argued that “his” policy had been adopted. 

 

 Not surprisingly, it was the novelties in the administration’s policies, not the continuities, 

which caught public attention.  Whether by design or not, some of Dulles statements intensified 

this reaction.  In an exposition of the new policy in January 1954, Dulles spoke of a “basic 

decision” to depend for U.S. defense “upon a great capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and 

at places of our choosing,” clearly implying the use of atomic weapons in any and all situations.  

In doing so he ignored the Council’s decision not to make any general announcement of an 

increased willingness to use atomic weapons and implied more unilateralism in their use than 

162/2 intended.   This was because Eisenhower believed that the allies “had to be brought along 

slowly.”  By announcing all at once what had been intended as a gradual elucidation, Dulles 

made the nuclear strategy appear provocative; in reality, it was a means of implementing the 

existing policy of containment.   He also appeared to be ignoring what Eisenhower had made 

clear to the Council many times: that any actual decision to use nuclear weapons was his alone.  

 

 Thus significant changes in overall Cold War policy were made without discarding the 

most important precedents of the Truman administration, and these changes were made with 

massive emphasis on the Council process.  But what did the Task Force exercises, Planning 
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Board coordination and Council deliberation add?  Couldn’t Eisenhower have made the same 

decisions without all the fuss and feathers?  Hadn’t he, indeed, prefigured some of these 

decisions in the campaign and in the way he brought the Korean War to an armistice? 

 

 There are clues in two of the President’s remarks, both made during Council discussion 

in the spring of 1954 of implementation of NSC 162/2.  A Planning Board paper had reopened 

the question of whether the United States should place virtually complete reliance on nuclear 

weapons or spend enough money on conventional forces to give it more choices in any given 

situation.  Eisenhower remarked that he thought the Council had decided this back in February 

1953.  The slip is revealing; the Council had decided no such thing at the time, but the proposal 

had been made to it.  The President, however, had already made up his mind, long before 

Solarium, the endless drafts, the interminable Council sessions.  As he now reiterated once more, 

to do otherwise would cause the U.S. to transform itself into a garrison state.  At a subsequent 

meeting, in a contextthat clearly indicated that he was thinking about planning in general, not 

just war plans: 

 

 “He thought war planning was the heart and soul of a military machine  because 

planning kept everyone on his toes, but the plan itself was probably  not worth very 

much.”30

 

Another consideration is that mentioned earlier: Eisenhower’s emphasis, similar to Acheson’s, 

on broad planning as a vehicle for the dissemination of policy.  It appears that the President was 

perfectly aware that he was capable of formulating the germ of policy without the apparatus, but 

saw the Council as a means of involving his advisors in active policy planning and educating 

them with regard to the results.  There is one more factor: he was always looking for ideas, for 

ways out of dilemmas, such as that of over-dependence on any one option.  That is probably 

why, though he could have prevented it, issues such as atomic versus conventional weapons kept 

recurring in Council discussion: perhaps the tenth or fifteenth time someone would come up with 

something new, some way out of a terrible--given his economic and foreign policy assumptions-- 

fiscal/military dilemma.  In this hope he was doomed to disappointment. 

                                                 
30FRUS 1952-1954 I, 1, pp. 688, 707. 

 191



 

 During the next five years, the administration reviewed basic national security policy 

(BNSP) almost every year.  Two interrelated issues were hardy perennials: whether the United 

States was going too far in diminishing its ground forces in order to observe fiscal proprieties 

while spending more money on various forms of atomic capability, and under what 

circumstances and authorizations nuclear weapons should be used.  

 

 NSC 5501, adopted in early 1955, attempted to take into account the clearly foreseen 

approach of nuclear parity.  It did so verbally, but made no basic change in policy to deal with 

this transition.  The Council, and even the President personally, could not decide whether parity 

would make the Soviets more or less adventurous.  CIA estimates reached the conclusion, not 

very well explained, that the Soviets would grow more cautious as they approached parity and 

more reckless once they achieved it.  State tended to the view--which proved correct in the very 

long run--that parity might afford more scope for negotiation of differences.  The JCS, or at least 

Radford, thought otherwise, believing that parity would bring about greater adventurism-which it 

may well have done in the mid-1970s..  Since estimates in 1955 were that parity would come in 

1959 (it came considerably later), the JCS wanted the U.S. in the next five years to replace the 

“present preponderant commitment to a policy of reaction” with one “of unmistakably positive 

quality.”31   

 

 This was very much a minority view, and so the principal action the Council took was to 

reject the JCS recommendations on this point.  Dulles, for instance, expressed “some sympathy” 

for the JCS call for greater dynamism,” which he “assumed” (and the JCS did not rush to 

contradict him) would involve “an effort to overthrow the Communist regimes in China and in 

the European satellites.”  He recalled having promoted a more dynamic policy during the 1952 

campaign, but concluded that: 

 

 “Experience indicated that it was not easy to go very much beyond the point ….that this 

administration had reached in translating a dynamic policy into …courses of action, and in any 

case we had been more dynamic than our ….predecessors.” 

                                                 
31Ibid., p. 786. 
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The references to the administration’s dynamism may have been to covert operations in such 

areas as Iran and Guatemala.  Dulles had no heart for similar adventures in places already under 

Soviet control.      

 

 The Council also beat back gestures towards a more balanced defense policy.  Even 

during this era the Army was allowed a small ready reserve, or combat troops available for use in 

an overseas crisis.  When the JCS, as a sop to the Army, suggested a clause in the paragraph on 

ready reserves calling for them to be “in properly proportioned relationship with the versatility to 

meet aggression in all its forms,” Humphrey objected to a commitment “to meet aggression in all 

its forms” on the ground it would cost too much.  The clause was softened despite the fact that 

the President believed it was innocuous.  In context, it was, for the entire idea that the U.S. was 

to have forces in being sufficient to combat local aggression, while endorsed in NSC 5501, was 

illusory: the ready reserve was vastly under funded.  The Council, and the administration, were 

making the merest gesture towards balanced forces as a matter of form only.  In a presentation to 

the Council some months after adoption of NSC 5501, Army Chief Staff Mathew B. Ridgway 

was reported as describing “the Army’s capabilities as inadequate to carry out its present 

responsibilities and commitments.”32

 

 The debate over BNSP for 1956, eventually adopted as NSC 5602, found the JCS, (that is 

Radford and the Air Force) once again in dissent, on the same grounds as the before, and in the 

event, ignored as before.  The introductory language featured even greater emphasis on 

approaching nuclear parity, and the most hotly argued issue in Council meetings was over the 

circumstances in which atomic weapons might be used.  Here Radford appeared to win a victory.   

 

 A new draft paragraph stated: 

 

 “It is the policy of the United States to integrate nuclear weapons with other weapons in 

the arsenal of the United States.  Nuclear weapons will be used in… general war and in military 

operations short of general war as authorized by the President.” 
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As the result of a very foggy debate, at least as transcribed, the JCS, which may have wanted 

merely to avoid distinctions between use of atomics in offensive and defensive situations (as part 

of Radford’s overall campaign to have use of atomic weapons regarded as normal) succeeded in 

having added a final sentence which stated:  “Such authorization as may be given in advance will 

be determined by the President.”  Thus the principle that there could be advance authorization 

was enshrined in an NSC paper.  Whether or not that was what Radford wanted, that is what he 

got.33   

 

 In this debate Eisenhower first opposed automatic use of atomic weapons on the ground 

that deference to the feelings of U.S. allies might preclude it, then consciously turned around and 

discussed the need of a commander, when attacked, to let loose with everything he had.  His 

intention is murky, but it is possible that he was lecturing his schoolroom of generals, admirals, 

executives, lawyers, and hardened bureaucrats on the necessity of seeing a problem from all 

angles--apparently one of his fundamental reasons for emphasizing the Council meetings.  

Certainly one can find him on both sides of the issue many times in the course of the Council 

debates.34   

 

 The following year, during the drafting of what became NSC 5707/8, the BNSP paper for 

1957, Radford renewed his campaign to remove nuclear weapons from their special status and to 

provide for their routine use in as many situations as possible.  A draft stated-and this language 

was adopted-that the United States would henceforth place “main but not sole” reliance on 

nuclear weapons, integrate them with other weapons, and “consider them as conventional 

weapons from a military point of view.”  Additionally: 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
32For debate on and text of NSC 5501 (initially drafted as the NSC 5440 series, see ibid., 
pp. 770 ff. (the long quotation is on p. 833) and FRUS 1955-1957 XIX, pp. 3-40.  
33For similar material on NSC 5602, see ibid., pp.  
34Quite another explanation of this phenomenon comes from a close observer of these 
debates: S. Everett Gleason, the man who took the notes.  Gleason believed that 
Eisenhower was impressionable, always thinking the thoughts of the last man who spoke.  
Gleason saw Eisenhower as influenced alternately by Radford and Dulles, whom he 
considered the two strongest personalities in the room.  (Conversation with author, July 
1971) 
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 The use of nuclear weapons in limited war is unlikely by itself to result in general nuclear 

war...Therefore, to oppose local aggression, U.S. forces must have a flexible and selective 

nuclear capability and, when its use is required, apply it on a manner and on a scale best 

calculated to prevent hostilities from broadening into general war.” 

 

Dulles argued that this language signaled a shift from selective use of force to selective use of 

atomic force.  He strongly opposed this change as premature, on the perhaps disingenuous 

ground that in reality, tactical weapons for nuclear limited war were not yet ready in quantity.35  

He also claimed that many allied leaders, even hard-liners like West Germany’s Konrad 

Adenauer, still had moral objections to these weapons.  Time was needed to persuade such men 

of their legitimacy.  With these literally temporizing arguments Dulles carried the day, and the 

final result dropped the statement that nuclear weapons were “unlikely” to bring on general war, 

and provided for their “selective” use in limited war as authorized by the President.36  (In 

recounting JCS “defeats” during Council consideration of BNSP papers during the period 1955-

1957, however, it is important to keep in mind that the underlying policy of massive retaliation 

and increased emphasis on atomic weapons, big bombers, and missile research continued to be 

very much what the Secretary of Defense and Radford, the dominating force on the JCS, 

wanted.) 

 

 In 1958, the highlight of Council debate on BNSP was the concerted push by Army, 

Navy, and Marine Corps for increased spending on ground forces.   Maxwell Taylor, the new 

Army Chief of Staff, combined the now-familiar argument that there needed to be some middle 

ground between all-out retaliation and total retreat with the new contention that the presumed 

near-fact of nuclear parity made the concept of limited war applicable to NATO planning as well 

as to less-developed or peripheral areas.  Although the U.S. should develop a very wide range of 

small tactical nuclear weapons, it “should be able to face up to a Soviet military aggression 

without the use of any nuclear weapons whatsoever.”37  Limited response would henceforth be 

                                                 
35As late as the Kennedy Administration small (below 20 kiloton) tactical nuclear 
weapons were not numerous. 
36FRUS 1955-1957 I, pp. 465-524.  The long quotation is from p. 494. 
37 Memorandum of Discussion at the 364th NSC Meeting held May1, 1958; Ibid., 1958-
1960 III, 79-97.  The quotation from Taylor is on 82. 
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dictated in some situations by risk, even when the territory in dispute was of the utmost value to 

U.S. security:  BSNP would have now to allow for potential limited war in Western Europe.   

 

 Secretary Dulles and even Cutler, in his most striking departure from his customary role, 

supported Taylor, at least in regard to the change in NATO doctrine.  Dulles, in a lapidary 

summary of the dilemma that would confront the United States for the next thirty years, argued 

that Europeans (under conditions of nuclear parity) “will conclude that either we do not intend to 

resort to nuclear war to defend them against the Soviets, or, if they [do] think that we will resort 

to such warfare, they will disassociate themselves from us.”  Dulles even expressed his personal 

doubts about the reality of nuclear retaliation--and was brought up short on this point by 

Eisenhower, who as ever insisted, whatever his private thoughts, that it was our only option in 

case of Soviet attack in Europe.38  When the President expressed skepticism that a war in the 

NATO area could remain limited, Dulles hastened to agree, arguing that the solution was to give 

the NATO allies “the illusion that they have some kind of local capability to defend themselves 

other than the United States using a pushbutton to start a global nuclear war” by helping them to 

build up their conventional forces.  Such subtleties appeared to bewilder rather than sway 

Eisenhower.  Nor did the President neglect to emphasize his traditional theme of the “garrison 

state” which might be brought about by excessive spending on otherwise desirable programs. 

 

 Air Force General Nathan Twining, Radford’s successor, made the major arguments for 

existing policy, with support from the Air Force Chief of Staff and Defense Secretary McElroy.  

Besides touching base with fiscal responsibility and stoutly maintaining that existing U.S. 

conventional capabilities were underrated, Twining stressed that the broad outline of any change 

of policy would become public and that it was the change in policy which would undermine 

                                                 
36In confessing his disbelief in the actuality of nuclear retaliation, Dulles stated that “he 
would presently go to Berlin.  When he got there he would repeat what he had said in 
Berlin four years ago--namely, that an attack on Berlin would be considered by us to be 
an attack on the United States.  Secretary Dulles added that he did not know whether he 
himself quite believed this or, indeed, whether his audience would believe it.  But he was 
going to perform this ritual act.  The President expressed surprise, and said that if we did 
not respond in this fashion to a Soviet attack on Berlin, we would first lose the city itself 
and, shortly thereafter, all of Western Europe.” (Ibid., 89.)  The reader will note that the 
President’s typical insistence on the necessity of nuclear retaliation is here neatly 
combined with a restatement of the domino theory.   
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European confidence.  It would also undermine the deterrent by leading the Soviets to believe 

that the United States had lost the will to use it.  His argument was the opposite of Dulles’.  

Dulles, in another fit of subtlety, conceded that he would be willing to leave the present language 

in place if the actual policy were changed!39

 

 This debate is one the most interesting in NSC annals and deserves careful study.40  It 

touched on most of the dilemmas that dominated U.S. decision making then and for many years 

thereafter.  The issue for that year, however, was never in doubt.  The President was determined 

on fiscal grounds alone to leave policy unchanged.  Though personnel had changed greatly by 

this sixth year of his administration, the lineup of forces had not.  Defense, the JCS Chairman, 

and the Air Force (the favored service which controlled all the strategic atomic forces of the 

period) were aligned with Treasury, Budget, and the President himself.  Army, Navy and 

Marines, the “have not” services, received each year more support from State, but to no avail.41

 

 Thus the paper was approved immediately as NSC 5810/1  with the major military 

sections unchanged.42  Dulles had to be content with a statement by McElroy that military 

doctrine should be “kept under study and review,” a precept which was observed by the NSC 

anyway.  Taylor soon resigned and took his case to the public, even outlining some of his 

arguments as made at the NSC meeting.43

 

 By the next year Christian Herter had succeeded Secretary Dulles, but the institutional 

lineup was largely unchanged during the debate on the NSC 5906 series.  As it turned out, NSC 

                                                 
39The split between Dulles and Twining had obvious personal and institutional shadings.  
Yet it is also probable that they were talking about different Europeans, Twining about 
the NATO military and the more stalwart allies, Dulles about diplomats, public opinion, 
and nervous politicians in the shakier members of the coalition.  
40Ibid. 
41Very late in the 1950s, the Polaris missile program enabled the Navy to stage a partial 
recovery. 
42NSC 5810, “Basic National Security Policy,” April 15, 1958; NSC 5810/1, same title, 
May 5, 1958; the latter is printed ibid., 98-116. 
43See memorandum from Lay to NSC, July 30, 1958, found attached ibid.; Maxwell P. 
Taylor, The Uncertain Trumpet (New York, 1960) pp.  59-65.   Eisenhower was furious 
when he learned that Taylor had disclosed debate at a Council meeting. 
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5906/1 became the final approved full-dress classified BNSP paper, not only of this 

administration but also up to the present time.  Once again some of the same issues troubled the 

Council as it hammered out the language of NSC 5906/1 over an unprecedented five sessions in 

the summer of 1959.  Debate opened, however, over a topic that had occasioned little 

controversy over the preceding five years: the nature of the Sino-Soviet threat.  Was it primarily 

from Russia’s growing nuclear might, as maintained by the JCS (particularly the Air Force).  Or 

was it, as the majority maintained, from the possibility of a long-term shift in the balance of 

power in favor of the Soviets, in which their military and nuclear strength would be primarily a 

psychological weapon in an arsenal of prestige that then appeared to include growing scientific 

and economic progress?  The President made clear his preference for the second version, and so 

the result contained only minor concessions to the JCS point of view.  It even demoted “world 

domination” to an “ultimate” Sino-Soviet goal, secondary to the immediate aim of shifting the 

power balance. 

 

 We may pass over the lengthy controversy in the remaining 4 NSC meetings on this 

paper.44  The JCS once more succeeded in excluding the possibility of, and hence any planning 

for, “limited” wars in the NATO area, but other changes were major.  No longer were nuclear 

weapons described as conventional...from a military point of view”; instead: 

 

“Planning should contemplate situations short of general war where the use of nuclear 

weapons would manifestly not be militarily necessary nor appropriate to the 

accomplishment of national objectives, particularly in those areas where main 

Communist power will not be brought to bear.” 

 

As a sop to the JCS, apparently effected by a series of informal last-minute meetings of the 

President with various participants, a footnote accompanied this paragraph with a statement that 

it was to be considered as a “clarification,” rather than a “change” in existing policy with regard 

to the use of nuclear weapons and the maintenance of balanced forces!  And, the JCS 

successfully blocked adoption of the State Department’s view that in limited war, “force will be 

applied in a manner and on a scale best calculated” to avoid descent into nuclear war, in favor of 

                                                 
44For the five NSC meetings held on this topic, see FRUS 1958-1960 III, 220-291. 
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existing policy that using all necessary force to deal with what the paper termed “local 

aggression” (defined as sizable conflicts occurring outside the NATO area) was the best way to 

avoid general war.  Nonetheless, a significant policy shift had finally occurred.  At least outside 

the NATO area, the doctrine of massive retaliation was dead.45

 

 Was the NSC process important to the result, and was the result terribly significant this 

late in the administration?  To the first question the superficial answer is of course yes, for 

Eisenhower always involved the NSC in long-range policymaking.  Beyond that, however, it 

appears that the NSC process brought the administration to belated formal acknowledgment of 

the inadequacy of its planning for limited war.  The inability of the NSC participants to resolve 

the issue in one or two formal meetings, the round robin series of White House negotiations, the 

strange proviso that a change in policy really wasn’t, Eisenhower’s studied indifference to the 

problem of limited war--all point to the conclusion that somehow the NSC policy channel had 

flooded its usual boundaries and led to an unexpected result.  Why so?  With Taylor gone, 

proponents of limited war planning appear on this occasion to have decoupled their proposals 

for policy change from any immediate change in the balance of military spending.  It was a 

change in policy theory more than policy planning that they were advocating.  The changes in 

the military clauses were coupled instead, and very plausibly, to the State Department’s 

insistence that the Soviet nuclear threat was being given excessive attention.  Hence Eisenhower 

did not have to worry about budgetary changes. Yet in its last year, this administration undertook 

somewhat more planning and discussion of limited war (with the President continuing to 

expressing perplexity on the subject},46 and the incident prefigures broader changes that were to 

evolve in the next administration.  

 

 Had a new BNSP paper been considered the following year, budgetary considerations 

might have obtruded.  And, perhaps the process might once again have come up with a result a 

bit off the President’s intentions.  These are possible reasons, along with the preoccupations of 

an election year in a lame-duck administration, why a new BNSP paper was not considered in 

                                                 
45NSC 5906, June 8, 1959, and 5906/1, August 5, 1959; both National Archives, RG 273, 
Policy Papers.  The latter is printed in FRUS 1958-1960 III, 292-316.  The initial quoted 
material is on 295-296.  For the State Department language, see 236-237, 246-247.  
46 See ibid., 483-491, 494-516, 529-532. 
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1960.  For reasons discussed in Chapter V, there now came to an end, although no one yet knew 

it, the most ambitious series of attempts at comprehensive top level politico-military planning, 

extending over two administrations and embracing the activities of half a dozen agencies and 

departments in addition to the White House, which has ever taken place in the U.S. Government.   

 

 The series had begun with NSC 68, which was enormously influential in persuading 

policymakers, even before the Korean War, that the prosecution of the struggle with Russia was 

not primarily either political or military, but ideological, subsuming both political and military 

considerations.  The Cold War program had therefore to be comprehensive and many-faceted.  

The NSC 68 series was persuasive also in arguing that such a threat must be funded at a level 

three or four times that undertaken hitherto.  All successor BNSP papers were written within this 

fundamental rubric: that the Cold War struggle was multifaceted and terribly expensive.  The 

Eisnhower papers did discard, however, the notion of a period of maximum danger.   

 

 The Eisenhower administration succeeded, in an absence of further armed conflict, in no 

more than stabilizing national security expenditures.  Together with more specialized papers 

discussed below, the BNSP papers pointed new directions in military spending and research, first 

toward an exclusive preoccupation with nuclear weapons and their delivery systems, and later 

the beginnings of a reversal of course.  The Eisenhower BNSP papers were perhaps not of the 

same fundamental importance in changing some policymakers’ minds as was NSC 68, but they 

did faithfully mirror the President’s intentions, at least up to the climactic 5906 series, and set 

forth a policy “line” to the important group of officials just below the top.  Also, the Council 

debates are an excellent guide to what members of the administration were thinking about in any 

particular year.  Obviously U.S. policy on Cold War issues was more cohesive in the broadest 

sense after the outbreak of the Korean War than before.  This is true despite the wounding 

debates over who was to “blame” for Korea, the “loss” of China, etc.  Such controversies masked 

from the public the fact that to the question, “Where do we go from here?”, there was remarkable 

official unanimity from 1950 to 1959.  The BNSP papers summed up the answers. 

 

 The Country Papers.  These continued under Eisenhower in virtually the same format as 

before.  One example, Japan, will give some idea of the value and limitations of their role in 

policymaking.  The administration inherited NSC 125/2, adopted soon after the Japanese Peace 
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Treaty took effect in 1952.  A first revision in 1953, 125/6, reaffirmed the main points of that 

paper:  the United States regarded Japan as the keystone of its Pacific offshore security chain,  

“would fight” to prevent hostile [Soviet] takeover of any part of Japan, should promote rapid 

Japanese rearmament to a force of ten divisions, would retain the Ryukyus and the Bonins for its 

bases, would work to promote “representative government” in Japan, and would try to help 

Japan to find food, raw materials, and markets abroad.  125/6 differed from its predecessor only 

in its detailed “things to do” laundry list for the immediate future and in the searching 

discussion, in an ancillary paper, of just how difficult Japan’s economic situation was.47

 

 In the fall of 1954 William Leonhart, a Tokyo Embassy political officer, initiated and 

persuasively argued to his colleagues the case for an important policy shift.  In a massive 

despatch to Washington, the Embassy argued that the U.S. was putting far too much pressure on 

the Japanese to rearm.  This emphasis was poisoning relationships with influential Japanese and 

playing into the hands of neutralist elements.  Instead, rearmament should take a back seat to 

promoting Japanese economic health and ensuring political stability by encouraging a merger of 

of the conservative, pro-American Japanese parties.48  These ideas found a ready reception at 

the Japanese desk at the State Department just as a routine revision of NSC125/6 was underway, 

and were shepherded by Leonhart, who had rotated to the Policy Planning Staff, as well.  When 

the Council discussed the new paper, Dulles conceded that “we had tended to push the Japanese 

too hard” on rearmament and that he “could see no sense in doing so if you ended up by putting 

arms in the hands of people who were going to shoot in the wrong direction.”  Council debate 

was no mere rubber stamp of the paper.   Dulles had obviously studied it closely, and become 

persuaded (then or previously) of the necessity for change--in some respects.  With the 

President’s approval, he rejected in toto a proposal for renegotiation, towards greater mutuality, 

of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty of 1951, despised by many Japanese as a continuation of the 

postwar occupation by another name.49  This was hardly a minor change, and there were others 

besides, before the Council adopted the new NSC 5516/1 in April 1955.  Thus, Council debate 

was an important phase in the evolution of the new policy. 

 

                                                 
47 Ibid., 1952-1954, XIV, Pt. 2, pp. 1138-1452. 
48 Ibid., 1752-1758. 
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 The above is an unusual, but not unique, example of the usefulness of the papers and 

Council meetings in the evolution of a fairly important, second order policy change.  Conceived 

elsewhere, the change received weight, affirmation, modification and dissemination through the 

council process.  This process, however, was helpless to resolve what most perceived as the 

major dilemma in U. S.-Japanese relations at the time: how to keep afloat a Japanese economy 

deprived of its greatest “natural” market in China.  Eisenhower favored encouragement of trade 

in consumer goods and foodstuffs between Japan and China, despite trade controls on “strategic” 

materials, until assured by Dulles that the Chinese themselves were discouraging this knd of 

trade.  Dulles regarded the Japanese trade deficit, that is, the then Japanese dependence on U.S. 

manufactured goods, as a permanent feature of bilateral relations.  Just ten years later the roles 

were reversed.  Just how the problem of Japan’s chronic trade deficit was to be resolved--by 

Japan’s dramatic transition from regional to world industrial power and trader--and the new 

problems this resolution would entail in turn, was beyond the best minds in government-and 

think tanks too-to conceive of, an example of how, as Dean Acheson wrote, “the facades of 

vanished power, including our own, still deceive us.”50

 

 Outside Consultants and Special Programs.  Outside consultants played a tremendously 

important role in the national security policy of the Eisenhower administration, even when their 

recommendations were not accepted, and their recommendations were integrated into the NSC’s 

policy tracking function.  Our first example is the Technological Capabilities Panel (the TCP or 

Killian Committee, after its Chairman Dr. James R. Killian, Jr., of MIT) of the Science Advisory 

Committee, then attached to the Office of Defense Mobilization.  Established at the President’s 

request in February 1954 to appraise the danger to the United States of surprise attack, the 42-

member Committee interpreted its mandate broadly and in its report, completed 11 months later, 

recommended not only an increased effort towards “continental defense,”  (early warning 

systems) but a slew of additional measures on the theory that the best defense was a good 

offense.  Most important, the TCP advocated that the ICBM and IRBM programs, especially the 

latter, be made overriding procurement priorities.  NSC Actions to this effect were duly adopted 

and the progress of these programs henceforth monitored by the Council.  Thus began the 

                                                                                                                                                 
49Renegotiation of this Treaty did not get underway until 1959. 
50Ibid., 1955-1957, XXIII, pp. 1-64. The quotations from Dulles remarks at the NSC 
meeting held April 7 are at 44-45.  Regarding Acheson, see footnote 55.  
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practice of using the NSC to impose “super priorities” above the DOD’s normal procurement 

system: previously the ICBM had been one of some 180 programs of “highest” priority.51  

There were two advantages in this innovation for Eisenhower.  First, he was able to move certain 

programs to the head of the line without conspicuous personal intervention within the Pentagon.  

Second, he could point to NSC prioritization to critics who wanted to “Manhattanize” certain 

programs, especially missiles, as evidence that the administration was making special efforts to 

accelerate them.52 Taking programs out of regular channels was not to Eisenhower’s taste, 

especially as he feared that they might then cost more, and even take longer due to startup 

problems. 

 

 Quite different was the fate of the program recommended in late 1957 by the Security 

Resources Panel (Gaither Committee)53 of the Science Advisory Committee. Its report is best 

described as a hyperbolic version of the earlier TCP Panel’s work.  Charged with assessing “the 

relative value of various active and passive measures to protect the civil population in case of 

nuclear attack,” the Panel took what it termed a “broad-brush” approach and decided like its 

predecessor that increased offensive measures were the best deterrent to attack: as just one 

example, an almost seven-fold boost in the initial ICBM program.  Unlike the TCP panel, the 

Committee also called for an extensive shelter program, increased alert status for the strategic 

bomber force, and a thorough reorganization of the Defense Department!  The Committee 

estimated that cost of its recommendations at $4.8 to $11.9 billion a year--that is, a 13% to $33% 

increase in the existing defense budget.  Gracious as ever towards his distinguished consultants, 

Eisenhower saw to it that the report was praised and discarded, for accepting its 

recommendations would have undermined his entire approach to government.54  Overall, it 

would appear that Eisenhower and the NSC valued outside consultants and that some of their 

                                                 
51FRUS 1952-1954 XIX, pp. 42-58, 63-68, 95-122. 
52Ibid., pp. 118n, 609.  The precedent was the Manhattan Project during World War II, 
which had developed and manufactured the first atomic bombs.  Having NSC set 
priorities, though it continued to be the practice of his administration, was not fully 
satisfactory to Eisenhower and its inadequacy was one reason for creation of the post of 
White House Science Adviser, whose first occupant was Dr. Killian.  
53The panel was known as the Gaither Committee after its first Chairman, H. Rowan 
Gaither of the Ford Foundation.  The formal title of the Gaither Report was “Deterrence 
and Survival in the Nuclear Age.”  
54FRUS 1955-1957 XIX, pp. 620 ff. 
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recommendations did indeed stimulate new departures, but only if their recommendations could 

be harmonized with the administration’s fiscal ground rules. 

 

 Other extensive functions of the NSC can be noted only briefly.  It was a vehicle for 

integration of the nascent space program into other national security programs.  The Council 

monitored the “missile gap” via NIEs and the Allan Dulles’ oral briefings.  The Council received 

extensive briefings on nuclear delivery capability, out of which grew the first Single Integrated 

Operations Plan (SIOP), a euphemism for an integrated (all military components) nuclear 

targeting policy.     

              

 The NSC in Crisis Management.  The NSC often, but not invariably, played an important 

role in crisis situations under Eisenhower just as it had during the Truman period.  Some crises 

began quickly or permuted quickly and so often required quicker, and more closely held, 

decisions than were possible via full-blown Council meetings.  Fully coordinated option or 

position papers were even less feasible.  A few examples should give some idea of the NSC’s 

actual role. 

 

 The most complex, many-faceted crisis of the Eisenhower administration, if not of the 

entire early Cold War period, was the events brought on by Egyptian seizure of the Suez Canal 

in 1956.  Great Britain had controlled the Canal for three quarters of a century through its 

ownership of the company that operated the Canal, while Egypt had nominal sovereignty.  Now 

Egypt, nationalist in mood, starved for cash, and angry at a sudden U.S. refusal to fund a dam 

project it had previously helped sponsor, wanted control as well.  In May, Egypt declared its 

intention to nationalize the waterway.  Over the summer, the U.S. favored negotiations with 

Egypt to establish an association in which both Egypt and “user” countries would have a say in 

the canal’s operation.  For a time, progress was made.  Britain, however, felt humiliated, and still 

regarded the canal as a lifeline its remaining, and still significant, interests in South, Southwest 

and East Asia.  Above all, in this era before the development of North Sea oilfields, Britain was 

as dependent as the rest of Europe on Gulf oil shipped via the Canal.  France was already 

fighting a colonial war in Algeria and made common cause with Britain.  Israel was 

apprehensive about growing Egyptian power.  Britain, irritated over the slow pace of 

negotiations and attributing the origin of the crisis to the U.S., which was now trying a mediatory 
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role, grew impatient and secretly acceded during the fall of 1956 to the French-Israeli desire to 

put Egypt in its place.  During October communication between Washington and its closest Cold 

War allies gradually dried up. 

 

 During that same month another crisis matured more suddenly in Eastern Europe, where 

Poland and Hungary experienced serious anti-Soviet demonstrations.  These culminated in 

establishment of an anti-Soviet cabinet in Hungary.  The Soviets at first dissembled, but only to 

while they grouped forces that marched into Hungary at the end of October and crushed the 

revolution.  Just then, the three closest U.S. allies attacked Egypt.  The great power vetoes made 

UN Security Council action impossible; so all UN action was taken in the General Assembly. 

 

 The U.S. response was to join with Britain and France in condemning the suppression of 

the Hungarian revolution, while paralleling the Soviets in calling for a ceasefire in Egypt.  It 

backed up the ceasefire proposal with mild sanctions against Israel.  UN activity then led to an 

eventual end to the Canal crisis in which Egypt got most of what it wanted.  The main objective 

of U.S. policy became to maintain credibility in the less developed world by opposing Western 

as well as Soviet colonialism.  Success depended on the calculation that the Western alliance 

would still be in the interest of Britain and France and the knowledge that no Western power 

dared do anything about Hungary except to condemn what had happened and accept refugees.  

Years later in the early 1970s, when Egypt expelled the Soviet presence and made peace with 

Israel, it became the accepted wisdom that Eisenhower and Dulles had followed the best possible 

course of action. 

 

 In this gigantic poker game, the NSC played a minor role.  During the summer, there 

were a few Council discussions of Suez, in which Dulles would report, the Council would 

discuss, and the President would order contingency studies.  The minutes reveal that the 

possibility of Franco-British action was discussed early on and that the JCS was more acutely 

worried about the petrochemical side of the crisis than the President or Dulles.  Another full-

scale Council session did not occur until months later, on November 1, the day after the 

President had indicated much of the U.S. course of action in a nationwide address.  Prior to the 

meeting Dulles advised Eisenhower that he didn’t know “how much time we should spend at 

NSC” because “we are going to have to make important decisions here today;” it was 
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Eisenhower, true to his objective of using the NSC as a medium of communication when it was 

not be used as one of decision, who insisted that “it would be a good thing to have a general 

discussion re the ME.”  Discussion revolved around whether sanctions against Israel should 

accompany the call for a ceasefire, although it is clear from the tenor of their remarks, as well as 

other documents, that the President and his Secretary of State had already decided that the 

sanctions should be effected and that they should be mild.  As amply documented in the pertinent 

volume of Foreign Relations of the United States and many other sources, the real decisions 

were taken in smaller meetings, telephone conversations, and cables to U.S. representatives 

abroad.  It should be realized, though, that as a group the decisions taken involved, individually 

and severally, what Eisenhower called key members of the NSC: himself, Dulles, and the 

Secretaries of Treasury and Defense.55

 

 Another crisis during which the formal NSC clearly had a spear-carrier’s role was the 

Lebanon landing in 1958.  After Suez, the administration obtained a resolution from Congress 

enabling it come to the aid of Middle Eastern nations whose independence was threatened by 

“international Communist” aggression.  The U.S. and Britain continued to regard Egypt’s Nasser 

as either a dupe of, or a stalking horse for, the Soviet Union.  Consequently Washington and 

conservative Arab states such as Iraq, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, as well as Turkey and Iran, were 

apprehensive about Egypt’s apparent absorption of Syria in February 1958, and the growing 

enthusiasm for Nasser in Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq.  In Lebanon, the political system since the 

1940s had been based on a delicate balance of power between the slight Christian majority, 

which included a prosperous banking and commercial element, and the Moslem, largely peasant 

and working class minority.  Now the Christian President, Camille Chamoun, who was 

maneuvering to position himself for a second term, took fright at Nasserite demonstrations and 

considerable evidence of Syrian aid to a growing Arab rebel movement.  His Army commander, 

Fuad Chehab, refused to take firm action because he feared secession of Moslem elements from 

the Army—and also because he hoped to succeed Chamoun in the election to be held that year.  

Early in May, Chamoun began to push Washington to send U.S. troops to stabilize the situation 

in Lebanon. 

 

                                                 
55FRUS 1955-1957 XVI, pp. 1 ff.  For the dialogue between Eisenhower and Dulles on 
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 The administration received little formal NSC guidance on Lebanon, nor did it bother to 

prepare a numbered NSC paper in a situation in which U.S. troops might be deployed at any 

time.  The full Council received regular CIA intelligence briefings on Lebanon at its meetings, 

but there its role ended.  The crisis was handled though cables to and from Ambassador Robert 

McClintock in Lebanon, consultations with the British, French and Lebanese ambassadors in 

Washington, phone calls between Eisenhower and Macmillan, phone calls among Eisenhower 

and the Dulles brothers--and a number of meetings which gathered together most of the members 

of the NSC, but without the full trappings of agenda prepared in advance, numbered actions, etc.  

Such was a meeting on May 13, gathering together the President, the Dulles brothers, Chairman 

Twining of the JCS, and Deputy Secretary of Defense Quarles, who stood in for Secretary 

McElroy throughout the crisis.  In effect, the NSC was in session minus the Vice President and 

the Treasury Secretary, both peripheral figures in a situation of this sort.  This grouping was 

repeated with minor variations on several occasions, culminating in meetings on July 14 in 

response to two events:  a military coup in Iraq in which both King and Prime Minister had been 

assassinated, and Chamoun’s reactive, peremptory appeal for a landing of U.S. troops in 48 

hours. 

 

 Hitherto the United States had hesitated, gradually realizing that Chamoun himself was a 

good 50% of the internal Lebanese problem, hoping for a purely Lebanese solution, hoping also 

for some type of UN solution, and insisting that there be public expressions of support for any 

U.S. action by other Arab states.  Another dissuadent was Secretary Dulles’ very bearish 

estimate of the results of intervention: as of mid-June he believed that U.S. intervention would 

precipitate revolutions in Iraq and Jordan, and that the Lebanese Government itself would 

probably not survive U.S. withdrawal.  At the same time he believed inaction worse than failure, 

because inaction would also “undermine” Turkey, Iran, the Sudan, and Libya.     

 

 Now Nasserites appeared to be taking over Iraq as well as Syria, even without a U.S. 

intervention in Lebanon.  At one the July 14 meetings, there was “general agreement” that if the 

U.S. did nothing, “Nasser would take over the whole area.”  In the United States went, just two 

days later.  In the event, the consequences were not as dire as feared.  Very capable footwork by 

                                                                                                                                                 
the utility of holding an NSC meeting, see p. 901. 
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both Ambassador McClintock and the U.S. military prevented any clash between U.S. and 

Lebanese forces.  Chehab gradually became more cooperative, perhaps because it soon became 

apparent that the U.S. intent was not to prop up Chamoun personally (Chehab was elected 

President by Parliament just two weeks later.)  Chehab succeeded in restoring the religious 

balance to Lebanon, a settlement that endured to the early 1970s; U.S. troops were out by 

Christmas 1958; Jordan’s King Hussein survived with the aid of British troops.  Syria and Iraq 

retained radical military/socialist “neutralist” regimes.  Though they received Russian help, they 

were militantly anti-Communist, and they soon fell away from Nasser.  Hence an evaluation of 

the “effectiveness” of the intervention lies in the realm of the intangible--whatever effect 

intervention had on the morale of those relatively powerful states such as Iran and Turkey that 

Dulles wished to encourage in their pro-Western stance.  

 

 In this crisis the United States may have exercised poor judgment in intervening, but at 

the Washington end the consultation process exemplified Forrestal’s ideal of full inter-agency 

policy formulation.  It ensured at least that the landings were prepared well in advance and that 

they were quickly and efficiently carried out.  Whether the participants met under the NSC label 

or not, they nonetheless coordinated well, with one important exception:  they left out 

Ambassador McClintock.  The latter was not persuaded that intervention was necessary and in 

two separate telegrams pointed out that Chamoun’s reaction to events in Iraq and his request for 

armed assistance. was precipitate and ill informed.  In the second of these messages, sent just 

hours after Chamoun’s request, he concluded that the decision on intervention could be taken on 

the basis of broad political and strategic considerations affecting the entire Middle East.  “So far 

as Lebanon alone is concerned, we cannot discern at midday [July 14] the need for so portentous 

a step.” So little attention was paid to his views that Robert Murphy, a senior troubleshooter who 

arrived with the troops as a diplomatic adviser, had not even been aware of them until he arrived.  

This is not to say that the decision was necessarily wrong for that reason, but that there was 

obviously grossly inadequate communication with the field, and McClintock’s caveats were 

simply not discussed in any of the high-level consultations in Washington (including those with 

the Congressional leadership) on July 14-15.56

 

                                                 
56Ibid., 1958-1960 XI, pp. 1-263, 323 ff.  The quotation is from p. 216. 
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 Suez and Lebanon are examples of how the NSC way of doing things did not fit into a 

fast-moving situation.  Just as often, however, the formal, institutional NSC’s role was far more 

important than in those two instances.  These were most often chronic problem areas in which 

some anticipation or previous policy formulation had taken place.  The Taiwan Straits crisis of 

1954-1955 is an excellent example.  

 

 At this time and for many years to come, the United States still recognized the 

[Nationalist] Republic of China on Taiwan57 as the government of all of China on the formal 

grounds that the [Communist] People’s Republic of China (PRC) was an “outlaw” regime which 

could not be trusted to live up to its international obligations.  The actual grounds were that the 

Nationalists had a great many adherents in both U.S. political parties who were unwilling to 

accept that China had, as they saw it, been “lost” by the United States to Communism, plus the 

views of some of the U.S. military that a friendly Taiwan was integral to the successful defense 

of East Asia and the Pacific.  At the outbreak of the Korean War the Truman administration had 

interposed the U.S.  Seventh Fleet between Taiwan and the Chinese mainland, with the object of 

preventing a Communist invasion--and also to forestall any Nationalist attempt to land an 

expeditionary force.58  Besides Taiwan, however, the Nationalists held several island groups 

immediately adjacent to the island; the largest island, Quemoy, was actually within the harbor of 

Amoy.  Though these islands were on the mainland side of the Seventh fleet, the United States 

encouraged the Nationalists to stay.  The JCS saw military value in them, as pinning down 

Communist troops, and the China lobby did not want the United States to “lose” one more foot 

of Chinese territory.  The CIA even aided the Nationalists in conducting harassing raids and 

intelligence missions from these islands.  The United States allowed some of its military supplies 

to be diverted to their garrisons, but refused to make any commitment to defend them.59  Unlike 

Taiwan, they were not considered worth a war. 

 

 One of the first acts of the Eisenhower administration, fulfilling a campaign promise, was 

to “unleash” Chiang by ordering that the Seventh Fleet should not interpose itself against any 

                                                 
57For previous information on Taiwan, see Chapter III, pp.      . 
58For text of Truman’s statement dated June 27, 1950, see Public Papers of the 
Presidents of the United States: Harry S. Truman, 1950, p492. 
59FRUS 1950 VI, pp. 379-380.  
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Nationalist attempt to invade the mainland.60  For his part Chiang began to agitate for a formal 

defense treaty to regularize the U.S. commitment.  Because the relationship was so one-sided, 

Dulles held back.  This was the situation when in September 1954 the PRC began to shell some 

of the offshore islands with the announced intention of capturing them and using them as 

“steppingstones” to the conquest of Taiwan.61     

 

 The United States had to decide whether and how it would aid the Nationalists in 

retaining them.  Dulles conceived a plan to take the issue to the UN, and have a third party (New 

Zealand) propose a resolution which in effect would call for a mutual cease-fire while a more 

permanent solution was worked out under UN auspices.  If the Soviets vetoed it, there would 

presumably be more of a moral and legal case for the United States to defend the islands.  If they 

didn’t, the issue would be defused of its escalatory potential.  But Dulles had first to sell the idea 

to Chiang, and next to the British.  Chiang’s Nationalists still represented China in the UN and 

wanted no UN dealings with the PRC; the price of Nationalist adherence was to sign the defense 

treaty with them.  This treaty, which at U.S. insistence carefully excluded the offshore islands, 

was concluded in December.62  The British were surprisingly amenable at first, but as months 

dragged on they realized more clearly that the United States did not see the UN resolution as a 

mere face-saving prelude to a PRC takeover of the islands.  And, even Dulles wanted to go slow 

in the frequent intervals when PRC pressure abated, and it appeared that UN action might be 

avoided.  In January, however, intense Communist shelling resumed.  

 

 The final policy worked out was a simple one of bluff, but was a very sophisticated 

application thereof, given the restraints under which the administration worked.  To preserve 

Nationalist morale and placate the demagogic “China lobby,”63 Eisenhower obtained a 

                                                 
60Ibid., 1952-1954 XIV, 1, 128-141. 
61Treatment of the Straits crisis here draws heavily on Ibid., pp. 554 ff., and ibid., 1955-
1957 II, pp. 1 ff. 
62There were additional reasons that persuaded Dulles and Eisenhower to conclude the 
treaty.  For one thing, the presidential orders of 1950 and 1953 relating to Taiwan had the 
Korean War as a justification, but from August 1953 the armistice was in effect.  For 
another, once the SEATO Pact was concluded in September 1954, all the other U.S. allies 
in the Pacific had a treaty relationship with it. 
63Eisenhower and Radford, though not Dulles, had in mind the additional consideration 
that holding on to the major offshore islands would also complicate the military task of 
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resolution from the Congress authorizing him to do whatever was necessary for the defense of 

Taiwan, including the protection “of such related positions and territories...now in friendly 

hands” as he deemed necessary.  To placate allied, particularly British, opinion, and to preserve 

maximum freedom of maneuver in any future negotiations, the resolution carefully refrained 

from saying exactly which territories the U.S. would defend, and tied such defense exclusively to 

“the specific purpose of securing and protecting” Taiwan itself  “against armed attack.”  To 

make the whole policy militarily more feasible in case the PRC was really serious, the 

administration forced Nationalist leader Chiang kai-Shek to withdraw from one of the more 

exposed and indefensible offshore island groups as the price of American support for Nationalist 

forces on the rest.  The total package was enough to convince the British to support the UN 

resolution, which was introduced at the end of January and soon failed.  The PRC continued its 

shelling, but over several months the tensions in the area gradually abated.  The bluff was a triple 

one: of both the PRC and the Nationalists, because neither could be sure of the extent of the U.S. 

commitment.  That the administration was not quite sure itself what it would do, (the third 

element in the bluff) was perhaps suspected by both Chinas, and may have added to their caution 

as well.  Looking at available documentation, it is quite probable that the United States would 

have risked nuclear war over at least one of the islands, Quemoy.  To take Quemoy would have 

required a large effort by the PRC, which would have put the prestige of the United States at 

extreme risk.   

 

 How was this policy, with its innumerable twists and turns over a period of over five 

months, formulated?  In its first policy review of the status of Taiwan, formulated in NSC 146/2 

of November, 1953 the administration had determined not to commit forces to defense of the 

offshore islands unless Taiwan itself was attacked, but to encourage and assist the Nationalists to 

retain them.64  Despite all later debates, it was obviously this longstanding formulation that 

provided the conceptual parameters for the eventual Formosa Straits resolution quoted above.   

Dulles presented the basic idea of going to the UN to the full Council early in September, and it 

approved going ahead in a formal NSC Action.  Thereafter all ramifications of the situation were 

constantly discussed and reevaluated in the Council over a period of 6 months.  From September 

                                                                                                                                                 
the PRC if it were serious about conquering Taiwan.  Yet Eisenhower plainly wanted to 
extricate the Nationalists from the offshore islands in the long run, just as did Dulles. 
64FRUS 1952-1954 XIV, 1, pp. 307-308. 
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1954 through February 1955, the full Council discussed China and/or the straits crisis no fewer 

than fifteen times.  In what was the administration’s customary pattern, the key decisions to go 

ahead with the mutual defense treaty and to ask for a Congressional resolution were not first 

taken in the Council.65  Dulles and Eisenhower agreed on the first of these in a private meeting, 

and then solicited formal JCS views prior to discussion in Council later.  The President, Dulles 

and Radford agreed on the need for the Congressional resolution the day before a scheduled 

Council meeting, then outlined the proposal to the Congressional leadership immediately before 

the Council convened.  Then, after lengthy Council discussion, these decisions were adopted as 

NSC numbered Actions.  

 

 A roughly similar pattern emerges in those other crises where time permitted lengthy 

consideration in the full Council, such as policies adopted to conclude the Korean War, the 

decision not to send U.S. combat troops to the aid of the French in Indochina in 1954,66 and the 

replay of the Taiwan crisis in the fall of 1958.  Decisions taken by a few key players were later 

thoroughly discussed, perhaps modified in detail or mode of execution, and formalized by the 

full Council.  In the case of the Korean War, for instance, the JCS submitted a plan in May 1953 

for widening the war, that is, attacking China, (with possible use of nuclear weapons), to the full 

Council, which adopted the proposal in a formal Action.  But the plan had been prepared over 

many months, discussed by the Council during its development, and was probably pre-approved 

by the President.67

 

In crisis management situations, the Council’s work could not make the policy more fool 

proof or sophisticated in conception.  It could give the highest officials and those just below 

them a better understanding of what the policy was, where (if they were attending the actual 

                                                 
65The decision to explore taking the issue to the United Nations, decided at the 
September 12, 1954 NSC meeting (held in Denver where Eisenhower was recuperating 
from his heart attack), is an apparent exception.  At the time, Eisenhower opportunity for 
prior consultation with Dulles was of course limited. See ibid., pp. 598-624. 
66A brief overview of the NSC’s role in the 1953-1954 Indochina crisis is in Nelson, 
“‘The Top of Policy Hill,’” pp. 315-318.   
67 See FRUS 1952-1954 XV, Part 1, 838 ff., especially 1057-1073.  Once the decision 
was formalized, Dulles conveyed a warning to Nehru that is believed to have been 
conveyed by India to China (and then relayed by the latter to North Korea).   
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meetings) the President stood on various potential options, and provide a solid basis for later 

discussion and modification. 

 

 A notable variation is the formulation of policy in the Berlin crisis of 1958-1960.  Berlin 

was seldom discussed, and then only (on all but one occasion) for intelligence or diplomatic 

briefings, in regular Council meetings.  And yet, dissatisfied with Berlin contingency planning, 

Eisenhower assigned Gordon Gray the task of setting deadlines for this planning, and chairing 

interagency committees engaged in this work.  Thus while the full Council played little role, the 

Adviser played a major one.  As previously noted, Gray also chaired the OCB undersecretary-

level meetings beginning in 1960.   Some have argued that these precedents prefigure the role 

McGeorge Bundy and his successors played, that is, a major role in both policy forming and 

operational authority?68   Certainly they are important markers along the way, examples of the 

“tiptoeing” mentioned earlier, but set against this is the fact that this administration had 

considered many times the possibility of expanding the role of the SANSA and providing him 

with an accompanying “super-staff” for planning or implementation or both.  The idea was not 

novel by 1959, and had been consciously and constantly rejected.  Gray himself argued at the 

time that such a staff, if used for planning, was “likely to settle into a relatively fixed pattern of 

advocating particular policy approaches…thereby becoming just another participating 

agency.”69   Far from regarding his extended duties as important precedents, he later recalled his 

role as a “staff job….purely staff and therefore a much smaller, more narrowly-based function 

than now [1975].”70  Lastly, one can hardly say that the Kennedy administration was fully 

aware of these precedents or wanted to model themselves on anything their immediate 

predecessors had done.  As shown in the next chapter, they did their best to start from scratch.  

The growth of the Adviser’s job thereafter was a gradual evolution.71     

                                                 
68One historian believes that Eisenhower’s consent to Gray’s role in Berlin contingency 
planning “permitted the emergence of the modern national security adviser, an official 
with virtual command powers over the range of policy planning and crisis management.”  
Prados, Keepers of the Keys, 78-79, 86-91.  See also FRUS 1958-1960 VIII, pp. 419-625.   
69Sander, Executive Office, 107. The quote is from an address Gray gave before the 
American Political Science Association on September 10, 1959.  
70Gray Interview, 6. 
71Only in his memoirs did Eisenhower reveal publicly the extent of his dissatisfaction 
with the system he had put in place.  He there outlined a plan for a “First Secretary” with 
a small staff who would in effect function as Deputy Chairman of the NSC and “would 
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 Growing Dissastisfaction with NSC Performance.  In retrospect the Eisenhower period 

has appeared to many to be a time of comparative calm, in which the United States still had an 

overwhelming nuclear advantage over the Soviet Union and the administration successfully 

avoided involvement in war, limited or otherwise.  To contemporaries, however, it was a period 

of successive and occasionally frightening crises:  Korea, Iran, Indochina, Suez, Taiwan Straits, 

Lebanon, Taiwan again, Berlin, and the U-2 incident.  Below the “crisis” level were ongoing 

major problems or apparent dilemmas, such as growing Soviet nuclear and missile capability, the 

broadening of the Soviet challenge into foreign aid and less developed areas, the appearance of 

endemic insurgencies in Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand, the emergence of formally “neutralist” 

powers such as India, Indonesia, Egypt and elsewhere. At the very end of the decade came 

Castro’s revolution in Cuba, which seemed a harbinger of the spread of insurgency and 

neutralism, or worse, in Latin America, an area of traditional U.S. hegemony long antedating the 

Cold War. 

 

 In this context, while Eisenhower remained extremely popular personally, there was 

increasing sentiment for a more “dynamic” and “imaginative” foreign policy. Some of it came 

from Republicans and others well to the right of the administration, who wanted an aggressive 

policy to roll back Communist gains.  A more politically respectable (at the time), and larger 

group was composed of Democratic politicians and media and academic intellectuals, 

themselves principally liberal Democrats, who accepted the overall limits of the containment 

policy but wanted it expressed more vigorously and successfully--and without the continual 

apparent excessive risk-taking exemplified by Taiwan and other crises.  To them the 

administration either had no new ideas or was not doing enough with the ones it had, or both.  

Not enough was being done to think a way out of U.S. problems.  Eisenhower was often vague 

and uncertain at press conferences, seemingly lacking in self-assurance, even stumbling and 

ungrammatical-although he may sometimes have done so intentionally in order to “fudge” an 

                                                                                                                                                 
be, day-to-day, engaged in making sure that agencies having any connection with foreign 
problems were all working together to carry out the President’s decisions.”  (White House 
Years: Waging Peace (New York, 1965), 238-239.  Yet this was written after he left 
office, with the example of McGeorge Bundy and his “small staff” already in place! How 
far back did these thoughts of Eisenhower’s go? 
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issue as a means of keeping options open.  Dulles, on the other hand, seemed only too certain of 

himself, strident and perhaps reckless. 

 

 In a speech of April 1959 Senator Henry M. (Scoop) Jackson, Democrat of Washington, 

linked some of the administration’s perceived passivity to the role of the NSC.  The burden of 

his critique was that the administration was using it as a planning agency, rather than an advisory 

body to aid the President in his crucial job of decision-making.  Plans were drawn up and 

excessively compromised by the member agencies at the Planning Board stage--predigested 

before they reached the full Council.  Instead, fully-thought out and staffed out plans should be 

presented by each of the Departments to the Council, where the President would choose between 

them.  In a word, policy alternatives needed to be sharper.72  Jackson’s speech was the kickoff 

to a Senate inquiry into the NSC, which was conducted by his own new temporary 

Subcommittee on National Policy Machinery, which held lengthy hearings for the remainder of 

1959 and issued its final report just after the presidential election of 1960.  While the 

administration greeted creation of the Subcommittee with extreme reluctance, it agreed to 

cooperate on strict understanding that the Subcommittee would not ask for sensitive classified 

documents such as the NSC policy papers, Actions, or memoranda of discussion.  The 

Committee and its staffers may well have been aware of a great deal of the Council’s more 

sensitive activities, but could not take official notice of them.73

 

 With a legion of variations, witnesses before the Subcommittee fell into two main groups.  

One sought to improve policymaking by devising new or modifying existing institutions.  The 

most publicized proposal was that of Nelson Rockefeller, then Governor of New York.  He 

called for creation of a “First Secretary of the Government” who would rank above the cabinet 

and be in charge of all foreign and military policy.  The Secretaries of State and Defense, the 

heads of USIA and International Cooperation Administration (then the foreign aid program) 

would normally report to him, and he would have the power to make national security decisions 

                                                 
72Henry M. Jackson, “How Shall We Forge a Strategy for Survival?”, is reprinted in Karl 
F. Inderfurth and Loch K. Johnson, eds., Decisions of the Highest Order (Pacific Grove, 
CA, 1988), pp. 78-81.   
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on behalf of the President.  At the same time, the Secretaries of State and Defense would remain 

responsible to Congress for their Departments and retain an independent right of access to the 

President for the expression of dissenting views.  Insofar as NSC was concerned, the First 

Secretary would become “Executive Chairman” of the Council and would take over the Special 

Assistant’s function of presenting papers.  By virtue of his great authority, he would see to it that 

the papers were framed in terms of clear-cut options, whether emanating from the Departments 

or elsewhere.  Rockefeller believed this system would make the process “more alert and 

creative.”  In addition, the First Secretary should be able to decide the less important matters on 

his own, thereby freeing the Council to spend more time on major decisions.74

 

 Another suggestion was to give the Vice President some of the powers that Rockefeller 

proposed for the First Secretary.  In yet another study prepared at the request of the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee, the Brookings Institution proposed creation of a “Secretary of 

Foreign Affairs” who would have the State Department, USIA and ICA, though not the Defense 

Department, under his control, and serve as Vice Chairman of the NSC.  The Secretary of State 

would continue to represent the U.S. abroad at Foreign Ministers’ meetings, but the Secretary of 

Foreign Affairs when heads of government foregathered.  (Apparently the President would 

henceforth be excused from travel!)  Planning and policymaking would improve because the 

Secretary of Foreign Affairs would have under his immediate direction the intelligence and 

policy planning bureaus formerly in the State Department.  Divorced from day-to-day 

operational and representational functions, the new Secretary and his staff would have time to 

think, plan, and make the major decisions.75

 

 Other witnesses and commentators espoused an entirely different line of thought.  Since 

the proliferation of interdepartmental committees and boards which culminated in the NSC was 

                                                                                                                                                 
73The Subcommittee may not have been aware of the existence of the memoranda of 
discussion at Council meetings.  Only one copy was kept, by the President in his own 
files.  They were not circulated, even to Council members. 
74U.S., Congress, Senate, 87 Cong, Committee on Government Operations, 
Subcommittee on National Policy Machinery, Organizing for National Security,  
(hereafter Jackson Subcommittee) 1, Hearings (Washington, 1961), pp. 942-10001.  
75U.S., Congess, Senate, 86 Cong, Committee on Foreign Relations, Study Prepared by 
the Brookings Institution, No. 9 (Washington, 1961), passim.  See especially pp. 40-56, 
162-177. 
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supposed to have slowed down and stultified the policy process, perhaps it was time to tear down 

or downplay some of the vast new apparatus and reemphasize the traditional role of cabinet 

members and of individual thought and initiative.  Dean Acheson was particularly scathing in his 

evaluation of proposals for further layers of officialdom: they would give top officials “plenty of 

time to think and talk, but not much to think and talk about.”  “We need to rediscover the role of 

the individual in government,” wrote Acheson with specific reference to the Secretary of State, 

“not submerge him.”  The relationship between President and Secretary was “intensely personal” 

and “unless the Secretary has the President’s most intimate and abiding confidence and respect, 

he is only a diplomatic bureaucrat.”  In turn, only the President could properly synthesize 

military and foreign policy into national security policy: this was a job for the executive, not a 

committee.  Nor could policy and operations be profitably turned into separate functions: “the 

springs of policy bubble up; they do not trickle down.”  Hence State Department personnel were 

originators-by their daily solutions to problems of all sorts-as well as executioners of policy. 

 

 Acheson, however, was in favor of planning: the broader and more long range the better.  

He merely despised the notion that tinkering with governmental machinery would improve 

planning.  He believed that all policy planning machinery within government tended to get 

sucked into day-to-day operations, and so warmly endorsed the idea of an outside foreign policy 

planning group modeled on the Air Forces’s Rand Corporation.  Only the most concentrated full 

time study, conducted by a variety of specialists, had any chance of discerning major trends:  

“The facades of vanished power, including our own, still deceive us.”76

 

 George Kennan believed that because of the committee system and organizational 

expansion, bureaucratic output was “almost invariably dull and pedestrian...intellectually inferior 

by virtue of the extensive compromising of language” which preceded final drafting.  As a 

consequence the bureaucracy lost influence as it expanded, for senior officials were receptive to 

fresh, well-expressed ideas from other sources, especially the media or “some chance outside 

contact or experience.”  Effective policy had to be “animated by a single rounded and consistent 

                                                 
76Dean Acheson, “The President and the Secretary of State,” as reprinted in U.S., 
Congress, Senate, 87 Cong 2 Sess, Committee on Foreign Relations, Subcommittee on 
National Security Staffing and Operations, Administration of National Security: Selected 
Papers (Washington, 1962), pp. 83-102. 
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political philosophy...refined at its inception by the processes of private and intimate 

discussion...executed...to permit maximum flexibility.”  Kennan appeared to long for a return to 

a golden age of consistency, dash and daring which, perhaps, had never existed in American 

diplomacy.77  

 

 In the face of such criticisms some of the NSC’s defenders were their own worst 

enemies.  With his pride in the sheer volume of work done and paper generated by the Planning 

Board, NSC, and OCB, Robert Cutler made the NSC process sound considerably more tedious 

and less vital than it actually was.  To him, the NSC represented the “top of policy hill,” with all 

policy apparently generated by the Planning Board (the ascent), modified and approved by NSC 

(the summit), and executed by OCB (the descent).  Gray delivered a more tightly focused 

rebuttal of some of the criticisms, but as pointed out by Anna Nelson, neither mentioned the 

constant round of oval office meetings, Dulles-Eisenhower phone consultations, and stream of 

informal high level memoranda which, as we have seen, contributed so mightily to presidential 

policymaking and were closely integrated with the formal NSC process.78   The Solarium 

exercise, the comprehensive BNSP papers, the briefing sessions on nuclear and even targeting 

policy, the NSC role in formulation of the first Strategic Integrated Operations Plan (SIOP), and 

its role as a vehicle for the formulation and prioritization of the military missile program were 

among the many other important items of NSC business of which the Subcommittee had no 

knowledge or could take no official notice.   Nor did the administration even dream of releasing 

any of the memoranda of NSC meetings which, with their debates and occasional sharp 

exchanges, are quite the liveliest and most illuminating part of the formal NSC process to have 

survived in writing.   

 

 Hence the NSC’s work was made to seem useless, and outsiders--Congress and the 

public--had little clear idea of what went on in foreign policymaking in addition to NSC work.  

These perceptions adhered to longstanding ones of Eisenhower personally.  Even many who 

admired and respected him saw him as a “part time President” who spent more time on the golf 

course than he did in the office, whose health was frail, and whose public utterances at news 

                                                 
77George F. Kennan, “America’s Administrative Response to Its World Problems,”  as 
reprinted in Jackson Subcommittee, 2, Selected Materials, pp. 107-121.  
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conferences were often stumbling and inept.  The apparently clumsy NSC seemed to serve him 

ill, to reinforce rather than compensate for his perceived weaknesses. 

 

 The Jackson Subcommittee gave a friendly hearing to the ideas of Rockefeller and others 

who wanted to consolidate cabinet functions in new vertical structures, but in the end came down 

more on the side of the school that wanted to reemphasize the authority of key decisionmakers 

and restore vitality to the big Departments.  And, the final conclusions of the Subcommittee’s 

staff, after over a year of exhaustive study, were remarkably faithful to precepts laid down by 

Jackson in his April 1959 address!  First, the reports shot down the proposals for superstaffs and 

supersecretaries.  They would encumber rather than streamline policymaking.  They would not 

work constitutionally, because cabinet secretaries would still be accountable to the Congress for 

expenditure of funds voted their agencies; hence a supersecretary would have power without 

responsibility.  Above all, a “First Secretary” or “Secretary of Foreign Affairs” would obscure 

rather than enhance the power and accountability of the President, whose responsibility it was to 

make fundamental decisions. 

 

 Taking aim at the NSC, the reports called for abolition of the Operations Coordinating 

Board, on the ground that “the root causes of difficulty” in NSC were excessive agenda, over-

elaborate procedures, and especially, use of the NSC for “comprehensive coordinating and 

follow through responsibilities it is ill-suited to discharge.”  OCB functions should be reassigned 

to individual Departments or officials, or in some cases ad hoc interagency committees.  Instead, 

the “real worth” of the Council was as a venue for the President and a small number of advisers 

to gain the “intellectual intimacy and mutual understanding on which true coordination 

depends.”  The report reemphasized Jackson’s insistence that the Departments use the NSC to 

present fully staffed and clear-cut alternatives to the President, rather than “agreed positions” 

worked out in advance.  In an aside that indicated just how poor was the Subcommittee’s 

understanding of actual NSC processes, the report called for maintenance and distribution of a 

“written record of decisions,” which the NSC had been doing since its inception in 1947.  The 

report called also for creation of a “small personal [national security] staff” outside the formal 

NSC process.  They would be a source of substantive advice on departmental performance, and 

                                                                                                                                                 
78Nelson, “Top of Policy Hill,” p. 312. 

 219



of policy proposals additional to those generated by the Departments.  It was not intended as a 

substitute for OCB, for this had been an interagency committee, yet in retrospect we can see it as 

a potential starting point for direct White House involvement in policy implementation.  Finally, 

though recognizing that the Council could not involve itself in “details of resource allocation,” 

the staff report issued a vague call for the “perspectives” of State and DOD to be considered 

during the “target setting stage of the annual budget preparation,” another item which the 

Council could be said to be already performing.79   

 

 Critique of the Jackson Subcommittee.  Study of testimony before the Subcommittee 

reveals that much more than a generalized interest in clarification of policymaking actuated 

some of the witnesses and Jackson himself.  Scoop Jackson was a committed New Deal/Fair 

Deal liberal in domestic politics, internationalist in global outlook, vehemently anti-Communist, 

and a strong advocate of increased defense spending.  He and other defense-minded Democrats 

of the period were dissatisfied with the performance of the administration in the Cold War.  They 

were not just advocates of a bigger defense budget, they believed that Cold War needs should 

override budgetary considerations.  Their views resembled those of the Gaither Committee, and 

they were aware that the administration had not acted on its recommendations.  Some of the 

witnesses, such as New York’s Republican Governor Rockefeller, agreed.  (The Subcommittee 

elicited such substantive opinions from friendly witnesses.)  Is it too far-fetched to suppose that 

there was an underlying theme: if the President could continually hear a clear-cut case for a 

bolder, freer-spending policy presented by the appropriate adviser or Department, he would be 

convinced of the necessity of an all-out effort?  It is probable that the Committee was unaware of 

just how frequently, and how unsuccessfully, advocates of these Cold War strategies had been 

shot down, explicitly or implicitly, at Council meetings. 

 

 A related problem was that the Committee seemed to regard “compromise” as invariably 

a dirty word.  If it had been able to contemplate some of the more extreme and destabilizing 

proposals of the JCS New Look paper and Teams “B” and “C” during the Solarium exercise, it 

might have been less cavalier about “watered-down compromises.” 

 

                                                 
79Jackson Subcommittee, 3, Staff Reports and Recommendations, pp. 2-40.  
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 Other observations apply to Subcommittee and opponents alike.  First, all concerned 

failed to distinguish between types of policies and the several best modes for making and 

executing them.  Policy was just plain “Policy” with a capital P.  For instance, planning a foreign 

aid program requires bold long-range projections over a number of years.  It is hard to see how 

such an effort can be planned without involving State, the aid agency, USIA (for analysis of 

impact on local opinion), Defense (for tie-ins with military aid), and perhaps CIA (what does the 

local government really think of the program?).  If not implemented on an interagency basis, it 

has to be monitored on one.  Presidential involvement should be minimal, once the program is 

approved, unless it gets into trouble.  A completely opposite case is a crisis in some part of the 

world hitherto quiescent, where no one has so far planned so much as a cup of coffee.  Of course 

policy will be “reactive,” and it will demand at times the President’s total involvement, including 

meetings at all hours with only his topmost advisers--the ones he relies on, whether they come 

from the departments or not.  There will be no time for fully staffed out alternatives, but they 

will be brutally clear-cut ones.  In such an event boards and review processes might be 

worthless, but it later proved to be more than handy to have in being some sort of procedure for 

quickly setting up a watch (around-the-clock monitoring) committee or, at times, various 

interagency groups whose specialty was dealing with the unexpected.  

 

 But there was no proposal for structures in being to deal with either type of 

policymaking.  In general, the Jackson Subcommittee confused the issue by downplaying the 

importance of program planning and monitoring on the one hand, and merely reaffirming the 

vital role of traditional structures on the other. 

 

 Lastly, all concerned failed to suggest ways to bring U.S., especially State Department, 

representatives abroad into the policy process.  It was a failing of the Dulles State Department 

that Embassies were regarded as mere policy executants, and we have seen the occasional 

consequence, as in the Lebanon landings of 1958.   

 

  

 NSC Use and Oversight of the Central Intelligence Agency.  One must preface 

this section by dwelling for a moment on the extremely limited and perhaps somewhat 

slanted selection of declassified materials presently available.  The process of writing 
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about CIA, even in its earliest years, may be likened to assembling a patchwork quilt, 

rather than weaving a durable carpet.  The reader should regard the result with just as 

wary an eye as the writer.    

 

 It will be recalled from Chapter II that in drafting the National Security Act of 

1947, the Congress intentionally placed the CIA under the NSC rather than directly under 

the President.  Naturally this did not mean that the Director of Central Intelligence  

(DCI), like any agency head, could not have direct access to the President.  Nor did it 

mean that the President was not free to give the DCI any order or other instruction 

personally; any challenge to any President on this score would have been stoutly resisted 

by him as a derogation of his constitutional authority.  It did mean that the nature of such 

access would depend on a given DCI’s personal and substantive relationship with the 

President.  It meant also that many formal directives, especially those having to do with 

CIA’s institutional structure and overall mission, would result from consideration by the 

full NSC or its subcommittees, and be issued by the NSC.   

 

 Such directives often took one of two forms.  National Security Intelligence 

Directives (NSCID’s)80 usually related to CIA’s institutional structure.  NSCID 1, for 

instance, issued on December 12, 1947, set up an Intelligence Advisory Committee (IAC) 

of the State Department, JCS, and service intelligence chiefs “to advise” the DCI; it 

contained also a number of other provisions which fleshed out the DCI’s duties under the 

National Security Act.  Certain of the regular NSC numbered papers, on the other hand, 

specified-even augmented-the CIA’s substantive mission.  NSC4A,81 issued just a few 

days after NSCID 1, was the first tasking of CIA with covert operations, in this instance 

covert propaganda (euphemistically dubbed “psychological”) operations to be carried out 

in coordination with the overt activities of the U.S. Information Agency. 

 

 From the beginning, the CIA’s-and the DCI’s- position in the scheme of things 

was not a neat and tidy one.  There was the inherent clumsiness and inefficiency of an 

                                                 
80Regarding  recently declaasified NSCIDs, see footnote 12 to the Conclusion.  
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agency head, the DCI, being supervised by a committee, the NSC.  Setting up the IAC 

added to the confusion right away, for the DCI was in it supposed to be “advised” by the 

very intelligence chiefs whose activities he was chareged to “coordinate.”  There was the 

open-ended provision of the Act that the CIA was to “perform such other activities” as 

the NSC should direct, used as the justification for covert operations, among other 

undertakings.  Lastly, there was the simple fact that CIA the was institutional successor 

to the CIG, and continued with all of CIG’s activities without specific NSC guidance.  

All these considerations are pertinent to the evolution of CIA’s services to, and guidance 

from, NSC through 1960. 

 

 1.  Intelligence Briefings.  The “Daily Summary” which CIA provided to the 

President was in continuation of a CIG function which Truman had requested.  Under 

another title it persists to this day.  The rationale for this summary was that CIC/CIA 

drew information from all over the government.  This was not true, for CIA had poor 

access to service intelligence.  Until 1949, CIA’s summary drew much of its information 

from State.  Ever since Truman initiated the Daily Summary in 1946, however, State had 

insisted, as prime purveyor of foreign affairs information to the President, on providing 

him its own summary too, based largely on the same information!  

 

 Apparently it was Souers, not Hillenkoetter and his successor as DCI, General 

Walter Bedell Smith (1950-1953), who continued to function as Truman’s most 

important personal intelligence briefer.  Not until the era of Allen Dulles (1953-1961) did 

the DCI become the major briefer to the President--and the relationship has not always 

endured between subsequent Presidents and their DCIs. 

 

 From the inception of formal NSC meetings, the DCI briefed the members on 

current intelligence as part of his tasking in the Act to “advise” the Council on “such 

intelligence activities” of the government as “relate to national security”.  At first these 

briefings were distributed in writing; from 1950, they were oral.  During the Korean War, 

DCI Smith gave brief situation reports on the progress of the conflict.  His successor 

                                                                                                                                                 
81For texts of NSCID 1 and NSC 4A, see Michael Warner, ed., The CIA Under Harry 
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Allen Dulles’ briefings stressed current crises, such as Iran in 1953, the Suez canal in 

1956 and the Indonesian colonel’s revolt in 1957-58.  These tended, as in the cases of 

Iran and Indonesia, to be areas in which CIA had ongoing covert operations that yielded 

inside information.  In the later 1950s, Dulles began to emphasize information on Soviet 

missile tests, another area in which the CIA’s expanding activities, this time in the area of 

air and satellite reconnaissance (with input from the National Security Agency’s signals 

intelligence) gave it direct expertise.  These oral briefings were not, and were never 

intended to be, fundamental analysis or long-range predictive intelligence.  Nor, because 

of the CIA’s limited access to other-agency materials, could they be truly comprehensive.  

 

 2.  National Intelligence.  NSCID 1 charged the DCI with producing “national 

[comprehensive] intelligence.”  In doing so he was not to “duplicate” other departments’ 

research or intelligence activities, but make use of them.  Carrying out this task to the 

letter depended on the DCI gaining access to other-agency programs and information 

under his statutory charge to inspect and coordinate intelligence government-wide.  

Souers, in setting up CIG as its first DCI, had made a strong effort to get service input 

into the estimates’ production process.  But CIG/CIA got more information from State 

than the military, and more from some military agencies than others.  All the military 

agencies made a sharp distinction between sharing “operational” information on U.S. 

military activities, which was taboo, and “intelligence” information on foreign military 

preparations.  Also, they balked at providing staff for help in drafting estimates.  Souers’ 

successor Vandenberg deferred to military preferences and obtained a directive from the 

NIA stating that CIG could carry out independent research and analysis “not presently 

being performed” by other departments.82   Hence early “national” intelligence 

estimates, or forecasts, were based on incomplete sources, including some material now 

produced, contrary to the intention NSCID 1, by CIA analysts working from overt 

sources. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Truman (Washington, 1994), pp. 169-176. 
82Final Report of the Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect 
to Intelligence Activities: Supplementary Detailed Staff Reports on Foreign and Military 
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 In NSC 50, adopted in July of 1949, the NSC ordered CIA to implement a number 

of reforms suggested by a special NSC subcommittee of consultants headed by Allan 

Dulles.  In 1950 General Walter Bedell Smith began a vigorous implementation.  For the 

first time he set up a special Office of National Estimates (ONE) and staffed it with a mix 

of academicians, area specialists, and veteran intelligence generalists.  Even more 

important, he had the prestige, as Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff during the invasion of 

Normandy, to extract greater cooperation from the military.  Henceforth IAC members or 

their representatives actively debated estimates, which had previously had the mere 

passive concurrence of the agencies comprising the IAC.  Dissents were sometimes 

clearly stated, and the reasons for them included in appendices or footnotes.  Some CIA 

officials later looked back upon Smith’s tenure as a golden age of national estimates: the 

improvements were imperfect but definite.  Allen Dulles was far more interested in 

covert operations than national intelligence, and further improvement in interagency 

cooperation was arrested during his tenure.  Eisenhower repeatedly urged him to 

concentrate on asserting himself as first among equals in intelligence community.  Unlike 

Smith, Dulles was constitutionally unable to get his way by confrontations.  Eisenhower 

eventually gave up:  “I’m not going to be able to change Allen....[but] I’d rather have him 

as my chief intelligence officer with his limitations than anyone else I know.”83

  

 All too often the estimates were blandly written to satisfy the “least common 

denominator,” an innocuous level of agreement that did not even raise controversial 

issues.  In some specific areas, however, national estimates continued to grow more 

useful and sophisticated.  In 1950 CIA agreed with State not to imitate its political 

intelligence on the Soviet Union; in exchange, it received a green light to concentrate on 

                                                                                                                                                 
Intelligence, IV, History of the Central Intelligence Agency (Washington, 1976), pp. 13-
15.  The author of the History is Anne Karalakas, then a Committee staffer. 
83NSC 50 is in Warner, CIA Under Harry Truman, pp. 295-314; also FRUS 1945-1950, 
Emergence of the Intelligence Establishment, Document 384.  Most of the material on 
Smith is based on Ludwell Lee Montague, General Walter Bedell Smith  as Director of 
Central Intelligence: October 1950-February 1953 (University Park, PA, 1992), pp. 51-
191.  (This book, written by a former member of the Board of National Estimates, was 
completed in 1971 as a classified “in house” study.  It was published as declassified 
much later, with many excisions.)  The quotation is from Final Reprt of the Select 
Committee, p. 62.  
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Soviet economic intelligence.  This capability gave the Agency an increasingly powerful 

tool with which to critique excessive JCS and other military forecasts of future Soviet 

military strength: CIA was able to show that certain levels of buildup over given time 

periods were impossible because of constraints in the Soviet infrastructure.  In 

cooperation with the military, on the other hand, from the mid-1950s CIA built and 

sometimes operated the U-2 and later spy planes, and shared in developing and exploiting 

the family of reconnaissance satellites which began yielding data that made solid 

contributions to estimates of Soviet, East European, and Chinese missile and other 

military capabilities from late in 1960.  As shown in the next chapter, these estimates 

brought to an end the “missile gap” controversy that developed in the late 1950s.  The 

military services willingly cooperated with CIA in these ventures because it was free 

from the time-consuming constraints of competitive bidding.  The SR-71 series of spy 

planes went from drawing board to flight testing in under 20 months in the early 1960s, 

and rendered invaluable service for the next 30 years. 

 

 Thus continuing progress in making the estimates valuable depended primarily on 

CIA’s continuing development of its own resources, or its having some capability that the 

military could not duplicate and which encouraged cooperation as a matter of mutual 

interest.  Other considerations, which continued to the end of the Cold War, also affected 

the viability of the estimates.  One was timeliness, for the process, like any routine 

governmental task, no matter how high the level--witness also the slow process for 

numbered NSC papers--tended to drag.  As a partial solution, National Intelligence 

Estimates (NIEs) were increasingly supplemented by Special Estimates (SEs), usually 

ordered by the full National Security Council to help it deal with crises or other pressing 

issues.  A last problem was the nature of the product in relation to its intended audience.  

Policymakers at cabinet level usually don’t have time to read most of the estimates, and 

hence depend on brief digests, with attendant hazards of distortion.  Nonetheless, even 

the brief examples cited above indicate that on the whole the NIEs and SEs did at times 

perform a crucial function. 

 

 NSC Oversight of Covert Operations.  The modest program of covert 

“psychological” warfare ordered in NSC 4A was replaced in just six months by a far 
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more ambitious one that originated at State Department initiative--specifically, at George 

Kennan’s initiative.  He mentioned later (1974) as “just one example” of the impetus for 

the new program:   

 

“...we were alarmed at the inroads of the Russian influence in Western Europe 

beyond the point where the Russian troops had reached.  And we were alarmed 

particularly over the situation in France and Italy.” 

 

Kennan and others had particularly in mind covert influence over these countries’ 

elections, a policy that was highly successful, from Washington’s standpoint, in the 

Italian election held in the fall of 1948.  The Communist vote was at an all-time peak, but 

it was not a majority, and it very gradually receded thereafter.  Kennan later claimed that 

covert operations had gotten out of hand, that the mechanism set up in 1948 would be 

used only when needed:  

 

“There might be years when we wouldn’t have to do anything like this.  But if the 

occasion arose we wanted somebody in the Government who would have the 

funds, the experience, the expertise to do these things and to do them in a proper 

way.” 84

 

This intention made no organizational sense.  If an organization was kept in being, it 

would dedicate itself to finding things to do, particularly one composed of the 

adventurous types who were drawn to covert activities.  Beyond this simple fact, State 

and Defense both came up with a very ample agenda for the new organization from the 

outset, and the demand for covert operations intensified with the onset of the Korean War 

two years later.  By 1952, the new, politically-oriented sort of covert activity ordered by 

NSC 4A and NSC 10/2 employed over 6,000 people and was spending $82,000,000 1952 

dollars. 

 

                                                 
84Ibid., pp. 30-31.  The quotations are from portions excerpted from Kennan’s testimony 
before the Committee on October 25, 1975. 

 227



 The organization to handle covert operations was called the Office of Policy 

Coordination and it was established by NSC 10/2 of June, 1948.85  From the beginning 

its supervision posed a host of problems.  Secretary Marshall stipulated and Kennan 

insisted that the State and Defense Departments should exercise close supervision over its 

choice and conduct of operations.  For this reason, 10/2 specified that while the head of 

OPC should report directly to the DCI, the latter was to consult with State and Defense to 

ensure consistency “with US foreign and military policies.”  A working agreement went 

even farther, specifying that a body which became commonly known as the “NSC 10/2 

Committee,” and consisting of Kennan and counterparts from the JCS and the Office of 

the Secretary of Defense, should review all proposed operations, that OPC was “a direct 

instrumentality of State,” and that “State should control OPC’s operations in time of 

peace and that Defense should do so in time of war.”86   

 

 This arrangement seemed to dictate that OPC should be kept a separate 

organization from CIA’s clandestine collection (traditional espionage) unit, the Office of 

Special Operations (OSO), which remained entirely under CIA auspices.  Unfortunately, 

OPC and OSO engaged in constant warfare in competition for funds, agents, and most 

dangerously, sources.  To put an end to this situation, NSC 50 ordered that OPC and OSO 

be combined.  This was another reform that was undertaken by DCI Bedell Smith, though 

not completed until 1952.  By then the institutional authority of the DCI had been 

strengthened because yet another provision of NSC 50 made him the Chairman, not just a 

member, of the Intelligence Advisory Committee.  Also Smith, during his earliest days as 

DCI, asserted his control over OPC operations by voiding, with the acquiescence of 

Kennan’s successor, State’s operational control over OPC.   

 

 Yet there was a long-term institutional residue of the earlier arrangement.  It 

stemmed from the fact that OPC had convincingly triumphed over OSO in the 

                                                 
85The first name was Office of Special Projects, changed a few months later.  For a text 
of NSC 10/2, see Warner, The CIA Under Harry Truman, pp. 213-216. 
86Montagu, Smith as Director, p. 78.  At an August, 1948 meeting at which these 
decisions were taken, NSC Executive Secretary Souers sided with Kennan and Defense 
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competition for money, prestige, and the best personnel.  Frank Wisner, the well-

connected head of OPC, became Deputy Director for Plans (DDP), and OPC people 

dominated the new organization.  The result was that within the covert organization, the 

lion’s share of attention went towards political action rather than traditional espionage.  

By the early 1950s covert operations received well over 50% of the CIA budget, a 

situation totally unforeseen in 1947, even among those who wanted CIA to have a 

clandestine side.  All this occurred even before Allen Dulles, who heavily favored the 

covert side of CIA, became Director.87

 

 While resisting State/Defense control over covert operations--lateral supervision 

from the Departments--Smith nonetheless wanted NSC guidance.  In May 1951 the NSC 

granted his request that such guidance be given by the  Psychological Strategy Board.  As 

already described, PSB was a very weak institution, destined for absorption early in the 

Eisenhower administration by the Operations Coordinating Board.  Available sources do 

not indicate why the OCB did not take over the PSB’s function of “guiding” covert 

operations.  Perhaps because the PSB had proven especially ineffectual in this role?  

Instead, in late 1955, another directive, NSC 5412/2, set up a new control procedure 

which set up a committee of representatives of the President and the Secretaries of State 

and Defense to review and approve proposals for specific covert action projects.  Novel 

here was the device of representing the President directly on the Committee.  The Senate 

Select Committee report, issued in 1976, concluded that the NSC 5412 Committee met 

infrequently, that oversight it exercised until somewhat beyond the end of the 

Eisenhower Administration was characterized by “irregular procedures,” and that real 

initiative for covert action projects “continued to rest with the Agency.”  Even if all these 

charges are accurate, they do not preclude the possibility that adequate supervision was 

exercised in major operations in which top officialdom, including the President, chose to 

take an active interest.  Subsequently published material on Indonesia for the period 

1957-1958, for instance, indicates that an “unsuccessful” covert operation sought to 

destabilize the government of President Sukarno by supporting pre-existing discontent in 

                                                                                                                                                 
representatives against DCI Hillenkoetter, who had sought to maintain CIA authority 
over OPC. 
87Ibid., pp. 217-227;  Select Committee Final Report, IV,  pp. 25-38. 
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the Indonesian Army and separatist elements in Sulawesi (Celebes) and other outer 

islands, received very close and formal scrutiny and approval in both an NSC working 

committee and in formal Council meetings.  Very scattered materials indicate that the 

same was true of the famous “successful” operations in Iran in 1953 and Guatemala in 

1954.88

 

 What is clear is that neither the 5412 Committee nor the full NSC exercised 

continuing, steady, administrative or budgetary control over CIA.  Neither did the 

congressional committees charged with CIA oversight.  These were chaired by Southern 

congress members who, under the political system still obtaining in the 1950s, were 

beneficiaries of both a one-party system at reelection time and a committee system which 

gave chairman, chosen on seniority alone, virtually unrestricted powers over their 

committees’ subcommittee structure, staff and agenda.  CIA funds were scrutinized by 

small elites within the committees and authorized and appropriated in the form of 

disguised items in DOD and other departmental budgets.89   

 

 In the CIA, a powerful agency had assumed mature form from 1950 onwards.  It 

was heavily funded and heavily committed to clandestine activity, especially political 

action.  It received some sporadic careful supervision in covert projects in which top 

officials were especially interested, and was otherwise left unattended.  No adequate 

oversight for it evolved within the NSC structure in which the National Security Act of 

1947 had placed it.  While it is true that both Bedell Smith and Allen Dulles had ready 

access to the President, and that Truman and Eisenhower could make known to them 

what they required of the Agency in urgent matters, no President ever supplied 

                                                 
88Ibid., p. 51; regarding  Iran, see Kermit Roosevelt, Countercoup: The Struggle for the 
Control of Iran (New York, 1979) and Donald N. Wilber, Overthrow of Premier 
Mossadeq of Iran, November 1952-August 1953 (completed August 1954; published in 
the New York Times April 16 and June 18, 2000; available on the paper’s website as of 
11/4/2009 at http;//www.nytimes.com/library/world/mideast/041600iran-cia-index.html; 
regarding Guatemala see FRUS 1952-1954 IV, 1027-1239, and ibid., 1952-1954 
Guatemala; regarding Indonesia, see FRUS 1955-1957  XXII, 129-578, and ibid.,1958-
1960 XVII, passim.            . 
 
89Select Committee Final Report, IV, 51. 
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significant managerial oversight to any agency whatsoever, much less the CIA.  It was 

the NSC that was supposed to look after the CIA and which didn’t.  The statutory NSC 

was the Council, a committee of busy officials who met for a couple of hours each week 

to consider many different things.  The NSC staff existed in this era solely to supervise 

the NSC process as a whole.  Together the Council and the NSC staff could grind out 

NSCIDs and other directives affecting the CIA, but these had mostly to do with broad 

matters of substantive policy, not managerial superintendence.  Those subcommittees of 

the NSC set up to deal specifically with CIA, such as the IAC and the 5412 Committee, 

busied themselves with similar matters.  Hence the Agency was otherwise left to its own 

devices.  

 

 Why did this matter so much?  If Presidents do not normally oversee any agency, 

what was the difference here?  What makes a normal agency accountable? 

 

 Most agencies’ tendencies towards self-aggrandizement are held in check by a 

number of restraints.  There is budgetary review within the Executive Branch by the 

Bureau of the Budget (now styled Office of Management and Budget, or OMB).  There is 

the dual authorization and appropriation process of two houses of Congress--a total of 

four scrutinies each year.  There is the investigative power of the press.  There is a 

cabinet member’s or other agency head’s normal fear of untoward, well-publicized 

happenings during his or her tenure.  For obvious security reasons, some of them outlined 

above, none of these could apply fully to CIA.  In the case of Congress, for instance, 

most members have very limited access to information that would allow them to form an 

independent evaluation of CIA’s value and effectiveness.  Hence scrutiny within the 

executive branch was peculiarly important in this case.  It was just this oversight that the 

lodgment of CIA in NSC--at once everywhere and nowhere--failed to provide, for the 

NSC was not itself a normal organization with an administrative superstructure.  If, on 

the other hand, CIA had been placed in another agency, it could not have fulfilled its 

intended “central” or umbrella role even as well as it has.  The dilemma was never 

overcome during the Cold War.  
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 It might be argued that the ambiguity of the CIA’s “place” is of secondary 

importance to the problem of explaining its lack of accountability.  In this view, the Cold 

War and the resulting consensus (from the outbreak of the Korean War to the mid-1960s) 

of U.S. public opinion as to the legitimacy of CIA’s mission might alone account for the 

combination of lavish funding and the degree of laissez-faire allowed in its expenditure.  

Yet there was also a public consensus during the period about the importance of a strong 

and lavishly-funded defense; this did not prevent periodic procurement scandals, the 

intense debate we have seen about what type of defense spending was most vital, and 

Eisenhower’s fairly successful effort to ride herd on the total defense budget.      

          

 Eisenhower’s National Security Council.  It is the contention here that the Council under 

Eisenhower was very close to being what he wanted it to be.  In private, Eisenhower agreed with 

and even anticipated some of the criticism of the NSC’s work.  As early as the winter of 1958 he 

prodded Cutler to take steps to reduce the number of topics discussed in NSC and to introduce a 

new written format, the discussion paper, which would explore situations without taking 

immediate action.  He may also have reached the conclusion, along with the Jackson 

Subcommittee, that the NSC needed a more substantive staff.90  He too, found the NSC slow-

moving and hidebound in its ways.  But his critique was that of the insider, the long time staff 

officer who never abandoned the view that an elaborate staff process was as necessary in civilian 

as in military governance.  As he saw it, the process needed improvement, not radical overhaul.  

 

 To summarize and extend some of the points made earlier: 

 

 1) For Eisenhower, the virtues of the NSC overcame its defects.  What the Jackson 

Subcommittee never realized was that the existing NSC was indeed tailored to this particular 

President’s needs.   

 

 2) Regarding the meetings, they were a vehicle for argument, revision, and sometimes, 

fundamental dissent on important policies, though not on the fundamental axioms of U.S. foreign 

policy.  When the Council met to discuss the proposal for a Congressional resolution on the 

                                                 
90 See footnote 70 above. 
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offshore islands, the highlight of discussion was the reluctance of Secretaries Humphrey and 

Wilson to endorse the defense of those “darn’ little islands,” in the latter’s words.  Wilson in 

particular was searching for a way out which would allow the Nationalists to give up these 

exposed positions and concentrate on the defense of Taiwan, a position in which the United 

States and even its allies could support Chiang with less risk of war and less internal dissent.  In 

this he was directly opposite to his nominal subordinate Radford, who though technically an 

“adviser” rather than a member of the Council, was actually its most dominant member after 

Dulles and the President.  While Wilson, without support within his own department or the 

inclination to pursue his dissent to the point of incurring Presidential displeasure, was 

foreordained to failure, the Council was nonetheless a forum for expression of a drastically 

different view.  Ridgway’s and Taylor’s dissents noted above, and those of the Army generally, 

on the entire direction of the Defense budget and basic national security policy, which were 

expressed repeatedly in the Council over several years, are other examples.   

 

 Second, the Council meetings were for the President a place where he could make known 

his decisions, have them formally written down, and carefully disseminated to all concerned so 

that they could function as a team well aware of the current policy “line.”  Planning “kept people 

on their toes.”  The debates over the NSC 162, 5810, and 5906 series in particular, if not 

agonizing (except in length!) were thorough and unlike anything experienced in the highest U.S. 

circles ever before.  This seemingly small advantage was a tremendous improvement over, say, 

the Roosevelt period, when cabinet members often had no idea what the President had said to 

their counterparts and the president even cut deals with sub-cabinet members without knowledge 

of their chiefs.  Just as important, whenever the same subject recurred, it was of enormous value 

to know precisely what had been decided previously. 

 

 Lastly, the meetings seem to have satisfied Eisenhower’s psychological need, when 

forced to make difficult decisions, to assure himself that he had explored all alternatives or 

avenues of escape.  Because of Ike’s particular mental balance, expression of dissent was healthy 

for him as well as the dissenter.  Figuratively, the Council was there to hold his hand while he 

held his nose and took the plunge. 
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 Eisenhower’s Secretary Ann Whitman believed NSC meetings were a terrific burden on 

the President and that they absorbed far too much of his time.  As early as 1955 he told her that 

he knew in advance just what everyone would say.  One could argue that this was precisely the 

point, that he had attained that “intellectual intimacy and mutual understanding on which true 

coordination depends.”  Certainly he showed little inclination to alter the broad outlines of the 

existing system. 

 

 3) Eisenhower did not intend NSC papers as ready-made policies to be taken off the 

shelf, dusted, and put into action when needed.  Instead, they were a basis for discussion and a 

guide for further action in those cases where action was called for.  Even when they contained 

contradictions and “fudging,” and compromise, they may still have been useful as aide-

mémoires, at least to those who were aware of why the compromises had been made. 

 

 4) Even Eisenhower was moving towards some modifications in NSC towards the close 

of his administration.  But his rethinking did not extend to the abandonment of the system as it 

had grown up under himself and his predecessor. 

 

 5) The most glaring weakness of the NSC, and of the interagency consultation process in 

general, was its insulation from any knowledge of what was going on in U.S. diplomatic, 

military, and economic missions abroad, as evidenced by the Lebanon episode.  At the time, no 

one yet appeared to have any conception that this was even a problem (vide its absence from the 

Jackson Subcommittee’s deliberations), much less what a possible solution might be. 

 

 6) The next greatest weakness of the NSC was its failure to provide meaningful oversight 

over CIA. 

 

 7) The debate on the Council in 1959-1960, while the best that occurred during 

the Cold War over the NSC’s nature and function, lacked sufficient information and 

dispassion to be as effective as it might otherwise have been.  While there were many 

faults in the NSC, to the extent that its failings were intellectual, no amount of 

institutional tinkering could resolve them.  It could resolve or reach a modus vivendi on 

differences in policy, but it could not solve or end those ambiguities in policy caused by 
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an unwillingness by all concerned to give up conflicting goals, or by an absence of 

original thought inside and outside government.  
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 Chapter V 

 

The Government as Retinue: The Kennedy NSC 

 

 

 Introduction.  Contrasting John F. Kennedy with his immediate predecessors 

throws a spotlight on what, despite the vast differences previously described, Truman and 

Eisenhower had in common.  Each had a lower-middle to middle-class background, had 

slow-gestating careers straight through to middle life, could hardly have given the 

Presidency any serious thought before age fifty, and were organization men-despite the 

vast difference in the type of organizations they came from.  Both, that is, were 

“accidents” as Presidents.  One was nominated Vice President by the wave of a masterly 

hand, the other became President as a byproduct of distinction achieved in an utterly 

different field, the first professional military man to become President since U. S. Grant, 

three quarters of a century before.  Each was used to working within the system, and was 

reverent toward the office and its responsibilities.  Neither saw himself as an agent of 

fundamental change. 

 

 Kennedy was born to wealth, groomed for politics since boyhood, and would 

never have become President without his father’s wealth and influence.  He was a United 

States Senator by age thirty-nine and President by forty-seven.  Through his mother, he 

was the grandson of a Mayor of Boston and so inherited strong ties with political 

organizations, but his own political career depended more on his family’s financial 

power.  A loner in the Senate, his organization was a personal, family-based one of which 

he was the unquestioned head and which was from the outset geared towards putting him 

in the White House.  He took office on a program pointed heavily, if rather vaguely, 

toward reform and activism, typified by the candidate’s promise to “get America moving 

again.” 

 

 During his 1960 campaign, Kennedy took a foreign policy stance eerily similar to 

Eisenhower’s in 1952.  The “Soviet Bloc” was unquestionably the great opponent of the 

United States in world affairs, but the United States was not doing nearly enough to 
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counter its policies.  His criticism of Republican ineptitude in handling Fidel Castro’s 

Cuba echoed (though less poisonously) Republican criticism of the Democrats in 1952 

for “losing” China.  At times he even seemed to flirt with the idea of rolling back 

Communism, as in his campaign phrase that the “world could not exist half slave and half 

free.”1   Unlike Eisenhower however, Kennedy leaned to the idea that it was permissible 

to increase federal spending in pursuit of Cold War goals, a reversion to the budgetary 

stance of the late Truman period.  In particular, Kennedy stressed the importance of more 

spending for missiles, conventional forces, and counterinsurgency programs alike.  

 

 Personalism.  In some ways Kennedy's administration represented the return to 

the White House of the more traditional Presidency of a pure politician who has pointed 

himself towards high office from the outset of his career.  A career of this type, assisted 

by inherited wealth and position was not new either, with both Roosevelts as exemplars.  

Nor was it unique to combine these attributes with charismatic attraction, again as 

evidenced by the same examples.  What was new was the frank marketing, via the then 

most-modern media, of Kennedy’s youth and attractiveness.  It was Norman Mailer, in 

his coverage of the 1960 Democratic Convention, who first called attention to Kennedy’s 

synthesis of politician and movie star.2  Kennedy’s apparent freshness and charm, and 

his effective, idealistic appeal to “ask what you can do for your country, not what your 

country can do for you,” attracted to politics many young people who had previously 

found it dull stuff, and made some forms of government service, such as the new Peace 

Corps, seem glamorous. 

 

 This new form of personalism based on media-driven charisma worked in tandem 

with a very old one, control exercised through a familial political machine.  This was a 

stance inculcated by Kennedy’s father.  Joseph P. Kennedy may have added a touch of 

paranoia to his background as a successful businessman who had contended with ethnic 

hostility throughout his career.  At any rate, it was the Kennedy practice to draw an 

                                                 
1The allusion, of course was to Lincoln’s phrase that the American nation could not 
endure permanently “half slave and half free.” It occurs in his address to the Illinois 
Republican Convention on June 16, 1858. 
2Norman Mailer, "Superman Comes to the Supermart," Esquire, November 1960. 
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absolute line between the family and all outsiders, however loyal.  President Kennedy 

appointed his brother Robert Attorney General, and saw to it that his youngest brother, 

Edward, replaced him in the Senate at the earliest opprtunity in 1962.  Since JFK’s 

grandfather Fitzgerald had been a machine mayor of Boston, all the traditional tools of 

ward politics were also part of family history.   The White House organization leaned 

somewhat upon Massachusetts political operatives, the so-called “Kennedy mafia,” some 

with a long history of association with the Kennedy and Fitzgerald families.  Even more 

than most Presidencies, Kennedy’s was one of sharp distinctions among relationships of 

varying closeness.  The very closest relationship, certainly after his father’s stroke in 

1961 if not before, was with his brother Robert Kennedy. 

 

 Vigor, Confidence-and Yet Pessimism.  Kennedy maintained an activist, thinking, 

rethinking, constantly probing style as President.   He was fond of speaking about 

bringing “vigah” to the Presidency, and in good part succeeded in doing so.  He 

combined activist-and even impulsive-operational vigor with a habit of reflection.  Like 

Truman, he was an habitual reader who preferred history.  Unlike Truman, his reading 

was broader, perhaps because he had more formal education.  During the campaign 

Kennedy spoke several times of the importance of a sense of history in governmental 

deliberations and decisions.  He was particularly fond of British as well as American 

history, and tended to see the United States as inheritor, defender and conservator of the 

best traditions of Western civilization now that U.S. and Soviet power dwarfed Great 

Britain’s.   

 

 What is somewhat mysterious is the note of pessimism and beleaguered world-

weariness he often brought to this scenario.  In his inaugural address he spoke of a “long 

twilight struggle” in which the United States and its allies were engaged with the Sino-

Soviet bloc.  Kennedy twice expounded his views at length to the National Security 

Council at formal set piece meetings.  In early 1962 he compared the United States to the 

Roman Empire, fighting an endless series of peripheral struggles on its frontiers: 

 

 240



The record of the Romans made clear that their success was dependent on their 

ability to fight successfully at the edges of their empire.  It was not so clear that 

we were yet in a position to do the same.3    

 

Yet as everyone present knew, the Western Roman Empire had eventually succumbed 

and vanished in these struggles.  Kennedy projected an image of gallantry in the face of 

overwhelming odds.4  Despite the risks of indulging in amateur psychoanalysis, it is 

tempting to see in these images a projection of his own personal struggles: within a 

competitive and emotionally harsh family environment, in a dramatic combat incident 

when his PT boat was sunk in World War II; in his years-long, gritty struggle with severe 

back injuries and other major health problems; in his wispy electoral victory; and in the 

difficulties of holding his party together in a time of heightened racial struggle.5

 

 To summarize, Kennedy brought to his office, first, a strong belief in keeping the 

reins of power tightly in the grasp of himself and those he trusted absolutely.  Second, a 

persuasion that without action all is lost, combined with a sense of limits about what was 

possible and considerable capacity for reflection and rethinking before, during and after 

action.   

 

 The Kennedy White House.  In general, JFK returned the White House to the 

“spokes of the wheel” command system described at the outset of the preceding chapter.  

He even used that metaphor, with himself as “the vital center.”  As Richard Reeves has 

pointed out:  “All his relationships were bilateral.”6   

                                                 
3FRUS 1961-1963 VIII, p. 241. 
4For comments by friends and associates on some of Kennedy’s apprehensions,  see 
Michael R. Beschloss, The Crisis Years: Kennedy and Khruschev, 1961-1963 (New 
York, 1993), pp. 9-11.  
5The most comprehensive account of Kennedy’s early life is Nigel Hamilton, JFK 
Reckless Youth (New York, 1995). The extreme pain and limitations imposed on 
Kennedy during his presidency by his various and nearly disabling ailments are best 
described in Richard Reeves, President Kennedy: Profile of Power  (New York, 1993) 
and, with additional medical information, in Robert Dallek, An Unfinished Life: John F. 
Kennedy, 1917-1963 (Boston, 2003).    
6Reeves, Profile, p. 19. 
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 His closest adviser within the White House staff-and perhaps closest of all after 

brother Robert-was Special Counsel Theodore Sorensen, who had been on his Senate 

Staff since 1953.  Sorensen was chief speechwriter and was responsible for many of the 

memorable phrases in Kennedy’s inaugural address and other speeches.7  Beyond that, 

he was an intimate adviser on any topic on which Kennedy chose to consult him; his 

nearest parallel in any previous administration is Clark Clifford in the Truman White 

House.  Since Sorensen’s role was in writing and substantive policy,  he didn’t get in the 

way of the practical Massachusetts political operatives who also had large spheres of 

authority.  Kenneth O’Donnell was a powerful appointments secretary, but thanks to 

JFK’s tacit approval of occasional informal access via his Secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, 

O’Donnell did not exercise the same degree of control over Kennedy’s schedule as had 

Adams over Ike’s.  Lawrence O’Brien headed an unusually effective Congressional 

liaison staff and far surpassed his predecessor Wilton Persons in influence.  Pierre 

Salinger, press secretary, did a passable job on substance and was on good terms with the 

press. 

 

 The men around Kennedy had internal conflicts and feuds, but did feel strong 

loyalty to their chief and suppressed their feelings in deference to him.  It must be 

stressed that all the people just mentioned had enjoyed a strong association with the 

President before they were White House staff, and so their personal use to and 

relationship to him as individuals had in most cases (especially the high ranking ones) 

been well defined in advance.  By this route a new President with little executive or 

administrative experience was able to start up his White House staff fairly quickly.  The 

changes Kennedy made in NSC should be seen against the background of this pattern of 

core relationships. 

 

 Reorganization of the National Security Council.  The link between Kennedy’s 

earliest actions regarding NSC and the Jackson Subcommittee’s recommendations is 

                                                 
7For the best discussion of whether it was actually Sorensen who wrote most of 
Kennedy’s Pulitzer-prize winning book, Profiles in Courage (New York, 1956),  see 
Dallek, Unfinished, pp. 198-199. 
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direct and explicit.  On January 1, 1961, JFK issued a press release stating that he was 

appointing McGeorge Bundy as his Special Assistant for National Security Affairs and 

that Bundy would have under his direction the NSC Secretariat, the OCB, and a “number 

of special projects staffs within the White House.”  The release continued:  

 

I have asked Mr. Bundy to review with care existing staff organization and 

arrangements, and to simplify them wherever possible toward the end that 

we may have a single, small, but strongly organized staff unit to assist me in 

obtaining advice from, and coordinating operations of the government 

agencies concerned with national security affairs.8

 

 Note first, the resemblances of the projected organization to the “small personal 

staff...'outside the system'” as advocated by the Jackson Subcommittee.  There was 

continuity with the Subcommittee’s staff as well, because Richard Neustadt, a consultant 

to the Subcomittee, was also Kennedy’s transition adviser on NSC organization, among 

other things.9  In an influential memorandum to JFK dated December 8, Neustadt 

pressed another of the Jackson recommendations, abolition of the OCB, and the 

replacement of it and other elements of the Eisenhower NSC structure (which he stated 

included some 74 people) by a "single staff" which could be "slimmed down, reoriented 

(and in part repopulated) into a tight group of very able general utility assistants to your 

assistant."10  In so recommending, Neustadt had in mind what he regarded as the great 

flexibility and responsive of FDR's White House staff.  Kennedy issued an Executive 

                                                 
8For text of the press release, see Henry M. Jackson, ed., The National Security Council: 
Jackson Subcommittee Papers on Policy-Making at the Presidential Level (New York, 
1965), pp. 302-303. 
9We have also encountered Neustadt, a distinguished political scientist, in the Truman 
White House.  See Chapter III, pp.        .   For insight into his views on policymaking at 
the time of his service to Kennedy, see the first edition of his Presidential Power: the 
Politics of Leadership (New York, 1960). 
10 Charles O. Jones, ed., Preparing to Be President: The Memos of Richard E. Neustadt 
(Washington, 2000), p. 78.  One recommendation of Neustadt's that was not accepted was 
combining the jobs of the Special Assistant for National; Security Affairs and  Executive 
Secretary, on the ground that the latter was a statutory post which would enhance the 
Special Assistant’s prestige. Ibid., p. 77.  
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order abolishing OCB soon after taking office.11  In an accompanying statement, the 

President explained that the OCB had been used for “work which we now plan to do in 

other ways,” first by reinforcing the primacy of the State Department in bringing about 

interagency coordination, secondly by “maintaining direct [White House and 

presidential] communication with the responsible agencies.”12  The administration 

abolished the Planning Board by choosing not to convene it.   

 

 These changes soon went far beyond the Jackson Subcommittee 

recommendations and effected a profound transformation of the workings of the National 

Security Council. Instead of forming a “small personal staff” whose members could serve 

the President “outside the system,” the new NSC substantive staff became the system, 

and the NSC was transformed into the President’s personal policymaking instrument. 

 

 Kennedy at first held a number of the traditional meetings of the full Council, but 

he chafed under their limitations.  He wanted smaller groups, a looser agenda, and above 

all, to assemble his principal advisers at a moment’s notice, whenever he felt he needed 

them.  Full-dress NSC meetings in his administration numbered only 49, compared to 

123 in the last three of the Eisenhower years.  And, the change was progressive: the 

Council met 23 times in 1961, 13 in 1963.  From time to time Bundy attempted to 

reintroduce more formal policymaking procedures.  The NSC Standing Group, discussed 

below, represents one of these efforts. 

 

 Just as the old NSC machinery was abolished or fell into disuse, so did its former 

single largest piece of business: the discussion, modification and approval of 

government-wide policy papers.  Kennedy had no use for them: he wanted advice fast, he 

wanted it from individuals, and he saw no use in long range planning.       

 

 Perhaps as partial substitute for the old numbered NSC papers, Bundy instituted 

on the President's behalf a new numbered series of National Security Action Memoranda 

                                                 
11Executive Order 10920, February 18, 26 Federal Register 1463.  
12Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: John F. Kennedy, 1961 
(Washington, 1963), pp. 104-105. 
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(NSAMs).  These he explained to Rusk as a "way of keeping track" of the President's  

"directives and requests…in the area of national security affairs."13  NSAMs were 

sometimes only a short paragraph, sometimes several pages; sometimes addressed to one 

senior official, sometimes to several; sometimes embodied a decision, sometimes just a 

request for information.  They were a very flexible instrument and were geared to 

Kennedy's needs.  The NSAMs were issued to the end of the Johnson Administration; 

272 of them went out over either Bundy's or JFK's signature during the latter's 

Presidency.  NSAMs, however, did not really fill the gap left by the absence of planning 

papers and were obviously not a true coordination mechanism with a systematic structure 

for follow-up, as the OCB, despite its clumsiness, had been.  

 

 Personnel and Assignments.  The new Special Assistant, like Robert Cutler, was a 

Republican from a socially prominent Boston family,14 but unlike him, had an almost 

purely academic background.  At Yale he was a member of Phi Beta Kappa and the most 

prominent secret society, Skull and Bones.  An intelligence officer during World War II, 

he helped Henry Stimson write his memoirs soon after.  At age 34, despite having no 

graduate degrees, he became Dean of Harvard College and a full Professor of 

Government.  According to one contemporary journalist:  “Two adjectives, aggressive 

and brilliant, are those that crop up most often in descriptions of Bundy.”15

 

 Unlike the personnel just described, Bundy had no prior working relationship 

with the President.  He was known to JFK through his general reputation in the Harvard 

community (where the President had been an influential alumnus) and as a key player 

among the several committees of Northeastern academics who had played a role in the 

1960 campaign.  To maintain close contact with Bundy, Kennedy insisted that he have an 

office in the White House proper, even though the rest of NSC (except for Executive 

Secretary Bronley Smith) remained in the Executive office Building next door.  Bundy 

                                                 
13 Memorandum from Bundy to Rusk, February 3; FRUS 1961-1963 VIII, pp. 23-24. 
14His father, Harvey Bundy, had been an Assistant Secretary of State under Henry 
Stimson during the Hoover administration.  Later, during World War II, he was 
Stimson’s right-hand man in the War Department. 
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was effective in guiding the evolution of the “small personal staff,” even though most 

were new faces to the President, along the lines the President desired: to have his NSC 

substantive staff relate to him in somewhat the same way as did the rest of his White 

House Staff.  Although Bundy was their unquestioned chief, who alone enjoyed 

unquestioned Oval Office access (via the Evelyn Lincoln route) Kennedy expected and 

welcomed direct contact with lesser members of Bundy’s flock. 

 

 Much of the new substantive staff came, like Bundy, from the Boston academic 

community.  Walt Whitman Rostow, Bundy’s Deputy, was an economics professor from 

MIT.  When Rostow migrated to State in November 1961 as described later, his 

replacement was an MIT economics colleague, Karl Kaysen.  In 1961, before Rostow's 

departure for the State Department in November, Bundy and Rostow had had an 

ageement to “split the world,” with Rostow responsible for the Middle East and Asia, his 

boss for the Western Hemisphere and Europe.  Kaysen tended to concentrate on defense, 

nuclear and disarmament issues.  Leading early staffers included Robert Komer, a 

Harvard graduate with a career background in CIA; Michael Forrestal, a New York 

attorney and son of the late Secretary of Defense, and Henry Owen, an academic who 

worked on European issues.  Komer had important responsibilities in the Middle East but 

injected himself into South Asian affairs also; Forrestal was the leading White House 

overseer of Vietnam and other Southeast Asian issues. 

 

       Overall, the NSC substantive staff increased from about five people to a fluctuating 

15 to 20, in an administration where the total White House and NSC staff declined in 

number.16

 

 To list specialties does not give the flavor of how this staff functioned.  All were 

expected to troubleshoot on any assignment they were given and were positively 

encouraged to contribute their thoughts on any subject whatsoever when they were 

                                                                                                                                                 
15David Wise, “Scholars of the Nuclear Age,” in Lester Tanzer, ed., The Kennedy Circle 
(Washington,1961),  31.  
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minded to.  This meant competition and friction, but the President wanted to tolerate this 

problem in order to benefit from innovative thinking.  The atmosphere was frankly anti-

bureaucratic.  There was a premium on youth, academic credentials, and activism.  And 

the innovative thinking just mentioned was to be of a particular sort: directed toward the 

solving of immediate problems within what the President laid down as the tolerable 

political limits.  “Kennedy was not interested in long-range at all, he was interested in 

what to do next week.”17

 

 Bundy, at the head of this staff, soon formed a very close relationship with the 

President, who respected him enormously.  "He does a tremendous amount of work," said 

Kennedy.  "And he doesn't fold or get rattled when they start sniping at him."18  From 

the beginning Bundy exercised two important functions which Eisenhower's SANSA's 

had not.  He functioned as the "gatekeeper" for information of all sorts flowing into 

White House for the President from the Departments with national security 

responsibilities, principally State, Defense, and Treasury.  He determined much of what 

the President saw on these subjects, although it must be remembered that JFK was 

constantly contacting people down to desk officer level on his own initiative and that he 

met frequently with the Secretaries of State and Defense for private sessions.  Secondly, 

Bundy adopted the practice of writing covering memos giving his own views of the 

subject at hand when he sent to the President the memos of others.  Kennedy expected 

this, because he wanted the views of all those around him.  Thus, inevitably, he deepened 

his influence with the president.  The precedents set by Bundy in these functions, (which 

were of a nature implied by the description of his job in Neustadt's December 8 memo), 

endured under all the National Security advisers who followed him.  It is important that 

during Bundy's tenure, although cabinet secretaries were aware of Bundy's stature with 

the President, they did not regard him as acting to cut them out or to suppress their own 

views.  Influential in his own right, he nonetheless functioned as an "honest broker." 

                                                                                                                                                 
16 An NSC staff directory dated May 23, 1961 shows 20 people checked off as 
"Professional Staff" out of a total of 65.  Interestingly, the Executive Secretary, Bromley 
Smith, is not so designated.  Kennedy Library, Staff Directories. 
17Beschloss, Crisis Years, p. 466. 
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 In the late spring of 1961 Kennedy made two important additions to his national 

security structure.  Both resulted from failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion (discussed 

below).  The president was dissatisfied with the advice he had received from both CIA 

and the JCS prior to the invasion: in his view, they had grossly oversimplified the risks 

involved and underestimated the degree of force that would be needed.  To obtain an 

independent source of professional military advice, he invited Maxwell Taylor out of 

retirement and named him as “Military Adviser” to the President, a new post that Taylor 

occupied for just over a year.  JFK gave Taylor a small staff, and, besides his general 

mandate as an adviser, assigned him to chair the Special Group (Counter-Insurgency), an 

interagency committee that was supposed to oversee U.S. counter-guerilla programs 

worldwide.  At CIA, he opted for a simple change of leadership, from Allen Dulles to 

John McCone. 

 

 Kennedy’s other organizational response to the Bay of Pigs was second in 

permanent importance only to his augmentation, reorganization on a geographic basis, 

and personal use of, the NSC substantive staff.  Kennedy reasoned that it was not just the 

advice he had received, but the information on which it was based, which had been 

inadequate in the disastrous invasion.  His solution was to commandeer the information, 

and so was born the White House Operations Center, a communications facility right in 

the White House basement.   It henceforth received, and NSC staff could monitor, copies 

of the more important State, DOD and CIA cables, giving the substantive staff increased  

capacity to both monitoring and initiation of policy.  While the items included were 

supposed to be highly selective, over the years the sampling became more and more 

inclusive.  (This development of course insured further expansion of the NSC staff, 

though most of this occurred after the Kennedy period.)  The State Department, too, set 

up its own interagency communications monitoring system in May 1961, as part of a 

“Watch Center” open around the clock.  Both State and White House systems were 

modeled in good part on an existing DOD communications room. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
18Ibid., p. 249.  For more detail on the Kennedy-Bundy relationship, see Kai Bird, The 
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 Rusk and McNamara.  Kennedy appointed men new to him as Secretaries of State 

and Defense.  JFK had made clear his intention to take a hands-on, personally activist 

approach to foreign policy.  “He regarded peace as too important to be left to the 

diplomats and took the reins of foreign policy into his own hands.”19  The implication 

was that Ike had not; Kennedy and his aides were unaware of the close relationship and 

constant communication between Eisenhower and Dulles, whereby the latter was made to 

seem to be the administration’s foreign policy leader, while in actuality doing little that 

was not in accord with the President’s instructions or consent.   Although he made 

considerable effort to get a better-known figure first, Kennedy’s choice for State was the 

obscure Dean Rusk, President of the Carnegie Foundation, who had been Assistant 

Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs during the Korean War. 

 

Like Kennedy, Rusk was pragmatic, cool, and uninterested in long-range planning.  (For 

instance he did not lament the demise of the coordinated NSC papers.) He had recently 

published an article stressing the primacy of the President in foreign policy.20  In most 

other ways, he was not a good fit for his chief.  Rusk was competent, workmanlike, 

totally and unswervingly loyal to his chief, and much too self-effacing.  He tried to 

channel his advice to Kennedy privately and disliked debating policy issues with men of 

lesser rank.  Kennedy of course thrived on this kind of interchange and debate, to Rusk’s 

discomfort.  In private, the Secretary was capable of pungent and cogent expression.  He 

did succeed in holding his one-on-ones with Kennedy, and the two also had frequent 

phone talks.  At the present time, however, we cannot know how much Rusk influenced 

the President on these occasions because Rusk later destroyed the memoranda of all his 

sessions with JFK, personal and telephonic alike.  Kennedy did keep tapes of many oval 

office meetings, not all of which have been transcribed.  Thus a future generation may 

know more of Rusk’s personal influence on the administration than we. 

 

 To the public at large Rusk seemed at first a bit of a cipher.  Gradually he became 

known, during the Vietnam War, as a sort of knee-jerk cold warrior.  Both assessments 

                                                                                                                                                 
Color of Truth: McGeorge Bundy and William Bundy (New York, 1998), pp. 188-190. 
19Sorensen, Theodore C.,  Kennedy  (New York, 1965), p.  270.  
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were misleading.  Rusk was tough and unyielding, with a cool and deliberate practice of 

erring on the side of too much defense spending and resistance to Soviet initiatives, 

rather than too little.  Yet he was not remotely ideological or belligerent, and was 

constantly searching for means to bring about a reduction in tensions.  In crises such as 

that over Berlin, he was a constant, steadying influence towards taking the diplomatic 

route and keeping the alliance system in good order.    

 

 It might appear that Rusk was made to order for a President who wanted to play a 

large personal role in foreign policy.  Kennedy, however, had plans for the State 

Department.  He wanted it to assume the large role in the coordination of his national 

security policies foreshadowed by his announcement made at the time he abolished OCB.  

This goal required the Department to step beyond its own special interests and concerns 

and start thinking about government-wide interests; in short, to start behaving like a 

larger, more expert version of the new NSC staff.  Thus while Kennedy required a man 

who was self-effacing as a policymaker, he simultaneously wanted an individual who 

would play the bold, bureaucratically adept swashbuckler within his Department and give 

it a thorough shakeup.  Such a combination is rare in one man, and Rusk was not that 

man.  He valued the expertise of his staff and wished to make full use of it, was acutely 

aware that Foreign Service morale had suffered during the Dulles era and was determined 

to restore it.  Hence he was dubious about the value of an organizational shakeup.  There 

was much to be said for his views, but they also prevented the Department from 

responding rapidly to such a major Kennedy initiative as the Alliance for Progress, a 

program to encourage democracy in Latin America by raising living standards.  State 

Department personnel played a major role in the myriad interagency committees created 

by the new administration, often as chairmen, but more activist White House, CIA and 

DOD representatives frequently overshadowed them.  Even before the Bay of Pigs,  

Bundy wrote to Kennedy that:  

 

...we thought we had task forces for Laos, the Congo and Cuba....we did not 

get clearly focused responsibility.  The reason was that the Department of State 

                                                                                                                                                 
20 "The President," Foreign Affairs 38 (April 1960), pp.355-369. 
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was not ready...these Assistant Secretaries [of State]...were not really prepared 

to take charge of the “military” and “intelligence” aspects...more than once the 

ball has been dropped because no one person felt a continuing clear 

responsibility.21

   

 

 The emergence of Robert McNamara as the dominant cabinet member would 

probably have prevented State’s primacy even if Rusk had been far more assertive and 

outspoken.  McNamara had the business background which seemed during the 1950s to 

have become a requirement in Defense Secretaries, a “Ford man” to balance Charles 

Wilson’s “GM man.”  Beyond these backgrounds any similarity with previous Defense 

Secretaries ended.   McNamara was one of a new school of business leaders, as much at 

home with finance, accounting, and above all, systems analysis, as with production.  

“Cost effectiveness” and the advance analysis, by computer modeling among other tools, 

of business decisions, were the new watchwords.  Such new techniques were only half of 

what McNamara brought to his Department.  For the first time, a Defense Secretary 

presented a sharp managerial challenge to military professionals:  to justify their budgets 

in terms of mission potential, in terms comprehensible to the young defense intellectuals 

(“whiz kids”), with whom McNamara staffed his Office, or face reduction or even 

termination of programs.  Whatever the flaws in McNamara’s approach, civilian control 

was being vigorously asserted.  The pill was relatively easy to swallow, because it 

involved far more buildup than cost reduction over all.  Because of Kennedy and 

McNamara’s commitment to the rebuilding of conventional forces, the Army fared 

particularly well.   McNamara was doing at Defense (in a form appropriate for that 

Department) what Rusk failed to do at State.  Kennedy was impressed.   

 

 Besides engaging in a highly visible reorganization of his Department, McNamara 

impressed Kennedy in other ways.  Vigorously self-assertive, he took a leading role in 

meetings and never hesitated to express himself on topics outside as well as within his 

Department’s purview.  Despite the complex technical component of his responsibilities, 

                                                 
21Bundy memorandum to JFK, April 9, 1961, POF Box 61, JFKL, as quoted in Reeves, 
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McNamara was able to influence Kennedy in writing as well.  Taking advantage of the 

President’s well-publicized capacity for heavy reading, McNamara sent him massive 

memoranda each year, both before and after unified DOD budgetary positions were 

reached, on each of the more important military issues.  In an important departure, the 

new President was receiving the Secretary of Defense’s views before he received JCS 

views, or receiving them as incorporated in McNamara's views.   

 

 By 1962, there was also a systematic series of papers coming from the State 

Department outlining foreign policy objectives, area-by-area, function-by-function, but 

they received a very different reception from McNamara’s “Draft Presidential 

Memoranda” to Kennedy.  Rusk’s Policy Planning chiefs were trying to revive the 

numbered NSC papers under the name of “Department of State Country Papers” or 

“Department of State National Policy Papers” or even “Strategic Policy Papers.”  All 

these papers were coordinated with, though not formally cleared by, other Departments.  

The NSC staff joked about the Country Papers when it wasn’t outright hostile towards 

them.22  Kennedy never read them.  They were dead on arrival, because State’s 

bureaucracy was missing the point:  what Kennedy wanted was something authoritative 

from Rusk personally.   But as Rusk later wrote: 

 

 Concerned over confidentiality, I rarely wrote memos on policy issues to 

my two Presidents....Most advice I gave to my Presidents was transacted orally.23

 

 Kennedy was interested in what his key advisers thought, not what their 

organizations thought.  By not hesitating to write often to the President and by putting his 

key memoranda to Kennedy on a one-to-one basis, McNamara achieved influence Rusk 

could not, and on topics far less congenial to Kennedy’s interests at that.  As shown 

                                                                                                                                                 
Profile, p. 84. 
22FRUS 1961-1963 VIII, 197, 488-489, 537-540. 
23Dean Rusk as told to Richard Rusk (Daniel S. Papp, ed.), As I Saw It (New York, 
1990),  517.   
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below, the “Draft Presidential Memoranda” (DPMs)24 emerged as a very partial 

substitute for the old numbered NSC papers. 

 

 Other problems persisted throughout the Administration as a result of its hasty 

decapitation of the old NSC, mostly under the headings of planning and coordination of 

execution.  Bundy had given a foretaste of the new administration's attitude when he told  

Gordon Gray before the Inauguration that he saw no need for review of most of the NSC 

policy papers because "our policies are largely dictated by external events….He felt his 

time and the time…of the NSC should be spent getting ahead with the immediate and 

pressing problems."25  Yet there was no coordinated procedure even for following up on 

the NSAMs, the topics on which Bundy and the president were unquestionably 

interested. 

 

  Bundy himself proved to be somewhat more interested, at least initially,  in 

injecting a bit more system into the national security process than was his chief.  At one 

point he sought unsuccessfully to get Kennedy to sit down with Rusk and Rostow to pick 

out topics that especially interested him, on which State could write papers.  Some of the 

topics which Rostow had suggested were worthy indeed of being taken into account- 

advance planning on possible U.S. moves, for instance, in the event of the head of a 

friendly client government being assassinated.  Bundy also strove to interest JFK in 

regular intelligence briefings and in more frequent regular formal NSC meetings.  Lastly, 

he kept experimenting with some kind of standing follow-up mechanism, other than the 

ad hoc working groups on which this administration seemed to depend, to take the place 

of  the OCB's coordinating function.  For a while the "Ex Com" generated by the missile 

crisis (see below) gave some promise of filling this role, but Bundy wanted an additional 

group to coordinate second-level issues.  In the spring of 1963 he set up an NSC Standing 

Group-which he set the important precedent of chairing himself-of Under Secretaries 

from State and Defense, and principals from CIA and JCS.  This group, however, wound 

                                                 
24It is not clear why even the final versions of these papers were labeled drafts.  
McNamara regarded them as "a far better source" on his policies than "any memoirs" he 
might later write.  Fred Kaplan, The Wizards of Armageddon (New York, 1983), 281. 
25FRUS 1961-1963 XXV, 9. 
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up devoting 10 of its 15 meetings (before the assassination) to Cuba!26 Also in the 

winter and spring of 1963, at Bundy's initiative, State promoted Averell Harriman to 

Under Secretary, partly in the hope of strengthening State as a coordinatiog agency.27  

 

 Thus, Kennedy had created problems for the White House coordination effort by 

appointing Rusk as Secretary-apparently because Rusk believed that the President should 

call the basic shots on foreign policy-and then expecting State to act like an executive 

agency.  Rusk was no administrator, and neither was his first Undersecretary, Chester 

Bowles.  If Kennedy wanted to be his "own Secretary of State," as his brother once put it, 

logically all policy coordination belonged to the White House.  This, of course, would 

have meant a much larger NSC staff.  

 

 Basic National Security Policy: Death By Hypertrophy.  The one NSC policy 

paper which the administration took seriously and initially intended to bring up to date 

was that on Basic National Security Policy (BNSP), NSC 5906/1 of August 1959, whose 

history is set forth in the preceding chapter.  Early in February 1961 JFK ordered that it 

be revised, and substantial work was done for years at both the Defense Office of 

International Security Affairs (ISA), headed by Paul Nitze, and State’s Policy Planning 

Staff.  To White House approval, the Defense version emphasized flexible response, but 

Rusk wanted even more emphasis on conventional forces and the White House wanted to 

consider further raising the threshold of nuclear response and consideration of problems 

inherent in the “counterforce” doctrine (described below) that McNamara was in the 

process of embracing.  The JCS did a separate draft with much less enthusiasm about 

flexible response, which the Chiefs feared could vitiate “the all-important will to win.” 

28  Partly because of the Berlin crisis, McNamara in late July brought the BNSP process 

within DOD to a halt for the remainder of 1961. 

 

 Meanwhile, the draft prepared by the Policy Planning Staff at State was far 

broader in scope than Defense drafts or even NSC 5906/1.  It laid heavy emphasis on 

                                                 
26 FRUS 1961-1963 VIII, 105-109, 462-463, 478-480; ibid., XIV, pp. 42-47. 
27 FRUS 1961-1964 XXV,  pp. 110-112, 114-119, 122-123. 
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worldwide economic development, non-military ties with other non-Communist nations, 

and opening up various contacts with the Soviet Union. It endorsed most of the 

administration’s military approach, but paid scant attention to its interest in 

counterinsurgency.  The grand theme of the paper was on the building of a worldwide 

community of free nations, rather than on winning over other free countries to U.S. 

views.  Never circulated outside State, it may be a good reflection of the thinking at that 

time of the career Foreign Service.  The greatest difficulty with this draft was its length: 

at 85 typed pages, it was far too long for a busy policymaker to use as a guide or 

reference, or even in most instances to read.29

 

 This draft gave only a foretaste of things to come at State, for when the energetic 

Walt Rostow took over Policy Planning in December of 1961, he at first coordinated, but 

by February 1962 largely drafted personally, a 193-page behemoth which was actually 

read by JFK, famous for his speed reading.  Bundy stated that the President thought the 

draft “quite a good paper, and that everyone should study it thoroughly and give Rostow 

their comments.”30  Much encouraged, Rostow the following month readied and 

circulated throughout the government a truly titanic effort of 285 pages. 

 

 In general this Rostow draft retained considerable emphasis on development of a 

community of free nations, but had far more extensive and detailed military sections and 

prescriptions for dealing with Communist nations.  Reactions to it revealed sharp policy 

differences.  Adlai Stevenson thought it focused too narrowly on the “contest with 

Communism and how to win it,” not enough on the necessity of controlling nuclear 

weapons, themselves dangerous to “national security.”  The JCS wanted more emphasis 

on a military power sufficient to defeat an enemy.  McNamara was said to like this draft 

as a form of general guidance, but to believe that getting it cleared was not worth the 

trouble.  For the White House Bundy expressed approval of the military sections, but 

reservations on the paper’s length, its doctrinaire character, and its failure to rank-order 

                                                                                                                                                 
28 FRUS 1961-1963 VIII, pp. 121-22. 
29For partial text, see FRUS 1961-1963 VIII, pp. 222-224.  
30 Ibid., p. 243. 
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priorities.  “I doubt very much we can achieve consensus on anything as comprehensive 

as this.”31

 

 Later drafts showed some responsiveness to the critiques but were still absurdly 

longer than 5906/1 or its predecessors.  Rostow ran into trouble when two drafts leaked 

and he was hauled before a Congressional Committee that believed them insufficiently 

militant.  After Taylor became JCS Chairman in the fall of 1962, he commented that 

BNSP should be like the British constitution, “not written down.”  In January 1963 the 

President signaled the abandonment of the project by directing the formal “rescission” 

(cancellation) of NSC 5906/1.  An NSC memorandum stated that “for the present, current 

policy guidance is to be found in existing major statements of the President and Cabinet 

Officers, both classified and unclassified.”  A blunter and probably more accurate 

formula was Bundy’s reported statement at a staff meeting late in 1961 that current 

“actual policy was determined by adding up actions that the President had approved on 

the country concerned or by asking the White House [read NSC] staff how the President 

felt about a particular country.”  Most striking are the extreme informality and the 

conception of policy as exclusively a province of the White House.32

 

 Despite the formal interment of the BNSP paper at the White House, the Policy 

Planning Council33 at State and Nitze at ISA attempted a resurrection during 1963.  

Nitze wanted resolution of outstanding basic security policy issues within the Defense 

Department and then between Defense and State.  Although documentation is murky, 

McNamara apparently chose just to resolve certain selected issues within Defense.  At 

State, Rostow pointed out that BNSP had been developed in the Truman administration 

and carried forward in several iterations under Eisenhower.  “I doubt that it will redound 

to the credit of our Administration that we failed to thrash out any successor document.”  

Stating a view shared by many in both State and Defense departments, and in which the 

reader may notice echoes of Acheson’s and Eisenhower’s pronouncements on the 

subject, he added that a BNSP “should not tie a President’s hands,” but could “provide an 

                                                 
31Ibid., pp. 243-247, 257-274. 
32Ibid., pp. 197, 304-305, 308-322, 455. 
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occasion for debating and defining the bone structure of policy and communicating it to 

the troops who never see the four star generals.”  This argument carried little weight in an 

administration thar regarded policy as the sum of its constantly evolving practice.34

 

 There is a plethora of reasons for the demise of BNSP during the Kennedy 

administration.  With the former system of numbered, periodically revised papers 

defunct, and with the demise of both Planning Board and OCB, there was no remaining 

mechanism for coordinating an interagency paper of this type.  In this situation, each 

Department could fashion papers so wildly at variance in format that there was little 

chance of reconciling them.  The grotesque length of the Rostow papers was merely the 

most extreme symptom of this problem.  Only if the administration had established one 

of its ad hoc working groups for the purpose could it have brought the drafting process 

under control. 

 

 This it was loath to do.  We have seen that Kennedy did read a draft, but 

obviously regarded it as simply one source of ideas, not even of tentative policy.   

Thereafter he lost interest.  The wonder is that he ordered the process started.  Though 

there is no documentation, it may be that he simply hesitated to destroy the last vestige of 

the former system, for political reasons.  What State's Policy Planning people might have 

noted, but didn’t, was that JFK was at least willing to read, and it might have taken 

advantage of this trait to present some of its views from time to time in the form of issue 

papers prepared solely for him.   

 

 McNamara’s Draft Presidential Memoranda (DPMs): a Partial Substitute for 

BNSP?  In crisis diplomacy or relationships with individual countries it is quite plausible 

to regard the President’s latest thoughts or the readouts of those close to him as 

constituting current policy, but there are other areas so vast, so dense, so dependent on 

Departmental or bureaucratic support in their formulation that they are beyond the 

resources or even awareness of White House personnel.  Foremost among these are 

issues of defense policy.  McNamara used the DPMs alluded to above not just to debate 

                                                                                                                                                 
33The Policy Planning Staff took this new name when Rostow became its head. 
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and recommend Defense spending levels and allocation priorities, but to set forth matters 

of defense doctrine, such as the elucidation of “counterforce.”  This is a theory of nuclear 

retaliation which emphasizes destruction of the enemy’s own nuclear and other military 

capacity in any retaliatory or preemptive strike in preference to use of nuclear weapons 

either as a pure deterrent (a relatively small, purely retaliatory capacity targeted on 

enemy population centers only) or as a first strike terror weapon targeted, in a salvo large 

enough destroy the enemy at one blow, primarily on industrial and population centers.  

McNamara seems to have regarded the “optimum mix” plan embodied in Single 

Integrated Operations Plan (SIOP)-62, adopted in the closing months of the Eisenhower 

administration, as dangerously close to the latter.  (This was the first nuclear plan that 

combined the targeting plans of all U.S. strategic naval and air forces.)  On the other 

hand, McNamara rejected minimum deterrence on the ground that in actual war the 

ability to counterattack against military targets could make a major contribution to 

“limiting damage and terminating the war on acceptable terms,” and also because 

minimum deterrence left allies, particularly NATO, dangling.  McNamara’s version of 

counterforce stressed the use of nuclear weapons in a counterattack, in which the first 

salvo would be directed against nuclear and other military targets, while a portion of the 

nuclear capacity would be withheld "in protected reserve" for potential later use against 

military, population, and industrial targets.35

 

 Later documents revealed McNamara’s steady movement away from 

counterforce.  The “concept of ‘worsened relative military position after a general 

nuclear war’ is not a meaningful one to me when each side has the capacity to destroy the 

other’s civilization,” he wrote in the spring of 1962.  In a DPM later that year he 

reiterated the need “to provide the United States with a secure, protected retaliatory force 

able to survive any attack within enemy capabilities and capable of striking back and 

destroying Soviet urban society, if necessary, in a controlled and deliberate way,” but 

stressed more than previously the "damage limiting [reduction of damage to the United 

States]" possibilities of the first retaliatory strike than he had previously.  By 1963, 

McNamara shifted to a greater emphasis on deterrence by stressing “assured destruction,” 

                                                                                                                                                 
34Ibid., pp. 480-484, 488-490, 533. 
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the “ability to destroy, after a well planned and executed Soviet surprise attack on our 

Strategic Nuclear Forces, the Soviet government and military controls, plus a large 

percentage of their population and economy.”  Beyond “assured destruction” he was 

willing to expend some money on “damage limiting,” but not to the point that it could be 

interpreted by the Soviets as preparation for a first strike.36

 

 Other doctrinal issues discussed in the DPMs included the balance of nuclear and 

conventional forces and the questions of mobile defense and tactical nuclear weapons.  

The very same topics were among those discussed in the BNSP drafts that continued to 

circulate, largely at Rostow's insistence, to the very end of the Kennedy administration.  

But while the Departments and their subdivisions debated these issues endlessly, 

McNamara was able to to make actual policy by channeling his views, with budgetary 

figures attached, directly to the President. 

 

 Obviously, however, the DPMs lacked the comprehensiveness of the BNSPs, 

which were not purely military papers, and they represented the views of only one 

Department. 

  

 Kennedy the Policymaker: I: The Bay of Pigs.  With the old NSC in ruins and the 

new, substantively-oriented NSC staff in its infancy, it is not surprising that the Kennedy 

Administration exhibited unusual variability and vulnerability in its approach to 

policymaking, particularly in its earliest months.  Some of the key policymakers were 

new to each other.  Kennedy had no executive experience; he had not met either Rusk or 

McNamara until a month after the election; nor had they known each other.  

Unfortunately it was in this context that JFK had to make an unprecedented decision: 

                                                                                                                                                 
35Ibid., p.  162. 
36Ibid., pp. 303 (footnote 3), 402-403, 549-550. Fred Kaplan considers that the shift to 
"assured destruction" was largely a rhetorical one designed to mitigate Air Force and 
other military pressures for more nuclear hardware, and that counterforce remained the 
policy as evidenced by successive SIOPs.  See Wizards, pp. 315-327.   Also, Francis J. 
Gavin has ably argued that in reality the subtleties of the European theater nuclear 
doctrine of  "flexible response" did not change greatly the U.S. strategic nuclear order of 
battle as embodied in SIOPs.  See "The Myth of Flexible Response: American Strategy in 
Europe during the 1960s," International History Review, December 2001, pp. 847-871. 
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whether to go forward with the most elaborate "covert" operation ever mounted by the 

CIA. 

 

 Even before Fidel Castro’s fighters ousted longtime Cuban dictator Fulgencia 

Batista on New Year’s day of 1959, the Operations (covert) Directorate of CIA suspected 

Castro "was unacceptable to the United States politically, if not actually a Communist," 

and laid plans to oppose him.37  Vice President Nixon, after a meeting with Castro in 

March 1959, agreed.  Just one year later, against the background of the Castro 

government’s program of summary executions, refusal to arrange for elections, wholesale 

expropriation of U.S. property, and growing alignment with the Soviets, Eisenhower and 

his principal advisers approved CIA’s plans for a vaguely defined program of 

paramilitary operations, to begin with training of an armed cadre of exiles and 

establishment of a “moderate” opposition group in exile.  Eisenhower said he “knew of 

no better plan for dealing with this situation.”  The project took on a life of its own, and 

by November-with approval of both Eisenhower and the 5412 Committee-the CIA was 

preparing an armed invasion of Cuba by a U.S.-trained exile brigade.  Eisenhower was by 

then commenting that he thought “we should be prepared to take more chances and be 

more aggressive.”38

 

 In one of his last pre-inaugural meetings with Kennedy, Eisenhower stated that it 

was his policy to help guerrilla forces opposed to Castro “to the utmost” and that he 

recommended that “this effort be continued and accelerated.”  He also stated that “in the 

long run” the United States could not allow the continued existence of the Castro regime.  

The net legacy from JFK’s predecessor was that Eisenhower strongly supported the CIA 

effort, but would not take issue with Kennedy if he canceled it.  Yet there were even 

greater constraints on Kennedy’s freedom of action.  The new President had criticized his 

predecessors for not doing more to thwart Castro.  Having discovered that they were 

doing more than he thought, could he repudiate it?  Nor could any such decision be made 

secretly, because the exile community would talk-indeed, was already talking.  

                                                 
37FRUS 1961-1963 X, Cuba, pp. 319-320.  
38Ibid., 1958-1960 VI, pp. 861-863, 1126-31.  
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Furthermore, press accounts of exile training camps had appeared even before Kennedy 

was inaugurated. CIA warned Kennedy that “dissolution [of the exile brigade] itself” 

would be “a blow to U.S. prestige” as evidence of U.S. inability to take decisive action 

against Castro.39

 

 Kennedy received positive advice as well.   The CIA assured JFK that Cuban 

citizens and Cuban Army elements would rally to the exiles’ cause once the invaders had 

established a beachhead; or, if that failed, the brigade would be able to reform as 

guerillas.  These expectations were the actual bedrock of the entire scheme, which was 

militarily puny.  The JCS stated that an invasion would have a “fair” chance of "ultimate" 

success, and added that with proper U.S. support a less than completely successful effort 

could be sustained “indefinitely.”  In military parlance, however, "fair" meant about 

30%!   Moreover the source of the adjective "ultimate" was mysterious, for elsewhere in 

the paper the Chiefs pointed out that "degree of popular support" was an "unknown" and 

repeated the CIA notion of a fallback to low-level guerilla operations if a beachhead 

could not be held.40  The President, while always retaining the option of cancellation, 

therefore approved each stage of preparation.  Yet he put his own stamp on it: he made 

“deniability” of U.S. involvement the operation’s sine qua non.  He had the landing site 

changed, apparently because an operation based at the original site would have to be “too 

spectacular.”  The new site was further from any mountains, making the option of turning 

the effort into a long-range guerrilla action almost impossible, though CIA did not point 

this out to the President.  Similarly, Kennedy curtailed the invaders’ first air strike 

against the Cuban Air Force (so it could be attributed to Cuban Air Force defectors) and 

canceled the second, at State Department initiative, for the same reason.  Once the action 

was underway, the cover stories regarding air power were quickly exposed by the press, 

and would have been even if the effort had been successful.41

 

                                                 
39In a paper dated February 17; FRUS 1961-1963 X, pp. 99-105.  
40Ibid., pp. 67-78; Lawrence Freedman, Kennedy's Wars: Berlin, Cuba, Laos and 
Vietnam (New York, 2000),  pp. 131-132. 
41Peter Wyden, Bay of Pigs: the Untold Story (New York, 1979), p.176. 
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 Kennedy’s second major condition was to make it unequivocally clear to the 

general public and to the exiles that the United States would never intervene openly in 

Cuba on their behalf. If the exiles failed, they could expect no further support or even 

rescue by the United States.  

 

 The Bay of Pigs invasion, which began on April 16, was Kennedy’s first major 

crisis and was an utter failure.  The exile force was captured within a week.  In the 

judgment of most retrospective analysts, Kennedy’s limitations on the landing site and air 

strikes ensured the doom of the expedition-but it would have had scant chance of success 

anyway.  Castro's air force was more effective than expected, the CIA had not realized 

the Cubans could make effective use of their new Soviet tanks, and Castro's police and 

militia rounded up 20,000 suspected dissidents in a move that foreclosed any "rising." 

 

 What techniques did Kennedy use to obtain information and make decisions in 

this matter?  Did his organizational innovations contribute to the failure?  Certainly 

Kennedy did not fail to consult with his principal advisers: at least 12 times he called 

meetings which included Rusk or other high level State representatives, McNamara, JCS 

Chairman Lyman Lemnitzer (or alternate JCS member(s), and CIA Chief Allen Dulles 

(usually accompanied by Richard Bissell, covert operations chief and strong advocate of 

the landings). There were, however, problems with the format of these sessions.  

Although NSC meetings would have been too formal and probably too large and “leaky” 

to discuss such an operation, JFK’s format may have erred too much on the side of 

informality and in not according enough deference to the more senior officials.  They 

were too much of a free-for-all, too sloppy and unstructured.  What structure there was, 

was overly shaped by CIA.  With the agency able to make its presentation first, the 

meeting generally revolved around its proposals and revisions.  At times the meetings 

extended into excruciating operating detail, as JFK went over and over, and sought to 

refine, measures designed to lessen the visibility of the U.S. hand.  Rusk, who was 

generally opposed to the landing, was not accorded the position of first among advisers, 

as had been Foster Dulles in his NSC and other meetings with Eisenhower.  In this 

environment, Rusk did not function well.  In a meeting held April 4, which several 

participants remembered as climactic and in which JFK polled each on his opinion, Rusk 
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is officially recorded as expressing “opposition to the plan.”  Yet other participants recall 

his participation as perfunctory.  Though records of some other meetings show Rusk 

making various negative or cautionary comments, he became aware of his failure to 

express himself forcefully: 

 

Although I expressed my opposition privately to President Kennedy I should have 

made my opposition clear in the meetings themselves because he was under 

pressure from those who wanted to proceed.42

 

There was plenty of dissent, but it was generally contained in private 

conversations with the President (Rusk, Dean Acheson) or memoranda from third tier 

officials such as White House Special Assistant Arthur Schlesinger and outgoing 

Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America Thomas Mann.  Thus the entire 

consultative process was skewed in favor of CIA' aggressive salesmanship.43

 

 

 Another problem was that however much Kennedy dabbled in operational detail, 

he failed to elicit those details that could have been vitally useful.  Glaring 

examples:  JFK was never given a frank JCS assessment of the costs as well as 

the benefits of the switch of landing sites; nor did he learn that when the JCS 

spoke of a “fair’ chance of initial success, they meant 30%.44  While high-level 

meetings dwelt on the prospect of the invasion force melting into the hills if 

necessary, CIA’s military tutors did not emphasize this fallback to their Cuban 

 trainees at all.  Above all, Kennedy did not know that CIA  

                                                 
42FRUS 1961-1963 X, pp. 185-186; Schlesinger, Thousand Days, p. 252; Rusk, As I Saw 
It, p. 230. 
43 For a different analysis of the organizational imbalance as it affected the Bay of Pigs 
decision, see Alexander L. George, Presidential Decisionmaking in Foreign Policy:  the 
Effective Use of Information and Advice (Boulder, Colorado, 1980), pp. 130-132.  
George argues that there was no attempt to get an independent evaluation of the CIA's 
plan.  The present writer believes that fuller documentation now available shows that JFK 
tried to get some independent analysis but was not systematic in his quest. 
44On March 16, Burke apparently told Kennedy that the expedition had a 50% chance of 
“success,” not further defined by the source; FRUS 1961-1963 X, pp. 159-160. 
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instructors routinely assured the invaders that the U.S. would 

 ultimately bail them out no matter what the President said, and  

that both Bissell and Dulles were calculating that, if failure 

 threatened once the landing was mounted, Kennedy would 

 feel forced to go over to overt U.S. intervention.  Dulles even  

assured Kennedy that the Bay of Pigs invasion had a better chance of 

 success than the CIA-sponsored overthrow of the Guatemala 

 government in 1954.45  From the JCS he could have demanded  

more precision; the CIA’s autonomy, however, was not a problem of 

 his making.  Later he blamed both, perhaps unfairly in the case of  

the JCS.   

 

 It is also plain that JFK’s early decisionmaking style was an undue burden for 

both organizations.  His continuous demands for modifications and his refusal to give a 

timely unconditional go-ahead for the operation made the piecemeal “decision” to 

proceed into a moving, malleable target, and the President’s needs hard to fathom and to 

meet.  Confusion radiated from the top down as well as from the bottom up. 

 

 In looking at the evolution of the President’s thinking over time, even the 

imperfect available records46 make clear that Kennedy’s thinking on the invasion 

underwent a fundamental change sometime between late February and the March 11 

meeting.  Before then the emphasis was on whether, afterwards on how, to proceed.  The 

best guess, with some evidence from that same meeting, is that Kennedy dreaded 

disbanding the brigade, with the attendant inevitable publicity over cancellation, and 

                                                 
45 Sorenson, Kennedy (New York, 1965), p. 296.     
46Several of the crucial meetings are documented better by memoir accounts such as 
Schlesinger’s Thousand Days than they are by official minutes.  The March 11 meeting is 
an example, with decisions recorded only in summary notes made later and in a 1-page 
NSAM (No. 31, March 11);  see FRUS 1961-1963 X, pp. 59-60.  There are several pages 
(240-243) in Schlesinger.  The 2-hour “climactic” April 4 meeting merited several 
memoir accounts and a one-paragraph note by a JCS official. (FRUS X, 1961-1963, p. 
185.)  Others were memorialized by the brief JCS note taker only.  The Kennedy White 
House generally fell far short of its predecessor in recordkeeping (aside from tapes 
recordings) of Presidential meetings, particularly in its early days. 
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decided it was better to send it to Cuba.  He had no enthusiasm, and no conviction that he 

was doing the right thing.  For instance, he expressed a forlorn preference to “infiltrate” 

the brigade in smaller groups, rather than land them all at once, as late as April 4.47   As 

Kennedy saw it, the organizational deficiencies revealed by the raid were those of the 

CIA and the JCS, not the administration.  Had information flowed up more freely, and 

had the channels of dissent received equal attention to the agencies aggressively pushing 

the invasion proposal, he might have been able to discern more easily the essential 

foolhardiness of the venture.  He therefore later instituted the changes described above, 

designed to monitor the JCS from the White House and to assure the flow of more 

information into the White House.   

 

 It must be pointed out, however, that Kennedy showed strength and asserted his 

leadership by refusing to escalate when the invasion failed, thereby demonstrating that 

the bureaucracy had misjudged his firmness on this issue.  Both Bissell and Allen Dulles 

had hoped, but failed, to stampede him.48

 

 Kennedy the Policymaker:  II, Laos.  In the 1960s, the fate of Laos, another 

former province of French Indochina adjacent to Vietnam, was closely tied to that of 

Vietnam.  When Kennedy took office, the most vulnerable point in Southeast Asia was 

Laos, not Vietnam, and the new President perceived Laos and Cuba as the two most 

immediately pressing issues.  During the 1950s, the United States had first agreed to 

abide by the Geneva Agreements’ prescription for a neutralized Laos.  Then, when it 

became clear that the local Communist movement (the Pathet Lao), backed by North 

Vietnam with cadre and supplied by the Soviets, was violating them, the U.S. 

commenced to violate them as well, purveying aid and arms, both covertly and overtly, to 

various rightwing elements.  By January 1961, U.S.-backed rightists dominated the Royal 

Lao Government (RLG), but controlled little of the country.  Just the previous summer, 

the most “fighting” element of the Royal Army had embraced neutralism.  One day 

before Kennedy took office, outgoing Secretary of State Christian A. Herter advised him 

                                                 
47Ibid.,  p.185. 
48Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, p. 138. 
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to honor its SEATO commitments to Laos should the RLG request U.S. military 

intervention.  According to Clark Clifford’s account, Eisenhower added that if other 

SEATO powers did not respond, “then he would be willing, as a last desperate hope, to 

intervene unilaterally,” while McNamara’s notes of the same discussion state that Ike 

“advised against unilateral action by the United States in connection with Laos.”!49

 

 To formulate Laos policy, Kennedy at first relied on an interagency “Laos Task 

Force,” chaired by an Assistant Secretary of State, in accordance with his intention to use 

State as a substitute for the OCB.  In just two days, the group came up with its first set of 

options and recommendations, including some minor additional materiel and the 

possibility of introducing U.S. military advisers.  For the next two months it met 

constantly and generated a steady stream of additional suggestions.  Kennedy was loath 

to take any immediate action on Laos because from the outset he was skeptical about the 

ability of any Laotian faction to benefit from U.S. support.  In March and April he met 

with top advisers-usually including all or most of the statutory members of the NSC-at 

least seven times.  The meetings were informal, of low visibility, and recorded by very 

sketchy notes by various parties.  At these meetings JFK did a lot of probing.  He felt 

pressure to appear decisive, and went so far as to set up a “chalk talk” on Laos at a news 

conference late in March.  Simply by publicizing Communist gains in Laos in this 

unusual fashion, he hinted that U.S. intervention might be necessary.  At the same time 

he announced a preference for a neutral solution, with the condition that a cease-fire 

precede negotiations. 

 

 Even before the news conference, JFK had approved increased airlift to aid the 

right wing forces, and certain military alerts that would be noticed by the Soviets and 

Chinese.  In mid-April, after a meeting with top advisers which was not even noted in his 

appointment books, he ordered U.S. military advisers in Laos to wear their U.S. insignia 

openly.  The Laos Task Force’s working level personnel had recommended these steps; 

the senior level of the Task Force had recommended more forceful measures. 

 

                                                 
49FRUS 1961-1963 XXIV, pp. 22-25, 41-42.  The italics are Clifford’s.   
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  Kennedy intended all these actions to be the signal of a willingness to undertake 

massive intervention, not necessarily a preliminary to it.  The Bay of Pigs, however, 

reinforced Kennedy’s desire to avoid troop commitment in Laos.  At the end of April and 

in early May he began to use formal NSC meetings-4 over 7 days, in an administration 

which held only 23 all year-as a sounding board for airing differences on Laos.  JFK 

questioned the Joint Chiefs individually and skeptically about the prospects if 

intervention occurred.  Most of them argued that continuing further escalation, including 

the use of nuclear weapons in both Laos and China, might be necessary.50   

 

 Early in May, the Pathet Lao agreed to a cease-fire, thus enabling a reconvening 

of the Geneva conference.  Kennedy’s moves may or may not have influenced the Soviet 

Union to put pressure on their Laotian clients; the beginning of the monsoon season, 

which curtailed military operations, may have been important also. 

 

 In Laos, the pattern of 1961 was repeated each spring.  In 1962, negotiations 

bogged down over the issue of the composition of a three-way coalition government: 

right wing, neutralist, and Pathet Lao.  Not until the summer of 1961 had the United 

States finally decided to back a neutralist leader for the Prime Ministership, and 

thereafter its principal problem was the incompetent aggressiveness of its own rightist 

protegé, Phoumi Nosavan. When Phoumi suffered a sharp defeat in April 1962, Kennedy 

took more military moves, this time sending over 4,000 troops to Thailand, including one 

detachment right up to the Lao border.  As previously, the military moves were feints to 

impress the Soviet Union, and once more they were taken after a marathon set of JFK’s 

consultations with a variety of advisers, high-level and NSC staffers alike, in hastily 

called meetings.  By now the Task Force was in abeyance, and Roger Hilsman, head of 

State’s Intelligence Bureau, and Averell Harriman, the U.S. negotiator at Geneva, were 

the advisers JFK listened to most closely.  They were fully in sympathy with Kennedy’s 

instinctive preference for using military force as an instrument of feint and bluff in this 

particular situation.  This time the bluff was double edged, for a prime goal was not to 

give so much aid that Phuomi would be encouraged to resume his disastrous campaign.  

                                                 
50Ibid., pp. 148-171; Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, pp. 293-304.  
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Again the Soviets indicated willingness to back a negotiated settlement, again the 

monsoon season intervened, and this time restoration of the cease-fire helped bring about 

an agreement for a coalition government, signed at Geneva late in June.  The winning 

formula was to give the new neutralist Prime Minister the Defense ministry as well.51

 

 The war in Laos did not end.  All parties violated the new agreement, the North 

Vietnamese most flagrantly.52  The coalition government remained in titular existence, 

but the reality was a “soft’ partition in which the Pathet Lao was in firm control of the 

Northeast and posed a constant threat of breakout.  The spring of 1963 witnessed yet 

another round of petty escalation and subsidence, but it was not until 1964 that the Pathet 

Lao overran the strategic Plain of Jars and a new phase of the war in Laos began.  

 

 Kennedy’s Laotian policy has been criticized for vacillation, raggedness in 

implementation, and a dangerously casual use of the threat of force without genuine 

intent of intervention.   

 

 In a celebrated incident in the spring of 1962, the administration in one day 

ordered the 7th fleet to steam towards Thailand, then countermanded the order, then 

reaffirmed it!  All these steps involved the President personally, and all but the last were 

preceded by hasty, touch-and-go consultations that JFK was sandwiching in between 

other commitments.53  Kennedy was fortunate that the situation did not call for any 

immediate decision on hostilities.  Overall, however, he was amazingly consistent over 

three years, from his first recorded comments on Laos to the last, in his determination to 

avoid full-fledged ground force commitments in Laos, but to use the threat of such force 

as a tool to avoid it.54

                                                 
51 FRUS 1961-1963 XXIV, pp. 681-871. 
52While the United States withdrew its military advisers for a time, North Vietnam 
retained nearly all of its ten thousand troops. 
53For the excruciating details, see Stephen Pelz, “When Do I Have Time To Think?: John 
F. Kennedy, Roger Hilsman, and the Laotian Crisis of 1962” Diplomatic History (3:2, 
Spring 1979), pp. 215-229. 
54For his earliest recorded previously classified comments on Laos, see FRUS 1961-1963 
XXIV, pp. 26-27.  
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 Kennedy’s policy of military feint helped earn him the contempt of the armed 

forces, who, just as in Vietnam, did not want to flirt with a land war in Asia without the 

option of being able to call on overwhelming force, particularly the nuclear option.  

Sorensen has claimed that is an open question whether Kennedy would have used more 

force in Laos if the opponent had not backed down each Spring: “[He] combined bluff 

with real determination in proportions he made known to no one.”  This reminiscence 

should be measured against another from the same source, JFK’s heartfelt confession in 

September 1961 that caution engendered by the Bay of Pigs had prevented him from 

getting more deeply involved in Laos-this with two more Laotian “crises” yet to go.55  It 

is most likely that JFK was bluffing, pure and simple, and that his prudence would have 

kept him out of Laos, even as it was not strong enough to keep him-or any other key 

official-from exercising similar caution in Vietnam. 

 

 Was this policy successful?  A totally negative answer would rest exclusively on 

Laos’ eventual fate as a Communist state under overwhelming foreign (Vietnamese) 

influence.  On the other hand, Kennedy achieved in Laos a number of short-run and even 

long run U.S. objectives.  First and foremost, he avoided massive loss of American lives 

there.  His policy insured that the “showdown” with North Vietnam would be in 

Vietnam, not Laos.  He thus bought time to see if a better result could be obtained in 

Vietnam.  Ultimate failure in Vietnam does not invalidate the course followed in Laos, of 

avoiding dubious over commitment in a country of little strategic or geopolitical 

importance. 

 

 Kennedy The Policymaker. III:  Berlin. 

 

 The Soviet effort to force the three Western occupying powers out of Berlin 

precipitated the longest crisis of the Kennedy years, and it included the only face-to-face 

confrontation of U.S. and Soviet tanks in over 40 years of “Cold War.”   

 

                                                 
55Sorensen, Kennedy, pp. 646 (italics in original), 644. 
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 The onset of this confrontation was no surprise.  Soviet Prime Minister Nikita 

Khruschchev had mounted a similar probe in 1958-1959, and Kennedy had mentioned 

during his election campaign that he expected to be tested on Berlin.  At the Vienna 

summit meeting in early June 1961, unfortunately held just following the Cuban disaster 

and Kennedy’s decision to pursue a neutral solution in Laos, Khrushchev bullied the 

President mercilessly.  While not intimidated, Kennedy offered no alternatives and 

pleaded that he was forced to defend policies that he had “inherited,” an approach which 

may have indicated to his opponent that Kennedy was unwilling to take risks for Berlin 

and confirmed his inclination to press for an advantage there, and in Cold War 

competition generally.  Khrushchev informed Kennedy that the Soviet Union would sign 

a peace treaty with its East German satellite (the German Democratic Republic or GDR) 

by the end of 1961.  According to the Soviets, all occupation rights would then vanish, 

and any alternative arrangement would have to include East Germany as a party.  

Although during the crisis Soviet terms varied, they always included the additional 

proviso that the alternative, however long in duration, would be temporary: eventually 

the West would have to get out. 

 

 JFK handled every major foreign policy issue differently, and it is not too 

surprising that in what at first seemed to be a “set piece” crisis with some considerable 

time for planning a response, he chose to make considerable use of the formal NSC 

mechanism, though with a typically Kennedyesque blurring of function.  In an NSAM, 

Bundy designated Rusk as Chairman of an Interdepartmental Coordinating Committee on 

Berlin and Germany, charged with coordinating various studies and developing a 

timetable for action.  This cabinet-level group had as an offshoot an interagency working 

group at Assistant Secretary-level whose members worked full time on Berlin.  The 

distinction between the two groups’ meetings, cloudy at best, grew very loose as time 

went on.  By mid-July, there was also a cabinet-level “Steering Group” composed of 

most of the same people who sat on the Coordinating Committee.  The Steering Group 

seems to have been most active in planning and programming the larger NSC meetings, 

which JFK found so unwieldy.  For instance, on July 19th the Steering Group met and 

reached decisions on a package of recommendations.  Then the larger NSC met and 
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“made” these decisions (subsequently modified and embodied in an NSAM), all over 

again!56

 

 From the beginning, however, Kennedy was using the traditional NSC as just one 

mechanism in his arsenal.  In true Kennedy style there was a variety of formats for 

meeting and decision-making, including a fairly important session with Rusk, McNamara 

and Taylor on his sailboat in the waters off the Kennedy summer home on Cape Cod. 

[confirm the boat via Catudal]  The most important single peace of planning was 

undertaken by Dean Acheson, unpaid and functioning with the title “Special Consultant 

to the President.”  Acheson in late June submitted a report from which all the later work 

proceeded either as implementation or alteration.  Acheson wanted total resistance to 

Soviet demands.  He believed that under the circumstances any Western initiatives 

towards negotiation would be interpreted as a sign of weakness.  He reasoned that after 

signing a treaty with the GDR, the Soviet Union would turn over the administration of 

access rights to it, and that the GDR, with Soviet backing, would sooner or later seek to 

restrict or close off Western access to the city, just as had happened in 1948.  Acheson 

recommended allowing the GDR to exercise the same controls as the Soviets (as their 

agent) but not to allow it to extend them or end access.  If the latter happened, there 

should be an armed incursion along the access routes, in considerable force.  To be 

successful, such a response would have to be backed up by much greater force than the 

U.S. then had in Europe.  Hence Acheson’s core program:  a declaration of national 

emergency, a callup of reserves, and the despatch of at least six divisions to West 

Germany.  This was a program of flexible response with, of course, the possibility of 

nuclear escalation.57

 

 Reaction to Acheson’s report was mixed.  All members of the Administration 

agreed on the necessity of firm resistance.  Rusk and his Department, however, wanted to 

“begin on a low key.”  As ever, State was concerned about allied support, a consideration 

also much in the mind of the President.  Diplomacy called for taking care not to frighten 

                                                 
56FRUS 1961-1963 XIV, pp. 219-222, 225-226. 
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one’s friends more than one’s potential opponent.  Britain in particular was usually more 

likely to support a package that at least made a gesture toward negotiation; France, on the 

other hand, did not wish to negotiate at all.  Some in the White House echoed this view. 

Arthur Schlesinger wrote an influential memo arguing that Acheson’s program lacked a 

political dimension.  McNamara and even the JCS wanted to defer the declaration of 

emergency and a callup of reserves until the fall.  McNamara “did not wish to have large 

reserve forces on hand with no mission.”  As tentatively adopted in the meetings on July 

19th and subsequently modified by the President, the preliminary package included 

substantial additional ground force appropriations-something Kennedy and McNamara 

had wanted anyway to match the missile speedup announced earlier-an alert of reserves, 

a deferment of the declaration of national emergency (to be saved as a last resort), a 

Presidential address to the nation to announce the program and present the case for it, and 

renewed emphasis on concerting a Western negotiating position.58

 

 Then, on August 13th, the GDR and the Soviets made a brilliantly executed 

move.  East German authorities closed off access of their own citizens to West Berlin and 

began the construction of barbed wire barriers, the first stage of the famous Berlin “Wall 

of Shame.”  Berliners had up to then enjoyed the right to move freely around their city, 

since technically it was still under four-power control.  It had long been a possibility that 

the East Germans might restrict the movements of their citizens.  Over 16,000 East 

Germans a month were escaping by crossing the zonal boundary and boarding a plane to 

West Germany.  The migration, composed primarily of the young, able-bodied and 

educated, was threatening the viability of the East German economy.   

 

 That this was a major problem for the Soviets was well known, and by one 

account JFK had even said that Khrushchev would "have to do something to stop the 

flow of refugees-perhaps a wall," less than two weeks before the event, adding: "And we 

                                                                                                                                                 
57Regarding the session at Hyannis Port, see ibid., p. 186.  Text of Acheson’s report, June 
29, is ibid., pp. 139-159.  
58Ibid., pp. 173-176; the quoted material is on p. 220. 
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won't be able to prevent it."59  What no one had expected was that the Soviets’ very first 

move in their ballyhooed “crisis” would be directed against East Germans, not allies.  

None of the planning on countermoves over the previous two months was applicable to 

the immediate situation, for it dwelt with threats to Western, not East German, access to 

the city. 

 

 In later years many commentators believed the Kennedy administration should 

have “knocked down” the wall.  No administration official, from the President on down, 

ever called for “knocking down” the barriers, even though they clearly violated the 

Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin.60 Sorensen states that even in the unlikely event 

such an incursion had been successful and not resisted by the East Germans and the 

Soviets, the East Germans could have merely reestablished the barriers some yards 

further east. Hence “knocking the Wall down” really would have entailed the conquest of 

East Berlin.61  Nor did the administration truly regard the East German move as an 

unmixed evil.  Rusk coolly noted on August 15 that “while the border closing was a most 

serious matter, the probability was that in realistic terms it would make a Berlin 

settlement easier.”  Or, as JFK more succinctly remarked, “A wall is a hell of a lot better 

than a war.”62  Last of all, the U.S. had no support from its principal ally on any 

incursion:  British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan airily dismissed the crisis as 

“something got up by the press....Nobody is going to fight about it.”63  

 

 Yet something had to be done for the morale of the Berliners.  The U.S. did make 

a show of force, but not at the new barricades.  Kennedy sent a battle group (1800 men) 

into the city by the autobahn.  Too small to be of military significance, the move was a 

                                                 
59Rostow, Walt Whitman, The Diffusion of Power: An Essay in Recent History (New 
York, 1972), p. 231  
60Documentary evidence that the issue was even considered in such terms is lacking.  An 
important facit of the situation was that JFK did not learn of the barriers until16 hours 
after they begun to be erected, a fact which hampered any easy incursion.  There were no 
standing instructions for this contingency! 
61Sorensen, Kennedy, p. 594. 
62FRUS 1961-1963 XIV, p. 334; Beschloss, Crisis Years, p. 278. 
63Curtis Cates, The Ides of August: The Berlin Crisis, 1961 (New York, 1978), p. 452. 
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signal of the U.S. intention to maintain its access routes and its presence in Berlin.  As 

additional morale builders, Kennedy also sent Vice President Johnson to visit Berlin and, 

most important, replaced the U.S. commander in Berlin with retired General Lucius Clay, 

the hero of the 1948 Berlin blockade and a Republican.  Kennedy personally, however, 

said very little on the subject, probably because by doing so he would have increased 

pressure on himself to take measures which he no intention of taking.64

 

 All these steps were taken rapidly, and are rather poorly documented.  Formal 

NSC meetings were not held, but the White House used NSAMs for both taskings 

(assignments) and decisions.  A number of the President’s sessions with his top advisers-

typically Rusk, McNamara, Bundy, Lemnitzer, McCone, and Robert Kennedy- were 

recorded as “Steering Group” meetings; others with roughly the same personnel were 

not.65   

 

 The period of greatest tension occurred late in October after East German 

authorities attempted to deny a U.S. civilian official access (in his clearly marked official 

car) to East Berlin at the Friedrichstrasse checkpoint unless he showed identity papers.  

Not showing them was a traditional Western right.  The American returned to, and 

through, the checkpoint, his official sedan accompanied by vehicles with armed soldiers.  

Several such patrols were made over the next few days.  Kennedy was in direct phone 

contact with Clay; Clay apparently was somewhat bullying toward the President in 

insisting on handling the incident his way.  As later revealed, however, he had already 

received formal White House-approved instructions from State to handle the incident 

somewhat in the fashion he did.66  The United States backed up the armed patrols by 

driving a few tanks up to the checkpoint. The Soviets responded with the same.  After 

                                                 
64Michael Beschloss has made an interesting argument that JFK’s stance both before and 
after the erection of the wall was meant subtly to signal his acquiescence in this 
particular measure. Crisis Years, pp. 277-283.    
65FRUS 1961-1963 XIV, pp. 325-380. 
66Ibid., pp. 508-509.  The instruction stated that if the East Germans erected a physical 
barrier at Friedrichstrasse, “two or three tanks” should knock it down and then 
immediately withdraw into West Berlin.  In the actual incident, since no physical barrier 
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each side had thirty tanks lined up (the total the U.S. had in Berlin), Kennedy (without 

telling Clay) contacted Khruschchev via an informal channel running from Robert 

Kennedy through a GRU (Soviet Army Intelligence) representative in Washington.  The 

President made a plea for a halt to the confrontation, and may or may not have promised 

not to continue the armed excursions into East Berlin after the tanks were removed.67  

Khruschchev pulled back his tanks.  The West made no further tests of armed access of 

civilian officials to Berlin, and eventually acquiesced in the showing of civilian identity 

papers at the checkpoint.  In retrospect, we know that neither side had any intention of 

opening fire, or of allowing escalation if shots were exchanged; at the time no one knew 

that both sides were determined that this should be so.  Clay thought that the 

confrontation was worth all the risks because it had forced the Soviets to show their hand 

as the real power in East Berlin.  Others68 believe that because the Soviets had their way 

on both the wall and the checkpoints69, Khrushchev was strengthened in his conviction 

that he had taken Kennedy’s measure at Vienna and decided to place the missiles in 

Cuba.  We shall return to this argument later.  As for Berlin itself, the tensions 

accompanying the checkpoint incident were never equaled in the subsequent long history 

of contention over the city.  Well before the Friedrichstrasse encounter, Khruschev soft 

pedaled, via both formal and back channel messages, his threat to conclude a peace treaty 

by the end of the year, and on October 17, citing evidences of a willingness to negotiate 

on the part of the West, he publicly withdrew it.70  Other incidents took place for many 

years, but in 1971 after much evolution of policy, especially in West Germany, the West 

secured confirmation of its access rights in return for de facto recognition (without giving 

up its advocacy of eventual German reunification) of the GDR.  Rusk’s prediction had 

proved true. 

                                                                                                                                                 
was erected, armed patrols accompanied the U.S. representative into Berlin.  The degree 
of boldness was about the same.             
67The best overview on this question is Beschloss, Crisis Years, pp. 334-335.  See also 
the editorial note in FRUS 1961-1963 XIV, p. 544.  For the finest overview of the Berlin 
crisis as a whole, see Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, pp. 51-120  
68See Cates, Ides of August,  pp. 491-495.        
69With regard to the showing of identity papers: allied officials and their citizens could 
still enter East Berlin after showing identification. 
70FRUS 1961-1963 XIV, pp. 431-432, 444-460; Pierre Salinger, With Kennedy  (Garden 
City, N.Y., 1966), pp. 191-193.  
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 Plainly decision-making grew more and more informal as the 1961 Berlin crisis 

progressed.  It is hardly surprising that this should be so, but at times informality 

progressed into poor execution.  For instance, Kennedy had chosen Clay both for his 

prestige and to associate a Republican with his policy.  But Clay was a poor choice.  He 

was plainly more truculent than his chief, and sometimes verged on insubordination.  

Kennedy’s dramatic phone conversations with him were an inadequate means of control.  

He was also prone to plan measures of which JFK remained ignorant.  For instance, in a 

Berlin park, he set one unit of U.S. troops to practicing knocking down walls until their 

immediate commander reasserted control.    

 

 Kennedy was able to mitigate the uneven execution of his Berlin policy by his 

constant involvement in the issue, but it was beginning to be clear that the loose 

institutional framework he had set up would not be suitable for any President not 

obsessed with the details of foreign policy. 

 

 The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.  In May of 1962 Nikita Khruschchev decided 

to place 24 medium (700 mile) and 16 intermediate range (1100 mile) nuclear ballistic 

missile launchers in Cuba as the centerpiece of a broad military commitment to Fidel 

Castro’s government.  By mid-October the MRBM and IRBM warheads, and the MRBM 

launchers, had arrived.  There were also 42 dual capable bombers with a range of about 

700 miles.  There were Soviet troops on the island, equipped with both conventional and 

tactical nuclear weapons.71  There were a number of cruise missiles, SAM sites, and, in 

the planning stage, a submarine base.   Americans never knew of the presence of the 

tactical nuclear weapons until many years later, nor did they know that all missile nuclear 

warheads remained in off-site storage areas throughout the crisis.  U.S. intelligence also 

                                                 
71The latter included 6 rockets with a range of 25 miles, each with a spare warhead, and 
40 cruise missiles (80 warheads) with a 200-mile range.  Six two-kiloton nuclear bombs 
were among the armaments supplied for the contingent of medium-range bombers.  For a 
detailed description of the Soviet buildup, see Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow, 
Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis (2nd edition, New York, 
1999), pp. 203-207.  
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severely underestimated the number of Soviet troops on the island and knew nothing of 

the projected submarine base. 

 

 Why did Khruschev take this decision?  The common American assumption at the 

time was that he did it for the political and diplomatic leverage, especially on the Berlin 

issue, which would be afforded by the appearance of closing the nuclear gap, then so 

heavily in U.S. favor, and forcing the United States to live under the threat of nearby 

missiles, just as the Soviet Union was under threat of US IRBMS based in Turkey and 

elsewhere in Europe.  While neither assumption was incorrect, Khruschchev’s memoirs 

and later Russian commentary make it clear that the Soviet Union also feared the loss of 

revolutionary prestige which would have followed a successful US overthrow of the 

Castro regime, which they seem genuinely to have feared.  

 

 A U-2 flight on October 14 discovered two missile sites in an advanced state of 

construction.  Just a month previously JFK had issued a categorical public warning to the 

Soviets against stationing of offensive missiles in Cuba.  Therefore at the outset he was 

forced to adopt one fixed and unwavering objective:  the missiles had to be removed, 

either by force or agreement.  Kennedy received his first briefing early on the 16th, and 

later that day McNamara, whose department’s personnel would receive the widest 

exposure to the information, estimated that the secret could be kept no longer than a 

week.  Additional time pressure came from the fact that the missiles were nearing 

readiness. 

 

 The disadvantage of a constricted time for decision was balanced for the 

Administration by the fact that Khruschchev’s secret had become their secret.  He didn’t 

know that they knew.  This was an unusual luxury: for a few days policymakers could 

operate as though in a vacuum bottle, almost certain of their complete freedom of action 

within the constraints already mentioned.  With an unalterable objective, a constricted 

time frame, and an envelope of secrecy, the parameters of the crisis were highly unusual.  

For this reason, despite the successful result, it is hard to make any generalizations about 

the utility of the policymaking format which Kennedy and his associates adopted to deal 

with it. 
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 Both morning and evening of the 16th, JFK met with top advisers, including all 

the formal members of the NSC, in the White House.  For a variety of reasons, however, 

they held a number of meetings without him over the following week.  One was the 

preservation of secrecy.  White House meetings tended to be conspicuous and difficult to 

conceal.  The group therefore met at the State Department when the President was not in 

attendance.  Also to preserve secrecy, it was decided that the President should maintain 

his normal schedule, which included highly publicized Congressional campaign stops 

during the week.  Lastly, according to Robert Kennedy, JFK decided to allow his 

advisers to hold some of the meetings without his presence, to make for more uninhibited 

discussion of unpopular alternatives. (The reader will recall that this was Truman’s 

rationale for his non-attendance at NSC meetings prior to 1950.)  This latter assertion is 

somewhat suspect since Robert Kennedy attended the sessions as his brother’s alter ego. 

“We all knew Little Brother was watching, and keeping a little list of where everyone 

stood,” one participant recalled later.”72   

 

 The President designated most of the members of the group meeting at the State 

Department and the White House.  From State: Rusk, the Under Secretary, the Deputy 

Under Secretary, the Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America, the Soviet expert 

Ambassador Lleweyllen Thompson, and the Legal Adviser.  From Defense: McNamara, 

his Deputy Secretary Roswell Gilpatric and Paul Nitze, now Assistant Secretary for the 

International Security Affairs Bureau, known as the DOD’s “little State Department.”  

From the JCS, General Taylor, the new Chairman, sometimes accompanied by the Chief 

of Naval Operations.  From the White House, Bundy and Sorenson.  McCone was a 

member, though his deputy sometimes substituted for him.  And, of course, Robert 

Kennedy.  Acheson and Robert Lovett were invited to attend as senior statesmen. Lovett 

declined, although he gave his counsel to Kennedy directly.  Certain others, notably UN 

                                                 
72Robert Kennedy, Thirteen Days: A Memoir of the Cuban Missile Crisis, (New York, 
1969), p. 33; Beschloss, Crisis Years, p. 452.  Robert Kennedy did in fact share some 
disparaging recollections of the performance of several individuals on Ex Comm during 
the crisis in his oral interview given to Elspeth Rostow on February 13, 1965. JFKL, 
Robert Kennedy, Oral History Collection. 
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Ambassador and former Presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson, attended as their 

schedule permitted.  Altogether, there were about 15-20 men at any given session. 

 

 This group differed from the formal, Eisenhower-style NSC meeting in that it was 

a smaller group with an almost total absence of spear carriers.  At the same time, it was a 

little larger than a meeting at the top.  It included both principals and runner-ups of the 

major departments, but also reached down a rung to those most directly concerned with 

this single issue.  Lastly, there was a leavening of senior statesmen and the President’s 

own brother and senior White House aides.  It can be seen as combination of high level 

meeting with an interagency working group.  After Kennedy “surfaced” the crisis in his 

speech October 22, the group moved to the White House and met more often with the 

President.  On October 23, an NSAM formally designated it as an Executive Committee 

of the NSC, and it is usually known as “Ex Com.”  There were no formal minutes of the 

meetings at State, though various participants, notably McCone and State Legal adviser 

Leonard Meeker, prepared summary notes.  Unknown to most of the participants, the 

meetings at the White House both before and after the speech were tape recorded, so the 

records of proceedings in the crisis vary from the cursory to the super-detailed. 

 

 During the first week, participants used their temporary envelope of secrecy to 

explore at length all conceivable options and mixes of options for dealing with the 

missiles, save one: doing nothing.  This was precluded by the President’s commitment 

the previous month to take some form of action.  Initially, most discussion centered on 

what then seemed the alternatives of an air strike or diplomatic action.  Rusk leaned 

toward military action in his remarks at a State Department meeting on the evening of 

Wednesday the 17th.73  Initially, the President himself appeared to believe that an air 

strike was almost inevitable.  Throughout, most members opposed diplomatic action 

unaccompanied by any other action, on the ground that the twin processes of getting the 

support of the myriad European and Latin American allies and doing significant 

bargaining with the Soviets would take enough time to present the United States with the 

                                                 
73 FRUS 1961-1963 XI, p. 98. 
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fait accompli of completed missile sites while simultaneously precluding any secret strike 

on them. 

 

 As for the air strike, could it be “surgical,” that is, remove the missiles and 

nothing else?  Bundy and Acheson were among those wanting the punishment to fit the 

crime.  The JCS, however, were always skeptical of this possibility, and favored more 

general air operations, and if possible a full invasion as well.  Contrary to later myths, the 

JCS never proposed or liked the option of a “surgical strike.”  By Sunday the 21st, the 

best the military could offer the President was destruction of 90% of the known missiles, 

which were only 60% of the then-presumed total!74  By then, a form of blockade was 

close to approval as the initial action, in preference to an immediate air strike. 

 

 Blockade was at first considered as an ancillary action, in the form of total 

blockade to accompany an invasion.  The option adopted was far more selective: U.S.  

assertion of a right of inspection for “offensive weapons” alone, leaving ambiguous the 

question of confiscation.  Ships with missiles would be turned back; all others could 

proceed to Cuba.  Most important, blockade, accompanied by a demand to the Soviets to 

remove the existing missiles or face some unspecified form of military action against 

Cuba, became the initial major measure announced in the President’s speech of Monday 

the 22nd.  It was McNamara who, on the 16th, first proposed some elements of this 

package toward the end of an exhausting day of meetings.  As finally hammered out on 

the 20th, its apparent advantages were: 

 

 a) it did not involve a surprise attack, which Robert Kennedy and others believed 

resembled a Pearl Harbor which would be detrimental to the U.S. image abroad; 

 

 b) it enabled the United States to take an initial surprise measure, which 

nonetheless did not preclude negotiation while it was in effect; 

 

                                                 
74Ibid., p. 139. 
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 c) it did not preclude forceful measures later, though the strategic and tactical 

warning given the Soviets and Cubans by the blockade made invasion, not just air strike, 

the most likely alternative should negotiations fail. 

 

 “Now this alternative,” McNamara prophetically and correctly stated after first 

outlining the option, “doesn’t seem to be a very acceptable one, but wait until you work 

on the others.”75

 

 The process of meeting and discussion continued through the week.  By the night 

of Thursday the 18th, some members thought the President had made a tentative decision 

for a blockade, but at a meeting Friday, even after RFK again implied that this was 

indeed the case, Rusk divided the participants into two groups to marshal arguments for 

an air strike.  When the group reconvened in the evening, the two groups debated their 

positions; the “apparent sense of the meeting” was now for a blockade.  Yet as already 

pointed out, as late as Sunday JFK heard once again the full military case for an initial air 

strike. 

 

 At those meetings the President attended, existing transcripts show him by turns 

inquisitive, tentative, decisive, discursive.  Sometimes he changed the subject, and was 

gently brought back by Bundy; or paused to speculate before himself bringing matters 

back to the point.  Sometimes he pulled rank, sometimes he was the inquiring student.   

Given a week to make a clear-cut decision, he was plainly determined to use every bit of 

that time and to re-explore every option.  The nature of his own participation helped set 

the tone and gave the meetings their rambling and repetitive character.  Part of their 

purpose was to expose the strengths and weaknesses of every possible option, even past 

the point of tentative decision, for the President was probably tilting toward the initial 

blockade option as early as Wednesday, the 17th; another purpose was to build consensus 

within the administration in order to avoid later recrimination-or, given the gravity of the 

situation-in case of failure.  For instance, RFK’s frequent parallels between an air strike 

                                                 
75Ibid., p. 189 

 281



and Pearl Harbor helped persuade at least one persistent proponent of an initial air strike, 

Douglas Dillon, to change his mind.76

 

 Following the President’s speech, it was no longer necessary to keep Ex Com 

meetings secret and it now met daily in the Cabinet room of the White House, with 

Presidential attendance more frequent than before.  Each day the Ex Com monitored 

developments, and the President often made important decisions during its discussions, 

decisions whose tendency, like the quarantine itself, was in the direction of caution.  For 

instance, he ordered that a Soviet tanker, the first of their ships to reach the quarantine 

line, be allowed to cross without inspection because it obviously could have no missiles 

aboard, and later, that retaliation for destruction of a U-2 by Soviet batteries in Cuba be 

postponed. 

 

 On Saturday, October 27, the deliberations of Ex Com were of crucial importance 

in resolving the crisis.  The previous day JFK had received a lengthy letter from 

Khruschchev implying that the Soviets would withdraw all the missiles provided the U.S. 

pledged not to invade Cuba.  On Saturday, however, a second message, broadcast 

publicly, added a Soviet demand for removal of U.S. missiles in Turkey to the package.  

Kennedy and nearly all advisers, including McNamara and Taylor, favored removal of 

these missiles, which were obsolete.  To do so publicly under pressure, with the risks to 

NATO, and particularly Turkish, confidence in the United States, was another matter.  

Bundy, and later RFK and Thompson, suggested the strategem of ignoring the second 

Soviet message and, in the reply, spelling out and accepting the U.S. understanding of the 

vaguely suggested package in the first.  The transcripts of the Saturday Ex Com meetings 

reveal the group floundering around considerably, gradually becoming more focused as 

Bundy and RFK press their proposal to which, initially, hardly anyone had paid much 

attention. The president was skeptical this would work, but agreed to give it a try.  Thus 

the non-invasion pledge  (in return for Soviet removal of offensive weapons) became the 

                                                 
76 Beschloss, Crisis Years, p. 460. 
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public part of his offer.77  It is noteworthy that at least during these climactic meetings 

most Ex Com members did not hesitate to voice doubts to the President about his desire 

for a Turkey/Cuba missile trade. 

 

 What was thrashed out in Ex Com was not the entire package, however.  At a 

later meeting, comprising only the President, RFK, Rusk McNamara, Sorensen and 

Bundy,  Rusk proposed that RFK pass a message to the Soviet Ambassador promising 

that the Turkish missiles would be removed later, without any public connection to the 

settlement.  This RFK did, accompanying this concession with a warning of imminent 

military action if agreement was not reached soon.78 And even this was not the whole 

story.  Only 25 years later did Rusk reveal that he had yet another meeting with the 

President that night.  Kennedy expected Khruschchev to insist that the Turkish part of the 

deal be part of the public package.  He therefore arranged through Rusk a contingency 

plan: to have a former American UN official ask the UN Secretary General to make a 

public appeal for U.S. acceptance of Khruschev’s second message.  Kennedy reasoned 

that such an appeal would make it easier for him to accept.79  In the event, the 

contingency plan was not necessary, for Khruschchev accepted Kennedy’s public reply 

accompanied by the secret understanding on Turkey.80  There followed a month of 

complex haggling over whether Soviet medium bombers in Cuba were offensive 

                                                 
77The discussions on the 27th are most comprehensible in Sheldon Stern, Averting the 
Final Failure: John F. Kennedy and the Secret Cuban Missile Crisis Meetings (Stanford, 
California, 2003), pp. 290-368.  These are blow-by-blow summaries of the meetings with 
author's commentary interspersed.  For the transcripts, see Philip Zelikow and Ernest 
May, The Presidential Recordings: John F. Kennedy (3vo., New York, 2001), v. 3, 356-
512. 
78 For the Attorney General's account of his meeting that evening with Anatoly Dobrynin, 
see FRUS 1961-1963 XI, pp. 270-271; for a text of Dobrynin's report to Moscow, see 
CWIHP 5, Spring 1995, pp.79-80. 
79McGeorge Bundy, Danger and Survival: Choices About the Bomb in the First Fifty 
Years (New York, 1988), pp. 430-436. 
80According to one account, the concession on Turkish missiles was not necessary, for 
Khrushchev was already so alarmed by the U2 downing and its potential for U.S. 
retaliation that he would have settled on the basis of Kennedy's public offer alone-as to 
all public appearances he did. Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali, "One Hell of a 
Gamble": Khrushchev, Castro, and Kennedy1958-1964 (New York, 1997), pp. 283-287. 
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weapons.  The eventual answer was that they were, and they too were removed, in 

exchange for a final lifting of the blockade.          

 

 Some participants thought the meetings of Ex Com and its informal predecessor 

puerile, dilatory and unnecessary.  They tended to be those who were the strongest and 

longest supporters of a surprise air strike.  One was Dean Acheson, who scoffed at the 

idea of blockade.  “We were in a test of wills....He favored cleaning the missile bases out 

decisively with an air strike.”  Khrushchev “was a madman whose actions would be 

perfectly irresponsible.”  Acheson found the Ex Com to be “repetitive, leaderless, and a 

waste of time.”81  Paul Nitze, another air strike advocate, (though eventually persuaded 

of the wisdom of blockade as a first step) considered the meetings “a sophmoric 

seminar.”82   Contemptuous of the decisionmaking process though they were, the 

dissidents had an important role as a sounding board of dissent, and the meetings’ format 

enabled them to do so.  Thus the counsel of Acheson and other dissidents was available 

even to shape alternatives they disliked.  Or consider Bundy, who changed his mind 

frequently before the quarantine decision was reached, but who was an important 

promoter of the strategy adopted on the 27th in response to Khrushchev's puzzling 

actions.    

 

 It must be remembered that Ex Com meetings were not the only fora for JFK’s 

decision-making process.  He received Robert Lovett’s influential counsel in favor of a 

blockade in a small meeting with only Bundy, RFK, Rusk, and Thompson as additional 

participants,83 and Eisenhower’s similar advice via an intermediary.  He consulted with 

the British Ambassador about where to draw the blockade line, and accepted his 

advice.84  And there were doubtless many unrecorded tête-a-têtes with his brother, 

Bundy, Sorenson (the latter particularly in connection with the speech draft), and others.  

                                                 
81Beschloss, Crisis Years, p. 455; Dean Acheson, "Homage to Plain Dumb Luck," in 
Robert A. Divine, ed., The Cuban Missile Crisis (Chicago, 1971), p. 196.  Reprinted from 
Esquire, LXXI (February, 1969).  
82James G. Blight and David Welch, On the Brink:Americans and Soviets Reexamine the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, pp. 142-143. 
83 Zelikow and May, Presidential Recordings, v.2, pp. 573-575. 
84 Ibid., v.3, pp. 182-183. 
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Some of the most important decisions, such as those on the Turkish missiles, were taken 

in smaller and smaller core circles, without the knowledge of some or most members of 

the next larger circle.  Ex Com was just one very important instrument in the President’s 

orchestration of crisis discussion and decision.    

 

 Some see the Cuban missile crisis as the maturation of JFK’s decision-making, 

and certainly available documents reveal an increase in his self-confidence since the Bay 

of Pigs.85  The President was not afraid to appear indecisive so long as he was able to 

pick up ideas and information and explore options, because he apparently knew he would 

have no trouble making up his mind when necessary.  His intervention in matters of 

detail (e.g., when to let certain ships through the blockade, delaying response to the U-2 

shootdown) was more successful than during the Bay of Pigs affair.  Ex Com meetings 

were still a bit of a free for all, but it was so structured that members were forced to 

represent themselves far more than their departments.  A number of its members, such as 

Sorensen and Acheson, were Presidential advisers purely and simply.  RFK’s Attorney-

Generalship was irrelevant to Ex Com’s purpose; likewise Dillon’s Treasury post.  

Stevenson’s UN assignment, though pertinent, was not the real source of his weight.  

McNamara was the Office of the Secretary of Defense, which bore the stamp of his 

thorough reorganization; JCS views were very different from his.  Rusk attempted to sum 

up the position of his Department, but since Thompson, Ball and Martin were also Ex 

Com members, their individual views were almost as influential. Even Taylor, the 

Chairman of the JCS, had a close Kennedy connection as JFK's former Military Adviser; 

often during the crisis he differed with other JCS members, as McNamara did with him. 

 

 Thus Ex Com perhaps came closer than anything else in NSC history up to that 

point in approximating Ferdinand Eberstadt’s conception of the NSC: creating a vehicle 

in which the President could receive the counsel of his closest advisers, unfettered by 

departmental constraints, on the most pressing issues of the day.  Let us try a tentative 

generalization at this point: when a policy committee at the highest level is broadened 

                                                 
85For an excellent exposition of this view, see Alexander George, Presidential 
Decisionmaking in Foreign Policy: the Effective Use of Information and Advice 
(Boulder, CO, 1980), pp. 210-215. 
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with senior advisers and sub-cabinet officials with topical expertise, discussion of policy 

options may be freer because the weight of purely Departmental viewpoints is “diluted” 

by the presence as active participants of outsiders and sub-cabinet officials in the 

Departments themselves.   

 

 On the other hand, certain aspects of Kennedy’s decisionmaking, stylistic and 

substantive alike, had changed not at all since the Bay of Pigs.  JFK liked to keep all 

options open until the last moment: this time the parameters of the crisis allowed him to.  

He liked freewheeling discussion: the strict security precautions and the common 

awareness of the deadly danger of leaks in this instance enabled him to have it.  He 

wanted to reach down into the bureaucracy for expert and potentially conflicting advice: 

the single-topic nature of the meetings afforded him this luxury while still keeping the Ex 

Com relatively small.  Kennedy wanted also consensus in case the wrong decision was 

taken; the Ex Com meetings were in part designed with this, too, in mind.  In part JFK 

had matured, but in part the crisis was tailor-made for his preferred mode of operation.  

Important also, all the Ex Com participants had grown inured to JFK's way of doing 

things.  In particular Rusk, still not accorded the position of primus inter pares, spoke up 

frequently to make his views known, unlike his Bay of Pigs performance.    

 

 In later years Acheson, his own views largely rejected, dismissed Kennedy’s 

success in the missile crisis as luck.86  This snappish judgment was an injustice to the 

policy process described above, with its extended weighing of options, its organizational 

wheels within wheels, and its contingency plans.  It was also unjust to the superb policy 

execution which there is no space to describe here, such as the smooth diplomatic work 

which brought a speedy and unanimous endorsement of the quarantine by the 

Orgainization of American States, and the rapid deployment of U.S. naval, air, and other 

military forces in the Caribbean.  Nonetheless there was a huge component of good 

fortune for the United States in the time and place of the confrontation: 

 

                                                 
86Acheson, Homage, pp. 197, 205-206. 
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 a) Khruschchev’s initiative was an enormous gamble that depended on 

maintaining secrecy over many months of construction.  His military thought this 

impossible, and were actually surprised that it took so long for the American U-2 to make 

its discovery; 

 

 b) The United States had overwhelming nuclear superiority globally, which the 

Soviet deployment would have only partially redressed; 

 

 c) Probably most important, the U.S. had overwhelming conventional superiority.  

The Soviet missiles in Cuba being only partially deployed and not yet armed, and the 

Americans being entirely ignorant of the Soviet tactical nuclear weapons, there was no 

deterrent to a potential invasion of the island with conventional forces other than a Soviet 

willingness to risk all-out global war.  The United States correctly calculated that 

Khrushchev was unwilling to accept this risk, though no one who lived through this 

episode wanted anything like it ever to be repeated. 

 

 Achievement of a Sustained Policy Objective: the Limited Test Ban Treaty.  

Conclusion of this treaty with Great Britain and the Soviet Union in the summer of 1963 

was a highlight of the Kennedy administration.  The Treaty’s luster has increased with 

the years.  It was the first significant arms control measure of the Cold War, and the 

world has since at times edged closer to a universal ban of all nuclear tests.  The final 

steps leading to the treaty are a good example of the effectiveness of JFK’s fluid policy 

style in certain situations. 

 

 To balance its heavy military buildup, the Kennedy administration from the outset 

conformed to his predecessors’ practice of emphasizing the sincerity of the U.S. desire 

for disarmament as well.  The linchpin of existing interagency machinery for 

disarmament and testing proposals was a “Committee of Principals,” whose key members 

were the Secretaries of State and Defense, the Chairman of the Atomic Energy 
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Commission,87 the DCI, the JCS chairman, and the head of the United States 

Disarmament Administration (USDA), an agency within the White House.  JFK 

continued the Committee of Principals unchanged, and it continued to play a key role in 

formulating disarmament policy throughout his administration.  His first significant 

action (accomplished by legislation) was to upgrade the USDA to a quasi-autonomous 

Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (ACDA).  Although located within the State 

Department, its Director had, like the JCS from within the Defense Department, the right 

of independent access to the President. 

 

 Like Truman and Eisenhower, Kennedy was skeptical of the possibility of general 

and complete disarmament, as publicly advocated by the Soviet Union, but laid special 

emphasis on the possibility of moderating the competition in nuclear arms and in 

bringing nuclear testing to an end.  The Eisenhower administration had engaged in 

realistic negotiations with the Soviets on testing, and had come fairly close to agreement 

until U.S. experts grew less certain of their ability to distinguish nuclear explosions from 

earthquakes without inspection stations within the Soviet Union, a measure which the 

Kremlin refused to accept.  As an alternative, Eisenhower in 1959 unsuccessfully 

proposed a treaty banning tests in the atmosphere, the oceans, and outer space.88  

 

 When Kennedy took office, each side was observing its own unilateral 

moratorium on nuclear testing, a result of propaganda maneuverings on the issue.  The 

Soviet Union broke the moratorium in the fall of 1961 with an unusually “dirty” 

(radiation intensive) test series, detonations of up to 58 megatons that were apparently 

calculated to intimidate.  Although the U.S. did not believe this size of weapon to be of 

military value, it had its own test objectives.  Kennedy’s first reaction, concerted with 

British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, was to revive the proposal for a limited test 

ban.  Even before the Soviets disregarded this move, Kennedy came under heavy 

pressure to resume testing, to which he responded with considerable reluctance and 

                                                 
87This was the forerunner of today’s Department of Energy and Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission.  After a series of changes beginning in 1974, the Department of Energy 
came into existence in 1977. 
88See Documents on Disarmament, 1945-1959, II, pp. 1392-1393. 
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skepticism as to its utility.  Additionally, unlike any of his advisers, he became genuinely 

concerned that the level of radioactivity in the world’s milk supply, which was steadily 

increasing as a result of continued testing, posed an unacceptable public health hazard.  

Not until November did he accept, at a formal NSC meeting, a plan to prepare for tests 

the following spring, and only in April did he make his final decision, rubberstamped by 

another such meeting.  The Soviets responded with another test series in the fall of 1962.   

 

 During the summer of 1962 the administration grew convinced that the Soviet 

Union would never give up its opposition to adequate inspections within its borders, and 

a renewed “two-track” proposal to table a limited test ban treaty (along with continuing 

negotiations for a comprehensive ban), was worked out with the British and made public.  

Policy formation was via the Principals, at least 2 full-dress cabinet-level White House 

meetings with the President, and an intense correspondence with Macmillan through 

White House channels.89  At one point Kennedy remarked that serious consideration of a 

limited test ban could only take place after the Soviets had finished its own fall, 1962, 

test series, without any corresponding round of U.S. tests.90

 

 After the U.S. atmospheric test series ended in October 1962, Kennedy decided to 

delay a further round of atmospheric tests, while continuing to test underground.  The 

Soviets, however, would not accept a limited treaty without a moratorium on 

underground tests.  The Soviets now acceded to Western desires for inspections, but 

would not agree to as many as the United States wanted.  In the spring of 1963, Kennedy 

grew dismayed at the lack of progress in an area in which he had urgent concerns, 

especially his belief that a test ban might put pressure on China not to initiate testing.  

                                                 
89 FRUS 1961-1963 VII, pp. 209-227, 439-442, 485-568.  Use of the White House 
channel did not mean in this case that the State Department was “out of the loop,” for the 
Department was often consulted and always received copies of the messages.  
90Ibid., p. 512.  Some (not all) U.S. and British scientists reached the conclusion during 
the spring, 1962 tests that Soviet earthquake activity was much less than previously 
suspected, a fact which appeared to them to open the door for a comprehensive test ban 
without test sites in the Soviet Union.  Even if scientific opinion had been unanimous on 
the question, political pressures would have made it imperative that any comprehensive 
ban should include such sites. 

 289



Aware that the negotiations were grinding to a halt because the Russians and the West91 

were far apart on both numbers of seismic stations and numbers of inspections, and that 

Khruschchev had agreed only reluctantly to another round of negotiations in Moscow, he 

was equally aware that there was strong opposition to any form of test ban treaty within 

the JCS, and that the views of his DCI, John McCone, had helped kill a test ban when 

McCone was Eisenhower’s Chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission.  One ray of 

hope was renewed interest in the U.S. Senate, which would have to ratify any treaty, in a 

limited test ban.   

 

 Weighing all these factors, Kennedy therefore gambled on jump-starting a 

renewed drive for a test ban treaty, and perhaps wider measures.  In doing so he took a 

major initiative without the careful cultivation and consultation of interagency interests 

that had characterized his approach to disarmament issues hitherto.  In a public address at 

American University early in June, JFK made an eloquent appeal for better relations with 

the Soviet Union, emphasizing that no government was “so evil that its people must be 

considered lacking in virtue." The centerpiece so far as specific measures were concerned 

were a pledge that the United States would not resume atmospheric testing until others 

did so, coupled with a renewed appeal for a “comprehensive test ban treaty,” with much 

emphasis on wider disarmament measures that might follow.92  Sorensen and Carl 

Kaysen were the principal drafters; Bundy and Rusk were consulted;93 others-including 

McNamara, McCone, and JCS Chairman Taylor-were merely informed just two days 

before the speech.  Kennedy was appealing to the world public, the U.S. Congress, and 

the Soviets alike while short-circuiting potential centers of disagreement in his own 

                                                 
91In actuality, this meant the United States.  The United Kingdom wanted a 
comprehensive test ban without conditions, but had to conform to the U.S. negotiating 
position.  The French, still engaged in the formation of a basic nuclear arsenal, didn’t 
want any test ban and didn’t sign the one negotiated.  
92Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States, John F. Kennedy, 1963 pp. 459-
464. 
93According to Raymond Garthoff, then Rusk’s staff coordinator for arms control, 
Ambassador Thompson was the only State Department official consulted during the 
drafting of the speech.  Rusk was consulted too late to coordinate a Department-wide 
response.  Raymond Garthoff, A Journey through the Cold War: A Memoir of 
Containment and Coexistence (Washington, 2001), 165. 
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executive branch.  The tactic worked.  Khruschchev was genuinely impressed with the 

overall tone of the speech, but responded publicly on July 2 by acceding at last to a 

limited test ban without a moratorium on underground tests.94  And so the proposal 

proceeded to an almost foreordained favorable conclusion at the previously scheduled 

round of Tripartite (U.S.-UK-Soviet) talks in Moscow in late July.   

 

 In preparing instructions for the U.S. delegation, led by Harriman (by now an 

Under Secretary of State), Kennedy reverted to the format of high-level interagency 

meetings, even holding a formal NSC meeting to deliberate one draft.  (In a smaller 

meeting, the President assured Taylor, who had less difficulty with the treaty than the 

other chiefs, that the JCS would of course be free to express dissent in Congressional 

hearings.)  During the two weeks of negotiations, JFK kept a tight rein on the distant 

proceedings.  He held four cabinet-level discussions, personally cleared many of the 

telegrams to Harriman, and drafted at least one himself.  He was in close touch with 

Macmillan by phone and personal cables.  France, the fourth nuclear power, had refused 

from the outset to participate, but Kennedy did his best to keep De Gaulle in the picture 

by more conventional means.95     

  

  At one point, he appears to have been on the phone with Macmillan while 

simultaneously verbally approving two changes in the treaty language brought to him by 

Bundy, who was on the phone with Moscow.  Such a scene is the epitome of JFK’s 

“hands on” approach to those topics in which he took the most vital interest.96

 

 By the time the treaty was signed, it had overwhelming public and Senate support.  

McCone came to believe it posed no hazard, and may have been influential in extracting 

                                                 
94FRUS 1961-1963 VII, 672-718. 
95Ibid., pp. 767-869.  Bringing West German Chancellor Adenauer into line was difficult.  
The Chancellor had no difficulty with a test ban treaty as such, but in the negotiating 
context it was tied to certain other issues, including the Soviet desire for an 
accompanying non-aggression pact and the question of East German adherence to the test 
ban, which threw his government off balance.  Kennedy was able to satisfy Adenauer 
during the negotiations that his interests were being respected. 
96Ibid., p. 855. 
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from the JCS a formal, but decidedly lukewarm, endorsement.  Plainly in this instance the 

President made a concerted and successful effort to mold events.  The circumstances in 

which this was possible were instructive: 

 

 a) There was no “crisis” afoot, simply an initiative aimed at creating an 

opportunity; 

 

 b) Kennedy had repeatedly consulted his advisers and most of the interested 

foreign leaders on the test ban and related subjects during the preceding two and one-half 

years, and he knew his own mind on the subject matter; 

 

 c) Up to the last few weeks before his initiative, he had made thorough use of 

conventional as well as unconventional policy channels; he reverted to conventional 

channels immediately after his speech; 

 

 d) The limited test ban was thoroughly popular with the public at home and 

abroad, giving him a momentum on the issue that enabled him to overcome potential 

bastions of resistance within the executive branch; 

 

 e) A test ban treaty of either type was a limited, “doable” objective.97  

 

  Kennedy and Vietnam: The Coup of November, 1963.  In the final major foreign 

policy decision of JFK’s Presidency, none of the above considerations applied. 

 

 Vietnam was for Kennedy as for his two successors the most insoluble of U.S. 

policy dilemmas.  He had inherited a commitment, which he fully endorsed in principle, 

to safeguarding South Vietnam from Communism while promoting its evolution into a 

                                                 
97 Some of the same considerations apply to another notable example of Kennedy’s 
ability to move the bureaucracy in unexpected ways: his actions leading to UN General 
Assembly Resolution 1884 (XVIII), October 17, 1963, which noted the ”intention” of the 
U.S. and USSR not “to station in outer space any objects carrying nuclear weapons or 
other kinds of weapons of mass destruction.”  The Resolution was an important 
forerunner of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty.  See Garthoff, Journey, 156-164. 
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more prosperous society with increased popular participation in government.  The 

alternative, as he and many others saw it, was the collapse of the entire Western position 

in Southeast Asia: the domino theory enunciated by Dwight Eisenhower and instinctively 

accepted by most American policymakers.  South Vietnam’s government had been 

dominated since its creation in 1954 by an authoritarian team of brothers, Ngo Dinh 

Diem, the President, and Ngo Dinh Nhu, his security chief.  To the surprise of Western 

backers and North Vietnamese opponents alike, Diem had stabilized his fledgling nation 

in 1955 by cracking down on gangland and cult leaders who had usurped many 

governmental functions for many years.  Unlike most Western clients, he was a figure of 

considerable personal stature and his authority continued to strengthen until 1959, when 

North Vietnam undertook the active sponsorship of a guerilla movement in the South. 

 

 Even before the end of Eisenhower administration, the United States began to 

diverge from Diem.  American civilian policymakers believed that the Ngo brothers’ 

almost purely military response to the insurgency was misguided and inept.  Diem 

steadily resisted U.S. pleas to broaden and popularize his regime; there is even a 

plausible case that his brother was trying to build a totalitarian regime, on the theory of 

“fight fire with fire.”  In a major policy initiative in 1960, the United States urged Diem 

to fire Nhu.  This Diem could not do.  Remote and aloof, he was totally dependent on 

Nhu to attend to the nitty-gritty of daily politicking as well as the routine of repression.  

Shortly thereafter, the U.S. ambassador chose to remain neutral during a coup attempt in 

November 1960.98  Diem survived this attempt, but his confidence in the unvarying 

solidity of U.S. support was shattered. 

 

 Kennedy’s policy machinery for dealing with Vietnam was a combination of all 

his methods discussed so far. There was a Vietnam Working Group to track day-to-day 

developments in Vietnam, and occasionally to develop early versions of policy options.  

There were periodic fact-finding missions undertaken by leading officials to supplement 

Embassy reporting of what was actually happening in Vietnam.  There were informally 

scheduled and poorly recorded high level White House meetings, almost always 

                                                 
98FRUS 1958-1960 I, 331-364. 
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including the core cabinet and sub-cabinet members and a sprinkling of pertinent White 

House staffers.  Only by the fall of 1963, was there a high-level group frequently 

conferring on Vietnam.  Its structure resembled that of Ex Com and was occasionally 

referred to as such.  (Appeals by Rusk and McNamara formally to reconstitute an Ex 

Com for Vietnam went unheeded.)  Besides Rusk, McNamara, Taylor, Bundy, and Ball, 

the group included Averell Harriman and Roger Hilsman, respectively State’s Under 

Secretary for Political Affairs and its Asian bureau chief, and Michael Forrestal, the NSC 

staffer for Southeast Asia.  Another notable feature of Vietnam policymaking was a 

series of high-level inspection trips to shape policy options, a pattern continued under 

Johnson. 

 

 Preoccupied by more immediately pressing problems, JFK tended to make 

Vietnam policy in little driblets.  He was unwilling to drop the U.S. commitment-for he 

fully accepted the domino theory-but at the same time believed Vietnam to be such a 

poor risk that his preference was to take small, cautious initiatives which committed a 

minimum of U.S. prestige.  He may have been testing the waters to see whether Vietnam 

was hopeless, domino theory or not, but there is only minimal evidence to support this 

thesis.  It is more likely that he was simply moving cautiously in a situation that he felt he 

had no feel for. 

 

 By the summer of 1963, this tactic was no longer possible.  Buddhist activists 

provoked a confrontation with the Ngo regime that tellingly exposed its authoritarian 

core to public view.  Diem undertook a crackdown on the Buddhists that destroyed what 

remained of his legitimacy with the educated urban middle and upper middle class in his 

country, was greeted with revulsion abroad, and provoked a confrontational showdown 

within the U.S. policy establishment.  For years before JFK took office, U.S. officials had 

been poles apart on how to handle Diem.  By and large, senior U.S. military officers 

wanted to stick with Diem and disregard the regime’s lack of a popular base.  With the 

notable exception of Frederick Nolting, Kennedy’s first Ambassador to Vietnam, State 

Department and most other civilian officials believed just the opposite.  CIA and 

Embassy officials were also aware of intensifying anti-Diem plotting among the 

Vietnamese military.  Harriman, Hilsman and Forrestal were the core group of anti-Diem 
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officials within State and NSC.  Late in August, seizing on a particularly egregious 

incident in the anti-Buddhist crackdown, and emphasizing that the United States had to 

seize the moment while the possibility of an anti-Nhu solution was timely, this group 

secured the approval of JFK, Rusk,-both absent from Washington-and acting heads at 

Defense and CIA, to instructions in telegram 243 to Saigon which fundamentally 

reshaped U.S. policy.  (Also absent from Washington were McNamara, Bundy, and 

McCone; Taylor was not shown the message until after it was sent.) 

 

U.S. Government cannot tolerate situation in which power lies in Nhu’s hands.  

Diem must be given chance to rid himself of Nhu and his coterie....if he [Diem] 

remains obdurate, then we are prepared to accept the obvious implication that we 

can no longer support Diem....Ambassador and country team should urgently 

examine all possible alternative leadership and make detailed plans as to how we 

might bring about Diem’s replacement if this should become necessary.99

 

After all the working groups, option papers and fact funding missions, the Kennedy 

Administration seemed finally to have decided that Diem had to go in a surprisingly off-

the-cuff fashion, while most senior policymakers were out of town.  Taylor claimed that 

the anti-Diem group had taken advantage of the absence of senior officials; both 

McNamara and McCone, upon their return, had grave doubts about the policy embodied 

in the telegram.  Once Kennedy had returned, there was renewed policy debate of the 

conventional type-debate that should have taken place before the telegram went out.  

Kennedy was furious, claiming that he had wanted the telegram held up until McCone’s 

return.  Yet the telegram was not repudiated.  Even Taylor was not for calling it back:  

“You can’t change American policy in twenty-four hours and expect anyone to believe 

you ever again.”  Simultaneously, in Saigon, the coup plotters drew back because of the 

mixed signals they were getting from the Americans and broad, premature public hints of 

the new U.S. policy contained in a Voice of America broadcast.100

                                                 
99FRUS 1961-1963 III, pp. 595-629; the quoted material is from pp. 628-629; Rust, 
William J., Kennedy in Vietnam, (New York, 1985), pp. 94-11 
100FRUS III 1961-1963, pp. 630-675; quotation is from Rust, Kennedy in Vietnam, p. 
122. 
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 The Kennedy administration, in spite of itself, now had some time to rethink its 

policy.  Above all JFK wished to insulate the United States from a coup attempt that 

might fail: “I know from experience,” he wrote Lodge in a reference to the Bay of Pigs, 

“that failure is more destructive than an appearance of indecision.”  Yet telegram 243 had 

at least one permanent consequence.  Diem was now aware of the depth of the 

administration’s disaffection with him; the option of somehow turning the situation 

around by working closely with Diem could no longer even be considered unless the 

Vietnamese President reformed his government substantially.  With the aid of two 

additional fact finding missions, the second headed by McNamara and Taylor, the 

administration groped its way towards a more measured stance.  State and Defense 

members of the McNamara-Taylor mission disagreed about the progress of the war, but 

they were able to agree that Diem’s repressive policies would ultimately endanger the 

war effort.  Hence their report agreed that a number of partial reductions in U.S. 

economic aid could be taken as a signal of displeasure with Diem, without endangering 

the war effort.  On October 5, Kennedy accepted these recommendations and they were 

effected.  As a further signal, the CIA station chief, believed to be close to Nhu, was 

replaced.  CIA resumed contacts with coup-minded generals, but with an attempt to avoid 

direct U.S. involvement.  One tortuous formulation of the policy was that while the 

United States did not wish to “stimulate a coup,” neither did it want to “thwart a change 

in government.”  Lodge was also instructed to mount a fully covert effort to “identify and 

build contacts with possible alternative leadership when and if it appears.”  The signals 

were meant to indicate that if the generals succeeded in putting together a regime with 

popular support, the U.S. would continue to support the war effort; but that the U.S. 

desired to avoid prior knowledge of specific coup plans.  In the unlikely event the Ngos 

complied with U.S. wishes, on the other hand, the U.S. could resume full support of the 

government.101

 

 Renewed coup plotting came too quickly for it to be the result of the 

administration’s pressures on Diem, but such pressures could only have reinforced the 
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South Vietnamese generals’ determination to proceed.102  The U.S. presence was too 

large not to influence one side or the other.  The generals were in part responsive to 

American signals, the Ngos were not--and the coup took place.  When it came early in 

November, there was rejoicing in the streets and speedy U.S. recognition.  JFK was 

shocked by Diem’s assassination, but many other officials were not.  The administration 

had carefully adopted a “hands off” policy when it learned of an assassination proposal 

against another of Diem’s brothers.  This was in conformity with the overall policy, but it 

meant that no precautions were taken to insure against assassinations any more than 

other coup actions.103

 

 With the Ngos gone, the United States had another chance in Vietnam, a topic to 

be explored later.  The Kennedy administration had achieved its objective of reforming or 

removing the Ngos without dirtying its hands too conspicuously.  How effective, though, 

was the administration’s performance? 

 

 From August onwards, JFK frequently expressed displeasure that his advisers 

could not come up with a unified policy.  Yet Vietnam policymaking had previously 

suffered from a lack of attention at the top.  It is a striking fact that in the three and one-

half months between the beginning of the Buddhist crisis and the dispatch of telegram 

243, JFK held a high-level meeting on Vietnam exactly once-and even on this occasion 

was meeting with White House and sub-cabinet State Department officials only.  

Vietnam was a topic that the President was loath to move to the top of his concerns.  

Contrast this apparent indifference with at least eight such meetings, almost all including 

Rusk and McNamara, and many including, RFK, Dillon, and CIA representatives as well, 

held in the ten days after telegram 243.  Only then did the high policy group dealing with 

Vietnam begin to assume the structure described above.  It is hard to avoid the conclusion 

                                                                                                                                                 
101FRUS 1961-1963 IV, pp. 1-517, especially 371-397.  Quoted material is from pp. 35, 
379, 393.    
102The policy was modified somewhat just two days before the coup, when Lodge was 
instructed to try to intervene if he learned of a coup which he believed did not give “high 
prospect” of success.  In such a case, he was share to his doubts with the “Generals in a 
way calculated to persuade them to desist at least until chances are better.”  Ibid., pp. 
500-502.  In the event, the coup was in mid-execution before Lodge learned of it.   
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that the administration was meeting as much to mend its own confusion as to deal with 

the crisis.  Eisenhower’s case for regular NSC meetings, in which the highest officials 

would come to know each others minds even to the point tedium and boredom, has never 

been more strikingly illustrated.  The critique here is not of the structure of such 

meetings, or with Kennedy’s flair for bringing in those most directly concerned with 

particular topics, but with the failure to consult at all when no particular crisis was at 

hand or was even in early stages. 

 

 The President had some luck in the matter of Vietnam in the fall of 1963.  Though 

it had wider ramifications in great power politics, great powers were not immediately 

involved.  The crisis concerned primarily the relations between the United States and one 

precarious client, and the administration had time to rethink its position due to 

developments not primarily of its own making.  Above all it revealed that even in its last 

days, JFK had not put the organizational lessons learned in the Cuban Missile crisis to 

work in any systematic way, nor had he learned to spread his attentions more evenly 

across the spectrum of vital foreign policy issues. 

 

 Kennedy and the National Security Council: Evaluation.  The Kennedy 

administration’s legacy in foreign and national security policy organization is full of 

irony and contradiction.  On the one hand it was the pioneer of the modern NSC’s hands-

on monitoring of the foreign policy process.   Creation of the “small substantive staff,” 

with independent access to raw telegraphic data, was a fundamental innovation and a 

substantial departure from the Truman-Eisenhower concept of the NSC as an advisory 

body.  Expansion and institutionalization of this staff would broaden and strengthen 

White House control of foreign policy in years to come.  Yet in the Kennedy period itself 

the tiny size of this staff, and the freewheeling character and wide reach of the 

assignments given to single individuals, meant that its operational effectiveness was 

limited.  NSC staffers maintained inadequate liaison with State Department and Defense 

officials who covered the same areas.  One former participant has contrasted this 

situation with the previous system, asserting that Eisenhower did not rely principally on 

                                                                                                                                                 
103Rust, Kennedy in Vietnam, pp. 161-178. 
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the NSC or OCB channels to disseminate his will and views, but used General 

Goodpaster, his Staff Secretary, for this purpose as well, and also maintained closer 

relationships with his cabinet officials, particularly his Secretaries of State, than did 

Kennedy.104

 

 A second fundamental innovation, along with the creation of a substantive 

staff,105 was a vast increase in the status, role, and visibility of the Special Assistant for 

National Security Affairs.  Bundy supervised the staff, chaired its daily internal meetings, 

served as a confidential adviser to the President, and functioned as liaison to the 

Departments at both cabinet and subordinate levels. 

 

 The steady stream of paper from Bundy’s outbox to the President’s inbox fell into 

several categories, each capable of combination with the others as circumstances 

demanded.  There was the straight briefing memo to the President in advance of a 

meeting or decision.  There was the covering note for memos from Departmental or staff, 

with commentary and sometimes, but not always, his own opinion on the issues involved.  

There were Bundy’s own personal expressions of opinion on topics major and minor.  

Bundy always claimed that he was a vehicle for the presentation of options to the 

President rather than an independent source of policy advice.  The written record reveals 

he was both.  Yet Bundy never set forth his own views with the objective of personal 

aggrandizement, or to undermine others.  Above all, he clearly strove, perhaps more than 

any of his successors, to bring to the President’s attention the widest possible range of 

views.  He could hardly have done otherwise, because that is what this particular 

President wanted.  Bundy even hired people such as Marcus Raskin, whose views tended 

to a radicalism that would intensify later in his career. 

 

                                                 
104Statement to author by an official unwilling to be identified. 
105Bromley K. Smith, longtime Executive Secretary of the NSC, has called attention to 
the small substantive staff created in 1953 to give the Planning Board an independent 
capacity to review draft NSC reports created in the Departments.  This staff, however, did 
not have the close monitoring and geographic responsibilities assumed by the Bundy staff 
during the Kennedy period.  (Transcript, Bromley Smith Interview I, 7/29/69, by Paige E. 
Mulhollen, Internet Copy, LBJ Library, p. 2) 
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 Overall, Bundy can be seen as a combination of private secretary, policy adviser 

and chief of staff to the President, but with responsibilities strictly limited to foreign 

affairs.  Most of his successors, with notable exceptions in the Johnson and Reagan 

administrations, would attain at least this level of influence, and sometimes much more. 

 

 Both the substantive staff and powerful Special Assistant were organizational 

consequences of the third and most fundamental departure under Kennedy: the shift from 

a White House-directed or supervised, to a White House-based or initiated, foreign 

policy.  That is, they are a reflection of one President’s preference for a new level of day-

to-day involvement in the details as well as the broad direction of foreign policy.  Neither 

Eisenhower nor Truman was this type of leader.  Later wholesale declassification of the 

Eisenhower record has shown him to far more involved in foreign and defense policy 

detail than previously suspected, but nowhere near as much as Kennedy.  Ike’s 

policymaking structure comprehended both the formal type of NSC meeting and a good 

deal of individual or small-group contact with the highest officials, but fell short of the 

almost obsessive dragging for ideas and approaches at all levels of the bureaucracy as 

practiced by JFK.  As will be shown later, with the single exception of one President’s 

preoccupation with one issue, no successor came nearly so close to this degree of what 

now we call micromanagement of foreign and security policy.  This being so, it is 

obvious that Kennedy’s NSC structure, while path breaking, could not be permanent, a 

topic now to be explored.  Would there be oscillation between the two poles represented 

by Eisenhower and Kennedy, or a blending of the two, or a great variety of new 

approaches.  Such will be some of the topics of the remaining chapters. 

 

 One other question can be raised here.  Is it possible to attribute any difference in 

the results of policymaking to the two approaches of JFK and Eisenhower?  The answer 

is important.  If one accepts the traditional idea that each President creates the NSC that 

suits his personal operating preferences, but it could be shown that organization can 

clearly make a difference, then that traditional approach to NSC organization would be 

clearly deficient.  Instead, it would be in the public interest to impose on the Presidency, 

were it found to be constitutionally feasible, the structure shown to be most effective.  

This demonstrated superiority would be a more compelling reason than the Congress, 
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dismayed by the Rooseveltian model, had when it tried to impose certain requirements 

(themselves untried) in 1947.  Demonstrating it, however, it would be necessary first to 

show that one Presidency is more successful than another, and then to tie some of this 

superiority to organizational technique. 

 

 Our examples so far do not show any such clear relationship.  To begin with the 

question of success.  One measure might be relative calm or tranquility: a potential 

indicator of success in managing Cold War tensions.  In retrospect, Eisenhower’s 

Presidency has appeared more tranquil and less crisis-ridden to some historians than 

Kennedy’s.  This view is hard to comprehend.  In less than three years, Kennedy faced a 

humiliating defeat at the Bay of Pigs, the Cold War’s only military showdown, a two-

year long Berlin crisis that included a Reserve call-up, and continual turmoil in Southeast 

Asia.  Yet in eight years, Eisenhower brought the Korean War to a close by threatening 

nuclear retaliation, chose not to save the French presence in Indochina but to expand the 

U.S. commitment there, faced two Taiwan Straits crises (each of several months 

duration), the Hungary/Suez crisis, the first Berlin crisis, landed troops in Lebanon, 

backed major covert actions in Guatemala and Iran, unsuccessfully tried the same in 

Indonesia, initiated a covert action intended to topple the Castro government, and was 

gravely humiliated by the U-2 incident.  In so far as Cold War turmoil alone is 

concerned, the differences are impossible to discern. 

 

 Another measure might be the severity or danger posed by any individual crisis.  

Obviously the Cuban missile crisis posed the most danger.  Was this Kennedy’s fault?  

Some argue that his performance in the Bay of Pigs, the Vienna summit and the Berlin 

crisis predisposed Khrushchev to take advantage of Kennedy.106  Yet by the time 

Khrushchev took his May, 1962 decision to place missiles in Cuba, he had withdrawn his 

deadline for turning the administration of East Berlin over to the GDR and Berlin still 

had a four-power administration.  Soviet commentators tend to the view that it was 

Khrushchev who felt vulnerable by this time, both domestically and internationally, and 

that a major reason for the decision was to restore both Soviet and his own prestige.  And 
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it must be remembered that Khrushchev had, as evidenced in the U-2 incident, bullied 

Eisenhower as well as Kennedy.  Moreover, if Eisenhower had started with a Korean 

success, the foreign policy of his administration was marred at the end by the abortive 

summit of May 1960, while Kennedy, after initial disaster, had slowly gained prestige 

during the remainder of his life.      

 

 If relative success is hard to determine between these two Presidents, perhaps it is 

easier to point to an organizational factor making a difference in particular situations.  

For instance, Eisenhower “inherited” the Korean War, and succeeded in bringing it to a 

close via a decision-making process that involved careful deliberation in the formal NSC 

meetings as well as other venues.  Kennedy began with a spectacular flop preceded by a 

variety of intensive high-level consultations.  Method may have made a difference here.  

Rusk, bearish about the venture, was not accorded the place he deserved in these 

deliberations.  Unlike Dulles, he was not a man to seize the initiative.  If he had been, he 

might have been able to exert more influence.  Yet if the format had been different, he 

might have also been more influential, just as he was.  Even the later Ex Com, more 

structured than the meetings that preceded the Bay of Pigs, was a free-for-all compared 

either to Eisenhower’s NSC meetings or his more informal consultations in smaller 

groups.  Overall, it seems fair to conclude that the looser structure of the Kennedy period 

favored the more dominating personalities at the expense of others, equally able, who 

were less assertive. 

 

 JFK’s fluid policy structure also dictated that decisionmaking was unusually 

sensitive to what the President chose to address personally.  As a “quick study,” Kennedy 

was able to grasp the essentials of a situation by immersing or bathing himself in data, 

meetings and consultations over the course of a few days.  He was able to absorb details 

without getting lost in them.  His appreciation of the necessity for action was tempered 

by his habit of reflection and a natural caution further honed by the Bay of Pigs.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
106This is the general viewpoint in Cates, Ides of August, and Eleanor Lansing Dulles, 
The Wall: A Tragedy in Three Acts (Columbia, S.C., 1972).  

 302



  Yet the President plainly preferred some topics to others, and the complexity of 

some of the latter cast doubt on the long term, year-in-year out efficacy of his operational 

technique.  Both Laos and Vietnam were areas where he made policy by occasional and 

crisis-dependent immersion rather than steady application, and where, overall, he was 

more acted upon than acting.   In part, policy on Berlin, and even the early spadework 

which helped in the evolution of Kennedy’s initiative on the limited test ban treaty, 

benefited from a more regularized and systematic approach.  Overall, one can tentatively 

see some relationship between the uncertainties of U.S. policy in Southeast Asia and 

JFK’s lack of relish in grappling with them. 

 

 As a corrective, one must also note the strengths afforded by Kennedy’s structure.  

With the firm direction and counsel of McNamara, Kennedy was able to centralize and 

increase civilian control over the Defense Department to a much greater degree than 

either Truman or Eisenhower.  His trade policy was assertive and vigorous.  And in the 

case of the Cuban missile crisis, he was able to act with clarity and dispatch.   

 

 In the end, Kennedy was a man who regarded all policymaking structures as an 

unfortunate hindrance to his natural tendency to consult whomever he wanted on any 

topic whatsoever whenever he desired.  The President treated his advisers as a sort of 

retinue, a body of courtiers or retainers who, whatever their nominal posts, should be at 

instant readiness to serve his needs and no one else’s.  Princely imperiousness was the 

obverse of extraordinary receptivity.         
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Chapter VI 

 

Lyndon Johnson’s NSC: The Struggle for Legitimacy 

 

 Early Continuity.  Like no President since Andrew Johnson, Lyndon Johnson took 

office overshadowed by the legacy of his predecessor.  Kennedy had not been an 

overwhelmingly popular President even in his last days, but he had steadily grown in 

stature.  At the time of his assassination, his successes in the Cuban missile crisis, the 

Berlin confrontations, and the Test Ban Treaty far overshadowed the Bay of Pigs and the 

emergent Vietnam deadlock.  He had earned the attention and enthusiasm of  the 

American intelligentsia and professoriat more than any leader since FDR, and he was the 

most literate and articulate President since Wilson.  He had achieved the beginnings of a 

worldwide popularity.  Lastly, he had been on his way to becoming the darling of the 

initially hostile liberal wing of the Democratic Party, while at the same time losing 

Southern support-the very part of the Party to which Lyndon Johnson belonged.  Johnson 

on the other hand felt in danger of becoming politically isolated from the moment he took 

office.  How to retain the loyalty of the “Kennedy Mafia” and other adherents of 

Kennedy personally? Likewise the traditionally liberal wing of the party, which initially 

distrusted him even more than it had Kennedy?  Lastly, how to keep his own base, the 

South, from slipping away form him in the wake of the Civil Rights revolution and the 

new, conservative appeal of the Goldwater Republicans in his own backyard in an 

election year?  Johnson’s policy, compounded by instinct and emotional need, his prior 

political conditioning, and the needs of the moment alike, was to try to retain them all.    

    

He was the very first President from the once-Confederate states  

since Andrew Johnson, and evidenced considerable familiarity with 

the career of  his namesake.1  Andrew Johnson was a Democrat 

elected Vice President on a Unionist ticket.  He was out of sympathy 

with the dominant Radical Republicans on Reconstruction and racial 

   issues, while at the same time unable to command the respect of 
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his former Democratic colleagues.  Eventually, he barely survived  

the only impeachment proceeding against an American president 

up to that time.  His predecessor’s example could only have 

reinforced LBJ’s inclination,  formed in his days as majority leader of the Senate, (and 

belying his practice of blustering and  

bullying some of his closest subordinates), to seek to rule by 

consensus. 

 

 Of course JFK too, like any President, had a pragmatic need for consensus, but 

JFK was used to operating on thin margins almost to the time of his death: in his personal 

life and health, in the esteem of his Senatorial colleagues, in the affections of the 

Democratic party, in the 1960 election, in his administration’s legislative initiatives, and 

in popular approval.  In LBJ the thirst for consensus amounted to a positive craving.  He 

repeatedly said that he wanted to be President of “all the people,” with stress on “all.”  

Obviously his repeated harping on the phrase hinted at emotional needs whose origin 

need not concern us further here; sufficient that they existed and were a factor in his 

governance.  Further, LBJ may have lacked JFK’s intellectual confidence, and felt even 

more need than JFK for endless consultation and chewing of pending decisions.  

Certainly he lacked anything like Kennedy’s intellectual curiosity, and confined his 

reading to the newspapers and the daily diet of telegrams, memoranda, reports, and other 

state papers.  Lyndon Johnson was a politician all day every day.   

 

 Kennedyphiles and many educated Easterners often looked down on Johnson as a 

Texas “provincial.”  His aide and sometime speechwriter Harry McPherson wryly 

pointed out that the President was indeed a provincial: a Washington provincial who had 

spent 37 years in the capital by the end of his second term.  Johnson, he added, was as 

sophisticated in manner and content as any given audience demanded.  The folksiness 

was not an act, but could be shelved when not appropriate and resumed when it was.  

Kennedy adherents also believed Johnson to be at heart less liberal than their hero.  The 

point is very debatable.  JFK had slowly, very slowly, grown more liberal throughout his 

                                                                                                                                                 
1Though Southern in origin and a segregationist in racial policy, Woodrow Wilson had 
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political career.   LBJ had submerged his New Deal origins in the rough and tumble of 

statewide elections in conservative Texas, and later, in winning the confidence of the 

Southern Senatorial gerontocracy in the days before the civil rights revolution.  But one 

fact was clear:  Johnson had a passionate interest in domestic politics and legislation that 

was utterly lacking in his two predecessors.  He wanted to put domestic considerations 

first, and bent his foreign-especially Vietnam-policy to suit them.  This stance would 

have momentous consequences for his presidency and for the nation.     

  

 Partly to retain the support of Kennedy loyalists, partly to project a reassuring 

image of stability after an overwhelming tragedy, he retained as much as possible of 

Kennedy’s cabinet for as long as possible.  Dean Rusk stayed on as Secretary of State to 

the end of Johnson’s second term.  Robert McNamara left in 1968 only after his 

differences over Vietnam with LBJ and the rest of the administration became 

unbridgeable.  Even Johnson’s archenemy to be, Robert Kennedy, remained in the 

cabinet for almost a year. 

 

 The Johnson White House.  LBJ approached the White House staff in a similar 

fashion but with less success overall in keeping on key members.  Sorensen, Schlesinger 

and Richard Goodwin all left within a few months.  Larry O’Brien, however, stayed on to 

the end of the Johnson period, first on the White House staff and later as Postmaster 

General.2   In both positions he continued as manager of the administration’s legislative 

program and enjoyed his greatest successes helping the President steer his Great Society 

programs-principally Medicare, an expanded housing program, Head Start, VISTA, and 

the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and 1965-through the Congress.  Even Kenneth O’Donnell, 

the ultimate Kennedy loyalist, was also a party loyalist.  He stayed on to 1965, despite his 

personal antipathy towards Johnson, to help with the 1964 election campaign and its 

aftermath.  With these exceptions, Johnson relied most heavily on his own aides, at first 

Bill Moyers, Jack Valenti, Horace Busby, George Reedy, and Walter Jenkins.  All but 

Reedy were Texans and all were his own protegés.   

                                                                                                                                                 
made his career in the North.  He was elected from New Jersey. 
2This was still a cabinet position at the time, traditionally given to the administration’s 
most powerful political operative. 
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 Like all his Democratic predecessors since Roosevelt, LBJ operated his White 

House on the “spokes of the wheel” model.  He did not designate a Chief of Staff or 

Assistant to the President.  The top title in the White House was Special Assistant, and 

LBJ had up to nine of them.  Unlike Kennedy’s, with its core of steadfast adherents who 

stayed throughout-Sorensen, O’Donnell, O’Brien, and Salinger-this White House staff 

was not a stable one.  LBJ wore people out, or discarded them. This statement includes 

even those who had previously been with him for many years, such as Press Secretary 

George Reedy, or his young protegé Bill Moyers.  Even Valenti, described as LBJ’s 

“hero worshipper” by one close observer,3 left after 2&1/2 years for a lucrative job in 

Hollywood. 

 

 Unquestionably Moyers was the most influential staffer until his departure in 

December 1966.  He wore at least three hats, some of them simultaneously.  At first he 

concentrated (along with Richard Goodwin, whom he brought back to the White House 

from the Peace Corps) on the development of the President’s domestic program. They did 

this by creation of number of task forces with a mixture of government and public 

members.  This device fitted perfectly Johnson’s thirst for building as broad a consensus 

as possible.  (O’Brien’s side of this operation was to sell the programs to Congress.)  

Second, he functioned throughout his time in the White House as a close personal, or 

“kitchen cabinet” adviser to Johnson.  He was perhaps the only such adviser of those who 

worked for the President directly.  (Others who functioned on this capacity, such as Clark 

Clifford, Abe Fortas, and Richard Russell, were elsewhere in government or in private 

life.4)  As such Moyers functioned for a time as principal, and later as occasional 

speechwriter.  And also in this capacity Johnson bade him in February 1965, when the 

                                                 
3Patrick Anderson, Presidents’ Men, p. 309-320.  This book is a particularly valuable 
source for the Johnson White House.  Though lacking conventional scholarly apparatus, 
it is based on numerous interviews given by key staff members during or soon after their 
tenure, and a number of its judgments are corroborated by other sources. 
4Clifford, who will be remembered from Chapter III, had become a leading Washington 
attorney and quintessential éminence grise.   Richard Russell was head of the Senate 
Armed Services Committee, and an intimate since Johnson’s Senate days.  He was 
perhaps the only man Johnson continued to look up to while President.  Abe Fortas was 
an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court.   
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U.S. initiated the bombing of North Vietnam, to start keeping on eye on foreign affairs as 

well.   

 

 Lastly, Moyers took over in mid-1965 as Press Secretary from George Reedy 

when Johnson chose to blame Reedy’s handling of the media for his declining popularity.  

While Press Secretary, Moyers at first continued to function as personal adviser, but 

much of his domestic duties were progressively taken over by Joseph Califano, formerly 

a Special Assistant to McNamara.  Though some viewed Johnson’s nine Special 

Assistants as a vast expansion of White House staff, the most careful recent assessment 

indicates that neither Kennedy nor Johnson expanded the White House nearly as rapidly 

as their Republican predecessors and successors, Dwight Eisenhower and Richard 

Nixon.5  

 

 Limited Changes in the Role of the NSC Staff.  Kennedy’s dismantling of the 

OCB and the Planning Board, abolition of the systematic numbered policy paper system, 

downgrading and progressive reduction in the number of formal Council meetings, and 

above all, his creation of a substantive NSC staff had been landmark changes in the 

nature and structure of the NSC.  The surprising fact is that despite immense gaps in 

personality, background, and operating style between the two men, Johnson made so few 

further changes in NSC structure.  With just a few changes, most of them in the last two 

years of his administration, the essentials of this system stayed in place under Johnson.   

 

 The substantive staff created by Kennedy was made up of 12 to 20 quasi-

specialists, hired sometimes from within, sometimes without government, who often 

functioned as troubleshooters or even jacks-of-all-trades outside their nominal areas.  

Exactly the same arrangement, including the size of the substantive staff, continued 

throughout the Johnson period, except that Johnson had more limited contact with rank-

and-file staffers than did Kennedy.  Even McGeorge Bundy stayed on as Special 

Assistant for National Security Affairs for over two years.  After Bundy’s Deputy, Carl 

Kaysen, left in 1965, Johnson replaced him with another economist, Francis M. Bator.  

                                                 
5Jones, Separated System, 55. 
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Unlike Kaysen, Bator stuck mainly to economic issues.  These included setting policy for 

the so-called “Kennedy Round” of multilateral tariff reductions, which were successfully 

completed in 1967.6  Johnson liked to handle international economic issues by setting up 

effective interagency working groups which, in informal consultation with Congressional 

leaders and private industry, could hammer out in advance negotiating packages and 

whatever Congressional legislation might be necessary to carry them out.7   

 

 NSC Meetings under Johnson and the Institutionalization of the Tuesday Lunch.  

There is far less difference between the way Kennedy and Johnson used the meetings of 

the full National Security Council than there is between the two of them and Eisenhower.  

In JFK’s 34 months as President, the Council convened 41 times, or 1.2 times a month; it 

met 76 times in Johnson’s 62 months, also 1.2 times a month!  In each case the Council 

met more often during the first year than in any succeeding year.  Johnson went even 

further than Kennedy in dismantling the formal apparatus; the formal Council agenda and 

numbered NSC actions were dropped in 1964 (For partial resumption of such meetings 

with formal agenda later in this administration, see below).  He also dropped the NSC 

Standing Group that Bundy had instigated after the 1962 missile crisis and reestablished 

in the spring of 1963.  Also, the numbered NSAMS, an innovation whereby Kennedy 

sought to provide clearer and more substantive directives to the Departments than did the 

numbered actions, diminished each year.  While Kennedy had issued 272 in under three 

years, Johnson issued only 95 during his longer service, ending up with only 4 in his last 

year.  

  

                                                 
6The reductions were negotiated under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT), an umbrella organization of non-Communist trading nations established in 
1948.  The Kennedy Round was so called because President Kennedy had been a 
vigorous advocate of the enabling legislation for the American negotiators, the Trade 
Expansion Act of 1962.  Today’s successor to GATT is the World Trade Organization 
(WTO).   
7Paul Y. Hammond, LBJ and The Presidential Management of Foreign Relations 
(Austin, 1992), pp. 13-19.  Hammond termed these working groups "command groups," 
that is, broadly empowered by the President to work around and sometimes steamroller 
parochial agency obstructions, objections, and fiefdoms.  
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 Like Kennedy, Johnson believed the formal Council meetings to be too large, 

leaky and unwieldy to be of substantive policy-making value.  Nonetheless, he was not 

prone to drop them entirely.  Even more than Kennedy, and far more than Truman and 

Eisenhower, he appreciated the value of the well-publicized “show-and-tell” meeting 

held during a crisis to provide visible evidence that the president was calling in his 

advisers to deal with events in an orderly fashion-the precedent first set by Truman 

during the Berlin crisis of 1948.  Johnson used the Council for this purpose throughout.  

After the Chinese detonated their first nuclear test in October 1964, he convened the NSC 

to ratify a prearranged “decision” to address the nation on the issue.  Another example, 

discussed in detail below, was the meeting held July 27, 1965, with Congressional 

leaders present, to “ratify” a decision already taken to drastically escalate ground force 

commitments in Vietnam.  “Would you like, for public purposes, to have an announced 

meeting of the NSC to take stock of the Middle East crisis,?” Walt Rostow asked LBJ the 

day after outbreak of the Arab-Israeli War in June 1967.  The meeting was duly held, and 

the public duly briefed by the White House Press Secretary. 

 

 During his first year, Johnson held NSC meetings almost biweekly and engaged 

the Council in some substantive discussion of important topics.  He was in part, in the 

aftermath of the assassination, reassuring the public that the President was hard at work 

on foreign policy issues with his capable, inherited Secretaries of State and Defense.  In a 

sense all these meetings, though the agendas were not usually announced, were held in 

the interest of public visibility.  Simultaneously LBJ was showing his actual disregard for 

the Council by keeping the meetings short, and above all, by showing up late on many 

occasions.  This sort of session ceased abruptly after the 1964 election, as LBJ spent 

some weeks at his Texas ranch on the Pedernales River, resting and taking more private 

counsel on the major initiatives of the new term, to which he had been elected by an 

overwhelming majority with greatly increased Congressional majorities in each House. 

 

 David Humphrey has distinguished a second phase of NSC meetings, during 

which LBJ convened the Council 5 times in the13 days (3 times in the first 3 days)  after 
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the Viet Cong attack on the U.S. barracks at Pleiku, Vietnam.8  These were long and 

completely substantive meetings, with LBJ participating fully, and all devoted to 

discussion of the “retaliatory” bombing of North Vietnam that the U.S. initiated in 

reprisal for the Pleiku attack.  (The first use of retaliatory is in quotes because the 

administration had been considering ever since December, 1964 proposals to seize on 

Viet Cong provocations as occasions for an escalation of bombing to DRV territory.)  

Congressional leaders met with the NSC during several of these sessions.  At the first, a 

“snap” meeting which convened 5 hours after news of Pleiku reached Washington, 

Johnson actually made what appeared to be the final decision to mount the first reprisal 

after polling each participant.9  To make an actual decision of this magnitude was a 

highly unusual use for a formal Council meeting in any administration, especially this 

one.  By the end of the 13 days, LBJ had put in place a policy of “sustained reprisal”, 

meaning that the U.S. was using continued bombing as a lever to try to make the DRV 

cease its support of the Viet Cong and its infiltration of regular troops to the SRV.   This 

group of full Council meetings had a special purpose in addition to substantive 

discussion: to legitimize and involve the entire executive and legislative establishment 

alike in what was a significant escalation of the war (although LBJ strove in his personal 

appearances with the press to minimize it or even deny it was taking place), by putting 

some (actually a small fraction) of the actual decision-making within the framework of 

full Council meetings.  LBJ was meeting almost continually during the same period with 

smaller groups, including of course the core members of the NSC, Rusk and McNamara, 

as well as Bundy, and this was where they reached a majority of the decisions 

 

 For the remainder of 1965 the formal Council meetings tapered off dramatically: 

there were only 5.  One was the “ratification” session on July 27 already alluded to; most 

of the others were simply briefing sessions; all treated Vietnam issues only. 

 

                                                 
8David C. Humphrey, “NSC Meetings During the Johnson Presidency,” Diplomatic 
History (18, 1, Winter 1994), pp. 29-45. 
9Only the Senate Majority leader, Mike Mansfield of Montana, dissented.  For the 
"decisive" NSC meeting, see FRUS 1964-1968 VI, pp. 155-160. 
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 Besides formal Council meetings, however, Johnson instituted in February 1964 

another format, which became known as the “Tuesday lunch.”    Johnson initially 

patterned them after the sort of informal luncheon gatherings he held with his top 

associates on Capitol Hill during his time as Senate majority leader.  The purpose was to 

keep the gathering small, secret, and so far as subject matter allowed, convivial.  Lunch 

was served in the President’s living quarters-the “Mansion” area of the White House.  At 

first only Johnson, Rusk, McNamara and Bundy attended.  This was of course, the core 

of the statutory NSC plus the Special Assistant, who was an invariable attendee at formal 

NSC meetings.10  Until mid-1965 there were no other regular attendees; others such as 

the DCI, Under Secretary of State George Ball, Deputy Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, 

and Dean Acheson were occasional participants-but never all at once.  The meetings 

remained small-only 4.5 attendees on average throughout 1964.  Unlike NSC meetings, 

they were invariably serious, substantive discussions at which decisions were frequently 

taken.  .  For instance, at the time of the Tonkin Gulf incident in August 1964, Johnson 

sandwiched a scheduled Tuesday lunch between a scheduled NSC meeting in the 

morning and a hastily called follow up NSC meeting in the evening.  It was at the 

Tuesday lunch that Johnson made the actual decision to mount an air strike against North 

Vietnam for the (never verified) second attack on the U.S.S. Maddox by DRV PT 

boats.11             

 

 Changing of the Guard.  Although Johnson respected Bundy, he did not 

particularly like him, and personal relations became strained.  Johnson was used to 

handing out a lot of abuse, and Bundy was not used to taking it.  This said, Johnson 

needed Bundy, especially during the first year when he was finding his feet in foreign 

affairs, and Bundy served him faithfully.  Johnson used Bundy in even more visible roles 

than had Kennedy, as in sending him on a fact finding and reporting mission to Vietnam 

after the 1964 election was out of the way.  Two areas in which Bundy was especially 

influential, of which more below, were Vietnam policy and the struggle over the NATO 

                                                 
10There was no Vice President until the 1964 election, but even after it Vice President 
Humphrey was seldom invited. 
11David C. Humphrey, “Tuesday Lunch at the Johnson White House: A Preliminary 
Assessment” (Diplomatic History (8,1, Winter 1984), pp. 81-101, especially 84-85.  
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multilateral force (MLF) proposal.  Throughout his service to Johnson, Bundy was aware 

that Kennedy had planned to make him Secretary of State during his second term.  It 

became apparent that Johnson liked Rusk and intended to retain him indefinitely, and this 

may have had something to do with Bundy’s departure for the Ford Foundation in early 

1966. 

 

 Walt Rostow as "Special Assistant to the President".  Bundy recommended 

Robert Komer to succeed him, and Komer served as acting SANSA for some six weeks.  

But Johnson wanted somebody right in the White House to work full time on Vietnam, 

and tapped Komer for this role, in which he would ultimately become far more influential 

than Rostow.12  Then he brought Rostow, Bundy’s original Deputy, back into the NSC 

after five years in the State Department.  If LBJ was looking for wholehearted support of 

the war effort in his Special Assistant, he perhaps got more than he bargained for in Walt 

Whitman Rostow.  We have seen how Rostow, Bundy’s original Deputy, had fought a 

valiant but somewhat impractical rearguard action for retention of the Basic National 

Security Policy series.  His combination of dogged loyalty, honest integrity, firm 

persistence, prolific output, and strong analytic and synoptic skills, all perhaps marred by 

a touch of inability to respond to other points of view, would also characterize his service 

in his new post.  Rostow was not quite able to fill Bundy’s shoes.  He was not as quick 

and perceptive, nor did he ever become quite as close to Johnson as Bundy had been to 

Kennedy, or as useful to Johnson as Bundy in LBJ’s difficult first few months as 

President. Nor did Rostow ever receive Bundy's full title.   Instead, he was merely 

appointed "Special Assistant to the President," perhaps because Johnson didn't want the 

NSC to be too closely identified with Rostow's extreme hawkishness on Vietnam, 

perhaps because he initially envisaged carving up Bundy's job among Rostow, Komer, 

                                                 
12For the Tonkin Gulf incident, one later analysis is in Matthew M. Hanyok,"Skunks, 
Bogies, Silent Hounds, and the Flying Fish: The Gulf of Tonkin Mystery, 2-6 August 
1964" Cryptologic Quarterly, Winter 2000/Spring 2001 Edition, Volume 19, No. 
4/Volume 20, No.1.  The author’s conclusion is that the second attack probably did not 
occur, but that the error was due to faulty perceptions rather than to a high-level plot to 
bring about the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.  
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Moyers and Valenti.13 But Rostow did bring some definite-and different-strengths to the 

job.  The BNSP effort and the State Department Policy paper series may have showcased 

Rostow’s insensitivity, but they also exemplified his search for a more systematic 

approach to policy and organization alike, and his fondness for looking at potential 

problems well in advance. 

 

 Rostow believed that the presentation of “the widest possible range of options” to 

the President to use in making decisions was the “primary” role of the Special Assistant.  

Thereafter in descending order followed helping LBJ to execute decisions and policy 

generally, and aiding him in the purely White House side of foreign policy such as 

foreign visits and visitors, preparation for presidential press conferences, etc; these tasks, 

though of lesser importance, Rostow found extremely time-consuming.  In his own 

telling, Rostow rated the “role of adviser,” that is, policy advocate, last in importance 

among the Assistant’s four main tasks.14   

 

 Rostow published these reflections well after Henry Kissinger had achieved a 

controversial renown by displacing the Secretary of State almost entirely as principal 

foreign policy adviser to the President, and so may have underlined somewhat his own 

de-emphasis of this role.  Yet his statement is largely accurate.  Rostow points out that in 

agreement with LBJ and Rusk, he informed the latter simultaneously of whatever policy 

advice he was giving the President, so that the Secretary and his department could weigh 

in with whatever comment they desired.  Rusk confirmed that Rostow as well as Bundy 

“asked me to comment” on their proposals “whenever they advised the President on 

policy.”   Also, some members of the White House staff, such as speechwriter Harry 

McPherson, have noted that Rostow was generally silent at those policy meetings they 

attended.  Rostow, like Rusk, may have preferred private advice.15  There is 

considerable opinion that LBJ wanted Rostow to play a less prominent role than his 

                                                 
13For more detail on LBJ's maneuverings in the matter, see FRUS 1964-1968 XXXIII, 
pp. 372-377.  
14 W.W. Rostow, The Diffusion of Power: An Essay in Recent History (New York, 1972), 
pp. 364-366. 
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predecessor, partly because he relied more heavily on Rusk, and respected him more, 

than did Kennedy. 

 

 One area in which Rostow made a definite impact was his remodeling of the role 

of the formal National Security Council meetings.  While acknowledging that the NSC 

meetings held to confirm major policy and crisis decisions had their place, with LBJ he 

regarded the full Council as too cumbersome and insecure for serious deliberation.  He 

was also worried that the Republicans in Congress might make an issue of LBJ’s 

continuing de-emphasis of the Council, and that Eisenhower might make an issue of it at 

any time.  He therefore initiated and obtained LBJ’s approval for a new series of regular 

NSC meetings, “primarily for generating and exposing a series of major problems on 

which decisions would be required of the President, not at the moment but in some 

foreseeable time period.”  Rostow termed these meetings of the “anticipatory type” and 

twenty-one of the thirty-five formal NSC meetings held between Rostow’s appointment 

and the end of Johnson’s term, not quite a three-year period, were of this type.  Because 

they dealt with questions on which policy could be set well in advance, they tended to 

treat solid issues, though some were of middling rather than extreme importance, such as 

the concert with other powers of economic aid to Indonesia, a review one summer of 

issues which would be before the UNGA that fall, and so forth.  Others were reviews of 

topics of top importance but, on the occasions the formal NSC considered them, posing 

no requirement for early major decisions:  four of these were on Europe and NATO.  On 

the sole occasion when Vietnam was discussed at these meetings, the topic was the 

agenda for a forthcoming “Little Summit” between LBJ and South Vietnam President 

Nguyen Van Thieu at Manila. 

 

 LBJ was more active and attentive at these meetings than in the 1964, “first 

phase” series.   Participants at these meetings often found them useful for learning the 

President’s mindset on a given issue and for the opportunity for a frank exchange of 

view.  Because the meetings were even billed as being “second string” in nature, leaks do 

not seem to have been quite so much of a problem as they were under Eisenhower.  In 

                                                                                                                                                 
15Rostow, ibid., p. 366; Rusk, As I Saw It, p. 453;  Harry MacPherson, Interview IV, Tape 
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respect of the meetings’ deliberative nature, the presence of a Special Assistant who took 

them seriously, the careful preparation of advance agendas, and the attempt to plan 

beyond the next two weeks, they were more reminiscent of the old Eisenhower NSC 

Council meetings than anything that had transpired in the interim.  In the eyes of NSC 

Executive Secretary Bromley Smith, however, they fell far short of what was to him the 

ideal.  With the Planning Board gone, the basis of discussion was usually a paper 

prepared in the State Department.  He pointed out that while the President had approved 

biweekly meetings, and reaffirmed this intention “on numerous occasions,” in the 

absence of some equivalent to the Planning Board “there was no machinery to put 

together papers worthy” of LBJ’s time: 

 

We just hammered and hammered at the State Department, saying, “President 

Johnson is prepared every other week to spend forty minutes talking about a 

subject.  Now, why don’t you exploit this time which you can have?”16

 

Smith’s complaint is ironic in view of the fact that it was second- and third-echelon State 

Department officials who expressed the most satisfaction with the meetings, while 

McNamara stuck to his view “that you don’t go to the President until you are ready for a 

decision.” 

 

 In other formal meetings during this period, LBJ continued to use the Council for 

high level briefings on Vietnam, trip reports such as Vice President Humphrey’s briefing 

on his trip to Southeast Asia in November 1967, and for public image purposes, including 

another “ratification” session of a previously-taken decision, the October 1968 total halt 

of bombing of North Vietnam. 

 

 Both Rusk and Rostow believed that for substantive purposes, the Tuesday lunch 

had in effect become the main NSC meeting.  Rostow’s advocacy of orderly consultation 

had an apparent impact on the Tuesday meeting as well.  Though there was a lull in its 

                                                                                                                                                 
1, Internet Copy, Johnson Library, p. 13. 
16 Transcript, Bromley Smith Oral History Interview I, 7/29/69, by Paige E. Mulhollan, 
Internet Copy, LBJ Library, pp. 12-13. 

 318



meetings until June 1966, for the next few months it met more regularly than at any time 

since mid-1964.  And, beginning in January 1967, it met an average of 4 out of every 5 

weeks through January 1969, in contrast to an average of slightly less than once every 2 

weeks in 1964-1966.    The Tuesday lunch now also underwent a gradual expansion in 

regular attendance.  In 1966 Bill Moyers became a regular participant, replaced later by 

his successor as Press Secretary, George Christian.  Beginning in 1967, the Tuesday 

lunch also acquired a permanent and more comprehensive note-taker in White House 

aide Tom Johnson.  By the fall of 1967, DCI Richard Helms and JCS Chairman Earle 

Wheeler were also regulars.  Attendance in the last year or so averaged 8.4, an 

approximate doubling since 1964 but still very small by any previous standard of regular 

NSC meetings. 

 

 In gradually refining and slowly augmenting the Tuesday lunch, Johnson had 

constructed an intimate policymaking forum to his own taste.  Far more than any other 

forum up to this time, including Kennedy’s Ex Com, they resembled Ferdinand 

Eberstadt’s prescription for a regularly scheduled meeting at which the President and his 

closest advisers could go over the most crucial political and military aspects of foreign 

policy in full confidentiality. 

 

 Far from being regarded as a forward advance, however, the Tuesday lunch 

aroused a storm of criticism both within government and in the press.  William Bundy 

found the meetings “abominable” because it was difficult for people at Assistant 

Secretary level and below to find out what had been going on.  Rostow states that he 

carefully circulated advance agendas, and that he immediately informed the Departments 

through formal channels of actions taken and resulting assignments, or “taskings.” 

Benjamin Reid, State's Executive Secretary throughout the Johnson period, stated that 

Rostow had been "scrupulous" in calling him "to relay any instructions" resulting from 

the discussions, and that he got "a double shot at it" because he got Rusk's account as 

well.  He acknowledged that "occasionally" the accounts did not mesh.17  This hints that 

there have been a problem arising from the lack of written action instructions; but some 
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believe that Rusk held the results too close to his vest and that this was the source of the 

communication problem within State.  Despite the claims of Rostow and Read, a key 

player such as Bundy, who was chair of an important interagency Vietnam working 

group as well as Assistant Secretary of State for East Asian Affairs, believed there was 

"almost no readout" as well as inadequate advance "opportunity to know what might be 

discussed."  Bundy stated he was "all for the President having a small private gathering 

of his senior advisers" but suggested that it might have a format that would include a 

more structured agenda, perhaps a preliminary discussion among a larger gathering, and 

an immediate report to a larger group after decisions were made.18  

 

 Another thread of criticism, especially in public, was that the group was 

“ingrown,” composed, according to one newspaper account, of “tired men,” with “too 

much secrecy” yielding an “inadequate flow of ideas and an inadequate downflow of 

results,” and devoted too much to crisis management instead of "planning ahead.”  Since 

the contention here, as argued in some of the case studies below, is that policy machinery 

at White House level actually worked a bit better during the Johnson years than under 

Kennedy and had little to do with what was primarily an intellectual failure, the charges 

are of great interest.  Concerning the “tired men” who participated, these were unanimous 

in praising the lunch as an institution in which they could argue out and settle issues with 

confidence, in sharp contrast to the views of the excluded.19  If the lunch was devoted 

excessively to crisis management, it was a feature of both Kennedy’s and Johnson’s 

leadership that it was ad hoc by nature.  Rusk, their common Secretary of State, also 

explicitly (see Chapter V) despised long range planning.  McNamara was on favor of 

long range planning, but at least as he exemplified it, such planning was done within 

agencies and then presented for decision to the President.  Implicit in his approach was 

the idea that it was impossible to bring the requisite expertise to bear at an interagency 

level.   

                                                                                                                                                 
17Transcript, Benjamin H. Read Oral History Interview I, 1/13/69, by Paige E. Mulhollan, 
Internet Copy, LBJ Library, p. 6.  
18 Transcript, William P. Bundy Oral History Interview, Tape 4, 6/2/69, by Paige E. 
Mulhollen, Library Copy, LBJ Library, pp. 12-13. 
19David C. Humphrey, "Tuesday Lunch," pp. 92-93.  
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 In the context of this debate over the usefulness of the Tuesday lunches, we can 

now see Rostow’s new-model NSC meetings as a belated attempt to bring some 

executive agency expertise to bear on the discussion of issues before the President.  

While having some modest success, they were in effect sabotaged by Rusk’s failure to 

see to it that State performed the lead role assigned to it, and McNamara’s cavalier 

attitude towards the formal NSC process itself. 

 

 Regarding secrecy, Johnson was in fact pleased that he had established a forum 

whose actions could be kept confidential.  The Tuesday lunch frequently debated matters 

of direct, war-related military secrecy, even, given LBJ’s continual nervousness about 

escalation, immediate operational matters.  Here, the primary objective of secrecy 

worked as it should.  Equally true, it did inhibit as ever the useful flow of ideas within the 

government.  It is probably precisely because the Tuesday lunch was such a confidential 

meeting that it acquired a bad reputation.  It was widely known that Vietnam dominated 

discussion at the Tuesday lunch; the war was perceived to go poorly; therefore the lunch 

as an institution must be part of the failure. 

 

 Plainly the Tuesday lunch raised problems.  However satisfactory it was to 

participants, the fact that subordinates felt isolated meant that Johnson did not make 

necessary improvements in communication.  These were probably most needed in the 

area of operational information flow downward.  Unfortunately, the criticisms it received 

prevented the lunch from becoming a possible useful model.  In the 1968 campaign, 

Richard Nixon criticized the lunch specifically as well as the Kennedy-Johnson changes 

in the NSC generally.  Nixon promised to restore the formal NSC to its supposed glories 

under Eisenhower and to abolish the Tuesday lunch sort of gathering.  What probably 

was useful about the lunch, the informal setting in which it brought together the President 

and his top advisers on a regular basis with a set, but not rigid, agenda, was lost at least 

for the immediate future.   

 

 Establishment of the Senior Interdepartmental Group/Interdepartmental Regional 

Group (SIG/IRG) System.  Rostow was not the author of this system, but was a prime 
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mover in getting it underway.  Interdepartmental working groups had been fixtures of the 

Executive Branch ever since World War I.  Towards the end of World War II various 

State Department representatives had sat on over 40 such groups.  After the NSC was 

created to encourage more consultation at the top, successive administrations had 

experimented with different means to integrate working level groups with policymaking 

superstructure.  Creation of the Planning Board and OCB had been one such effort.  We 

have seen how, after JFK’s abolition of these bodies, he had tried to designate the State 

Department as the coordinating substitute, and how this effort largely failed.  Not that 

there were no successes.  The Committee of Principals, a cabinet-level group created to 

work on disarmament issues during the Eisenhower period, had, chaired by Rusk 

personally, done an indispensable job of winnowing out the options for the Test Ban 

Treaty and continued its work under Johnson on the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 

and other arms control issues.  It, however, was a group at cabinet and agency-head level 

with the firm support of three successive presidents.  The Vietnam Working Group was 

another example of a body with at least intermittent high-level interest and support.  

 

 LBJ in 1965 asked Maxwell Taylor to reassess the coordination of 

counterinsurgency activities.  Taylor went beyond his original commission and 

recommended establishment of the SIG/IRG system.  He had found that most officials 

believed that NSC was “too big” a body to use “as a forum for deciding major overseas 

matters.”  Solution?  Give the job to the State Department.  Though the solution had been 

suggested before, the implementation was more systematic this time around.  On March 

2, almost a full month before Rostow’s designation as Special Assistant, Johnson issued 

NSAM 341, in which he assigned to Rusk “authority and responsibility...for the overall 

coordination and supervision of interdepartmental activities...overseas.”  He was to do 

this through the SIG, which would be headed by Under Secretary Nicholas Katzenbach 

as Executive Chairman.  On it would serve also the Deputy Secretary of Defense, the 

heads of AID, CIA, USIA, the Chairman of the JCS, and Rostow.  Note that the Special 

Assistant was a member, not the Chairman, and the Under  Secretary of State was held to 

outrank the DCI and the CJCS.  Note also that as Executive Chairman, Katzenbach could 
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theoretically decide to recommend courses of action to the President against the will of 

the majority.20  

 

 While Taylor may have sparked this system, Rostow backed it strongly, stating in 

his memoirs that: 

 

It took considerable persuasion to induce the hard-pressed...Katzenbach to bring 

SIG to life.  Once set in motion, Katzenbach ran the group with skill, and, I 

believe, made it a useful instrument of government.21

 

 On the whole, however, the SIG/IRG system was not a success in this 

administration.  Even the SIG staff itself, in an assessment at the end of the Johnson 

administration, for the most part cited only middling or minor issues in which it had 

played an important part, such as its key role in the formulation of the negotiating 

package for renewal of the U.S.-Spain bases agreement, whether to allow the Export-

Import Bank to extend credits to the FIAT car company for the installation of U.S. 

machine tools in a factory it was building in the Soviet Union, and so forth.  Important, 

even sensitive diplomatic issues, but not major milestones in U.S. foreign policy.  The 

SIG/IRG groups also did what the staff called “long-term policy guidance” 

interdepartmental studies, such as two on Southern Africa and the Middle East.  These 

most closely resembled the old numbered NSC papers, but unlike them, were not 

systematically circulated at cabinet level.  The kernel of the problem with the SIG was 

that it lacked top-level support. "Dean Rusk did not assert his access" to LBJ "to provide 

positive guidance for the SIG."  Just as with Kennedy, he regarded matters he discussed 

with Johnson to be too sensitive for discussion and the use of staff support mechanisms.  

A partial counter-assessment came from Katzenbach, who, while acknowledging the 

SIG's imperfections, believed that its value lay in getting members of the IRGs to analyze 

                                                 
20Hammond, LBJ, pp. 28-29; Humphrey, “NSC Meetings,” p. 39; NSAM 341 is in 
Kennedy Library, National Security File, NSAMS.  
21Rostow, Diffusion, p. 362. 
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problems from a less parochial point of view.22 Perhaps most importantly, the 

significance of the SIG/IRG system was rather that it was an embryo of the 

interdepartmental machinery that Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger would 

commandeer and elaborate to suit their foreign policy style-but this time firmly under 

NSC, not State Department, guidance.  

 

 Another major, ongoing problem was first revealed by the operation of the SIG 

system, simply because it was the first serious attempt to make State a coordinating 

agency.   NSAM 341 had stated that the President had "assigned to the Secretary of 

State" responsibility for "overall direction, coordination and supervision of 

interdepartmental activities…overseas," except for military forces there deployed.  The 

SIG system, in turn, was to "assist" the Secretary in performing this function.  Bromley 

Smith believed that State had misinterpreted this directive by assuming that it was a 

"presidential instrument" and sending papers from the SIG directly to the President, 

"shorting out the Secretary of State," whose instrument it was supposed to be.  "As it 

developed it was not a satisfactory precedent."  Katzenbach believed that it had been an 

error to make the Under Secretary the SIG chairman; instead NSAM 341 should have 

designated the Secretary, who could then have delegated the function to the Under 

Secretary, an arrangement which would have made the Secretary's authority clearer.  In 

subsequent administrations, more changes would be rung on this problem of the 

distribution of executive coordination of political-military foreign policy via a cabinet 

department.23

 

 Vietnam I:  Open-Ended Commitment.  It is over thirty years since the failure of 

the U.S. effort in Vietnam, but the controversy surrounding it has not diminished.  Here 

we have space only for one or two specific incidents of decision-making, and must be 

                                                 
22FRUS 1964-1968 XXXIII, pp.326-338; Hammond, LBJ, pp. 28-32; Transcript, 
Nicholas D. Katzenbach Oral History Interview II, 11/23/1968, by Paige Mulholland, 
Internet Copy, LBJ Library, pp.4-5.  The quote is from Hammond. 
23Smith Interview, Part 1, p. 12; Katzenbach Interview II, p.6.  Katzenbach nonetheless 
persisted in thinking the SIG was "really the arm of the President"! Ibid.  
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more concerned with the manner than the matter of U.S. policymaking, though one can’t 

comment on the former without some explication of the latter.24

 

 One of the most crucial milestones in the years-long path of gradual escalation in 

Vietnam was the decision in July 1965 to increase U.S. forces there from 70- to 125,000 

men.  It was accompanied by the President’s firm (and publicly acknowledged) 

commitment that more troops would be sent later “as requested” and with his first 

unequivocal, explicit personal public acknowledgment that these forces would undertake 

an outright combat mission.  Prior to this time, U.S. soldiers had been sent first (from 

1955) to train the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN), and later, early in the Kennedy 

administration, as “advisers” in combat operations.  After several successful Viet Cong 

attacks on U.S. installations, in April 1965 U.S. troops were deployed in battalion-

strength units, partly to protect the bases, partly to assist the ARVN in areas where the 

bases were located.  Air strikes against North Vietnam began the previous February, first 

in apparent retaliation for specific Viet Cong actions, later on a sustained basis.  

(McGeorge Bundy had recommended selective air strikes of this type as early as 

December 1964). Johnson’s decision in July was hence only one of several crucial ones, 

but it was the first in which he acknowledged that the U.S. commitment would be open-

ended. 

 

 (During the February escalations, which were principally concerned with the 

bombing, Johnson had convened the formal NSC five times in thirteen days, but during 

the deliberations which preceded the July escalation, it met only twice-once to decide 

upon a specific air strike, a second time, at the end, to “formalize” the ground force 

escalation.  A previously scheduled meeting to announce the decision to Congressional 

                                                 
24Since the subject is still a deeply controversial one, I state here my underlying views, 
then and now.  From early 1964 I was opposed to the war primarily on the ground that it 
was “unwinnable” and was in any case an obsessive diversion of the country’s energies 
given the totality of U.S. concerns worldwide.  I also entertained the (wishful, given the 
poor information at my disposal, though it turned out to be justified) hope that North 
Vietnam was not a total puppet of either the Soviet Union or China.  My present view is 
that the war was perhaps more “winnable” than I believed at the time but still was not 
worth the sacrifice of American life, especially given the nature of the regime we were 
supporting.    
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leaders followed this latter meeting immediately.  On a few later occasions Johnson also 

convened the formal NSC to discuss or ratify decisions on the air war.25  A corollary 

would seem to be that he was loath to do so in connection with the ground war.  Perhaps 

this was because air escalations or pauses were by their nature more conspicuous, were 

mounted directly against the DRV, and hence were more in need of immediate 

“legitimization.”  Neither were the Tuesday lunches a fixture for decision-making at this 

time.  Nonetheless, the President did engage in an unusually wide-ranging and diverse set 

of consultations among advisers official and unofficial.)    

 

 The U.S. Commander in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, initiated the 

debate on June 7 with his request for 46,000 additional U.S. troops as soon as possible, 

plus 18,500 Koreans by the end of the summer, plus another 35,000 Americans in the 

fall.  Added to the 70,000 already committed, the total would be 170,000.  He presented 

as rationale heavy ARVN losses accompanied by a breakdown of morale, a 

corresponding increase in Viet Cong strength and effectiveness, and signs of a significant 

infiltration of North Vietnamese (PAVN) troops.  In effect, he was recommending that 

the United States take over the war. 

 

 Johnson’s initial meeting on the request took place the next day at a Tuesday 

lunch.  It comprised the usual group as described above, with the addition of Maxwell 

Taylor, who was near the end of a one-year tour as Ambassador to Vietnam.  Although 

no decisions were taken, the basic thrust of discussion was skeptical.  McNamara did not 

believe the schedule could be met.  The State Department worried about turning Vietnam 

into a “white man’s war.”  Johnson emphasized problems with Congress and [European] 

allies as substantial troops were added, and asked for a review of “all options.”  Roughly 

the same group met again two days later, expressing some of the same caveats in a very 

free-form session; however, though the notes are poor, there was more emphasis on 

Congressional reaction, probably because Senator Russell joined the group on this 

occasion.  The very next day, June 11th, the issue was discussed once more, and in 

similar inconclusive fashion, at the first NSC meeting held in two months, which had 

                                                 
25Humphrey, “NSC Meetings,” p. 37. 
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been convened to hear Taylor’s general report on conditions in Vietnam.  At the end LBJ 

is reported as saying: 

 

We must delay and deter the North Vietnamese as much as we can, and as simply 

as we can, without going all out.  When we grant General Westmoreland’s 

request, it means we get in deeper and it is harder to get out.  They think they are 

winning and we think they are.  We must determine which course gives us the 

maximum protection at the least cost. 

 

If the reporting is accurate,  Johnson’s use of “when” rather than "if" is significant.  Even 

though, as we shall see, he plainly went through agonies in making this decision, his 

strong early predisposition to back his commander in the field is apparent.26

 

 Prior to the next general meeting on the 23rd, proponents and opponents of the 

ground force expansion pushed their views.  The leading dissenter was George Ball.  He 

opened one paper to Johnson with a quote from Emerson,  “‘Things are in the saddle, and 

ride mankind,’” as theme for an essay on the dangers of runaway escalation.  Ball 

recommended that LBJ keep control of the effort in Vietnam by increasing troops to 

100,000, while stipulating publicly that further increase-and continued commitment to 

Vietnam-would be contingent upon U.S. and Vietnamese performance over the following 

three months.  Simultaneously, advance contingency plans for either further escalation or 

eventual disengagement should be prepared.  Ball received word back via Bill Moyers, 

his channel on this and a few other occasions, that LBJ agreed “in substance with most of 

the memo” and that he “had told McNamara that I am not going to go overboard on this 

[troop buildup].”  If so, Johnson changed his mind later.  Ball also prepared a paper 

claiming that the U.S. was overemphasizing its obligation under the SEATO Treaty to 

back up Vietnam, since the SEATO organization as a group had never recommended 

action, nor had the U.S. asked it to.  The U.S., therefore, should make its decisions solely 

in terms of its “effect on the ability of the United States to maintain its role of world 

leadership.” 

                                                 
26FRUS 1964-1968 II, pp. 733-759.  The quoted material is on p. 759. 
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 During the meeting on the 23rd, Ball presented some of the argument in the 

“things are in the saddle” memo, also emphasizing that the United States might shift its 

focus of action to Thailand.  Both Rusk and McNamara argued that Thailand could not be 

“held” if Vietnam was abandoned.  Rusk believed even India would fall to China, leaving 

the U.S. with offshore friends and allies only. McNamara called for both stepped-up 

forces and stepped-up negotiating efforts.  The upshot of the session was LBJ’s call for 

studies covering military and political moves “for the next three months and beyond,” to 

be discussed in one week.27

 

 Ball expressed the essence of his position in a paper circulated June 28 to Rusk, 

McNamara, both Bundys, and others.  Here he charted a way out.  LBJ would make a 

firm commitment not to commit land forces; the U.S. would demand that Vietnam form a 

more representative “Government of National Union,” which would undertake a broad 

reform program.  Ball explicitly suggested that such a demand would probably either 

push the present government to go it alone without U.S. help or bring about its fall; if the 

latter, the new government would likely seek an accommodation with the Viet Cong.  

Optimistically, Ball expected that any successor government would allow an orderly U.S. 

withdrawal.  The addressees met the next day and summarily rejected this course, 

supposedly on the ground that it was “absurd to insist on a new perfection just as the 

going was at its worst.”  Ironically enough, Ball was in actuality counting on Vietnamese 

imperfection!28

 

 Four papers were submitted for the July 2 meeting.  Rusk’s was the briefest and 

did not really chart a course, but was a forceful restatement of his fundamental view that 

the “integrity of the U.S. commitment” was “the principal pillar of peace in the world.”  

What Rusk was arguing was that U.S. credibility was primary, the specifics of Vietnam 

secondary.  He believed that the Viet Cong could not “win” without a U.S. withdrawal, 

because they “were not capable of occupying or organizing the country or any major part 

                                                 
27Ibid., pp. 16-21, 33, 40-41, 55-57. 
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of it.”  For the future, Rusk made brief, sometimes contradictory recommendations.  For 

instance, the South Vietnamese government was to be told “bluntly” to stop “bickering,” 

and to be reminded that it “cannot take us for granted.”  Unfortunately, the whole thrust 

of his position was that they could take the U.S. for granted.  Regarding escalation, Rusk 

stated only that there should be “a level of effort...as a supplement to what the South 

Vietnamese can do, to deny a Viet Cong success.” 

 

 In similar vein, though fleshed out with military options, was McNamara’s much 

longer paper.  The Secretary of Defense advocated the full Westmoreland request, plus 

stepped up bombing, plus mining of North Vietnam’s harbors.  He mentioned alternatives 

such as cutting losses and holding at the present level of commitment.  Other than to state 

the opinion that by holding at the present level “our position will probably grow weaker,” 

he did not explore these alternatives, perhaps reasoning that others would present the 

case for them.  He held out no rosy expectations for the course he advocated:  the tide 

could not begin to turn for several months or a year; “the war is one of attrition and will 

be a long one.”  The measure of success would be if Hanoi, “at least for a period of 

time,” would “alter its basic strategy and course of action in Vietnam.”  Offers to 

negotiate should begin soon, but were merely to demonstrate good faith and would come 

to nothing until the U.S. and South Vietnam achieved some military success. 

 

 The third paper, by William Bundy, head of State’s Far Eastern bureau, advocated 

a middle course: augment forces in Vietnam slightly, defer increased bombing of the 

North, and prepare for filling the full Westmoreland request: 

 

In essence, this is a program to hold on for the next two months, and to test the 

effectiveness of US combat forces and the reaction of the Vietnamese army and 

people to the increasing U.S. role. 

 

In some ways it was similar to Ball’s “things in the saddle” paper in that it called for a 

pause to the buildup in order to examine and refine options, but it was utterly without any 

                                                                                                                                                 
28Ibid., pp. 62-66.  The last quote (p. 62) is from a manuscript by William Bundy.  It is in 
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hint that withdrawal might be an acceptable alternative.  What if the U.S. Army and/or 

the Vietnamese flunked these “tests?”  The next step was not explored. 

 

 Ball’s contribution was a modification of the one shot down by all hands.  Hence 

his most radical thoughts do not appear to have reached Johnson in writing.  His modified 

effort advocated not sending any troops beyond those already announced, holding to the 

very restricted U.S. ground combat missions then in effect, and instead of trying to 

reform the South Vietnamese Government, actively seeking negotiations with Hanoi, if 

necessary without the knowledge of the South Vietnamese.  There was some hint of what 

the parameters of the negotiation might be, (that is some accommodation of the Viet 

Cong) but none of what to do if Hanoi expressed no interest in a deal.  In these respects 

the paper obviously conveyed Ball’s second best thoughts.  Regarding the impact of a 

U.S. withdrawal, Ball argued that European allies would be reassured rather than alarmed 

by U.S. abandonment of dubious cause.  Regarding the impact in Asia, he acknowledged 

it would be more severe, and crucial Thailand would “initially see it as a failure of U.S. 

will.”  Looking beyond that reaction, Ball, who believed Thailand could handle its 

insurgency problem and need fear only China, advocated a possible joint U.S.-Thai 

occupation of western Laos to secure the Mekong Valley.  The analysis, though dovish 

and highly controversial, was based on realpolitik rather than the moral, legal or 

politically radical critiques prevalent in academic and student criticism of the Vietnam 

War. 

 

 In forwarding the four papers to Johnson, McGeorge Bundy, in his now-expanded 

role of advocate (or shepherd?), wrote that his  

 

“hunch was that you will want to listen hard to George Ball and then reject his 

proposal.  Discussion could then move on to the narrower choice between my 

brother’s course and McNamara’s....Friday’s [July 1st] meeting is not, repeat not, 

for decisions, but for sharpening the issues that you want studied.”  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Papers of William P. Bundy, Johnson Library. 
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Bundy added that McNamara wanted a go-ahead on a requested air mobile division in ten 

days.  In the event, LBJ took Bundy’ss unnecessary advice to avoid premature decisions 

and took even longer to come to a resolution.  There is no proper record of the July 2 

meeting.  William Bundy later wrote “Like a Judge, the President expected to mull over 

the proceedings.”  He made no choices, but “plucked ideas from each of the papers, and 

set them in motion.”  Ball, for instance, was set to refining negotiating possibilities, and 

McNamara was to go to Saigon on yet another factfinding mission.29

 

 Before McNamara reached Saigon, another group registered an extremely 

influential set of reactions and recommendations.  During the 1964 campaign, Johnson 

had established a gerontocratic group known as  The President’s Panel on Foreign 

Affairs.  It had never met before convening July 8 at the State Department.  Its Vietnam 

Subpanel included General of the Army Omar Bradley, Eisenhower’s No. 2 in Europe in 

World War II and Chairman of the JCS during the Korean War; John J. McCloy, a New 

York lawyer and banker who had been High Commissioner to Germany and who seemed 

to many to personify the values of the Eastern Republican Establishment; and others of 

high prestige and much governmental experience.  In a meeting with Rusk and 

McNamara, this group almost unanimously expressed their belief that a “U.S. defeat [in 

Vietnam] would necessarily lead to worldwide questioning whether US commitments 

could be relied on....there should be no question of making whatever combat force 

increases were required.”  In the evening Johnson met with Bradley and McCloy, and 

selected members of other regional panels, including Dean Acheson and Robert Lovett.  

Acheson spoke “vehemently” against pursuing negotiations at that point, either through 

the UN or by reconvening the Geneva Conference.30   

 

 The net thrust of the day’s deliberations was firm advice from a galaxy of 

distinguished foreign policy and military professionals, senior “wise men” all, to pursue a 

                                                 
29Ibid., pp. 97-119.  The freestanding quotes are from p. 119 (emphasis in original) and 
117.  It is not clear whether William Bundy was actually at the meeting or reporting 
secondhand (see p. 119). 
30Ibid., pp. 137-139; Kahin, George McT., Intervention: How America Became Involved 
in Vietnam (New York, 1986), pp 360-361, 527n. 
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vigorous and open-ended military buildup in Vietnam at all costs.  Johnson was President 

of the country, but he was almost overshadowed in prestige by this group whose 

members had been intimately involved with the most important achievements of the Cold 

War from the Marshall Plan onwards.  A man who sought to lead by consensus, he would 

truly have had to make a major departure to set a course against their advice. 

 

 Of course these various meetings and papers were not the only ways Johnson was 

receiving and seeking counsel on his decision 

on ground forces.  Johnson received papers, both solicited and spontaneously offered, 

urging caution or expressing various shades of dissent on the proposed force buildup, 

from prominent Congressional doves like Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield and 

Senator Wayne Morse of Oregon, and prominent ex-policymakers like John Kenneth 

Galbraith.31  He is known on this issue to have consulted many of the kitchen cabinet 

named above, especially Fortas, Russell and Clifford.  Almost certainly he would have 

consulted Moyers, who was an alternate channel, along with Bundy, for some of Ball’s 

memoranda.  With the exception of Clifford (see below), better appreciation of the full 

thrust of their advice awaits completion of the Johnson Library’s project to transcribe the 

tapes of all the President’s phone calls, a heroic labor which may occupy some years. 

Completion may throw further light on the possibility that Johnson may have made up his 

mind on what to do about the force buildup soon after McNamara arrived in Saigon, four 

days before he received McNamara’s report! 

 

 McNamara arrived in Saigon on July 16th.  As early as the 17th his Deputy, 

Cyrus Vance, telegraphed him that in the course of three meetings on the 16th with 

Johnson, LBJ had stated that it was “his current intention to proceed with” the buildup to 

170,000 men (including Australian and Korean contributions).  It was “impossible,” 

however, for Johnson to submit a supplementary budget request for more than $400 

million before Congress reconvened in January.  It was “impossible” almost certainly 

because LBJ was determined to protect his Great Society domestic legislation, then 

                                                 
31Regarding Morse, see FRUS 1964-1969 III, pp. 27-33; for Galbraith’s enclaves 
strategy, pp. 221-223; for Mansfield’s reporting of the mood of the country and the 
Senate, pp. 268, 270-272 and ibid., II, pp. 741-744. 
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wending its way through Congress.  This tradeoff was precisely the sort of extended 

consideration that Johnson was weighing along with and against the Vietnam War 

buildup, but seldom discussed with his national security team.32

 

 Given this decision in embryo, what is one to make of the almost furious round of 

meetings which took place immediately after McNamara’ return and submission of his 

report on July 20?  Were they a self-serving, posturing exercise for the record only, as 

some analysts have suggested, or an actual part of the decision, as others have replied?  

Or were they, perhaps, an exercise in mutual education reminiscent of the old Eisenhower 

NSC?  Or was the President desperately still seeking a way out? 

 

 McNamara’s report represented the peak of his confidence about the mission of 

U.S. forces in Vietnam.  The objective was the same, but the strategy more ambitious 

than in his paper of three weeks previously.  The objective was to show the Viet Cong 

and the DRV that the “odds” were “against their winning.”  The means, once the 

requisite buildup was in place, was to press the fight “against VC/DRV main force units 

in Vietnam to run them to ground and destroy them,” with the full force requested by 

Westmoreland, and if necessary more.  It was only “following destruction of the VC main 

force units” that the South Vietnamese Government would try to rebuild its rural 

presence, i.e., reconstruction of infrastructure was to be distinctly subordinate to 

“pressing the fight.”  McNamara’s report called for simultaneous negotiation with Hanoi, 

but not simultaneous efforts to build popular support for the South Vietnamese 

establishment.33    

                                                 
32Ibid., III, pp. 162-163.  Indeed, LBJ may have reached his basic decision even earlier, 
judging from his public remarks on July 9 and July 13.  On the latter occasion, Johnson 
said that "It will be necessary…to have substantially larger numbers of troops" sent to 
Vietnam.  See Brian VanDeMark, Into the Quagmire (New York, 1991), pp. 176-177.  
Details on LBJ's constant weighing of his Vietnam options against the priorities of the 
domestic reforms so dear to him are well presented ibid., especially pp. 54-55, 60, 162-
163, 180-181, 213-214.  See also FRUS 1964-1968 III, p. 265, fn. 9.  
33Ibid., pp. 171-179.  Ambassador Lodge emphatically supported putting the war first:  
“Not until we have tranquility can you have any stability.  I don’t think we ought to take 
this [South Vietnamese] government seriously.  There is no one who can do anything.  
We have to do what we think we ought to do regardless of what the Saigon government 
does.”  Lodge, however, parted company with McNamara on undertaking a simultaneous 
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 Between McNamara’s return on the 20th and Johnson’s public announcement of 

the buildup on the 28th, the President met with one or another set of advisers on Vietnam 

no less than nine times.  On the 21st he convened a grouping of top and area-responsible 

State, Defense, NSC and CIA officials, plus the JCS Chairman and Ambassador-

designate Lodge, to hear and discuss McNamara’s presentation.  That afternoon, he asked 

Ball to present his full dissenting view to roughly the same group.  The morning of the 

22nd he met with the entire top DOD establishment, including the full JCS and all the 

service secretaries.  That afternoon, he saw essentially the same group as the preceding 

morning, less the CIA contingent and Lodge, but adding Moyers, Clark Clifford from the 

“kitchen cabinet,” and McCloy and Arthur Dean, both from the President’s Panel on 

Foreign Affairs.  At Camp David on the 25th, he met with Moyers and two dissenters, 

UN Ambassador Arthur Goldberg and again, Clark Clifford.  The next day, Goldberg and 

Clifford presented their views to a larger group that included the State, Defense, and CIA 

principals, plus Lodge.  On the 27th, when things had obviously reached the pro forma 

stage, there was a formal NSC meeting followed by a meeting with the Congressional 

leadership.   

 

 On the surface at least, an admirably wide-ranging series of consultations with 

advisers formal and informal, mixed and matched to consider various arguments in 

various fora.  And up to a point, this was the case.  At the special meeting held to 

consider Ball’s views, the Under Secretary finally had the opportunity to present his core 

ideas to LBJ.  He outlined his plan to force the South Vietnamese Government either to 

popularize itself or try to cut its own deal with the Viet Cong/DRV by ordering the 

Americans out.  Sending more troops, in Ball’s blunt simile, would be “like giving cobalt 

treatment to a terminal cancer case.”  He was under “no illusions that after we were asked 

to leave, SVN would [not] be under Hanoi control.”  A stand in Thailand, “a good ally so 

far” might succeed, “though history shows it has never been a staunch ally.”  When LBJ 

asked about the damage “breaking the word of three presidents” would do to U.S. 

credibility, Ball countered that the “worse blow would be that the mightiest power in the 

                                                                                                                                                 
peace effort: “Now, it would harden the enemy.  This is not the time to do it.” Ibid., pp. 
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world is not able to defeat guerillas.”  If Vietnam had a viable government, it would be a 

different story. 

 

 Over and over again during this meeting, the counterargument focused on one 

thing and one only: credibility.  Lodge invoked the specter of Munich.  McGeorge Bundy 

conceded that much of Ball’s argument was true, but it took no notice of enemy losses 

and “went in the face of all we have said and done.”  Rusk cautioned that if the 

“Communist world” discovered the U.S. reneging on a commitment, “I don’t know 

where they will stay their hand.”  The debate was not about Vietnam.  It was about the 

U.S.34   

 

 At the meeting with the DOD contingent next day, there was much more of the 

same.  CNO McDonald believed that if the U.S. withdrew, “our allies would lose faith in 

us.”  Nitze said that if the U.S. did not increase troops, it would thereby acknowledge that 

“we couldn’t beat the VC,” and “the shape of the world will change.”  At various times 

during this meeting LBJ assumed a critical stance, disparaging the existing support of 

U.S. allies, and rather plaintively asking, “Is that all?,” when McDonald said the only 

choices were to “get out or pour in more men.”  He never followed up on any of these 

caveats, though it was his prerogative to do so.  That afternoon, with his usual advisers 

augmented by the Panel members, he himself, echoing McNamara’s report, reduced the 

choices to: 

 

1.  Sit and lose slowly 

2.  Get out 

3.  Put in what needs to go in. 

 

Discussion was beginning to drift to implementation: when to call the Congressional 

leaders in, whether to choose maximum publicity, whether to admit that the increase was 

a change in policy.  The Panelists, McCloy and Dean, pushed for bombing Hanoi.  Rusk 

                                                                                                                                                 
190, 193.  
34Ibid., pp. 188-205. 
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and McNamara felt that this was too dangerous; the former believed that there was a “one 

in five chance of Russia’s staying out” if the U.S. bombed Hanoi.35

 

 At Camp David on the 25th, and back in Washington the next day, LBJ heard 

Clifford’s case against increasing troops.  Goldberg, who was also present at both 

meetings, wanted the troop increase coupled with a U.S. request for a UN resolution that 

would call for unconditional negotiations by all parties.  Clifford believed this to be 

inconsistent; instead he wanted to “stop talking about Vietnam.”  His opposition to force 

increases was pitched solely on the proposition that the DRV had the will and resources 

to match anything the U.S. would be willing to commit.  He urged that after the monsoon 

season (by fall), the United States should quietly work out an adjustment. 

 

 This same day a draft of a possible U.S. announcement was sent to Vietnam for 

clearance with the South Vietnamese government.  Discussions in Washington were by 

now obviously a ritual.  A later Presidential meeting on the 26th was concerned solely 

with operational matters. At the NSC meeting on the 27th, the President stated at the 

outset that it was being held before “formalizing decisions on the deployment of 

additional U.S. forces to Vietnam,”  After listening to the presentations of both Rusk and 

McNamara, Johnson stated that he would honor the previous commitments of three 

presidents [including himself], and outlining five options (discussed below), Johnson 

solemnly asked whether anyone in the room “opposed the course decided on.”  That even 

Ball was not a dissenter by this point was meaningless; he survived in office in order to 

continue his allotted role as “devil’s advocate.”  

 

 In the immediately following meeting with the Congressional leadership, LBJ 

stated there had been five “possible choices.”  Not much thought had been given to the 

first, “blowing them up.” He made no substantive comment on the second, withdrawal, in 

this meeting, though at NSC he had stressed national honor and the prior commitments of 

three presidents.  The third was to leave things as they were and hope Lodge “could pull 

a rabbit out of a hat.”  The fourth, declaring a national emergency, calling up the 

                                                 
35Ibid., pp. 209-220.  
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reserves, and by implication, asking Congress for a lot more money to run the war, had “a 

good deal of appeal” to him.  He had not chosen it for reasons that appear inadequate by 

themselves.  He spoke of not “getting more violent” just when a new representative 

(Goldberg in place of Stevenson) was going to the UN.  As in the NSC meeting he also 

stressed his desire to avoid such escalation as would result in increased Soviet and /or 

Chinese aid to Hanoi. Yet later in the discussion he emphasized that meaningful 

negotiations would not occur for some time.  Therefore, LBJ was choosing the fifth 

course:  give Westmoreland what he was asking for, increase draft calls, and “give the 

Congressional Leadership the story now and the bill later,” in January 1966.  Though 

there were pockets of dissent, the leadership obviously wanted to avoid any extended 

debate with Johnson over a decision he had plainly already taken.  Hanging over this 

discussion, but never raised during it, (and hence this connection is not provable), was 

the issue of what would happen to LBJ’s domestic program if he followed option 4.  LBJ 

wanted guns and butter, but this crucial dimension was not explored with his national 

security advisers.36

 

 The President resolved the question of how much publicity to give this crucial act 

of escalation by splitting the difference.  He gave a careful and extended (1500-word) 

statement of the measures to be taken and the reasons for them-but at a press conference, 

not in a formal address.  U.S. forces in Vietnam would go from 75,000 to 125,000 men 

“almost immediately,” and additional forces would “be needed later, and they will be sent 

as requested.”  Though LBJ did not mention the additional 26,000 already requested, he 

made the major point, that the commitment to send more was open-ended.  Draft calls 

would be more than doubled, to 35,000 men.  Though it was not “essential” to call up the 

reserves yet, it would be under continuing consideration.  What Johnson did not dwell on 

was money, other than vague references to future appropriations.37

 

 In reviewing this almost two-month long process of decision, several themes 

stand out: 

                                                 
36Ibid., pp. 231-232, 238-239, 240-247, 260-269.  
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 1) LBJ did cast a wide net, meeting with and telephoning literally dozens of 

confidants and informants in and out of government, in addition to the core group of 

national security advisers.  Decisonmaking was leisurely and reasonably systematic, 

much smoother than the disjointed travesty that the Kennedy administration exhibited 

during the Buddhist crisis and the Diem coup.  The great tragedy is that the manner of 

reaching this disastrous decision was orderly and deliberate.      

 

 2) Dissent received a hearing, but it did not receive extended consideration.  

George Ball had outlined a withdrawal course that, by provoking South Vietnam to expel 

the Americans, might have satisfied the question of national honor.  No extended 

consideration of this possibility took place, nor was any special study given to the 

possibility of Thailand as an alternate anti-Communist bastion.  Note that Ball himself 

did not deny the domino theory and hoped for a different anchor in Southeast Asia.  

Clifford may have received a more extended hearing, however, through informal 

contacts. 

 

 3) The decision-making process was straight line, monochromatic, “shrink-

wrapped” or narrowly confined to rigid choices, with no concentrated search for 

alternatives.   Westmoreland asked for troops; the JCS endorsed the request; then the 

Secretary of Defense endorsed it; then a consensus developed, not only within the core 

group, but also among the experienced foreign policy hands on the Panel.  Request, 

response.  The procedure was essentially passive.  There was no reevaluation of war 

aims, and far more surprising, no reevaluation of means. Robert Komer and others have 

pointed out that in both World War II and the Korean War, allied forces had joint 

commands, but this was not to be in Vietnam.  This was because our “allies” were 

themselves so weak that the administration feared that a joint command would simply 

“Americanize” the war and because General Westmoreland didn’t want one.  Yet the 

matter was not given the sort of extended consideration that might have found a solution 

or some third course.  Nor was any thought given to a “command structure” for directing 

                                                                                                                                                 
37Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965, II, pp. 
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the war from Washington.  Robert Komer became  a White House Special Assistant for 

the Vietnam pacification program in 1966, with, uniquely for a special assistant, certain 

executive powers, but his franchise did not extend to military affairs or peace 

negotiations.38  It was also an unfortunate fact that Ball, the most outspoken opponent of 

escalation, was also one of the bluntest disparagers of the notion that the South 

Vietnamese might be coaxed to do a bit more for themselves.  Such contempt for the 

South Vietnamese effort subtly though unwittingly reinforced the military argument that 

a lower ratio of ARVN to Viet Cong was a prelude to disaster.  Lastly, there was no 

thought given to any means whereby the Sino-Soviet split, and/or the DRV's obvious fear 

of China might be exploited in formulating a strategy of either prosecuting the war or 

executing an orderly withdrawal. 

 

 The discussions themselves were exceedingly repetitious.  Over and over again 

the core group went over the same over-simplified options: win, get out, hold, or escalate 

bit by bit.  Oversimplifying the options tended to oversimplify the discussion.  Scant 

wonder that vital “byways” like command-and-control remained just that, byways. 

 

 4) In contrast to the thinness of the decision-making process, the implementation 

of the decision was richly sophisticated and multifaceted.  LBJ proceeded on many paths 

at once, consulting with the Congress on the possibility of a reserve call-up, making sure 

that the Saigon Embassy and the South Vietnamese Government were prepared should 

the go-ahead signal be given, pondering  whether to combine the announcement with an 

appeal to the UN, and in the final week, deciding on the degree and type of media 

coverage.  The wheels within wheels were turning, but more over how more whether.39

                                                                                                                                                 
794-803.  
38Interview II given by Robert Komer to Joe B. Frantz, August 19, 1970, 19-32; Oral 
History Interviews, Johnson Library.See also NSAM 343, March 28, 1966; available as 
of November 21, 2009 at 
http://www.lbj.lib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/NSAMs/nsam343.asp  Komer, 
former NSC staff member under both Kennedy and Johnson, and briefly Bundy’s 
successor until Rostow took over, operated strictly outside NSCchannels, and reported 
directly to Johnson during the year he held this post. 
39McNamara pushed hard for a reserve call-up, but had a fallback plan ready when 
Goldberg, Clifford, Congressional soundings, and his own fears that a call-up would 

 339

http://www.lbj.lib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/NSAMs/nsam343.asp


 

 5) The comparative leanness of the lengthy decisionmaking discussions and the 

foresight evidenced in implementation provide additional evidence that the process was 

proceeding to a foreordained result.  We have discussed already the July 17th telegram to 

Saigon.  As early as June 19, LBJ had given “approval to the necessary preparatory 

steps” for additional deployments of up to 41,000 men, “without deciding on the 

deployment itself.”40

 

 6) A puzzling issue is the entire role of McGeorge Bundy, who had emerged as a 

leading policy advocate in the course of the deliberations from December 1964 to 

February 1965 that resulted in the bombing campaign against the DRV.  Bundy harbored 

vehement doubts about the force increase and much else, shown by his startling 

comments on a draft of McNamara’s July 1 recommendations: 

 

[The draft] proposes this new land commitment at a time when our troops are 

entirely untested in the kind of warfare projected, ....extended air action when the 

value of the air action we have taken is sharply disputed....My first reaction is that 

this program is rash to the point of folly....what is the real object of the exercise?  

If it is to go to the conference table, what results do we seek there?  Still more 

brutally, do we want to invest 200 thousand men to cover an eventual retreat?  

Can we not do this just as well where we are? 

 

At some point difficult to pinpoint, Bundy swallowed his doubts; there is no record of his 

expressing himself this way to LBJ.  To the end, however, he retained enough skepticism 

to urge the President, unsuccessfully, on July 24 to approve all the deployments then 

recommended but to “explicitly and plainly reserve decision about further major 

                                                                                                                                                 
destroy his domestic programs convinced Johnson to decide against it.  See FRUS 1964-
1968 III, pp. 175, 217, 223-234, and ibid., II, pp. 751-754; Kahin, Intervention, pp. 390-
391.  In the various meetings with the core group, LBJ referred frequently to his 
Congressional soundings, and these references are obviously only a small portion of his 
total Congressional consultations. 
40Ibid., p. 235.  The figure of 116,000 mentioned in this citation includes the 70,000 to 
75,000 already authorized. 
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deployments.  After all, we have not yet had even a company-level deployment with Viet 

Cong forces which chose to stand their ground and fight.”41

 

 Bundy appears to have been juggling at least three roles by this time.  First, his 

original one as shepherd of the options and the paper containing them, and assuring a fair 

hearing to all.  Second, prominent since at least the Cuban missile crisis, independent and 

influential policy advocate in his own right.  Under Johnson, he had a tendency 

increasingly to confuse these two roles, as when he suggested that LBJ carefully 

consider, but then reject, Ball’s views.  Lastly, suddenly apparent in the crucial July 1965 

escalation, there was the new stance of partial dissenter on Vietnam, as his own 

skepticism, which would steadily increase, appeared in confidential memos, but not yet in 

open debate.  In discussion, he obviously felt obliged to line up with the majority. 

 

 Bundy’s emergence as policy advocate was a harbinger of the controversial future 

of the post he held, Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs.  The 

intimate proximity to the President that it affords poses a standing temptation to any able 

individual to act as advocate as well as router and expediter.  Combining the two roles 

was now and henceforth revealed as the “natural” state of this position.  In the 

Eisenhower administration, even Robert Cutler had taken an occasional cautious policy 

role, in an administration in which the Secretary of State Dulles was explicitly accorded, 

and fully exercised, the role of primus inter pares; under the weaker Herter, as we have 

seen, Gordon Gray had gone a bit further.    

 

  7)  Very striking is the lack of coordinated intelligence papers on Vietnam, and 

even more, the lack of any apparatus for briefing the core group as a group on 

intelligence matters.  Thus there was no proper baseline appreciation of exactly how dire 

the threat on the ground was; in particular, this lack may have hurt the possibility of the 

“hold” or “enclaves” options getting greater consideration. 

 

                                                 
41Ibid., p. 236.  
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 8)  It is possible that under the Eisenhower system, with its elaboration of formal 

policy papers, other options might have received greater consideration.  Yet the history of 

the Planning Board under Eisenhower and Cutler, and the morbid fear of leaks of any 

discussion of unconventional options, indicate that this possibility is unlikely.  Again, by 

and large policy processes worked smoothly and systematically in the course of this 

decision. 

 

 9) In a word, the policy failure in the July 1965 escalation decision was 

intellectual, not organizational. 

 

 Vietnam II: The Limits of Commitment.  In a nationwide address at the end of 

March 1968 Lyndon Johnson announced two major decisions: one, a partial bombing 

pause, the other, his own withdrawal from that year’s Presidential race.  One additional 

decision, made earlier that month and at least as important, was not announced at that 

time: to refuse the military’s request for an additional 205,000 men and a call-up of 

reserves.  In retrospect, the March decisions can be seen as an effective “cap” to the total 

U.S. effort in Vietnam, though in the mind of the President and some of his senior 

officials, this was not clear at the time.  It was three years since the U.S. had committed 

substantial ground forces to Vietnam; it took five years more to extricate them, and 

another two before the collapse of the Republic of Vietnam. 

 

 During the year 1967, official reports, and even some media which had been 

previously highly unfavorable to the war effort, had sounded a cautiously optimistic note 

on the progress of the war.  Under Robert Komer, whom the President transferred to 

Vietnam in 1967 to run the pacification program directly, a serious pacification effort 

was once again underway; the military reported progress in “kill ratios” and other 

favored measures of progress.  Despite the growing skepticism of Secretary McNamara, 

particularly in regard to the effectiveness of bombing the DRV, the President had in 

November 1967 won a vote of confidence from a group of “Wise Men” very similar to 

the group that had endorsed the buildup of July 1965. 
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 In early February 1968 the Tet (Vietnamese lunar New Year) offensive of 

combined DRV-Viet Cong forces hit a dozen major Vietnamese cities almost 

simultaneously.  After a bloody campaign, they were expelled.  The major effects of the 

campaign were three, one favorable to the U.S. but two not.  First, the enemy lost 

heavily, in both elite North Vietnamese forces and Viet Cong.  The latter, especially, 

were decimated, and were never again a major force in the outcome, if, indeed, they had 

ever been.  From now, the war was increasingly between North Vietnamese regulars on 

the one hand and the U.S. and the ARVN on the other.  Second, the nascent serious 

pacification effort under the direction of Robert Komer was also virtually wiped out; only 

gradually was the South Vietnamese Government able to recover some of its previous 

position outside the major cities.  Last and most important, the boldness of the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces, which at one point breached the walls of the U.S. 

Embassy in Saigon and which held possession of the crucial city of Hue for well over a 

month, devastated U.S. civilian morale.  Huge numbers of Americans who had before 

supported the war effort as a matter of loyalty, even while dubious of its purpose, reached 

the quick conclusion that the war effort had made no progress in three years of ever-

larger and more expensive commitments.   

 

 It was clear that a further increase in ground forces would be far, far more 

controversial than ever before, yet it was at just this point that the Army42 felt it 

necessary to ask for an additional 205,000 troops by the end of 1968, to add to the 

500,000 already committed; nor was it clear that this was any final such request.  The 

request was secret, but soon leaked.  For these reasons the decision to deny this request 

was crucial :  it became apparent later that 500,000 would be the cap on the U.S. effort on 

the ground, and that the ground war was itself more important militarily than the 

bombing. 

 

                                                 
42I have purposely used “the Army” (rather than “Westmoreland” or the “JCS” or “JCS 
Chairman Wheeler”) as a accurate cloak term to avoid details of a considerable dispute 
on the origin of the request.  Though the question is an important one, it has no particular 
bearing on the discussion here.  Those interested may consult Westmoreland, William, A 
Soldier Reports (Garden City, LI, 1976) and Clark Clifford with Richard Holbrooke, 
Counsel to the President: A Memoir  (New York, 1991) and FRUS 1964-1968 VI.  
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 The Tet offensive and the Army’s request coincided with a crucial change in U.S. 

direction of the war.  For many months Robert McNamara had been losing faith in the 

efficacy of the war effort, particularly in the bombing which he had so strongly 

recommended earlier.  The President had become of aware of this change and by the end 

of 1967 had determined to let him go.43  His resignation was announced in late January, 

as was the designation of Clark Clifford as his successor.  So that McNamara might 

prepare the Defense budget request for the coming year, a task at which he was an 

acknowledged past master, Clifford did not take office until March 1.  The conjuncture of 

this interim with the Tet offensive and the Army’s request for troops gave Clifford a 

unique opportunity to study the situation, be fully briefed, and sit in on all the meetings 

he cared to without having to take any positions or make any decisions for an entire 

month.   

 

 In an unusually frank memoir, the gist of whose main threads is corroborated by 

many other sources, Clifford makes clear that by the end of his month of apprenticeship 

his views on the war differed from Johnson’s and that he hid from the President the full 

extent of this difference until the time was ripe: 

 

I constantly considered simply sitting down alone with him and trying to convince 

him that the entire policy had changed-and eventually I did just that.  But in 

March, Lyndon Johnson would have rejected not only such flat statements but 

their messenger.  I decided I could be most effective if I moved gradually; by 

summer, President Johnson understood that my opposition to his policy was no 

longer over tactics or strategy but over fundamental objectives.  Our long 

friendship would never be the same again.44

 

The like-minded team that Clifford gathered around him in DOD was largely inherited.  

Paul Nitze, now Deputy Secretary, had altered his global outlook little from his days as a 

co-author of NSC-68 (see Chapter III).  A staunch believer in firm handling of the 

Soviets, he had come to oppose the war effort because he believed it was an excessive 

                                                 
43McNamara became President of the World Bank. 
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diversion of effort from the main U.S. objective of containing the Soviet Union.  Paul 

Warnke, on the other hand, the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security 

Affairs, had opposed the buildup of ground forces in Vietnam from the outset.  Robert 

McNamara's "Whiz Kids" in the Office of Systems Analysis had cast their cold analytical 

eyes on the efficacy of the "kill ratio" method used by the military (and their patron 

McNamara!) to evaluate the progress of the war. 

 

 Because of the Army's troop request, Clifford spent his first days in office 

chairing a "Task Force" appointed by Johnson to evaluate this request and make 

recommendations.  Rusk and Rostow were other key members.  Clifford states that he did 

not want to push his views too swiftly, and so went along with a recommendation for a 

slight interim increase in forces-some 20,000-but with a temporizing main 

recommendation to make no major decision without further study.  Belying his own 

supposedly cautious approach, however, Clifford made an impassioned plea when the 

group presented its findings to LBJ on March 4: 

 

We seem to have a sinkhole.  We put in more,-they match it....I see more and 

more fighting with more and more casualties on the U.S. side, and no end in sight 

to the action.45

 

Treasury Secretary Fowler followed up with a pessimistic evaluation of the economic 

consequences of a call-up of reserves.  At the end of the meeting Rusk surprised Clifford 

by suggesting a bombing halt, though in the following day's discussion of a halt during a 

Tuesday lunch, it appeared to Clifford that Rusk had something temporary in mind, 

mounted as a public relations move.  A week later, Johnson stated at a Tuesday lunch 

that it was at the March 4 meeting that he first began to doubt seriously the wisdom of 

complying with the 206,000-man request.  "I agree that we should reevaluate our 

strategy.  I only hope we don't get overrun in the meantime.46   

                                                                                                                                                 
44Clifford, Counsel, p. 488. 
45From notes by Tom Johnson of meeting held March 4, 1968 in the Cabinet room of the 
White House.  Quotation is as rendered in FRUS 1964-1968 VI, Document 104.  
46Clifford, Counsel, p. 501.  Apparent quote from Clifford's own notes. 

 345



 

 So far discussion of the options had proceeded in typical Johnson administration 

style, in picked, ad hoc groups or at Tuesday lunches.  And, such meetings continued at a 

rapid pace for the remainder of the month.  Very soon though, the ground began to move 

beneath the administration's feet.  In rapid succession: on March 8, the administration's 

soundings in the Congress revealed that it was unwilling to approve a reserve call-up, 

which General Wheeler, the JCS chairman, had now made a sine qua non for his own 

support of the Army's request; on March 10, the New York Times published a scoop on 

the request, giving the correct 206,000 man figure; on March 12, LBJ bested an antiwar 

candidate in the New Hampshire primary by only 7%, and failed to win a majority of the 

votes; on March 16, Robert Kennedy entered the Democratic primary race with clear 

statements that he would make the conduct of the war a campaign issue; on the 26th, in a 

reappearance staged-managed by Clifford (who anticipated the result), the "wise men" 

who had registered a vote of confidence in the war effort as recently as November, 

advised the President against further ground force escalation. 

 

 While these events were shaking the nation and Johnson's calculations, the 

struggle for Johnson's mind went on in the policy meetings.  He was pulled four ways:  

by his desire to support the men he had sent into the field, by the sudden surge of anti-

war sentiment in the wake of Tet, by consideration for his other foreign policy and 

domestic programs, and by reflections on his own place in history.  As late as March 21, 

he was considering asking the Congress for a special surtax to support the war.  Yet the 

President was, behind all the bluster and posturing, a profoundly rational and calculating 

man.  From smoke and haze, the fact emerged that he would not have the support of 

either Congress, public, or foreign policy establishment for a continued massive ground 

force buildup.   It was perhaps in awareness of this fact that he allowed the simultaneous 

preparation of two drafts of a speech to be made March 31.  One was a conventional call 

for support of the troops and the war effort, but apparently without any announcement of 

immediate force buildups.  According to its principal drafter, Harry McPherson, it had 

been in preparation since early February, when Tet made some sort of major address to 

the nation a necessity.   
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 Clifford and McPherson each had a great deal to do with the alternative, also 

drafted by the latter.  Early in February, Clifford realized he had in McPherson a 

potential White House ally. McPherson was in the habit of setting down in memos to 

Johnson alternative proposals on the war, which he would introduce, in order, as he 

frankly admitted, to retain his own credibility, as "what the doves feel."  On Saturday the 

23rd, McPherson wrote, off the top of his head, a memo to Johnson in which he 

suggested a partial U.S. bombing pause as a first step towards mutual de-escalation. 

 

 The following Thursday (the 28th), only three days before the speech, McPherson 

learned from Rusk that Johnson had had the memo forwarded to Saigon for comment and 

that "they" (either the Embassy or the RVN or both) thought that they could live with 

such an offer.  The occasion for Rusk's remark was a session at the State Department, 

termed by McPherson "the best meeting I ever went to" at which Clifford unpacked his 

entire duffel bag of ideas against the war.  Also present were Rostow and East Asian 

Assistant Secretary William Bundy-but not the President.  After making his impassioned 

presentation against further escalation, Clifford secured Rusk's rather passive agreement 

to McPherson's preparation of an alternate speech draft that would be more conciliatory 

in tone and highlight the offer of a bombing pause.  To the surprise of each, Johnson 

accepted it as the working draft.  But Johnson did not disclose the extra added surprise, 

his own withdrawal from the race, to even his closest advisers until just hours before the 

speech. 47

 

 Hence, in this threefold decision, one sees also three modes of decision-making.  

The question of ground forces was thrashed out-and gradually petered out-in the typically 

Johnsonian mixture of Tuesday lunches, which met regularly during this period and ad 

hoc meetings (attended principally by the same group of advisers that met at the Tuesday 

lunch).  These were augmented by the sessions with the Wise Men plus Johnson's 

informal consultations with Congressional leaders and "kitchen cabinet" advisers.  In 

general, the fora in which Johnson pondered this crucial decision to do nothing were 

                                                 
47Transcript, Harry McPherson Oral History Interview IV, Tape 1, March 24, 1969, pp. 
5-14 (quotes from pp. 6, 11); Johnson Library, Internet Copy.  For more information on 
the meeting, see the editorial note in FRUS 1964-1968 VI, Document 163. 
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highly similar to those in which he considered the July 1965 escalation decision.  Yet 

there was a striking difference.  In 1965, the administration had the luxury of 

manipulating a public that was still passively accepting the war.  In March 1968, the 

sudden hardening of general antiwar sentiment overshadowed the decisionmaking 

process and accounted for the fact that Johnson gradually accepted anti-escalation advice.   

 

 The crucial initiative to present the President with an alternative speech draft, 

however, grew out of a meeting that the President did not attend.  Did McPherson and 

Clifford have inklings that Johnson was now ready to accept the long-considered 

bombing pause, or did the logic of the situation lead them to believe that he had no other 

choice?  Neither man so states directly, but the fact that Johnson had sent McPherson's 

memo to Saigon must have been a strong hint.  It would appear that their gamble 

unwittingly coordinated with Johnson's third decision, to withdraw from the 1968 

election.  Many had heard Johnson muse over the previous few months of the possibility 

of leaving the race; none expected it at this time.  Clifford believed that Johnson's 

decision to keep silent on the subject was a crucial mistake, since the President was 

unable to consult with his advisers on more dramatic offers to make in conjunction with 

his withdrawal.  Johnson, Clifford believed, got a minimum of mileage out of his exit; 

Clifford would have advised a total, not a partial bombing halt.  Whether Clifford would 

have succeeded is problematic.  Certainly in the remaining months of his term, Johnson 

made further moves toward de-escalation gradually and grudgingly.  He had put a cap on 

the war effort, but was not at all ready to abandon it. 

 

 Extraordinary events had made for an extraordinary pattern of decisions, too 

idiosyncratic to set any clear precedents.  Yet there is an overall theme of essential 

moderation.  As Johnson lost control of the situation, he never panicked.  He did not 

consider nuclear escalation, or a U.S. invasion of North Vietnam, or U.S. ground forays 

into Laos or Cambodia.  Johnson never isolated himself.  He never lost touch with a wide 

circle of advisers, and when they and public opinion sent him an unmistakable message, 

he heeded it in spite of anguish.  An excellent instance is his acceptance of the 

unexpected alternate speech draft.  Surely his habit of constant informal consultations, to 
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which he had by this time successfully adapted the entire NSC and White House foreign 

policy process, served him well in March 1968. 

 

 Johnson's Foreign Policy Successes.  The Vietnam debacle and the Dominican 

contretemps have obscured the fact that LBJ grappled with a number of foreign policy 

issues with considerable success.  In doing so, he followed for the most part established 

channels and used institutions that had been devised by others.  Useful and interrelated 

examples are the gradually taken decision to abandon the Multilateral Force (MLF) 

proposal and negotiation with the Soviet Union of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). 

 

 The MLF concept was an inheritance from the Kennedy and late Eisenhower 

administrations.  The proposal, by 1963, was for a NATO force of surface vessels, 

equipped with a total of about 200 intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMS) and 

"mix-manned" by a crew made up of all NATO powers that cared to participate.  It was 

an American proposal intended to meet two European needs-as perceived by Americans.  

One was to provide a NATO equivalent to the Soviet MRBM force targeted at Western 

Europe, but out of range of the U.S.  Some Europeans wondered if the United States 

would retaliate if the Soviets attacked Europe only.  But putting U.S. IRBMs in Western 

Europe-as was done on limited scale-made these countries a more certain target than 

ever.  A theoretical possibility was to move these targets out to sea.  The second 

perceived problem was to make a place for Western Germany at the nuclear table without 

actually inviting that country to become an independent nuclear power along the lines of 

Britain and France.  Many Germans, officials and public alike, shrank from the latter.  

Hence the MLF, which in all versions retained an American veto over any missile firings, 

was a way to allow the German military and government to participate in strategic 

planning and decisionmaking, but without the power to use nuclear weapons 

independently.48  The MLF was, above all, an attempt to anticipate and deal with 

European discontents before they became acute.  It had extra added value, in some 

                                                 
48German planes and anti-aircraft batteries already had U.S.-supplied nuclear arms which 
were subject to a two-key system (dual approval) before use.  But these weapons were 
tactical, conceived of as purely retaliatory, and remained under U.S. ownership. 
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policymakers' heads, that it might eventually serve as an inducement to Britain and 

France to give up their independent deterrents and merge them with the MLF.    

  

 Throughout the history of its consideration, MLFs popularity in Europe 

fluctuated.  Britain was cool from the outset, but participated fully in all planning phases.  

Germany's Adenauer welcomed MLF, but was constantly tempted to mollify France's 

Charles De Gaulle by eschewing it in favor of a close Franco-German entente within 

NATO.  De Gaulle, while never considering MLF an option for France, at first said he 

would tolerate German participation; then, as his power in France grew after elections in 

1962, hardened against it.  By the time Johnson took office, feasibility planning was well 

underway and JFK had explicitly reaffirmed the MLF offer in an address in Frankfurt in 

June 1963, speaking of a force that "would belong to all members, not one, with all 

participating on a basis of full equality."49  Within LBJ's administration, the State 

Department's European Bureau and Under Secretary of State George Ball supported it 

with a long-range agenda that saw MLF as a way station on the road to European unity.  

McNamara was willing to make it work if the political decision was for it.  But 

McGeorge Bundy had strong doubts.   

 

 In a series of memoranda to Johnson, Bundy forcefully articulated these doubts.  

In early November 1964, he wrote that he, Rusk, Ball and McNamara all believed the 

MLF to be "the least unsatisfactory means of the Germans well tied into the [NATO] 

alliance."  Following this glacial praise, he pointed out divergences, especially Rusk's 

desire to confront the French publicly, and a largely State Department group of 

Europeanists who were rigidly hostile to France and paternalistic towards Germany.  The 

essence of Bundy's position at this point was to maintain an "ostentatiously open" stance 

towards the French and not to push any European power too hard.  Weeks later, in 

context of an upcoming visit from Britain's new Labor Prime Minister Harold Wilson, he 

confided to Ball, a firm but not fanatic proponent of MLF, that "against my own 

expectations of two weeks ago...the U.S. should now arrange to let the MLF sink out of 

sight."  Britain was "essentially unpersuaded," the Gaullist wing in the West German 

                                                 
49Public papers of the Presidents of the United States, 
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governing party was playing politics with the issue, and Germany would blame the U.S. 

if the MLF proposal destroyed the budding Franco-German entente.  Most foresighted in 

terms of later events was Bundy’s observation that insistence on MLF could precipitate 

"a constitutional debate in NATO which, even if successful, would provide justification 

for further Gaullist outrages against the organization.”  Bundy hoped German Chancellor 

Erhard would join with Johnson in "a proposal for a completely fresh" look at NATO 

nuclear policy.50

 

 In a briefing memo to LBJ just before Wilson's visit, Bundy pointed out that JFK 

had always conditioned his support for MLF on a lack of U.S. pressure.  Unlike his 

memo to Ball, he represented himself personally as in favor of pushing Wilson hard on 

the issue, but occupied the rest of his space expounding the other side of the case.  MLF 

would make heavy demands on Presidential leadership, and "there were better things for 

the President to do."  There was opposition in the Senate and the risk of a rupture with 

the French.  Political and nuclear consultation in NATO could be enlarged even without 

the MLF.  In sum the choice was between going full steam ahead and facing a hard fight, 

or "going half steam ahead."  "There will probably be no MLF, but it will not be your 

fault alone.  You will have kept the letter and the spirit of the Kennedy readiness to move 

if the Europeans wanted it"51

 

 In the event Johnson went half steam ahead.  After Wilson expounded a British 

alternative, the Atlantic Nuclear Force (ANF), based almost exclusively on national 

components, LBJ told him to see what he could work out with the Germans.  In doing so, 

he was sounding the death knell for any mixed force.  In a force based mostly on national 

components, with only token mixed manning, Germany would remain a hopelessly junior 

partner.52  When Wilson later met with Erhard, the latter did not try to convert him to 

MLF, for the issue had to be postponed for domestic political reasons until after the 

German elections in fall 1965. 

                                                 
50FRUS 1964-1968 XIII, pp. 103-107, 121-122.  Bundy sent copies of the memorandum 
to Ball to Rusk and McNamara, but apparently not to Johnson. 
51Ibid., pp.  134-137. 
52Ibid., pp. 137-139, 156-160. 
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 Soon after Wilson's visit, Johnson issued NSAM No. 322 to Rusk and McNamara, 

which formalized the position (taken with the Prime Minister) of waiting for European 

consensus:  "I do not wish any American official in any forum to press for a binding 

[NATO nuclear force] agreement at this time."  LBJ instructed "all American negotiators 

to avoid private or public quarrels with France."53   

 

 In this episode we see not simply Bundy's tendency to function more as a guide to 

Johnson than he had to JFK, but also the most strong and independent line yet taken in a 

major policy decision by any Special Assistant for National Security Affairs.  Bundy 

functioned as the balance wheel in foreign policymaking, forcefully articulating an 

alternative view that was not present in advice from Rusk and McNamara.  In no way did 

he suppress their views or opinions, and we have just seen that he let them know what he 

was up to, even more candidly than he did the President.  At his initiative, MLF was left 

to founder upon its own implausibility and the inability of the allies to agree on a format 

for it. 

  

 The line taken on MLF and on France had a double payoff later.  First, by the 

time De Gaulle took France out of the NATO organization in 1966, MLF was dead, and 

De Gaulle could not claim that the split in the alliance was due to the Americans.  NATO 

swiftly and efficiently reorganized itself and based its operations in Brussels instead of 

Paris.  There was no MLF, but there was, beginning with a series of ministerial meetings 

in 1965, a more common shaping of nuclear policy than previously.  The second benefit 

of the demise of MLF was that it enabled the United States and the Soviet Union to reach 

agreement on one of the key clauses of the NPT (nuclear nonproliferation) treaty.  

 

 After the Chinese detonation of a nuclear device in 1964 there was an identity of 

view between the Soviet Union and the United States about limiting the number of 

nuclear powers.  Both feared future Chinese capability and hoped that China could itself 

be led to sign a nonproliferation treaty.  The Soviet Union naturally had no wish that its 
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East European partners have independent nuclear weapons, and we have seen that one 

American motive for the MLF was to prevent any additional nuclear deterrents in the 

West.  Both powers feared the spread of the weapons to Israel or any Third World 

country.  The Soviets believed establishment of the MLF would be a step towards 

proliferation.  The U.S. argued that MLF would be a multilateral organization in which 

the United States would retain a veto over firing.  Weapons would be transferred to the 

MLF, however.  The matter was resolved in 1966 when Rusk told Soviet Foreign  

Minister Andrei Gromyko that there would be no transfer of ownership to any grouping 

within the alliance.  This, of course, was easier for Rusk to do once MLF was no longer a 

live issue.  The U.S. somewhat mollified the Europeans by informing the Soviets that 

should a truly united Europe be established, the United States would regard transfer to 

the new entity of one or more of the existing independent deterrents (France and/or 

Britain) as no violation of any nonproliferation treaty.  The Soviets neither endorsed nor 

objected to this position.  After this somewhat theological solution, negotiation of other 

issues associated with the treaty went forward and it was signed in1968.54

 

 The Parameters of LBJ's Foreign Policy and the State of the NSC, 1964-1969.  

Naturally we have examined only an important fraction of LBJ's foreign policy themes 

and decisions here.  In general, it is extremely difficult to find a common theme in the 

manner of LBJ's foreign policymaking.  Viewed in this way, Vietnam would fit 

somewhere in the middle between two extremes.  One is of precipitate, hasty and poorly 

conceived and implemented action such as the Dominican intervention of 1965, in which 

LBJ, though setting records for hasty consultation of all interested parties, sent over 

40,000 U.S. troops into the Caribbean to thwart a revolution because of an unfounded 

conviction that it would turn out to be Communist-inspired.  LBJ believed he simply 

could not afford another Communist state in the Caribbean.  He took drastic and 

unnecessary measures to head it off, such as the dispatch of FBI agents to "prove" that 

the insurgency was Communist-inspired.  Eventually, when the situation stabilized, he 

sent first McGeorge Bundy-another expansion of the Special Assistant's role-and later 

                                                                                                                                                 
53Ibid., pp. 165-167.  For a good review of the demise of the MLF, see Hammond, LBJ, 
pp. 108-143. 
54See FRUS 1964-1968, XI, passim. 
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Ellsworth Bunker to negotiate an eventual compromise solution.  The operation was 

technically a "success," because the Dominican Republic did not "go Communist" and a 

fairly responsive government was later elected (with the help of covert U.S. campaign 

funding).55  Yet there is a consensus that it was highly unnecessary, and was another 

breach of Roosevelt’s non-intervention policy established in the 1930s, which in the 

course of the Cold War was de facto discarded.  

 

 This sudden and useless intervention did not suffer from any lack of consultation 

or oversight at the top.  John Prados points out that in the first two weeks of the crisis, 

LBJ logged 86 calls to Bundy, 15 to Rusk, 21 to McNamara, 28 to State's Latin American 

bureau chief, 10 to the DCI, and 10 to the White House situation room.  There were also 

16 meetings with the core advisers and three with Congressional leaders.  As with 

Vietnam, only more so, Johnson was probably over involved.  He "became, in effect, the 

Dominican desk officer," Ball commented.  In some situations, Johnson seemed unable to 

stand back and think.56

 

 Contrast this sort of precipitate floundering with the other extreme in LBJ's 

foreign policy, the deliberate and measured handling of MLF, De Gaulle, the NPT, and 

the preparations for the strategic arms limitation talks (SALT).  The agreement to begin 

the latter was negotiated and announced simultaneously with the NPT, but political 

considerations made it necessary for LBJ to cancel the SALT talks after the Soviet 

invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968.  Nonetheless, Johnson had laid the 

groundwork and SALT soon commenced under his successor Nixon.  The President was 

best at initiatives that had a long lead time, in which his objectives were in harmony with 

those of the nation's traditional foreign policy establishment, and in which substantial 

groundwork had been laid by his predecessors Eisenhower and Kennedy.  In other words, 

those situations which most resembled a legislative agenda in which he could practice his 

well-honed skills of building bridges, seeking compromise, and attaining consensus.  

Perhaps the key to his foreign policy is that he wasn't primarily interested in foreign 

                                                 
55Ibid., 1964-1968, XXXII, Documents 100-222. 
56Prados, Keeper of the Keys, pp. 140-147.  The quotation is from p. 145. 
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policy and may have viewed it as an area where he could only get damaged for making 

mistakes that would get in the way of his domestic objectives.  In Vietnam he felt obliged 

to follow well-worn paths to disaster; in the Caribbean, to avoid the disaster that had 

befallen Eisenhower and Kennedy.  It is true that at one point he articulated, in the 

Mekong River development scheme, a positive objective for Vietnam, but there was at 

best half-hearted subsequent development of this concept.  Without a positive vision, he 

couldn't articulate his foreign policy goals in the compelling manner Kennedy did.  It is 

often asked if Kennedy would have pulled back from a ground force commitment in 

Vietnam, and there are powerful speculations on both sides of this issue.  What is not so 

often asked is whether JFK might have succeeded in legitimizing the Vietnam 

commitment for the American public in a way Johnson could not. 

 

 With the heavy qualifications just stated, it is nonetheless true that over the years 

LBJ succeeded in establishing a responsible and responsive foreign policy mechanism 

which in some areas served him well and which might have been more emulated than has 

been the case.  In the 1968 election campaign, Nixon accused Johnson of neglecting the 

NSC, and promised to revive it.  The restoration Nixon seemed then to be promising was 

the structure of the old Eisenhower NSC, with its many formal meetings and systematic 

approach to policy planning via the chain of thematic, regional and country papers.  Yet 

the charge that Johnson (and by implication Kennedy) had neglected the NSC was 

absurd.  They had merely refashioned it.  They had established the seminal precedent of 

attaching a more vigorous substantive staff to NSC.  Initially a freewheeling group, we 

see in Johnson's tendency to consult less with the rank and file staffers than did Kennedy, 

and more exclusively with Bundy, Rostow and Bator, the first step towards turning that 

staff into a more conventional bureaucracy.  In the Tuesday meetings, especially in the 

Rostow period, Johnson had finally begun to fashion a systematic replacement forum for 

the formal Council meetings, but with the horde of spear carriers removed.  In the SIG 

system, initiated by Taylor and strongly supported by Rostow, Johnson had the 

beginnings of a systematic interagency coordination system in which the Department of 

State might finally take the leading role in the interdepartmental national security policy 

process that a succession of Presidents had tried to force on it.  Although Richard Nixon 
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and Henry Kissinger stressed their restoration of the Eisenhower structure, it actually 

built more on these precedents than they would ever acknowledge. 
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Chapter VII 

 

The NSC under Nixon: From Coordination to Control 

 

 Richard Nixon, the only President ever to resign under threat of impeachment, 

took office with a remarkable record of success and disappointment.  Because of his 

aggressive campaign tactics and tendency to character assassination, he had been a 

controversial figure since his first campaign for the House of Representatives in 1946. 

 

 When he became President in 1969, he was one of the most seasoned politicians 

in America.  After taking his seat in the House, he had quickly made a name for himself 

as a vehement anti-Communist.  In the Congressional investigation of Alger Hiss, a 

former Assistant Secretary of State accused of spying for the Soviet Union during the 

1930s, Nixon played a key role in assembling evidence which later helped convict Hiss 

of perjury for his denial of the accusations.  In 1950, Nixon was elected a U.S. Senator 

from California.  This victory, and his slashing campaign tactics, endeared Nixon to the 

right wing of his party, much of it then based in the West and Midwest.  Besides 

displaying a vehement anti-Communism, these Republicans were oriented towards 

support for the collapsing government of Nationalist China.  Nixon was almost unique 

among this group in simultaneously reaching out to the Eastern leadership, which was 

oriented towards a Europe-first foreign policy and an acceptance of much of the New 

Deal in domestic affairs.  Nixon combined support for NATO and the Marshall Plan with 

steadfast support of Chiang Kai-shek, the Nationalist leader, and a drumfire criticism of 

Truman's conduct of the Korean War.  This "bridging" policy made him an ideal choice 

for Vice President in 1952.  After eight years as Vice President, he was the logical 

Republican for President in 1960 despite Eisenhower's grudging support. 

 

 After 14 years of unbroken successes, Nixon then experienced a series of 

excruciating career reversals and personal humiliations.  He lost the 1960 election by a 

hair.  In 1962 Nixon lost an election for Governor of California.  In a famous post-

election press conference, he snarled to reporters that they wouldn't "have Nixon to kick 

around anymore."  When he nonetheless made known his availability as a compromise 
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candidate between conservative Barry Goldwater and moderate William Scranton in 

1964, Goldwater treated him as a joke, comparing him to perennial presidential candidate 

Harold Stassen.  Nixon took a job with a top New York law firm after his California 

defeat, but didn't believe the local establishment, either social or political, treated him 

with the deference due a former Vice President and presidential nominee.  His unhappy 

experiences during the years after 1960 combined with preexisting resentments against a 

variety of groups, such as: political enemies of all sorts, nominal allies such as the 

traditional Eastern Republican Establishment, people of more exalted social origins than 

his own, and Jews and blacks. The result was a degree of temperamental volatility that 

comported oddly and unstably with his overall stance as a balance wheel between 

moderate Republicanism and the Republican right wing. 

  

 Nixon, however, never gave up.  He continued to pile up IOUs among the party 

faithful by endorsements and a heavy schedule of speaking engagements.  Disillusion 

with Vietnam, the growing tendency in 1967-1968 towards violence on campuses and in 

the civil rights movement, and the "white backlash" among Southern Democrats gave 

Nixon the openings he needed to win nomination and election. 

 

 He took office with some ideas about a program and, in his own mind at least, 

some scores to settle.  In domestic policy, which he spent little time on, he was a 

thorough moderate.  Though he had exploited what was in effect an anti-black vote, he 

did not push to reverse civil rights gains.  Amid growing outcry against welfare, he 

tinkered with various ideas for economic empowerment, such as a negative income tax.  

On the environment, despite a few conspicuous exceptions that alienated his own Interior 

Secretary, his record was excellent.  In domestic matters he saw himself as an heir to the 

progressive Republican tradition pioneered by Theodore Roosevelt. 

 

 His passion was foreign policy and he considered himself an expert.  Credentials 

included an active interest in foreign policy issues while in Congress, a good deal of 

foreign travel, many meetings with foreign leaders, a lot of articles, eight years as a very 

regular attendee at Eisenhower's NSC meetings and a recipient of countless high-level 

briefings, and one important diplomatic mission.  This was a trip to Korea in 1953 to 
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persuade President Syngman Rhee not to invade the North unilaterally.   Operational 

experience he had none.  He had thought about foreign policy more than he had practiced 

it.  Even this modest record had given him more preparation in foreign affairs than any 

postwar President besides Eisenhower.1

 

 Nixon did not like the way Foreign Service officers had treated him while Vice 

President and especially, during his trips abroad while he was a private citizen in the 

1960s.  He thought not enough deference had been shown him.  He resented the State 

Department and wanted to run foreign policy himself to an unprecedented degree.  His 

choice for Secretary of State was William P. Rogers, a partner in Nixon's New York firm 

and Attorney General under Eisenhower.  Henry A. Kissinger's account states that Nixon 

chose Rogers because the man was inexperienced in foreign policy.  (In apparent 

contradiction, Nixon offered the job first to a seasoned retired diplomat, Robert Murphy, 

who declined.)  Significantly, Nixon chose Kissinger as his Special Assistant for National 

Security Affairs before he nominated Rogers.2

 

 Henry Kissinger: Uniqueness and Possible Precursors.  Kissinger wielded more 

power than any National Security Adviser before or since.  He easily preempted, 

overshadowed, and eventually succeeded Secretary of State Rogers.  At times he seemed 

to overshadow Nixon himself.  As Secretary, he was one of the few to serve under two 

Presidents.  The second, Gerald Ford, was in awe of him.  He was the only National 

Security Adviser, and the first Secretary of State, who was foreign-born.  We have seen 

how McGeorge Bundy combined the functions of Special Assistant and Staff Secretary, 

two separate jobs under Eisenhower.  Kissinger progressed farther: to an expansion, 

examined later, of the elements of the Special Assistant's job, he added a third function: 

unquestioned principal foreign policy adviser to the President.  This status bears a 

resemblance to those previously enjoyed only by Colonel Edward M. House under 

                                                 
1For a general account of Nixon's pre-presidential career, see Stephen E. Ambrose's two 
volumes, Nixon: the Education of a Politician 1913-1962 (New York, 1991) and Nixon: 
the Triumph of a Politician (New York, 1989). 
2Henry A. Kissinger, White House Years (Boston, 1979), p. 26; Walter Isaacson, 
Kissinger (New York, 1992). P. 196. 
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Wilson and, possibly, Harry Hopkins under Roosevelt.  A word about the nature of these 

relationships is in order. 

 

 House served Wilson in almost total anonymity and confidentiality for six years.  

Wilson was disposed to formulate foreign policy personally, like his successor as 

wartime President, Franklin Roosevelt.  The tendency was reinforced by the fact that his 

first Secretary of State, three-time Democratic presidential candidate William Jennings 

Bryan, was given the job because of his prominence in the party, not his closeness to 

Wilson.  At the outset of World War I, he and Wilson developed sharp policy differences, 

and Bryan resigned.  Wilson's next two Secretaries of State were policy executors only. 

 

 House had a close friendship Wilson long before the latter took office.  When 

World War I began House went to Europe on important confidential missions that 

combined fact-finding and analysis.  He was the President's eyes, ears, sounding board, 

intelligence source, and policy confidant.   The partnership was an effective one.  It 

endured until after the end of World War I.  During all that time House had no official 

position whatsoever.  At Versailles, House showed a desire for more visibility.  From that 

time on he was out of favor.  Wilson wanted a confidential adviser, not an alter ego.3

 

 Harry Hopkins had been head of the New Deal's Works Progress Administration 

and later Secretary of Commerce before becoming a foreign policy adviser to Roosevelt.  

He actually lived in the White House for some months.  The peak of his influence was 

during World War II.  He too undertook confidential missions abroad for the President.  

Ultimately, however, although he was for a time first among equals, he never had the 

influence that House did.  He was physically frail and at least by that time of his life, 

utterly without ambition.  He lived solely to serve the President.4

 

                                                 
3See Alexander and Juliette George, Woodrow Wilson and Colonel House: A Personality 
Study (New York, 1956). 
4 See Robert E. Sherwood, Roosevelt and Hopkins: An Intimate History (New York, 
1950). 
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 The model of each of these men is that of a grey eminence, one who has great 

influence but does not seek to exercise power in his own right.  Though Kissinger was 

their successor in degree of influence, a man of his background, pretensions, and great 

ambitions was not at all content to remain “grey,” that is, behind the scenes. 

 

 Kissinger: Background, Ideas, Early Rise.  A German of Jewish background born 

in Fürth, Germany in 1923, Kissinger was 15 when he emigrated to the U.S. with his 

family in 1938.  In a competitive New York City high school, Kissinger excelled in all 

subjects before induction in the Army in 1942.  While in the Army, he sought out the 

attention of Fritz Kramer, an influential military analyst, who became the first of many 

patrons.  By 1944, Kissinger was back in Germany with U.S. military government.  There 

he had a responsible administrative post in his former homeland.  He did not return to the 

United States until 1947.  The emphasis on dates is to underscore that by the time 

Kissinger had reached full maturity, he had spent only 6 of his 24 years in his adopted 

country, and had spent almost all of his time in Europe in Germany as either child, victim 

of persecution, or conqueror.  Kissinger never lost his German accent-he may even have 

cultivated it as part of the self-dramatizing persona he adopted during his time in power-

and definitely and pointedly positioned himself in his books and writings as an analyst 

influenced by European models. 

 

 At Harvard Kissinger wrote a lengthy and sweeping undergraduate thesis titled 

The Meaning of History.5  It was a study of several synoptic historians, writers who had 

general theories of the rise and fall of civilizations.  Kissinger preferred to think and write 

about fundamental premises, positions, and approaches to governing.  He insisted on 

developing such an approach of his own, and succeeded in this.  The exercise showed 

early maturity and enormous strength of will.  For his Ph.d. he did an equally ambitious 

                                                 
5Kissinger actually majored, and later did graduate work in, Government, as Political 
Science is known at Harvard.  Later, he became a Professor of Government.  Yet, he 
always described himself as a historian, Kissinger may have found it more congenial to 
study and practice synoptic history in Harvard’s freewheeling, entrepreneurial 
Government Department than in the primary research-oriented, more particularistic 
History Department.               
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study of the European peace settlement achieved at the Congress of Vienna, later 

published as A World Restored.6 In these early works several of Kissinger’s most 

important premises were already apparent.   

 

 First and foremost, Kissinger steeped himself in the German historical tradition of 

Romantic idealism, which saw history not just as the arena of broad forces, but a stage in 

which talented and determined individuals could exert major influence.  He saw the 

Napoleonic age as the culmination of an age of revolution in which determined 

conservative heroes, the Austrian first minister Metternich and the British Foreign 

Secretary Lord Castlereagh, were able to moderate political change and even restore a 

semblance of traditional order and institutions.  Secondly, such talented men achieved 

their goals through foresight, freedom of action without regard to public opinion, and the 

exercise of extreme secrecy in the conception and execution of their policies.  Kissinger 

saw the larger governmental structure, or bureaucracy, as by nature inflexible and non-

malleable.  It could never be won over or actuated to act quickly or secretly.  Therefore it 

must be avoided, evaded, set aside-(or, as he and Nixon essayed to do)-harnessed to a 

centralized authority. This view of Kissinger’s was at first a priori, a given, and only 

later subject to further reflection "[T]he strong inclination of all Departments is to narrow 

the scope of Presidential decision, not expand it."7  Yet in Kissinger's mind this view 

came to coexist with an admiration for the professionalism of the U.S. Foreign Service.  

Bureaucracy was necessary, but had to be commandeered by higher authority.  Third, our 

own age was an age of revolution such as had culminated in the Napoleonic Wars.  

Kissinger recognized that the Soviet Union put its own interests ahead of those of 

Communist movements in other countries, but believed that the Soviets’ espousal of 

worldwide revolution gave their power a transnational appeal, especially in border or 

marginal areas, most of which were in the Third World.  If subsequent events would 

seem to belie the solidity of the Soviets’ revolutionary pretensions, failing to recognize 

underlying Soviet fragility hardly put Kissinger in a minority among his contemporaries.  

Also, Kissinger believed that even if the Soviet Union had lost some revolutionary zeal, 

                                                 
6A World Restored: Metternich, Castlereagh and the Problems of Peace 1812-22 
(Boston, 1957).  
7 Kissinger, White House Years, p. 43. 

 363



its ideology had not degenerated to a collection of catchwords, but continued to be a 

molding force that conditioned the way Soviet leaders behaved in the international arena 

and bargained at the negotiating table.8  Fourth, Kissinger balanced his notion of a 

revolutionary age with a conviction that revolution could be tempered because ultimately 

the politics of national interest outweighed those of revolution.  The balancing of 

interests, and if possible the attainment of a balance of power, was to be preferred over 

continuing confrontation.  Finally, Kissinger at times believed or found it persuasive to 

advance a certain pessimism, a belief that the Soviet bloc (originally seeming to include 

China) was gaining at the expense of the West. 

 

 The first two of these fundamental premises, plus his tendency toward synoptic 

exposition of his ideas as a whole, set Kissinger apart from contemporaries.  The rest was 

a variation on the ideas of “realist” political scientists, who also thought in terms of 

national interest and balance of power, as opposed to “ideologues,” who posited the 

appeal of Communist doctrine as the principal danger to the United States.  More 

important than Kissinger’s thought in his rise, however, was his extraordinary personal 

force.  One example will suffice.  Soon after receiving his doctorate, he received an 

appointment as staff director of a study of limited war undertaken by the Council on 

Foreign Relations.  A panel of prominent and civilian policymakers such as Paul Nitze 

and General James Gavin undertook the study.  The position of rapporteur traditionally 

combined that of coordinator of the panel and editor of the results-except that Kissinger 

soon informed the panel that he would write, not collate, the results, and that authorship 

would be his.  The book was published as Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy and 

actually became a bestseller.  Its greatest novelty, (recanted by Kissinger three years 

later), was its advocacy of tactical nuclear weapons in limited war.  The book became a 

bestseller and gave Kissinger a national reputation.9

 

 Thereafter Kissinger became the co-director of an important think tank, the 

Center for International Affairs at Harvard and an adviser to Nelson Rockefeller.  In the 

                                                 
8 Henry A. Kissinger, Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (New York), 1957, pp. 316-
361. 
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1960s he was a consultant to both Kennedy and Johnson, and undertook a secret Vietnam 

peace mission for the latter.  Yet his expositions bored Kennedy, and for whatever reason 

Johnson treated him with contempt.  Nonetheless he had achieved sufficient prominence 

by 1968 to be Nixon’s first, and only, choice to Assistant to the President for National 

Security Affairs.10

 

 Reorganization of the NSC: Planning During the Transition.  Nixon disliked and 

distrusted the State Department, and found in Kissinger, with his doctrinaire views on the 

impermeability of bureaucracy, the ideal tool for his intended radical centralization of 

foreign policy in the White House.  During the campaign, Nixon had evoked the 

Eisenhower NSC, especially its regular formal meetings, as a model to emulate.  He did 

indeed resume the practice of regular meetings for some years.  And, these meetings did 

consider questions of the greatest importance on the basis of numbered papers and it did 

make formal decisions of the greatest import.  Behind this façade, however, the spirit and 

practice of Nixon’s NSC were profoundly different from Eisenhower’s.  What Nixon 

wanted, he is said to have told one associate, was the Eisenhower system “without the 

concurrences.”11  Nixon instructed Kissinger to ensure thoroughgoing White House 

control.  He thus set up a dramatic departure from all previous modes of foreign 

policymaking, whose consequences afford an opportunity to study one of the questions 

set forth at the outset of this study:  to what extent can we measure the effects of 

organization on finished policy? 

 

 To carry out Nixon’s design, Kissinger turned to Morton Halperin, a savvy 

Republican of Harvard academic background then serving in DOD’s International 

                                                                                                                                                 
9 Isaacson,  Kissinger, pp.82-88. 
10 Note that the form of the title changed once again.  H.R. Haldeman, Nixon’s choice for 
White House Chief of Staff, decreed that henceforth the title “Assistant ro the President” 
should outrank the position of ‘Special Assistant to the President.”  In common usage, the 
position of Kissinger and his successors came to be referred to as “National Security 
Adviser.” 
11Prados, Keeper of the Keys, p. 261.  The author gives no source for this quotation. 
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Security Affairs (ISA) office12 to devise a plan.  Halperin suggested that the SIG13 be 

replaced by a Review Group to be chaired by Kissinger, rather than the State Department 

Under Secretary who had run the SIG.  Agency representatives on the review group 

would be those senior people most directly concerned with the particular subjects at 

issue.  An "NSC Under Secretaries Committee," similar in membership to the SIG but 

without its executive powers, would consider operational questions not requiring 

Presidential attention and arbitrate disputes among the regional IRGs, now known simply 

as IGs,  that were left in place.  Normally, however, the IGs reported directly to the 

Review Group.  As elaborated over the first years of the administration, the device of 

making the ANSA chairman of an interagency committee was repeated, enabling White 

House control of all key interagency committees, despite the fact that the main subgroups 

of the Review Group, the IGs, continued to be chaired by State Department Under and 

Assistant Secretaries.  In time, Kissinger himself also chaired the Washington Special 

Action Group (WSAG), which dealt with crisis situations, the Verification Panel for arms 

control measures (replacing the old Committee of Principals chaired by the Secretary of 

State), the International Energy Review Group, the Defense Program Review Committee 

(an unsuccessful effort to control more of the DOD program and budgeting process from 

the White House), the Intelligence Committee, intended to provide oversight of the entire 

intelligence community, and the 40 Committee on covert operations.   

 

 The new system as a whole may be looked on as a White House takeover and 

elaboration of some of the interagency machinery pioneered under the Johnson 

administration.  The WSAG, for instance, met over 240 times in the five years to the end 

of the Nixon Administration from its creation in May 1969 in the aftermath of a crisis 

involving the showdown of a U.S. intelligence aircraft by North Korea.  Its core 

membership was Kissinger (chair), Deputy Secretary of Defense Clements, Under 

Secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson, the DCI, and the Chairman of the JCS.  As well as 

monitoring and backstopping crisis action (operational orders were handled usually by 

                                                 
12ISA in effect handled for OSD all foreign policy issues touching its interests.  Like 
NSC, it came to resemble a "little State Department" organizationally. 
13See Chapter VI, pp.      . 
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the State Department) it did a good deal of contingency planning for possibilities such as 

a Soviet blockade of Berlin.14         

 

 Also, the National Security Adviser would have the power to order the 

Departments to prepare a series of numbered National Security Study Memoranda 

(NSSMs).  The NSSMs seemed at first vaguely reminiscent of the policy papers under 

Truman and Eisenhower, but the differences were crucial.  The reader may remember 

that these had originated from a variety of sources, that the Executive Secretary and later 

the Eisenhower-era SANSAs had exercised only a collegial control over their 

preparation, and that in time they had settled down to a series of routine updates which 

sometimes put the policy process ahead of the policymaking.  NSSMs, on the other hand, 

were prepared at the behest of the White House and only on those topics that the White 

House particularly wanted covered.  Kissinger posed specific questions to which he 

demanded specific answers, sometimes in the options format, sometimes not.  He took 

particular care to insist that the options not include phony or straw man items that could 

structure the President’s decision.  If Kissinger was dissatisfied with the result, as so 

frequently he was, as Chairman of the RG he sent it back.  The NSSM might or might not 

be considered at an NSC meeting, again entirely at White House pleasure.  It could be 

influential, or vanish without a trace, entirely as the President and Kissinger wished.  If 

one or more of the options in a NSSM was adopted, it was often in the form of a National 

Security Decision Memorandum (NSDM), which replaced the NSAMs of the Kennedy-

Johnson years.  NSDMs, of course, could originate outside the NSSM process as well.  

NSDM 1, for instance, established the NSSM/NSDM series.15

 

 Kissinger commented that one advantage of the new NSC system was that it 

enabled Nixon and himself to obtain “agency views and ideas” without revealing their 

                                                 
14 FRUS 1969-1976 II, 84-88, 102-103; U. Alexis Johnson, The Right Hand of Power 
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1984), 523-25. 
15 For text, see FRUS 1969-1976 II, pp. 29-30.  Halperin's plan, as submitted to the 
President in a memorandum dated December 27, is ibid., pp. 1-8.  See also Richard 
Morris, Uncertain Greatness: Henry Kissnger and American Foreign Policy, pp. 77-91, 
and Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston, 1979), pp. 41-47.  
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own plans.16  It was as though information and options were passing through a one-way 

mirror. 

  

 In seeking to legitimize this structure Nixon sought, and obtained, the 

endorsement of Eisenhower’s Staff Secretary, Andrew Goodpaster, now a member of the 

transition team.  The latter apparently thought that the change would make for harmony 

because DOD didn’t like taking orders from State; therefore it was best that the White 

House be in charge.17  Eisenhower himself also approved the proposed structure.  

Kissinger later claimed that the new system was on paper “in effect, the Eisenhower NSC 

system, somewhat weighted in favor of the State Department” because State retained 

chairmanship of the interagency subcommittees under the RG.  Goaded by Under 

Secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson, however, Rogers objected, though the intensity of 

his own, as opposed to Johnson’s, opposition is in doubt.18  Nixon delayed signing 

NSDM 2, which set forth the original form of the structure elaborated above, until the 

eve of the inauguration and would not confront Rogers directly, thereby setting what 

would be a precedent in his dealings with his first Secretary of State.  Incoming Defense 

Secretary Melvyn Laird, who also objected, was mollified by a modification that allowed 

the Departments to propose NSSMs.  This right proved illusory since in practice the 

Departments were kept fully busy by the 138 NSSMs ordered by the White House in the 

first two and one-half years of the administration!19

 

 Some parts of the elaborate structure proved more solid and effective than others.  

While the RG, the WSAG and the verification Panel were active and made important 

contributions to the policy process, the Defense Program Review Committee failed in its 

purpose of bringing the Defense budgeting process under White House control, and the 

                                                 
16Ibid., p. 705.  
17Walter Isaacson, Kissinger: a Biography (New York, 1992), p. 155.  The account is 
apparently based on an interview with Goodpaster in 1990. 
18For accounts somewhat at variance see Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 45-46, and 
Johnson, The Right Hand of Power, pp.  513-516.  It could be that even nominal 
opposition by Rogers was enough to upset Nixon.  
19 Text of NSSM 2 is in FRUS 1969-1976 II, pp. 30-33. 
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Intelligence Committee languished and was replaced by a new structure during the Ford 

administration. 

 

 The Nixon White House.  In overall organization as in his NSC arrangements, 

Nixon fashioned what was on paper a variation of the Eisenhower White House.  H.R. 

(“Bob”) Haldeman, a California advertising man and veteran Nixon campaign 

functionary, became Chief of Staff.  In an innovation, the President named John 

Ehrlichman as coördinator for domestic operations, a rough counterpart to Kissinger in 

the national security area.  There was a large expansion of the speechwriting and press 

functions, featuring some fancy titles.  For instance Nixon loyalist Herb Klein, a 

moderate Republican newspaper editor, became Director of Communications.  

Theoretically, Press Secretary Ron Ziegler was subordinate to Klein.  Full cabinet 

meetings were in official favor again, although unlike Eisenhower, Nixon soon tired of 

them. 

 

 What was different in the Nixon White House was that the entire structure, 

including especially the NSC, was meant not only to keep the President well informed on 

issues and forewarned of potential conflicts, but to insulate him from opposition to his 

own initiatives.  Nixon was fond of saying that he was a very private person, a stance 

which seemed ridiculous on its face, coming as it did from a public figure who was the 

focus of the most intensive media coverage in the world.  Yet it was true.  Nixon needed 

time to mull issues, to think them over thoroughly, and sometimes, more ominously, to 

brood over them and reconcile rational action with his overflowing in basket of 

resentments.  If the NSC was a one-way mirror, the elaborate White House structure as a 

whole was a sort of one-way firewall that would keep out backtalk and bureaucratic 

pressures, but allow for maximum use of the Departments for consultation, advice and 

expertise.  Yet it was the staff that was to conduct this sallying forth, and the President 

who was to maintain his lowering seclusion.    

 

 Staffing the NSC.  The Eisenhower administration had doubled the White House 

Staff.  Now the Nixon administration oversaw a five-fold expansion of the NSC staff to 

well over 100 persons, including over sixty substantive staff, the latter at least a threefold 
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increase.  This expansion was the logical consequence Nixon’s determination to 

centralize foreign and politico-military policy making in the White House.  Adequate 

hands were needed to read and clear the ever-increasing flow of Departmental paper, 

particularly from the State Department, which Kissinger demanded.  It is a supreme and 

almost delicious paradox that it was under the anti-bureaucratic Kissinger that the NSC 

Staff itself necessarily began to acquire some of the characteristics of bureaucratic 

layering and ossification that he so despised.  Of course Kissinger was aware of this fact, 

and employed what Roger Morris called somewhat "savage" tactics to blunt its effects. 

 

 There were several components to this staff.20  In a newly created "Office of the 

Assistant for National Security Affairs," located in the West Wing basement, Kissinger 

had his own small cadre of personal assistants, anywhere between one and four at a time, 

who saw the man frequently and carried out day-to-day tasks.  The first of these was 

Lawrence Eagleburger, a Foreign Service Officer detailed to Kissinger by the State 

Department during the transition.  He was followed in the summer of 1969 by Anthony 

Lake, also a Foreign Service Officer.  Junior personal assistants were Winston Lord, a 

junior Foreign Service Officer with gilt-edged New York Republican (including 

Rockefeller) connections, and Peter Rodman, a young Harvard Law graduate who had 

studied under Kissinger as an undergraduate.  Rodman started as manager of Kissinger’s 

personal file21 and did some drafting work on the Foreign Policy Report, an annual 

review submitted to Congress by the White House.  Rodman knew Russian and later 

became the assistant who worked most closely with Kissinger on SALT and other Soviet 

issues.  Lord, who replaced Lake as the senior personal assistant after Lake resigned in 

disagreement with the Cambodian incursion, was interested in China and became one of 

the men who accompanied Kissinger on the secret visit to China in the summer of 1971.  

As discussed below, Kissinger, assisted by NSC staffers, soon began to conduct the key 

negotiations of the Nixon administration, and as this happened these young men emerged 

                                                 
20Some leading sources for this section are Morris, Uncertain Greatness, pp. 130-148; 
“Interview with Peter Rodman,” conducted for the Association of Diplomatic Studies, 
May 22 & August 31, 1994 (Library of the Foreign Service Institute, Arlington, VA); and 
FRUS 1969-1976 II, pp. XXV-XXIX, 49. 
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as note takers or private secretaries on Kissinger’s negotiating teams.  They were paired 

with area specialists, but were sometimes the only other staff present when Kissinger 

wished to exclude his area specialists. 

 

 The area specialists, now dubbed the "Operations Staff," were the part of the NSC 

that expanded most rapidly under Kissinger.  Its seven subdivions mimicked the 

geographic and some of the functional bureaus of the State Department, and its staff was 

drawn largely from it.  Foreign Service Officers on detail headed the Latin American and 

East Asian sections, and Helmut Sonnenfeldt, a long-time official in State’s intelligence 

bureau, took Europe.  Sonnenfeldt was a fellow German refugee who had known 

Kissinger for many years.  Two holdovers from the Rostow staff, one of CIA and the 

other of Foreign Service background, took over the Middle East and Africa.  C. Fred 

Bergsten, a State Department civil servant, took international economic affairs, and there 

was also a section for arms control.  Other components were a "Program Analysis Staff"  

headed by a Pentagon “whiz kid,” Lawrence Lynn, and a "Planning Group."  The head of 

it, Robert Osborn, a Johns Hopkins professor, was the only early senior staffer to come 

from outside government.  Halperin became responsible for NSC agendas, and former 

Rusk aid Richard Moose a de facto Staff Secretary at the head of a Secretariat 

(supervising paper to and from the Departments).  Most of these components continued 

to be quartered in the Executive Office Building next door.    

 

 Nixon personally appointed Richard Allen, his campaign foreign policy adviser, 

to be Kissinger’s first Deputy.  Kissinger, who regarded Allen as an exemplar of the 

“sandbox right,” systematically excluded him from any significant duties.  Taking the 

hint, Allen resigned in the summer of 1969.  As his successor, an obscure Army Colonel 

named Alexander Haig worked his way up over two years to the post of Deputy to 

Kissinger, a post he formally assumed in June 1970 but actually had occupied for at least 

a year prior.  Nor did his rise end there.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
21This role was the germ of Rodman’s later position as researcher for the first two 
volumes of Kissinger’s memoirs.  
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 Haig came to NSC on the recommendation of Pentagon veteran and Johnson aide 

Joseph Califano.  A West Pointer, Haig had served in Vietnam, as deputy commandant at 

the Point, and in a variety of staff posts, including one in McNamara’s office in the 

Pentagon.   At first designated Kissinger’s “Military Assistant” and located in Kissinger's 

West Basement offices, his initial NSC assignments were intelligence liaison and note 

taker at formal meetings of the full Council.  But his zeal and efficiency at staff work 

soon led to an informal position as manager of the paper flow in and out of Kissinger’s 

office and de facto appointments as secretary and organizational adviser.  Kissinger’s 

budgeting of his time was notoriously chaotic, and it was Haig who saw to it that he kept 

to some semblance of a schedule.  It was Haig who stayed late and caught up on all the 

paperwork while Kissinger pursued his conspicuous-and politically effective-social life.  

Haig’s career is a textbook example of how an ostensibly non-substantive papershuffler 

and gatekeeper can, by mastery of detail and accumulation of duties, emerge eventually 

as a powerful policymaker.  Haig had rivals for the Deputy’s slot, particularly 

Sonnenfeldt, during his ascent, but had one final advantage.  Haig had no intellectual 

pretensions, and the insecure Kissinger therefore- and incorrectly as it turned out-did not 

see him as a potential rival.   

 

 Clearly the NSC substantive staff had undergone a 180-degree transformation 

from the small band of freewheeling outsiders whom John Kennedy had brought into 

government in 1961.  The 1969 staff was large, subdivided  quite rigidly by 

responsibilities, and 90% drawn from government.  The 1961 staff was small.  Its 

members were just as likely to come from outside government as within it, and they 

troubleshot in a variety of special assignments even when they had geographic 

responsibilities.  In fact, although a few others such as Halperin had academic 

backgrounds, Kissinger and Osborn were the only members hired direct from the 

academic or private sectors, and Osborn, pretty generally bypassed by Kissinger, soon 

left.  Contrast this with mainstays such as Bundy, Rostow, Kaysen and Michael Forrestal 

in the early Kennedy period.  There was more than one reason for this.  Certainly 

bureaucratization had set in, but it was also true that Kissinger wished to magnify his 

position as the academic star of the administration.  This would be easier if he was 

surrounded by helpers with an image of plodding government service. 
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 There was another key difference.  Several members of the Kennedy NSC’s 

substantive staff had enjoyed regular access to the President, and all had it occasionally.  

Nixon wanted to deal only with Kissinger, and Kissinger wanted it that way, for it was 

another factor magnifying his control.  Not only did the staff not have access to the 

President, Kissinger forbade them to talk with the press, and even tried to exclude them 

from the White House mess in an effort to hinder their getting to know and forming 

alliances with the domestic staff members.  (Early on, there was a general meeting at 

which all hands were introduced to the President.  Nixon, as so often with small 

gatherings, was stiff and ill at ease.  The exercise was not repeated.)  Only Haig, aided by 

the unforeseen circumstances of the Watergate scandal, would gradually mount a 

challenge to Kissinger’s authority. 

 

 The new NSC staff was a full-fledged “Little State Department,” a mushroom-

growth bureaucracy, most of it, oddly enough, located in the building the State 

Department had vacated over twenty years previously.  Nixon and Kissinger knew this, 

and for the most part were able to benefit from it.  For if it was a bureaucracy, it was their 

bureaucracy, and it aided them in mounting a sustained and successful challenge to the 

larger bureaucracies outside the White House.  All by itself, it was capable of prodigious 

paper output, such as the briefing books for Kissinger famous secret trip to Peking in the 

summer of 1971.   The new augmentation of NSC staff, together with the beefed-up 

communications facilities pioneered under JFK, combined to make Nixon's NSC, in 

government parlance, "fully operational," that is, capable fully staffing out and executing 

selected policies on its own initiative. 

 

 Atmospherics:  the Fantasy of Siege.  From the beginning of this administration, 

Nixon’s White House was permeated by a pervasive sense of insecurity and hostility 

towards the rest of the government.  As Sonnenfeldt commented:  “The odd fact was 

[that] Nixon and Kissinger were both extremely insecure.”  “Both” was the operative 

word, for their insecurities fed upon each other and each vied with the other in excesses 

of secrecy and hostility, sometimes, mutual hostility.  It is of utmost importance that 

these tendencies were present from the start.  Watergate did not cause them; rather they 
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caused Watergate.  In this study, there is little room for detail on this point, but pertinent 

examples include: 

 

 a) Wiretaps: the first ones took place in response to a New York Times article on 

the first of the “secret” bombing raids on Cambodia in May 1969.  Kissinger’s reaction 

was extreme.  Aware that Nixon had previously endorsed “national security” wiretaps 

without a court order, which his Attorney General assured him were legal, Kissinger at 

the least acquiesced in the placing of the first wiretap on his friend and employee Morton 

Halperin, whom Nixon and J. Edgar Hoover suspected of the leak.  Over the next 21 

months, Kissinger submitted a number of names of possible “suspects” of one infraction 

or another.  Those tapped included Lord, Lake, and Sonnenfeldt, also a personal friend.  

None was caught out in any leak.  As for the original story in the Times, the most likely 

source was probably the Pentagon, the beat of the reporter in question. 

 

 b)  Limitation of Outside Access:  Kissinger went to totally extraordinary lengths 

to limit Secretary Rogers’s influence.  Haldeman’s diaries show Kissinger in the 

administration’s very first days going to frantic lengths (and threatening to resign) 

because Rogers had met with Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin without White House 

instruction or participation.22  If such incidents, which were typical and set a pattern, 

were an overly literal interpretation of Nixon’s brief to centralize decision-making in the 

White House, Nixon never so indicated.  Kissinger later commented: "in retrospect, I am 

not proud of the way in which I participated in Nixon's deliberate effort to marginalize 

Rogers."  He also realized that there was a substantive price to pay, that the result of the 

"strange relationship" between Nixon and Rogers (and by implication, himself) "was to 

unleash all the tendencies of self-will and liberal bias" in the Department that Nixon had 

wished to master.23

 

 In another early move, this time with Rogers’ willing acquiescence, Kissinger 

secured the right to use State Department channels to send White House messages.  

                                                 
22H.R. Haldeman, The Haldeman Diaries (New York, 1994), 37-38. 
23Kissinger, Years of Renewal (New  York, 1999), 77-78.  
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Rogers either did not know or care that these messages would not always be be shared 

with State, and apparently trusted in his personal access to Nixon to ensure that he 

retained some power of decision. 24  Nor did he realize that Kissinger would soon 

develop "back channel" alternatives in many instances, such as foreign embassies or the 

U.S. navy. 

 

 Kissinger also tried to deny Melvyn Laird access to information, but the Defense 

Secretary had more Washington savvy than Rogers.  As ranking Republican on the 

House Appropriations Defense Subcommittee, he had considerable familiarity with 

Pentagon operations.  He demanded and got control over appointments in his 

Department, and one of his choices was to put his “own man” in charge of the National 

Security Agency, which monitors communications intelligence.  The NSA was able to 

monitor U.S. as well as Soviet traffic, and kept Laird informed of all the channels 

Kissinger used: State, CIA, and sometimes even the Navy.  Kissinger not only failed to 

cut Laird out of the loop, he never realized that Laird was eavesdropping on him and was 

far better informed about White House secret negotiations than Rogers.  The JCS, too, 

managed to keep clandestine tabs on NSC activity by placing a yeoman in the NSC 

support staff who did a good deal of eavesdropping and document-copying on their 

behalf.25

 

 c)  Deterioration of Civility and Denigration of Individuals.  In this area, too, the 

fact that Nixon and Kissinger had complementary weaknesses as well as strengths 

intensified the Byzantine atmosphere of plotting for the sake of plotting which eventually 

sapped the administration’s strength.  Perhaps Nixon was no different from his immediate 

predecessor in using a lot of rough language about individuals, and he was definitely less 

likely to insult them to their face.  Yet as revealed by the Watergate tapes, there was a 

rancorous, bitter quality in his comments about many individuals, including Kissinger, 

which is generally absent from accounts of Johnson’s he-man posturings and from the 

                                                 
24Isaacson, Kissinger, 157-158. 
25Regarding the JCS spy, see FRUS 1969-1976 II, 334-338. 
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Johnson tapes.26  It was Kissinger’s attitudes that were the more novel.  To reassure 

himself of his own ability, Kissinger felt the need to denigrate the intelligence of others, 

including Nixon.  One can hardly imagine Bundy or Rostow insulting Johnson in front of 

others.  Yet there are accounts of Kissinger, while talking by phone to Nixon in front of 

staff, holding the mouthpiece and referring to the President as “that madman” or "my 

drunken friend."27 As time went on, by subtle briefings of the press, Kissinger began to 

compete with his superior for credit for the administration’s initiatives.  In this he was in 

spirit, though not in letter, insubordinate: there were literally no bounds to his thirst for 

praise.  His excuse for treating Nixon with contempt was that Nixon gave out many 

irrational instructions that had to be ignored.  Yet Haldeman and Ehrlichman, too, were 

often recipients of these bouts of irrationality, and discounted or ignored them without 

exploiting them.  The tragic aspect of this situation was thatwhile Nixon was not unique 

among Chief Executives in having serious flaws, the most important member of his team 

in some ways exploited them to his own benefit.   How Kissinger got away with this 

behavior will emerge from the examples below. 

 

 There was a cost to this behavior.  The staff had substantial turnover. One reason 

 was morale problems.  At one point late in 1969 Moose's successor as Staff Secretary, 

William Watts, urged Kissinger to give his staff more positive feedback when 

merited, to avoid verbal abuse of anyone in front of others, and to share 

information more widely so that that people could do their jobs better.28  Policy 

disagreements were, however, probably the major factor in premature turnover-

Lake, Morris and Watts himself all resigned in protest over the Cambodian 

invasion.      

 

 Major Initiatives of the Nixon Administration.  Because he was as adept at self-

promotion as he was at policy articulation and execution, Henry Kissinger is often seen 

as the driving force of this administration’s three most important policies:  an end to the 

war in Vietnam, detente with the Soviet Union, and rapprochement with China.  This 

                                                 
26See, for instance, the Nixon-Haldeman excerpt ibid., 336. 
27Morris, "Uncertain Greatness," p. 147. 

 376



image of Kissinger is erroneous.  Richard Nixon came to office with the full realization 

that his administration would stand or fall on how it resolved the Vietnam War.    He had 

been a strong supporter of the Eisenhower administration’s tentative moves towards 

better relations with the Soviets, though partisanship had obscured this tendency while he 

was out of office.  He had hinted at an opening to China in an article in Foreign Affairs 

published over a year before he was elected.29  Indeed, he instructed Kissinger to look 

up this article, and Kissinger was at first skeptical of a China initiative.  As for detente, 

Nixon demonstrated his intentions on the issue at the outset by appointing Gerard Smith, 

a well-known arms control advocate and a State Department adviser during the 

Eisenhower years, as Director of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency.  Before 

considering Nixon’s treatment of these preeminent issues, we will examine another 

episode whose best moments give a tantalizing snapshot of how this administration 

functioned at its most effective and might have so continued had it wished, coupled with 

a foretaste of how it would function at its worst. 

 

 Restoration of Okinawa to Japan.  Under the 1951 Peace Treaty Japan retained 

“residual sovereignty”30 over some of its traditional island possessions that the U.S. 

military wished to retain indefinitely.  By 1969 the United States had restored to Japan 

(in 1953) a portion of the Ryukyu Islands and (in 1969) the Bonin Islands as well.  These 

concessions were well received in Japan but only whetted its appetite for the return of the 

largest and most important island of them all:  Okinawa.   Here the United States had 

several large bases and stored nuclear weapons.  By 1969 even the JCS recognized that 

Okinawa must soon be returned to Japan, but wished to retain storage of nuclear 

weapons.  Japan, on the other hand, wanted the return of Okinawa on a “homeland level,” 

                                                                                                                                                 
28 FRUS 1969-1976 II, 190-193. 
29Richard M. Nixon, "Asia After Vietnam," Foreign Affairs, October 1967, pp. 111-125; 
for a summary of other indications that Nixon's intention on China were well-formed 
before his election, and evidence of Kissinger's initial skepticism, see James Mann, About 
Face: A History of America's Curious Relationship with China, from Nixon to Clinton 
(New York, 1999), pp. 16-19. 
30This was a concept invented by John Foster Dulles in the course of negotiating the 
Japanese Peace Treaty in 1950-1951.  It denoted United States acknowledgment that the 
Ryukyus, including Okinawa, were still Japanese territory, even though the United States 
would retain full control of the islands after the treaty took effect.  
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identical with Japan proper, insofar as the treatment of nuclear weapons was concerned.  

This meant that under the 1960 Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between the 

two countries, nuclear weapons would be removed from Okinawa after reversion, and 

that any reintroduction would be subject to prior consultation between the two countries. 

 

 Nixon, as also evidenced by the article in Foreign Affairs, had a special interest 

in Japan, and Kissinger ordered preparation of a NSSM on Japan in January.  Because 

Kissinger did not have special interest or expertise in Japan, he leaned more heavily on 

the State Department than usual, particularly on Under Secretary Johnson, who had many 

years of experience there.  NSSM 5 was completed by April by an interagency team with 

strong State Department input.  It suggested no major changes in the overall relationship, 

but concentrated on Okinawa.  In accordance with Kissinger’s stringent requirements for 

options papers, it wasted little time on the straw man option of retaining the status quo, 

but concentrated on an intelligent discussion of options for the means of effecting 

reversion.  And, in realistic recognition of Japanese Prime Minister Eisaku Sato’s needs 

in an election year, it did not pose the question of whether an agreement should be 

reached in principle before details were negotiated, or vice versa.  Instead, NSSM 5 

implied that an agreement in principle was needed in 1969, and concentrated on whether 

a date certain should be set for reversion, with subordinate options of whether the 

military’s needs should be resolved before or after the setting of such a date; and with 

regard to nuclear weapons, whether the U.S. should go for an interim retention of then-

present rights after reversion or explore a number of different halfway houses.  In overall 

tone, it represented a victory for the State Department, with Kissinger’s support, over the 

original JCS position against any major changes in Okinawa.  

 

 Following a formal NSC meeting on the subject, during which Johnson argued 

that reversion could “serve as an incentive for Japan to assume greater responsibility for 

Asian stability and defense,”31 Kissinger issued for the President NSDM 13. It set forth 

a plan to negotiate with Japan on the basis of a “willingness to agree to reversion in 1972 

provided there is agreement in 1969” on military essentials, and provided remaining 
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“detailed negotiations” were completed by 1972.  This language was a direct outgrowth 

of the options discussion in NSSM 5, and was indeed the basis of subsequent action on 

Okinawa reversion.  Hence in this instance a) NSC-State teamwork was indeed a reality, 

however abrasive the process may have been and b) the formal NSC machinery actually 

helped formulate a real, live, usable negotiating strategy.   

 

 Successful Okinawa negotiations followed, in which Johnson coordinated the 

interagency process in Washington, the Ambassador in Japan conducted an effective 

segment of the negotiations in Tokyo, and Kissinger, in accordance with both his and 

Japanese proclivities, conducted back channel talks with a secret go-between sent by 

Sato.  The State Department handled what Kissinger regarded as the details of reversion, 

actually not small matters in a transaction that amounted to the transfer of one small 

nation from one great one to another, with myriad considerations of banking, finance, 

currency, real estate, and governmental structure and administration to be resolved.  

Further, Kissinger and Johnson kept each other informed on each other’s handling of the 

most sensitive aspect, nuclear weapons, with Johnson influential (by Kissinger’s own 

account) in the final resolution of that issue, which was essentially a three-part package.  

First, nuclear weapons would be removed from storage on Okinawa, and “homeland 

rules” would apply.  Second, in the communiqué issued at the end of the Nixon-Sato 

meeting in November 1969, there was conspicuous reference to the application of the 

consultation process under the Mutual Security Treaty.  Third, SATO in a talk at the 

National Press Club signaled that Japan would in practice respond favorably to U.S. 

requests under such a consultation to use the bases for the defense of Korea and Taiwan.  

Declassified versions of NSSM 5 and the Nixon-Sato meeting make clear that Sato was 

including nuclear weapons in this potential “use.”32   

                                                                                                                                                 
31The quotation is of Kissinger’s characterization of Johnson’s argument.  Kissinger, 
White House Years, p. 328. 
32This account is based largely on ibid., pp. 321-340 and Johnson, Right Hand of Power, 
pp. 540-551.  Also, texts of NSSM 5, pp. i, 18-30, undated; NSDM 13, May 28, 1969; 
and Memorandum of Conversation between President Nixon and Prime Minister Eisaku 
Sato of Japan, November 19, 1969, all from National Security Archive internet site 
(http://www.nsa.com) as of November 1997.  The Nixon-Sato talk is largely given over 
to an elaborate and artificial charade in which the formula in the communiqué, previously 
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 Later the results would be marred somewhat by the fate of one other element in 

the package.  For political reasons, Nixon insisted that an import quota for Japanese 

synthetic textiles should be part of the quid pro quo for an Okinawa settlement, to which 

Sato agreed.  Later the Prime Minister either couldn’t or wouldn’t deliver on this 

agreement, and the whole matter was not settled until a messy, acrimonious, and very 

public negotiation was completed two years later.  This incident embittered Nixon and 

had serious consequences.  Yet it did not affect the permanence and success of the 

Okinawa reversion. 

 

 Kissinger commented: 

 

  “The Okinawa negotiations that followed the NSC meeting demonstrate 

how much nervous strain could have been avoided and how much more effectively our 

government would have functioned if the White House and the State Department had 

managed to achieve the same compatibility on other subjects.33

 

 We now turn to what prevented such harmony. 

 

 The China Opening.  Few would dispute that the U.S. rapprochement with the 

People’s Republic of China was the most striking and least equivocal success of Nixon’s 

foreign policy.  It is remembered as much for the manner of its achievement as the 

matter.  Most striking was the degree of secrecy employed to bring it about, especially 

Kissinger’s famous visit to Beijing in the summer of 1971, which was not announced 

until after its completion.  Further, this breakthrough is most associated not with Nixon, 

but with Kissinger, who combined secrecy and flamboyance in a unique and unstable 

colloidal suspension.  Hence it is important to keep in mind that the opening to China 

was Nixon’s idea before it was Kissinger’s project, that Kissinger made every move in 

close consultation with the President, and that the tactic of excluding the State 

                                                                                                                                                 
negotiated by Kissinger and the go-between, would be established as having originated 
from the Japanese side.     
33Kissinger, White House Years, p. 328. 
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Department form the process as much as possible was at least as much Nixon’s as 

Kissinger’s.  Other elements of this enterprise have remained still more undeservedly 

obscure. 

 

 For instance, the American opening to China actually began in 1968.  In 

September of that year the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia to suppress the reform 

Communist government of Alexander Dubçek.  Unlike its overthrow of the Imre Nagy 

ministry in Hungary in 1956, it was forcing its Warsaw Pact allies, including the (East) 

German Democratic Republic, to participate.  Even the 1956 incursion had made the PRC 

uneasy.  By 1968, it had been in ideological disputes with the Soviets and the rest of the 

Warsaw Pact nations for almost a decade. Further, it was in the midst of its own “Cultural 

Revolution,” a desperate attempt by Mao Zedong to restore revolutionary zeal to his 

aging regime at the expense of its established bureaucracy.  To Mao, the claim of the 

Soviets to be the arbiters of what was and what was not an orthodox communist 

government, and to call upon the rest of the Communist world to rally under its 

leadership, both demonstrated in the Czech incursion, were equally unacceptable.  

 

 Within the U.S. Government, it was Dean Rusk’s State Department that took the 

initiative in probing this development.  It invited the PRC to a renewal of the occasional 

bilateral talks that had been going on sporadically ever since 1955, most recently in 

Warsaw.  Yet no meeting had been held in some years.  Beijing replied affirmatively in 

just two days, and even stressed the possibility of the two countries living in peaceful 

coexistence.  By November 1968 further exchanges had set the first meeting for February 

1969, but this was not to be.  Factional crosscurrents in China forced the PRC to cancel.  

Soon afterwards, however, major border clashes between the Chinese and the Soviets 

encouraged the new Administration to renew the U.S. overtures. 

 

 Another less-remembered side to the rapprochement was that it did have a public 

as well as a highly secret face.  On taking office Nixon, in NSSM 14, ordered a study on 

alternatives in U.S. relations with China.  The final version of the resulting study, largely 

prepared in State's Asian Bureau and finished in August, explored various alternatives, 

including a tougher line which no one took seriously, but listed as objectives 
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"normalization of US political and economic relations with the PRC," maintaining the 

U.S. commitment to Taiwan, and achieving a peaceful resolution of Taiwan's status.  

Soon afterwards, China was discussed at an NSC meeting at San Clemente, but NSSM 14 

was apparently not considered.  Instead, according to Kissinger: 

 

 {T]he President startled his Cabinet colleagues by his revolutionary thesis 

 (which I strongly shared) that the Soviet Union was the more aggressive  

 party and that it was against our interests to let China be "smashed" in a 

 Sino-Soviet War.34   

 

 Even before NSSM 14 was completed, Nixon in NSDM 17 (June 26) ordered 

certain relaxations of the stringent trade and passport controls with China, which were 

announced by the State Department between July and December 1969.  Early in August 

Secretary Rogers gave a major address in which he called attention to these steps and 

stated that their “purpose was to remove irritants in our relations and to help remind 

people in Mainland China of our historic friendship for them.” In November, the U.S. 

ceased its periodic naval patrols of the Taiwan Strait, just outside Chinese territorial 

waters, which Beijing regarded as provocative.  These signals were part of the public, 

open side of the process of rapprochement.  Another was Nixon’s and his press 

secretary’s periodic public statements hinting at the U.S. openness to potential 

rapprochement.  All the public signals and hints had of course a dual purpose.  Besides 

alerting the Chinese, they were also designed to test the waters of American public 

opinion.  The latter proved to be receptive, or at least acquiescent, given the 

overwhelming continuing public preoccupation with withdrawal from Vietnam to the 

exclusion of all else. 

 

 The private side to the U.S. probes in 1969 began with the broad hints Nixon 

dropped in several conversations with European leaders during his Western European 

tour that winter.  These were meant to be passed around on the diplomatic circuit.  In 

July, Nixon spoke more pointedly with Romanian and Pakistani leaders.  Both nations 
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were known to have exceptionally warm relations with China, and Nixon may have sent 

an actual message via Pakistan.  When no reply was received, Kissinger in desperation 

tried Warsaw once more, engineering a “chance” encounter between the U.S. and 

Chinese Ambassadors to invite the PRC to another Warsaw meeting.  These feelers were 

meant to be withheld from the State Department, but these is some evidence that 

Department had wind of them as of the fall of 1969.35   

 

 When the Chinese eventually accepted a resumption of the Warsaw talks, 

Nixon's instructions from the outset stressed in these contacts that the United States "did 

not seek…to join in any condominium with the Soviet Union directed at China."36  The 

administration’s public rationale was that the U.S. sought better relations with each of the 

two Communist giants.  While perfectly true, this had the advantage of bringing the 

Chinese into the game to enable the U.S. to exert leverage on the Soviets for concessions 

in arms control and other ongoing issues.  For Nixon, the primary immediate motivator 

was probably the hope that both the Soviets and China would lessen their support for 

Vietnam-a hope in part justified, but not in the dramatic reversals the President 

apparently hoped for.   

 

 The President and Kissinger alike had a broader vision of the benefits.  Nixon 

summed it up pithily in a taped conversation with Kissinger immediately after the 

Adviser's first trip to China: "We're doing the China thing to screw the Russians and help 

us in Vietnam and to keep the Japanese in line, get another ball in play.  And maybe way 

down the road to have some relations with China."  Kissinger had a more elaborate 

theory of “trilateralism” in which the United States by striving for good relations with 

each power would constantly gain negotiating advantages as issues came up-particularly 

in relations with the Soviet Union.  History, he believed, taught that there was an 

                                                                                                                                                 
34Ibid., p. 182; NSSM 14 is in FRUS 1969-1976 XVII., p. 8, the response at pp. 56-65, 
Nixon's notes on the NSC meeting at pp. 67-68. 
35Ibid., p. 107 
36FRUS 1969-1976 E-13, Document 2.  
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historical advantage in paying particular attention to the weaker of two rivals.37  Indeed, 

the notion of “trilateralism” even extended to the thought that there might indeed be a 

“condominium,” but one made up of three powers, not two.  It is a strong example of 

both the advantages and the flaws in Kissinger’s conceptual approach.  It was an active 

way of constantly looking and planning ahead for advantage, rather than a passive 

reactive policy of arming to the teeth and waiting for crises to come along.  But as a 

schema for the continual fine-tuning of a balance of power, trilateralism failed to take 

into account the existence or potential of secondary and medium-sized powers and did 

not assign sufficient weight to the importance of economic power.  Nixon was in fact less 

likely to make this mistake than Kissinger.38

 

 The first Warsaw meeting was a success, in which each side issued a cautious 

invitation to send or receive a high level emissary, and the United States for the first time 

stated a unilateral intention to reduce its "facilities" in Taiwan as “peace and stability in 

the area” grew.   In the second meeting China stated a specific willingness to receive a 

special envoy of the President in Peking.  In May, however, China canceled the next 

meeting in protest after the U.S. backed, and began to help, the new Lon Nol government 

in Cambodia while China was receiving in exile Prince Sihanouk, whom Nol had 

toppled.   

 

 Kissinger believed there were advantages to this hiatus from his point of view.  

Though he had successfully communicated his preferred emphases in the two Warsaw 

meetings, he had to engage in a dialogue with the State Department, which wanted more 

emphasis on traditional bilateral issues, to do so.  In essence the State Department wanted 

some concessions on these issues as the price of making practical arrangements for a high 

level mission, while the White House, and especially Nixon, believed that the mere fact 

of a high level meeting would be a signal to the world that a fundamental restructuring of 

                                                 
37The Nixon quotation is ibid., p. 459; one version of Kissinger's formulation is ibid., p. 
663.  Kissinger even envisaged a day "in twenty years" when "your [Nixon's] successor, 
if he's as wise as you, will wind up leaning towards the Russians against the Chinese."  
Quite an accurate description of the situation in 1989-1990!  
38 Ibid., pp. 664-665. Nixon's example was Japan. 
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the pattern of great power relationships was taking place and that this fact alone would 

redound to U.S. advantage.  In March Nixon said to Kissinger:  "I want talks in 

Peking….I suggest they tell the [Chinese] in essence we agree….Tell them [the State 

Department] that the President has decided that and that we do it. I want to be sure they 

don't screw it up."39  Once the Warsaw channel was dead, Kissinger was free to set 

terms for a meeting without any interference or consultation whatsoever with anyone but 

the President.  There were costs to this independence, of course.  One was that agency 

input on policy alternatives became increasingly useless for want of up to date 

information.40   

 

 Continued White House probes through third parties, which were carefully 

concealed from the State Department, elicited in the late fall of 1970 a personal letter 

from Chou En-lai to Nixon through the Pakistan channel.  It contained a specific 

invitation to send a “special envoy” to Beijing, who would be "most welcome," to discuss 

U.S. “vacation” of Taiwan. Obviously if Nixon wanted the meeting it was unlikely the 

Chinese would make any advance concessions on Taiwan.  He and Kissinger insisted 

only on agreement in advance that the Chinese would discuss with the envoy issues in 

addition to Taiwan, and went slightly beyond the formula on Taiwan used in the Warsaw 

talks.41  In April Chou even raised the possibility of a Nixon visit to Beijing.  There 

followed further exchanges on the details of the Kissinger visit, all conducted through the 

Embassy in Pakistan but never communicated to the State Department.42  

 

                                                 
39 Ibid., p. 192. 
40 An example is the response to NSSM 106, "China Policy," November 19, 1970 which 
exhibiteds a general unawareness of how far the U.S. was already moving to 
accommodate the Chinese regarding U.S. force reductions on Taiwan.  Ibid., pp. 246-
247,  258-266, 269-274, 277-282. 
41 Ibid., pp. 250-252. 
42Technically an Ambassador is the personal emissary of the President of the United States, not of the 
Secretary of State.  Therefore, when the Ambassador is ordered by the White House not to report to the 
Department, it is legitimate for him not to do so.  Ambassador Joseph Farland happened to be a political 
appointee, so the conflict of loyalties was in his case minimal.  According to Kissinger, he was instructed 
that he could use Embassy facilities for those of the arrangements whose real purpose could be concealed 
from those carrying out the tasks, and to do the rest personally.  Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 720-
721. 
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 The chosen envoy, inevitably enough, was Kissinger.43  The visit, arranged in 

secret, took place in secret too, in July 1971.  The cover was that Kissinger had 

developed a cold during a visit to Pakistan, and needed a couple days to recuperate at a 

guest house in the hills.  But the actual guest house was in Beijing, whence he and his 

party were whisked via a Pakistani airplane.  The cover was so successful that the visit 

was not known publicly until the White House announced it, two days after Kissinger had 

arrived in San Clemente (and four days after departure from Beijing) to report to Nixon 

personally.  (Secretary Rogers was informed while Kissinger was still in Beijing.) 

 

 In Beijing, Kissinger’s single most important achievement was to establish a 

strong working rapport with Chou.  How impressed Chou was with Kissinger is not 

known, but it is plain from his memoirs that Kissinger had almost boundless respect and 

admiration for Chou.  Achievement of this rapport was due partly to the fact that Chou 

was plainly determined to make the visit a success, but also to Kissinger’s easy 

adaptation to (and later, by his own admission, imitation of) the Chinese negotiating 

style. 

 

 Success of the Beijing visit depended on whether Kissinger and the Chinese 

could come to terms that would allow a Presidential visit to Beijing.  Such an 

announcement would give maximum impact to the Nixon-Kissinger “diplomatic 

revolution” and exert maximum leverage on the Soviets.   (The latter were proving quite 

inflexible in the arms control negotiations for an agreement that would be the centerpiece 

of a general policy of détente.)  Kissinger made an important concession near the outset 

when he said that the United States was not seeking a “two Chinas” solution to the 

Taiwan issue, nor an independent Taiwan.  Chou then stated: "This shows that the 

prospect for a solution and the establishment of diplomatic relations between our two 

                                                 
43Nixon showed some signs of wanting to send someone else, but relented after Kissinger 
said: "…actually I don't want to toot my own horn, but I happen to be the only one who 
knows all the negotiations." FRUS 1969-1976 XVII, pp. 303-308; the quotation is from 
p. 303. 
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nations is hopeful."44  There followed long expositions by each side of its views on 

Vietnam, Taiwan, and its relations with the Soviets.  Kissinger raised the possibility of 

full normalization of U.S.-Chinese relations in Nixon's second term, emphasized that 

China need not worry about a resurgent Japan as long as the latter was tied to the U.S, 

and revealed that the Soviets had extended Nixon an invitation to a summit.  Indeed he 

was maneuvering so that Nixon could visit China first. The Chinese soon offered to 

receive Nixon the following May (later changed to February), but tabled a communiqué 

that would have stated that he would come to discuss Taiwan as prelude to normalization 

of relations; Kissinger insisted on discussion of additional issues.  A new Chinese draft 

satisfied both sides.  One has the impression from Kissinger's account that the negotiation 

on the communiqué was a comparatively placid one and that the Chinese yielded easily 

on the points on which Kissinger was adamant.45

 

 When the visit was announced, the initial impact fully justified Nixon both in his 

refusal to take up bilateral issues in detail before the visit and in the rigid secrecy with 

which he pursued his goal.  He did not have to adjust differences with the State 

Department.  He avoided the delicate questions which would have arisen in the UN with 

allies whom the U.S. was simultaneously urging to retain Taiwan as a member, even if it 

was expelled from the Security Council in favor of Beijing-in effect a leftover fragment 

of a “two Chinas” policy.  Beijing understood, but U.S. allies could not have known this.  

One extremely grave error was in giving only one hour's notice to Japan before the final, 

post facto public announcement.  Japan had needed for domestic political reasons always 

to stay slightly “ahead” of the U.S. in matters pertaining to the normalization of relations 

with China.  Hence its government suffered a severe loss of face.  Yet if Nixon had not 

ruthlessly insisted that all side issues remain just that, the opening might have been 

stymied at the outset. 

                                                 
44Ibid., p.370; for a more dramatic account of the impact of this concession, see John 
Holdridge Crossing the Divide: An Insider's Account of the Normalization of U.S.-China 
Relations (New York, 1997), pp. 46, 57-58.  Holdridge was one of three NSC staffers 
accompanying Kissinger to Beijing, all of whom happened to be Foreign Service officers 
on detail. 
45 FRUS 1969-1976 XVII, pp.  370-439. See also Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 733-754. 
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 As for impact, benefits in negotiations with the Soviets soon followed.  A 

Moscow summit was scheduled for soon after the President's Beijing visit.  The Soviets 

even insisted that Kissinger’s preliminary visit also be a “secret” visit, there now being a 

certain cachet to such visits!  The boldness of the initiative itself did much to vanquish by 

surprise the objections of the China lobby. 

 

 A follow up trip was necessary to hammer out in advance enough agreement on 

outstanding issues so that Nixon’s Beijing summit could have sufficient advance 

assurance of success.  This trip could be public, and on it Kissinger could have the advice 

of a State Department as well as an NSC advisory team.  The State Department 

representative was used, however, only for strictly bilateral issues, and was carefully kept 

uninformed of the thrust of Kissinger’s lengthy, wide-ranging tours d’horizon with Chou.  

Indeed, Kissinger proudly states in his memoir that there were several levels of 

confidentiality within his delegation and that the Chinese, as well as the Americans, were 

carefully instructed to observe them.   

 

 Substantively, the Chinese started out from square one again with ritual 

rehearsals of Chinese grievances on various issues, especially Taiwan.  After the 

appropriate rebuttals, Chou introduced the “Special Envoy” to a Chinese negotiating 

technique.  He suggested that in the communiqué at the forthcoming summit, each side 

state its views separately on problems on which there was no or only limited agreement.  

This technique became the basis of the drafting of the famous Shanghai Communiqué, 

which formed the foundations of relations between the two countries for 14 years, and 

portions of which still guide relations as this is written, almost 2/5ths of a century later.  

Kissinger came up with a part of the American section on Taiwan, in which it was stated 

that “all Chinese on either side of the Taiwan Strait maintain there is but one China.  The 

United States Government does not challenge that position.”  In other words, by saying 

that it did not argue with the idea that there was one China, the United States could now 

maintain a relationship with each of the two governments on that basis, instead of having 
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to acknowledge “two” Chinas.  Chou thought highly of this ambiguous formula, which 

Kissinger acknowledged came from an old State Department contingency paper of the 

1950s.46  Although some parts of the communiqué remained unresolved, enough 

progress was made to go ahead with the summit. 

 

 Nixon’s February trip took place with a full panoply of press coverage and live 

television broadcasts, for it was of course at one and the same time a symbol of 

rapprochement, a serious negotiation, and part of the President’s reelection campaign.  

The Secretary of State was along, but once again Nixon and Kissinger kept the State 

people, including the Secretary himself, “out of the loop” on the most crucial 

negotiations.  Rogers did not attend Nixon’s historic meeting with Mao Zedong, now 

ailing but still clearly the supreme leader.  (Kissinger claims that he tried to get Rogers 

included but that Nixon was adamant.)  Rogers met at foreign minister level to discuss 

such items as trade, travel, and cultural exchanges.  The perfecting of the communiqué 

was left to Kissinger and Chou.  This time the practice of excluding the State people had 

serious consequences.  After the draft communiqué was perfected, but before it was made 

public, it was shown to Rogers.  His advisers noticed one glaring omission. Though the 

U.S. section of the communiqué mentioned American defense arrangements with several 

powers in the area, it ignored the Mutual Defense Treaty with Taiwan.  If not rectified, 

the implication would be that the U.S. was preparing to denounce the treaty in the near 

future.  The Chinese agreed to removal of specific references to the other alliances, but 

the solution on the Taiwan MDT had to be unilateral:  at a press conference immediately 

after the communiqué was released, Kissinger (with Chinese foreknowledge) 

emphatically reaffirmed the defense treaty with Taiwan in response to a planted 

question.47

 

                                                 
46Ibid., pp. 774-783; for various drafts (3 American and 3 Chinese) see FRUS 1969-1976 
E-13, Document 56.  The quotation is from the third American draft. 
47Kissinger does not mention that this modification was the result of Green’s 
intervention. Kissinger, White House Years, p. 1084; Marshall Green, John H. Holdridge, 
and William N. Stokes, War and Peace with China: First-Hand Experiences in the 
Foreign Service of the United States (Bethesda, MD, 1994), p. 146; Holdridge, Crossing, 
pp. 93-94. 
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 From the Nixon visit onward, the relationship with Beijing was an established 

fact.  Exchange of so-called “Liaison Missions” between the U.S. and the PRC followed 

in 1974.  This arrangement allowed the U.S. to maintain full relations with Taiwan 

through the remainder of the Nixon and Ford administrations.  Relations had plenty of 

ups and downs, for the 1970s remained a turbulent era in Chinese politics, seeing the 

deaths first of Chou, then Mao, and the swift rise and equally rapid decline of the “Gang 

of Four,” who tried unsuccessfully to keep Maoism alive.  Yet the relationship remained 

an established and very gradually closer one.  If it did not have the vast dividends in 

easing settlement of the Vietnam War such as Nixon had hoped for, it was nonetheless an 

important factor in helping the U.S. in its dealings with the Soviet Union during the era 

of détente.  It was, in other words, a major and unquestionable diplomatic triumph.48  It 

is also unquestionable that this sort of total reversal of established policy was the sort of 

project that suited Nixon’s White House- centered style of policy formulation best. 

 

 Nonetheless the near-major mistakes made by the White House in hermetically 

sealing off important negotiations from the ongoing scrutiny of the State Department 

during the Nixon visit, (during which the “surprise factor” which had been so important 

in Kissinger’s opening visit was no longer necessary), were a mild example of the 

problems which excessive secrecy was entailing on other negotiations, especially the 

U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam and the negotiation of the SALT arms control treaty.  It is 

absurd that while one of Kissinger’s most important negotiating solutions was based on 

an older Department contingency paper, and Nixon and he had made extensive use of 

contemporary State Department studies and briefing materials throughout the progress of 

the China initiative, they were totally unwilling to submit the communiqué to State 

Department scrutiny in advance of its penultimate draft.  This was because Nixon and 

Kissinger saw themselves as rivals, not partners, of the larger bureaucracy, and practices 

                                                 
48More recently, some writers have complained that Nixon, in his zeal to open a 
relationship, paid too high a price for the opening to China; for instance, by going to 
Beijing rather than meeting on some neutral ground (as the Chinese were in fact willing 
to do), thereby making the United States appear as the suppliant power.  While valid, this 
view does not fully take into account that Nixon could hardly have realized at the time 
that the Cold War would end so soon or in the quiet way it did.  See Mann, About Face, 
passim. 
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which initially had some point turned into an automatic reflex or even twitch.  

Eventually, the President and his adviser verged on becoming each other's rival. 

 

 SALT I:  In Which the Back Channel Becomes the Front Channel.  The Strategic 

Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) produced by 1972 the first significant arms limitation 

agreements of the Cold War.  In the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, which 

remained in force until the United States denounced it in 2002, the United States and the 

Soviet Union agreed to limit emplacements of ABMs to two sites apiece.  The result was 

effectively to preclude for some years one avenue to expansion of the arms race.  In the 

Interim Agreement on strategic ballistic missiles the two countries agreed to limit for a 

five-year period the overall number of ICBM launchers and to establish limitations also 

for subclasses of ICBM launchers as well.  During this “interim,” the two nations 

undertook to negotiate permanent limitations.  The two agreements took on additional 

significance when, by the evolution of events, they became the centerpiece of the first 

visit by an American President to the Soviet Union (May 1972) and of the emerging 

détente between the two superpowers.  Hence the validity of these agreements extended 

beyond arms control to the general tenor of U.S.-Soviet relations.  Unfortunately, severe 

flaws in these agreements later helped to set back the course of détente as well as arms 

control in general. 

 

 Most pertinent here is the way in which the SALT agreements reveal the 

limitations as well as the strengths of the Nixon system of White House foreign policy 

control.  While the most necessary background is included, what follows does not pretend 

to be any overview or guide to these immensely complex negotiations. 

The entire negotiation, both within the two governments and between them, was in terms 

of numbers and power of weapons, their positioning, relative strengths in technology, and 

political effects.  Notions of “nuclear sufficiency” and “minimum deterrence” did not 

figure in the negotiation because these weapons symbolized as well as embodied power.  

“Nuclear winter” and other theories emphasizing the common danger either had not yet 

been conceived or had not yet received the sort of sophisticated analysis that would admit 

them to the debate. 
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 At the time of the Cuban missile crisis the myth of the “missile gap” had already 

been punctured.  The perception, based solidly on reality, of U.S. missile superiority was 

a significant factor in the result.  Yet after this crisis, U.S. policy was unchanged:  build 

to a certain level, and assume that the Soviets would stop after reaching “parity” in 

ICBMs.  The Soviets reached parity in 1969-1970, but were determined not to undergo a 

humiliation such as that of 1962 again.  They reached parity-and went right on building.  

Their lead was greatest in the so-called “heavy” ICBMs, those of greater throw-weight, 

of which the U.S. had none.  Nor had it plans to build any. 

 

 The U.S. on the other hand retained important advantages.  In both numbers and 

sophistication, it had a big lead in heavy bombers, and another in submarine-launched 

missiles (SLBMs).  The Russians may have had a primitive ABM system (the Galosh) in 

place (around Moscow), but the U.S had successfully tested and was beginning to build a 

far better ABM system.  The U.S. and its allies had important advantages in positioning: 

its forward-based systems (FBS) (nuclear-tipped attack aircraft and IRBMs) in the 

NATO area turned what would otherwise have been tactical, into strategic, systems.  And 

the U.S. exploited land, sea, and air basing with its triad of ICBM (land), SLBM (sea), 

and bomber (air) delivery systems.  Last of all there was the emerging technology of 

MIRV: the placement of multiple-targeted independent reentry vehicles, each carrying a 

warhead, on individual ICBMs.   

 

 All in all, the U.S. retained a lead, but felt vulnerable to the onrush of Soviet 

procurement.  While the U.S. Congress was increasingly leery of strategic weapons 

expenditures, the Soviets appeared to suffer from no such constraint.  Nuclear strategists 

in particular worried about the first-strike capabilities of the Soviet heavy ICBMs.  The 

fear was that heavy ICBMs could knock out so much of the U.S. second strike force, and 

devastate so much of the nation, that there would be no point in exercising the sea-based 

capacity to destroy the Soviet Union too.  Hence some nuclear theorists did not deem the 

SLBMs a credible deterrent.49

                                                 
49Sometimes known as the “revenge force,” the SLBMs were not considered accurate 
enough to be usable as first-strike weapons and so were not credible in that scenario 
either. 
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 While Nixon wanted arms control agreements, he was not so interested in details 

as he was in the China initiative.  He stipulated only that such agreements not harm the 

U.S. defense posture and that they be politically acceptable to U.S. opinion.50  Hence 

Kissinger reigned supreme in formulating the White House position.  At the same time he 

had two important constraints, both also absent from the China venture.  One was 

Nixon’s and his joint desire to make the Soviets “pay” for an arms control agreement by 

making it part of the “linkage” system described earlier.  The other was the fact that the 

arms control negotiating position had somehow to reflect a compromise among the 

conflicting positions of the various departments, the Congress, and the U.S. arms control 

negotiating team, which was made up of a formidable group of experts who were far 

more versed in the details of nuclear issues than was Kissinger. 

 

 Kissinger’s preferred channel for shaping the direction and the result of the arms 

control package was what he later portentously referred to as “The Channel,” his private 

meetings with Ambassador Dobrynin.  “The Channel,” which meant of course “back 

channel,” was set up at the end of Nixon’s very first meeting with Dobrynin, mentioned 

above.  After dismissing Kissinger, Nixon told Dobrynin privately that he wanted 

“matters of special sensitivity” taken up with Kissinger first.51  Via this route Kissinger 

attempted to orchestrate his linkages.  It soon developed that linkage was a two-way 

street.  While Nixon hoped to gain concessions from the Soviets, particularly their help in 

achieving a Vietnam settlement, by dangling in front of them the possibility of a SALT 

agreement (for which they seemed eager at the outset of 1969), the Soviets for their part 

sought to make a Berlin settlement the price of a SALT Agreement and the Moscow 

summit which Nixon so obviously craved.  With this object, the Kremlin put the brakes 

on the SALT talks for most of 1969, with glacially slow responses thereafter.  Kissinger 

commented: 

                                                 
50Regarding Nixon's requirements, see the excerpt from NSDM 16, June 24, 1969, FRUS 
1969-1976 XII, p. 303. 
51Kisinger, White House Years, p. 141; Anatoly Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow's 
Ambassador to America's Six Cold War Presidents (1962-1986) (New York, 1995), p. 
199; FRUS 1969-1976 II, pp. 67-69: ibid., XII, pp. 30-31. 
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 The Politburo did not want a summit until the Berlin issue was settled, 

 And it was afraid that once the summit was agreed we would not have 

 an adequate incentive to proceed.52   

 

The solution was an agreement Kissinger reached with Dobrynin early in 1971 to reach 

understandings on Berlin and on SALT in tandem.53  Meanwhile, although the Russians 

were aware of vague overtures to China, they had no idea that the matter was moving so 

far so fast. The Kissinger secret visit caught them seriously off guard. 54  It did indeed 

hasten the Moscow summit.   

 

 Interestingly, Dobrynin also contrasted the now-streamlined American system, in 

which on many issues Nixon and Kissinger needed to consult only each other, with the 

clunky collective leadership of the Soviet Politiburo, in which Brezhnev was forced to go 

through the motions of meetings at which he “consulted” his colleagues, most of whom 

knew or cared little about foreign policy. The tables were turned somewhat from the early 

1950s.  Then Truman and Eisenhower relied on their traditional advisers at State, 

Defense and CIA, while Stalin had sole discretion in the Soviet Union.  Now it was 

seemingly the United States that could conduct a foreign policy of movement and 

maneuver.  Of course, there was also confusion, as when "the divided authority in 

Washington left Gromyko thoroughly unnerved."55

 

 It was against this setting of linkage and back channels that the SALT talks 

ground slowly forward.  A preliminary meeting was held late in 1969, and the first formal 

negotiating session opened in Vienna in April 1970.  A formal NSC meeting to discuss 

the U.S. proposal preceded it.  Kissinger despaired of getting a meaningful result out of 

the NSC, and even insisted that the various agency positions be boiled down to four 

options in advance.  After an inconclusive session before a bored President-vitally 

                                                 
52 Kissinger, White House Years, p. 796. 
53 Ibid,. pp. 798-805; Dobrynin, In Confidence, pp. 209-211. 
54 Ibid., p.226. 
55Ibid., pp. 229, 205. 
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interested in an agreement, but not its details-Kissinger chose not the option he thought 

would succeed with the Soviets, but the two he thought would look more presentable as 

an opening position.  This meant inclusion of a proposal to ban MIRVS.  He 

accompanied it, however, with a proviso calling for onsite inspection, which he knew in 

advance would be unacceptable to the USSR.  The Soviets countered with a proposal 

which would allow MIRVS to be tested but neither produced or deployed: equally 

unacceptable to the United States, which knew the Soviets had some catching up to do in 

this area.  As a result, the Vienna negotiations began to default towards the sort of 

package Kissinger preferred, which included a severe limitations on ABM deployment 

coupled with caps on total missile launchers (at a quantity which would not force either 

side to do much dismantling from existing levels), on heavy missile launchers (of which 

the U.S. had none), and on bombers.  Both sides would be free to deploy unlimited 

MIRVS.  Yet this was a slow tendency and the Soviets delayed formal acceptance of any 

offensive limitations. 

 

 As noted above, the Soviets were indulging in leisure for many reasons, but one 

of them was Kissinger’s fault.  Prior to and even after the time Kissinger and Dobrynin 

reached their linkage agreement on SALT and Berlin, the back channel created serious 

substantive problems because of Kissinger’s unfamiliarity with the nuances of arms 

control.  All of the options paraded before the NSC and under discussion in Vienna were 

packages combining offensive and defensive limitations.  In March, over a month before 

the NSC meeting, Dobrynin had asked Kissinger in the back channel whether the United 

States wanted a comprehensive or a limited agreement.  Kissinger, without inquiring 

what was meant, said that "the main problem was to get concrete about something."  It 

subsequently developed that what Dobrynin had meant was whether the United States 

would consider an ABM agreement without offensive limitations of any sort! 56 Thus 

Kissinger’s casual answer undercut the Vienna negotiators before they even met.  In May 

Kissinger, and again in December 1970 the delegation, received Soviet proposals for an 

ABM agreement only, which the U.S. duly rejected.   

                                                 
56Kissinger, White House, p. 525; FRUS 1969-1976 XII, p. 434; Raymond L. Garthoff, 
Détente and Confrontation: American-Soviet Relations from Nixon to Reagan, rev. ed. 
(Washington, D.C.), pp. 169-170. 
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 Matters were further complicated because the Soviets had quickly accepted in 

principle one of the first U.S. ABM proposals.  Later the administration decided to edge 

away from it because the proposal called for protection of national capitals only.  This 

was unacceptable to the Congress.  In May 1971 Kissinger and Dobrynin finally reached 

what the former described as a “breakthrough” agreement, in which an ABM agreement 

not limited to national capitals was to be negotiated by the SALT delegations 

simultaneously with a numerical ceiling on offensive missiles.57  Even this 

understanding was flawed by Kissinger’s casual treatment of SLBMs.  He had indicated 

to Dobrynin that he would not insist on including them in the offensive limitations-yet 

the Pentagon thought otherwise.  Once again Kissinger had to go back to the Soviets to 

have SLBMS included.  He succeeded in doing so during his secret visit to Moscow 

before the May 1972 summit, but only at a level that would not limit the Soviets from 

their previously planned quantities.58

 

 Yet more hurdles had to be overcome during the summit itself.  Many of the 

most technical portions of the SALT package remained to be worked out when the 

President’s party arrived in Moscow, but Nixon absolutely refused to let the SALT 

delegation join the summit until after the final text was agreed.  This apparently was 

because he was unwilling to let Gerard Smith, the chief negotiator, share in the credit.  In 

effect the White House party at the summit remained the “back channel” so far as SALT 

was concerned, with consequent glitches in the negotiating process.  For this reason, the 

Interim Agreement on Offensive Missiles wound up with important technical flaws, 

(notably on silo size and the definition of a heavy missile), upon which opponents of 

arms control later capitalized in making their case.59

 

 Obviously SALT I was an important breakthrough.  The ABM Treaty, which 

remained in effect throughout the remainder of the Cold War despite the best efforts of 

the Reagan Administration to undermine it, turned out to be even more important than 

                                                 
57 Ibid., pp. 165-175; Kissinger, White House, pp. 814-820. 
58Garthoff, Détente, pp.178-189 
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expected.  Though each side was allowed two sites, the U.S. never built its second and 

soon dismantled, on grounds of economy, the first.  For some years reliance would 

remain exclusively on a balance of terror.  The Interim Agreement, on the other hand, by 

failing to limit MIRVs, allowed a rapid buildup of total warheads, in which both powers 

indulged.  Nor was it followed by a permanent limitation.  The SALT II talks had a 

checkered and only partially successful result for reasons discussed in Chapter VII (2) 

and Chapter VIII.  Only in the mid-80s, during the second détente attendant on Mikhail 

Gorbachev’s ascent to leadership of the Soviet Union and Ronald Reagan’s transition to 

an active arms control policy did offensive arms reduction become meaningful.       

  

 Given the temper of the times, the reluctance of the U.S. Congress just then to 

endorse further arms buildups, and the obvious mutual interest of both sides in an 

agreement, it is probable that some form of SALT including an ABM Treaty would have 

been negotiated without Kissinger’s back channel.  And, it seems at least plausible that 

the SALT delegation could have negotiated a more meaningful, or at least less 

ambiguous, Interim Agreement absent Kissinger’s clumsy back channel maneuvering.  

Such an agreement might have been far harder for either side to walk away from in the 

1980s.  Clearly, excessive White House control was damaging to the arms control 

process in the Nixon administration.60

 

 Vietnam: Aggressive Deescalation.  Upon taking office, Richard Nixon was 

aware that the United States could not win the war in Vietnam in the sense of expelling 

all North Vietnamese from South Vietnam and totally suppressing the Viet Cong 

insurgency.  He also believed, however, that the United States could not simply quit 

Vietnam and allow it to be overrun.  At first he tended to exaggerate Soviet influence 

with the DRV and to pin his hopes on Soviet help in return for a successful SALT 

negotiation and other favors, which he erroneously believed Brezhnev needed more than 

he did.  Later and more realistically, he laid more stress on the “Vietnamization” policy 

                                                                                                                                                 
59Ibid., pp. 191-197. 
60For Kissinger's very different view of the complications entailed by the back channel 
negotiations, which nonetheless acknowledges that they were brought about by Nixon's 

 397



that the administration had adopted in its first days.  This was a policy of training and 

equipping the South Vietnamese Army so that it could bear the burden of fighting on 

alone, without American ground forces, but with continuing U.S. aid in money and 

materiel.  

 

 Once announced, withdrawals had to be periodic and substantial for the 

“Vietnamization” policy to retain essential public support.  Naturally this weakened the 

U.S. hand at the bargaining table, and so a curious pattern emerged:  periodic sharp, even 

savage, temporary escalations of ground action or bombing designed to show that the 

United States, even in retreat, still had the power to make North Vietnamese svictory 

unacceptably costly.  This pattern was not one that was planned in advance.  It was not in 

any options paper, though many options papers contained its elements. It merely 

emerged, amid considerable internal dissent within the administration.  The pattern is 

discernible only after the fact.  To discern the outlines of policy formulation, one needs to 

look at four elements:  How did the administration go about evaluating its choices on 

Vietnam at the outset?  How was the decision on “Vietnamization” taken?  Who made 

what decisions in which contexts in some of the major compensatory escalations?  What 

was the nature of the negotiating process that brought about the Paris Peace Accords of 

January 1973? 

 

 NSSM-1.  Immediately upon taking office, Kissinger went outside the 

government, to the RAND Corporation, to commission a study of Vietnem options.61   

The study came up with six options.  The most dovish was to undertake, with Saigon’s 

approval, substantial reductions in the U.S. presence while seeking a compromise 

settlement, simultaneously undertaking what would later be called “Vietnamization.”  At 

the other extreme was a “military escalation aimed at negotiated victory.”62  As 

                                                                                                                                                 
desire to avoid confronting the State Department or the SALT delegation, see Years of 
Renewal, 81-82. 
61One of the RAND team leaders was Daniel Ellsberg, who would later stimulate Nixon 
and Kissinger’s wiretapping and illegal entry activities when he leaked the Pentagon 
Papers.  
62Description of and quotation from this document is based on Isaacson, Kissinger, pp. 
162-164. 
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described above, U.S. policy wound up as a paradoxical blend of these two options.  The 

RAND team recommended tasking the agencies to answer a series of questions on the 

progress of the war, and this directive became the very first NSSM.  The result showed a 

divided government.  The CIA believed the war was going poorly, did not endorse the 

domino theory,63 and even suggested that the bombing of North Vietnam helped it to 

mobilize enemy public opinion behind the war effort.  The State Department was divided 

on the same questions, while the JCS and the Saigon Embassy believed the war was 

going well. 

 

 In a sense these divided counsels freed Nixon and Kissinger to go their own way.  

The latter believed that he could negotiate an end to the war in six months.  He did not 

favor early withdrawals because he favored negotiating from strength.  Although Nixon 

had the same fundamental view, he had to temper it with his feeling for public opinion 

and bend it to suit his primary absolute imperative: ensure his own reelection.  The 

essential point is that Nixon and Kissinger did not orchestrate a massive review of 

Vietnam policy, but instead acted out a series of hunches and impulses.  There was far 

less planning of Vietnam policy than, for instance, policy on Okinawa.  Where the stakes 

were high, Nixon and Kissinger tended to resort to ad hoc solutions.  Kissinger claimed 

that “Hanoi preempted our analyses by launching a countrywide offensive in South 

Vietnam” just a month after Nixon’s inauguration.64  But this begs the question of why 

no such analyses were undertaken over the next four years. 

 

 Withdrawal and Vietnamization.  The Johnson Administration had made no 

troop withdrawals, but it had in effect put a cap on the war effort, talked in public of “de-

Americanization” of the war, began an effort to augment the ARVN, and opened talks 

with North Vietnam.  The incoming administration knew that its public support depended 

on bringing the war to an end.  The term “Vietnamization,” a substitute for “de-

                                                 
63NIE 50-68, as cited in “Summary of Responses to NSSM-1,” which is part of the 
NSSM-1 materials placed into the Congressional Record of May 10, 1972 by Rep. 
Ronald V. Dellums of California.  According to the NIE, the domino theory might extend 
to the remainder of Indochina in the aftermath of a South Vietnamese collapse, but not 
beyond-a completely accurate prognosis.   
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Americanization,” was the contribution of Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird at an NSC 

meeting just days after the inauguration.  Laird was a shrewd and basically hawkish 

conservative who accepted the public’s war weariness and believed the Vietnam War to 

be a fruitless diversion of national effort, and its expenditures better diverted to 

procurement of advanced weapons.  Laird used his control over the defense budget to 

ensure that withdrawals occurred regularly   Kissinger grudgingly endorsed 

Vietnamization, being unable to stop it, and had less hope than his master of ultimate 

success with it.  Early on, he spoke informally of any Vietnam settlement affording only 

a “decent interval,” that is, to save U.S. face, before the ultimate collapse. 

 

 Key Escalations: Two Examples.  We have noted a pattern of local escalation in 

a context of U.S. withdrawal.  Of numerous instances, two examples will suffice to 

illustrate the closely-held and ad hoc nature of these decisions, and why this part of the 

administration’s “strategy” for Vietnam is decipherable only after the fact.   

 

 Hanoi’s 1969 offensive caused the new administration to undertake the first of its 

retaliatory escalations.  The JCS and DOD wanted to resume bombing of the North.  Yet 

Nixon was unwilling to undertake this step because of its implicit signal to the public that 

the U.S. was once again widening the war.  Instead Nixon chose to begin what became 

known as the “secret” bombing of a very limited border area in Cambodia, where a large 

Communist command post was reported to be.  Twice he impulsively ordered a go-ahead, 

only to hesitate when Kissinger urged caution.  Once again Nixon insisted, and the 

bombing commenced in March.  It would continue intermittently for over a year.  Results 

were hard to evaluate.  It turned out that the “command post” was long gone, and many 

intelligence analysts believed that the Ho Chi Minh Trail’s Laotian segment was even 

more crucial than were more important than the portion extending to southern Cambodia.  

Yet for whatever reason, the North Vietnamese offensive soon slowed. 

 

 The decision was exclusively a White House one, with the active support of the 

JCS and Laird.  Rogers reluctantly consented to the first of these bombings at a belated 

                                                                                                                                                 
64Kissinger, White House Years, p. 239. 
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meeting of principals, including Nixon, Rogers, Laird, Kissinger, and JCS Chairman 

Wheeler.  By then the real decision, whether Rogers knew it or not, had already been 

taken.65

 

 The most controversial fact about these bombings was that they were “secret” 

and, according to opponents, illegal.  They were secret in the sense that there was no 

public announcement and Kissinger, ever literal in matters of deception, insisted that the 

Air Force keep two sets of books.  Aircrews were instructed to give false accounts to 

their own debriefers so that official records would state that the targets were in Vietnam.  

It is hard to think of any procedure that could have been more disruptive of military 

discipline and morale.  Yet the bombings were not secret from Sihanouk, who did not 

object because he was just then more apprehensive of North Vietnam than of the United 

States.  (Indeed, he quietly resumed diplomatic relations with the United States not long 

after the bombing commenced.) Obviously they were not secret from the North 

Vietnamese.  The object was instead to keep them secret from the U.S. public.  Even this 

failed of achievement: in May, the New York Times published an account of the first raid, 

from a source never revealed.66  Though the incident caused the White House to begin 

its wiretapping program, the Times had failed to uncover the sustained nature of the 

bombing and the public reaction was one of indifference. 

 

 In the spring of 1970, U.S. and Vietnamese troops undertook a limited 

“incursion” into the some of the same areas of Cambodia that had been bombed.  The 

precipitating motive was a need to shore up the new Lon Nol régime in Cambodia, which 

the U.S. swiftly decided to back in the aftermath of Lon Nol’s overthrow of Sihanouk.  

Lon Nol was under pressure from NVA units and the Cambodian incursion was a success 

in that it achieved this objective.  Additionally, U.S. and South Vietnamese troops 

destroyed vast quantities of arms and other equipment, which relieved considerable 

pressure on the South.  In the long run, however, the “incursion” was part of the process, 

initiated by the NVA and Viet Cong, which drew Cambodia into the war and gave it the 

                                                 
65Ibid., pp. 239-254; Isaacson, Kissinger, pp. 171-182; Hersh, Price of Power, pp. 54-65; 
Nixon, RN, pp. 388-392; FRUS 1969-1976 VI, 120-125. 
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most bloodyminded Communist régime in history, the Khmer Rouge.  At once a tactical 

success and a strategic blunder, the incursion rescued Cambodia from the Vietnamese 

brand of Communism only to reserve it for something appallingly worse a few years 

later.  One more unintended byproduct of the incursion was passage later that spring by 

Congress of an amendment forbidding use of U.S. troops in either Cambodia or Laos.  

When Vietnamese troops mounted a feeble operation to cut the Ho Chi Minh trail in 

eastern Laos the following year, Nixon by then lacked the option to support this venture, 

which was of superior promise to the invasion of Cambodia. 

 

 Unlike the Cambodian bombing campaign, the Cambodian incursion could not 

be kept secret in any sense.  Nixon went to the opposite extreme of announcing it in a 

bellicose speech, and a storm of public criticism ensued.  A decision-making process that 

on the surface looked like government by lurch, for it was extraordinarily swift, erratic 

and duplicitous, preceded the speech.  Nixon was feeling under pressure and drinking 

heavily.  The entire process took less than a week, for Kissinger wrote later that there had 

been no discussion of intervention before April 21.  After receiving a pessimistic briefing 

at CINCPAC in Honolulu on April 18, Nixon determined to do something to help Lon 

Nol.  In the early hours of the 22nd, he sent Kissinger a famously intemperate note 

calling for a “bold move in Cambodia...to show that we stand with Lon Nol....the only 

government in Cambodia...that had the guts to take a pro-Western stand is ready to fall.”  

That is, “assuming I feel the same way today at our meeting (it is 5 AM, April 22) as I 

feel this morning.”  The memo also lashed out at the ‘delegation of seven State 

Department jerks’ ” in Cambodia and “lily-livered Ambassadors from our so-called 

friends in the world.”67    

 

 At the formal NSC meeting that day, both Laird and Rogers were opposed to the 

immediate action.  Kissinger opted for incursion by ARVN troops with U.S. air support.  

Nixon usually made no decisions at NSC meetings, but on this occasion chose a South 

Vietnamese incursion in just one area with limited U.S. air support.  According to 

Kissinger, Vice President Agnew called the choice “pussyfooting.”  His machismo 

                                                                                                                                                 
66Isaacson, Kissinger, pp. 212-214. 
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irritated by this ragging, Nixon later opted for the use of Americans and for incursion into 

Cambodia at several sites.  Once again, an NSC meeting was held, but Rogers and Laird 

were not told that the new decision had already been made (Agnew was not invited this 

time).  After the meeting, Nixon made known his decision, and both Laird and Rogers 

asked for yet another meeting to remonstrate.  Rogers’ merely wanted a delay for reasons 

having to do with a forthcoming public statement; Laird claimed that the military were 

not fully behind the action and that casualties would be too high.  After consulting the 

Saigon Embassy and General Creighton Abrams via back channels, Kissinger determined 

that the U.S. establishment in Vietnam was solidly behind the incursion.  In a final 

conversation with Laird and Rogers the following day (the 28th), Nixon announced his 

decision once more.  Attorney General John Mitchell, who enjoyed the nearest thing to 

unstinting trust ever granted by Nixon to a political associate, drafted a memorandum 

which recorded the dissents of his two chief cabinet officers and Nixon’s own assumption 

of exclusive responsibility for the operation.68

 

 The whole process is hard to evaluate.  Nixon, once determined on his course, 

was steadfast, despite his own reference to moods of the moment quoted above.  At some 

point during the week of decision Nixon carefully wrote down all the pros and cons on a 

yellow pad; according to Kissinger, it was in substance similar to his own jottings.  It was 

Nixon who convinced Kissinger, who took pride in systematic analysis, that the decision 

was a right one.  Kissinger tested his new resolve in two debates with several of his NSC 

aides, who had powerful arguments against the incursion.  William Watts, a personal 

aide, foresaw the domestic explosion and correctly argued that the incursion would lead 

to “invading Laos the next year and blockading Haiphong the year after.”69  Anthony 

Lake made similar comments.  Lawrence Lynn’s arguments combined pragmatic 

cost/benefit analysis-the effort could be better spent in South Vietnam itself-with concern 

for the level of civilian casualties that would result.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
67Kissinger, White House Years, p. 1484; FRUS 1969-1976 VI, 845-846. 
68Kissinger, White House Years, pp. 457-521 (the quote from Agnew is at p. 491; 
Isaacson, Kissinger, pp. 256-284; FRUS 1969-1976 VI, 849-912. 
69Isaacson, Kissinger, p. 264.  The quotation is Isaacson’s summary of Watts’ argument. 
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 Kissinger did not agree with these arguments, but more important, did not dare to 

bring this type of thinking to Nixon’s attention.  The options procedure did not operate 

during the Cambodian decision time.  Most glaring of all, there was no concerted effort to 

test or evaluate the viability of the Lon Nol government.  There had been no CIA station 

in Cambodia under Sihanouk, and establishment of one was in the earliest stages.  Last 

but not least, the NSSM process was no help in this instance either.  Kissinger had issued 

a number of NSSMs on various aspects of Vietnam, and two on Laos, but none on 

Cambodia.  Only following the Cambodian incursion did the administration order a study 

of Indochina as a whole.70  Thus while the administration’s policy process was not 

without some discussion, there was no extended debate of options at the highest levels.  

The action was even more precipitate than the challenging circumstances demanded, and 

the administration was plunging into an area of which it was woefully ignorant. 

 

Secret Negotiations and an Effective Escalation.  When the Nixon administration took 

office, formal talks were already underway in Paris between the United States and the 

DRV, with South Vietnam and the National Liberation Front (Viet Cong) present as 

“observers.” Kissinger, however, soon chose with Nixon’s approval, to open his own 

talks with the DRV, also held in Paris.  The White House arranged special 

communication channels for scheduling these sessions, so that at first-and intermittently 

thereafter- they were kept secret from Secretary Rogers and the formal delegation in 

Paris as well as from the public.  Among Western officials, only Nixon, Kissinger and 

key aides, the top French leaders, and the U.S. intermediary, General Vernon Walters, 

then a military attaché in Paris, were in the know.  The first meeting, in August 1969, was 

unproductive, as the DRV sent a comparatively low level functionary to reiterate 

standard positions.  When the Vietnamese sent a Politburo member, Le Duc Tho, for 

sporadic sessions held from February to April, 1970, the talks gradually took on some 

substance, principally because Kissinger used them as the milieu for making gradual 

concessions. 

 

                                                 
70Finding Aid, "National Security Council Institutional Files," Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Archives and Records Administration, no date; Internet Copy as 
of 1/21/08.  

 404



 Prior to this time, negotiations were deadlocked over two major issues.  The DRV 

insisted that the South Vietnamese President Thieu would have to step down, and be 

replaced by a coalition government including the NLF, as part of the settlement.  

Additionally, the DRV would not sign any agreement to withdraw its own forces.  Early 

on, Nixon had altered the previous U.S. insistence that the DRV withdraw 6 months 

before the U.S. did, and stated that withdrawal of U.S. and DRV forces from South 

Vietnam could be simultaneous.  The concession that Kissinger made in early 1970 was 

that the DRV need not even announce that it would withdraw.  Inconclusive discussions 

continued in 1971 and in early 1972.   

 

 In the spring of 1972, Hanoi mounted an intense offensive which many observers 

thought represented another all-out, TET-style attempt to win the war in a few weeks.  

The DRV attacked in three areas, north, central, and south, using staging areas in Laos 

and Cambodia as well as Vietnam.  At a meeting with Kissinger May 2, the day after the 

DRV took the major town of Quang Tri, Le Duc Tho was unyielding, and treated 

Kissinger with smirking contempt.  Nixon from the outset wanted strong action, but 

initially believed that the U.S. should cancel the summit in order to avoid the humiliation 

of letting the Soviets do it.  Yet he was buoyed by the advice of Treasury Secretary John 

Connally and Haldeman that the Soviets would not necessarily cancel, and so assumed 

this risk.  With the aid of the JCS (without consulting Laird) he and Kissinger worked out 

a plan for stepped-up B-52 bombing71 around Hanoi plus, for the first time during the 

war, the mining of Haiphong harbor.  The CIA-Defense prognosis was that this move 

would have no immediate effect on the fighting.  Kissinger, who had deep qualms about 

the escalation because of his overriding wish to put the summit first, nonetheless knew 

that it would have a long-range effect on the DRV’s supply situation.   

 

 The essential decisions were taken by May 4, just two days after Kissinger’s 

meeting with Tho.  Policymaking on Vietnam was once again made in haste and without 

the benefit of consultation with the Secretaries of State and Defense.  There was some 

                                                 
71During April, Nixon had resumed B-52 bombing of the North for the first time since 
1968.  (President Johnson, after halting bombing north of the 20th parallel at the end of 
March 1968, had ended it altogether on October 31.) 
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typical pointless game playing: at the last moment. Nixon pretended to change his mind, 

apparently so he could tape Kissinger, (who had a tendency to sound more dovish in 

press contacts than his actual positions warranted), defending the decision to go ahead 

with the mining.  And for his part Kissinger tried to trick Rogers into opposing the 

decision at the NSC meeting that formalized the positions taken by the inner circle.72  

Yet on the whole, on this occasion the major players seemed to cancel out each other’s 

weaknesses.  Haldemen and Connally reinforced Nixon’s own tendency not to pay too 

much for détente.  Kissinger was able to pull together a plan of escalation very quickly, 

whatever he thought of it.  

 

 For a variety of reasons, the DRV offensive soon ground to a halt and later 

reversed.  Although historians have given the most attention to Nixon’s actions in Hanoi 

and Haiphong, massive U.S support from air strikes and naval gunfire in the actual 

combat areas may well have been a more important factor.  The U.S. was withdrawing 

troops from Vietnam even during the offensive, but its air and naval firepower, and the 

continuing presence of U.S. advisers attached to ARVN units, were crucial. Also, the 

Vietnamese leadership made some key changes in field commanders that helped to 

improve ARVN performance.  By September, the NVA offensive was blunted and the 

South Vietnamese were back in Quang Tri.73

 

 In a broader perspective, the combined events of the spring brought the DRV to 

the first time to the concessions necessary to forge a settlement.  Militarily, the DRV was 

temporarily checked.  The failure of this particular offensive cost the redoubtable DRV 

General Vo Nguyen Giap, the victor of Dienbienphu, his command.  It would be three 

years before the North could mount a similar effort.  “Vietnamization,” combined with 

U.S. air and naval power, appeared to be working.  Diplomatically, North Vietnam was 

increasingly isolated in the international arena.  The Soviets received the Americans in 

Moscow and signed important treaties in the heyday of détente.  China had begun a 

rapprochement with the U.S. for reasons of its own.  Finally, it is possible that the DRV 

                                                 
72Johnson, Right Hand of Power, pp. 533-537. 
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leadership had concluded that since Nixon was likely to be reelected, there was little 

point in waiting for a possible successor.  Under these circumstances the DRV by 

October agreed to two important concessions:  Thieu could stay in office until a coalition 

government was formed sometime after the agreement was signed, and the U.S. would 

have the right to continue to aid the ARVN.  In return, the DRV would have the same 

right in regard to the NLF, and an implicit right to leave its troops in place in the South.  

It made a tenuous commitment (never kept and never taken seriously by the U.S.) not to 

infiltrate more regulars into the South.  POWs would be exchanged.74

 

 In making this agreement Kissinger exceeded his authority, as such matters are 

conventionally understood.  In order to avoid second-guessing by his enemies within the 

administration, he did not keep Nixon informed of details by cables, but had no trouble 

securing the latter’s approval upon his own return to Washington.  More dangerously, he 

sent no proper summary to Saigon; indeed, he gave Bunker and Thieu reason to believe 

that the agreement would be worse than it was.  The idea was to present Thieu with a less 

painful fait accompli with the hope of securing his approval.  Nixon fell in with this 

approach.  As he later wrote:  “It was not a very elevated method, nor did it work.”75

 

 Only after another visit to Paris to hash out a few details did Kissinger fly to 

Saigon on October 19 to present the agreement to Thieu.  Thieu, however, had obtained a 

copy, captured from the Viet Cong.  Hence he was well prepared when Kissinger brought 

the offending document to Saigon.  After several days of desultory talks, Thieu finally 

refused to endorse the agreement, ostensibly because it left the DRV in place in his 

country, in reality because he did not think South Vietnam was ready to stand alone.  

Kissinger regarded both Le Duc Tho and Thieu as “insolent,” that is, uppity inferiors.  

Against the wishes of Nixon, who wanted the disagreement kept quiet until after the U.S. 

election in early November, Kissinger went public with the agreement, saying “peace is 

at hand.”  By so doing, it was apparently his intention both to reassure Hanoi that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
73See, for instance, Harry G. Summers, Jr., Historical Atlas of the Vietnam War (Boston, 
1995), pp. 174-179.  See also Ambrose, Triumph of a Politician, pp. 550-551. 
74Isaacson, Kissinger, pp. 1301-1359; Kissinger, White House Years, 1301-1359. 
75Ibid., pp. 1357-1358. 
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U.S. still wanted the agreement, and to pressure Thieu to endorse it.76  If so, the tactic 

backfired, needlessly antagonizing Nixon and damaging Kissinger’s own credibility 

when the tactic failed.   

 

 In letters, Nixon warned Thieu that he would seek only cosmetic changes 

(eventually secured) in an already “excellent” agreement, at the same time renewing 

assurances of air cover and military supplies.  “To get Thieu to sign,” however, “and to 

get [Le Duc] Tho to give just a little bit more, some dramatic action by the United States 

was necessary.”77  The eventual “solution” of the dilemma was the resumption of 

mining Haiphong and bombing Hanoi.  Beginning in late December, it became known as 

the “Christmas bombing,” and engendered a wave of revulsion around the world and in 

the U.S. itself.  Inexcusably, Kissinger strove to dissociate himself from this action by 

hinting to journalists that he had opposed the decision, while praising Nixon to his face 

for his courage.  Yet it achieved its object despite being not just brutal, but a bluff:  

neither Hanoi nor Saigon properly understood that with Congress hostile to such tactics, 

funding was running out, and such shows of force would soon be a thing of the past.  

Late in December, the DRV asked for a resumption of Paris talks in January.  Thieu, 

apparently reassured by the bombing campaign, accepted the agreement with the minor, 

face-saving changes Kissinger was now able to obtain in Paris. 

 

 The agreement signed on January 23, 1973, under the same basic terms outlined 

above, brought American POWs home, enabled withdrawal of the last U.S. ground 

forces, and reduced the emotional involvement of the U.S. public in the war.  As far as 

most Americans were concerned, the administration had indeed extricated the U.S. from 

Vietnam.  At least four questions can be posed, in ascending order of significance. 

 

 First, what was the impact of Kissinger’s tactics in the final phase of 

negotiations?  Unsavory though they were, it is impossible to prove that they materially 

                                                 
76It is also true that the DRV had begun to publicize the agreement.  But Kissinger 
planted some of the story with Max Frankel of the New York Times hours before the 
DRV broadcasts on the subject.  Ibid., pp. 1397-1399.  
77Stephen E. Ambrose, Nixon: Ruin and Recovery, 1973-1990 (New York, 1991), p. 38. 
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delayed the settlement.  To show this, one would need to demonstrate that Thieu would 

have been more amenable to the settlement if carefully briefed along the way.  Doing so, 

however, would have posed the opposite risk that he might booby-trap the proceedings 

by imposing unattainable conditions along that same way. 

 

 Secondly, how much difference did Kissinger’s intermittent private talks make 

prior to the final phase of negotiations prior to June 1972?  In reality, there was no 

significant progress prior to that time, and the entire mummery and drama of secrecy was 

useless and made no difference.  Only the worsening of North Vietnam’s international 

position was decisive. 

 

 Third, how much better was the agreement obtained in January 1973 than what 

the Nixon administration might have obtained at its outset in January 1969?  Hanoi had 

published a ten-point program in May 1969 that at first glance looks very close to the 

final agreement; for instance, it includes leaving the NVA in place in its southern 

positions.  Yet there are two crucial omissions.  The ten points included a requirement 

that Thieu resign, designed to pave the way for a “coalition” government in which the 

NLF would dominate.  This major demand was dropped on the October 1972 package.  It 

was essential to both Nixon and Kissinger.  The former wanted South Vietnam to have a 

decent chance of prevailing on its own; the latter believed that all that was possible was a 

mere “decent interval” which would make the U.S. departure look less like a desertion of 

an ally.  Neither objective was possible if Thieu were ousted from office as a condition of 

settlement.  Second, there was no guarantee that U.S. POWs would be repatriated.  

Without this provision, the U.S. public would never have welcomed the agreement. 

 

 Last of all, could the Nixon administration be said to have had a successful 

strategy for ending the war, and did its vaunted White House organization contribute 

positively to that strategy?  Vietnamization constituted the long-range strategy, and it was 

adopted early.   Developments late in the Johnson administration foreshadowed it, and 

both Nixon and Laird were fully behind it.  Nixon and Laird both knew that electoral 

disaster awaited them if they did not bring men home in regular increments, and Laird 

wanted to use the savings to preserve weapons programs.  Kissinger, on the other hand, 
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resented Vietnamization because it interfered with his favored strategy of negotiating 

from force.  It was augmented by periodic tactical U.S. initiatives in the use of force; 

each of these was hastily adopted and off the cuff, but they had the common feature of 

showing that the United states was dangerous even in retreat.  Yet it was not the razzle-

dazzle of Kissinger’s secret negotiations but the fact of Vietnamization which enabled the 

administration to “purchase” enough remaining influence at the bargaining table (after 

U.S. ground forces had departed) to pave the way for agreement.  And Vietnamization 

did not come out of the NSC, but out of Nixon’s electoral and the DOD’s financial 

imperatives.  There is another sense, however, in which the work of Kissinger and his 

staff was more influential in shaping the settlement: it was they who formulated the 

triangular diplomacy, in the form of détente and the opening to China, which weakened 

North Vietnam’s influence. 

 

 The Nixon White House: Strengths and Weaknesses.   In assessing the 

performance of the pre-Watergate Nixon NSC, it must be emphasized that we have 

touched on only a few of its more significant policies.  There has been no space for its 

entire approach to economics, and crucial policies towards the Middle East and third 

world countries such as Chile.   Nor is it possible to deal here with the unique distortions 

and deterioration brought on by Watergate.  Rather we have had a look at the most major 

developments in the first three years of Nixon’s first term, focusing on those instances in 

which the administration was able to plan and carry out its initiatives, and tried to 

evaluate the results.  And in the word initiatives resides the major contribution of the 

Nixon White House.  Both Nixon and Kissinger were convinced that U.S. policy since 

World War II, not to mention before it, had been too exclusively reactive.   

 

 Of the four items examined, the China opening was the type of operation to which 

the Nixon Kissinger practices of centralization of planning, exclusion of departmental 

participation, and strict secrecy were best suited. It was a totally new, unexpected 

initiative accompanied by a minimum, but not a total lack of, public hints to prepare the 

way.   The very lack of regular diplomatic relations between the PRC and the USA up to 

that point minimized the possibility of leaks.  Partly through the adroitness of career 
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personnel, excessive secrecy did a minimum of harm in this instance.  Obviously, the 

number of opportunities for this type of operation is limited.  

 

 In the case of arms control, Kissinger had built a White House apparatus well 

capable of superb planning and coordination of the negotiations, but as shown above, his 

and Nixon’s insistence on undermining, rather than augmenting, the formal negotiating 

process via the back channel crippled performance.  In arms control, excessive 

centralization was in good measure the result of Nixon’s desire to take all the credit for 

himself.  The consequences of excessive secrecy at the White House level were 

devastating, because arms control is by its nature an enterprise that requires the varied 

expertise of a large number of people.  Here central authority is probably best exercised 

in assuring smooth coordination of the work and adherence of the negotiators to the 

President’s objectives. Certainly the NSC, as organized, was capable of smooth 

coordination of such a process if it hadn't been hindered by the Nixon-Kissinger 

proclivity for excessive stealth and secrecy.   

 

 In Vietnamese policy, the area in which Nixon personally exercised the most 

continuous oversight, the organizational setup in the White House was least influential.  

Vietnamization was necessarily undertaken with the full participation of the Defense and 

State Departments.  The various tactical escalations made use of a constantly shifting 

circle of advisers, some within the White House, some not.  Not Kissinger’s negotiating 

skills, but a change in the perceptions of, and the pressures on, the DRV’s leadership, 

made an agreement possible. 

 

 Looking at these three instances as a whole, one is led to a tentative 

generalization:  an NSC modeled on the Nixon-Kissinger system works best when 

dealing with a raw and hitherto uncharted policy departure, least when it is seized with a 

massive and ongoing problem which is a matter of life and death to the nation’s health 

and survival. 

 

 The fourth example, Okinawa gives a tantalizing instance of how well the Nixon 

NSC was capable of functioning, even at its inception, on a gritty, middle-level problem 
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in which the President’s and Kissinger’s egos were not particularly engaged: when the 

one-way mirror and the firewall were not in place.  
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                    Chapter VIII: President Ford’s New Approaches 

 

 Gerald R. Ford became President in unique and troubling circumstances.  His 

predecessor had resigned in disgrace soon after hard evidence (in the form of tape 

recordings) became public which proved beyond a doubt that President Nixon had 

personally ordered a cover-up of his own reelection committee's role in a burglary of the 

Democratic National Committee headquarters.  Ford's brief inaugural address, delivered 

while the ex-President was still flying back to California, emphasized hope and the 

continuity of constitutional government, and assured the nation that "our long national 

nightmare is over." 

 

 Ford's mode of accession to the Presidency was not the only departure from the 

normal constitutional ritual.  For he was the only unelected Vice President to succeed to 

the office.  Under the recently (1968) enacted 25th amendment to the Constitution, he had 

been chosen by the Congress, on President Nixon's nomination, to fill out the term of 

Spiro Agnew, who had resigned as a result of a bribery scandal. 

 

 Of course, the factor of greatest significance was the kind of man and politician 

Jerry Ford was.  He was a "man of the House," a member of the House of 

Representatives for a quarter century, and minority leader for several years. Before he 

became Vice President in 1973, Jerry Ford's highest ambition had been to be Speaker of 

the House.  The only elections he had experienced were the biennial rituals of return to a 

safe House seat, in which never received less than 60% of the vote.  As a member of the 

House inner circle, he was adept at compromise, logrolling, and getting along well 

personally with his Democratic opponents as well as his Republican cohorts. 

 

 Ford carried into the White House his traditional modus operandi.  Naturally 

genial, friendly and unused to heading a hierarchical organization, he shrank from 

following his transition team's advice to replace a large number of Nixon holdovers on 

the White House staff.  Nor did he make any cabinet changes for some time.  In Ford's 

view, staff and senior officials should not be punished for Nixon's transgressions.  
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Though he brought a fair number of top-level people with him, they were not numerous 

or placed strategically enough to insure that he would not face many of the problems 

faced by LBJ in the areas of personal loyalty and assertion of the legitimacy of his 

Presidency. 

 

 These potential problems, however, were not obvious in the first days of his 

presidency.  The public immediately warmed to a man, lacking any visible character 

defect, whose openness seemed a complete opposite to the secretive Nixon.  For his first 

two months his approval ratings were as high as 70%.  He was a bit of sunshine. 

 

 Ford was one of the few Republican Presidents to prefer a "spokes on a wheel" 

form of organization to the "Chief of Staff" model.  Such an arrangement, of course, was 

congenial to a wheeling and dealing House leader used to seeing many people each day. 

Under H.R. "Bob" Haldeman and later General Haig, the top-down pyramid had been 

particularly rigid under Nixon.  Ford brought Donald Rumsfeld, a veteran of the Nixon 

White House, back from a post in Europe to become a sort of modified Chief of Staff.  

He was not given that title, but instead served as a Special Assistant to the President with 

the role of Staff Coordinator.   Rumsfeld ruled the roost as far as the now-bloated White 

House staff was concerned (over 80 senior officials, including some 5 Deputy and 

Assistant Press Secretaries), but at least 8 other officials had direct access to the President 

without having to go through his office.  These included Philip Buchen, Counsel to the 

President, two Counsellors, one of whom, Robert Hartmann, had been with Ford for 

many years, and 6 Assistants to the President with such duties as Economic Affairs, 

Domestic Affairs, Public Liaison, and of course, the premier Nixon holdover, Assistant 

for National Security Affairs Kissinger.1  To say the least, this was a confusing 

organization, some of whose problems will be explored below. 

 

 We must now go back a bit to explain how Kissinger became Secretary of State in 

September 1973.  After his reelection by an overwhelming majority in November 1972, 

                                                 
1 Hartmann, Robert T., Palace Politics: An Inside Account of the Ford Years (New York, 
1980), p. 433.  
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Nixon had wanted to replace Rogers with Kenneth Rush, one of Nixon's law professors, 

later an industrialist and the negotiator of the Berlin settlement in 1971, and, above all, 

someone who got along with Kissinger relatively well.  Rogers, however, had balked, 

pleading with Nixon for another 6 months so it would not appear that Kissinger had eased 

him out.2  Nixon assented.  He tried again, and succeeded, in dislodging Rogers the 

following summer, but by this time the Watergate floods were raging around his 

presidency, and he had no choice but to place Kissinger himself in the Secretary's chair, 

nor, without risking a disruptive storm, could he replace him at the White House. At this 

time Kissinger's prestige and credibility was far greater than his own.  Nixon appears not 

even to have raised the question of whether Kissinger should step down from his White 

House post as he assumed his new one, and so Henry Kissinger became the first and only 

person to hold the positions of Secretary of State and Assistant for National Security 

Affairs simultaneously.  Ford's transition team recommended that Brent Scowcroft 

replace Kissinger in this position as soon as Ford became President, but Ford chose to 

ignore its advice. 

 

     Ford had enormous admiration for Kissinger and treated him as primus inter pares 

among his substantive advisers during his entire administration.  Ford not only admitted 

that Kissinger was "smarter than I was," but found this fact "refreshing."  He had no 

claims to be a foreign policy conceptualizer and left this field to Kissinger as a matter of 

course: he did not feel his own position as a leader was threatened by this fact.  While 

Kissinger retained his self doubts, he was now working for a far more tranquil man and 

found the relationship with Ford easier.  He liked and trusted Ford. 

 

 The structure of the NSC was unchanged during the Ford administration.3  The 

Review Group, Verification Panel, Washington Special Action Group, regional 

committees, and other established panels continued to meet and to grind out 

recommendations or options, though at a slower pace, for the full NSC or the President 

himself.  Formal NSC meetings, however, had quite a different character under Ford.  

                                                 
2 Isaacson, Kissinger, p. 475. 
3 NSDM 265, Gerald R. Ford Library website as of 11/28/07. 
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Instead of usually just listening and making decisions later, like Nixon, he took a very 

active part in the discussion.  Usually he was well briefed and spoke to the point.  He 

sometimes actually announced or even made decisions during them, as in the meeting on 

SALT just before Kissinger's last visit to Moscow in January 1976 and the Mayaguëz 

affair.  Ford, however, hardly used the formal NSC as his sole vehicle for discussion, 

analysis, or decision on major foreign policy and defense issues.  The formal NSC met 33 

times during his time in office, or about once every 3&1/2 weeks.  But the meetings were 

restricted in topic.  17 of them, over half the total, dealt in whole or in part with the SALT 

II negotiations, which Ford described during one of them as "probably the most important 

decision I will have to make this term."4  This, of course, was a complex, slowly 

developing topic, seemingly ideally suited to extended deliberation.  At the opposite 

extreme was Ford's penchant for using the formal NSC to backstop crises and other fast 

moving situations, such as the evacuation of Saigon at the end of April, 1975 (two 

meetings over 5 days), and the Mayaguez incident soon thereafter (5 meetings over 4 

days).  Other topics were various aspects of U.S. defense requirements (5), Israeli 

military requests (3), other phases of the South Vietnamese collapse (2), Kissinger trip 

reports, and intelligence.  Notable by their absence were meetings on the Cyprus crisis of 

summer/fall, 1974, and any extended deliberation or reporting on Kissinger's Middle East 

shuttle diplomacy, which the Secretary kept close to himself and the President. 

 

 The Ford administration, while by no means a failure, was during its brief life 

unusually vulnerable to a barrage of criticism from both ends of the political spectrum.  

Ford started with overwhelming public approval, engendered by his excellent brief 

inaugural address and the contrast his open personality made with Nixon's.  In early 

September his approval rating stood at over 70%.  Then, just a month after taking office, 

and just days after indicating publicly that any decision on a pardon would wait upon 

prosecutorial action, he pardoned Richard Nixon for any crimes "he may have 

committed" against the United States, and his predecessor accepted the pardon. The 

decision was mightily unpopular; moreover many citizens suspected a corrupt pre-

                                                 
4 Minutes of National Security Council Meeting, January 8, 1976; Gerald R. Ford Library 
website, Minutes of NSC Meetings, as of ll/182007. 
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resignation bargain: Ford's promise to pardon Nixon in exchange for the latter's prompt 

resignation.  There is little evidence to support this conclusion.  It is far more likely that 

the precipitate pardon decision was a result of Ford's desire to put the Watergate scandal 

to rest and his fears regarding Nixon's health and wellbeing.5   Whatever the long-term 

benefits, the pardon sank Ford's popularity.  Overnight, his approval rating slipped to 

50%, and remained mediocre for most of his term.   

 

 A little over a year later, another decision was almost as poorly received.  This 

was the so-called "October massacre" in which Ford replaced his Secretary of Defense, 

James Schlesinger with Donald Rumsfeld and his CIA head, William Colby, with George 

H.W. Bush.  Kissinger lost his NSC slot but remained Secretary of State and the principal 

mover in foreign policy.  Brent Scowcroft, his former deputy at NSC, now his successor, 

was no threat to Kissinger, although the Secretary moped for a while over the change.  

Richard Cheney, Rumsfeld's deputy, replaced him at the White House and instituted, with 

Ford's approval, a somewhat more pyramidal structure in the White House staff.   Last 

but far from least, Nelson Rockefeller, (confirmed by the Senate in December 1974), 

after prodding by Ford, announced that he would not be a candidate for a full term as 

Vice President.  Accounting for these decisions is not difficult, but their bunching 

together was both mysterious and inept. 

 

 Political advisers convinced Ford that he could not win Southern primaries in the 

1976 election with Rockefeller on the ticket, but the latter’s unceremonious removal 

came only a year after Ford had proudly nominated him as the best possible man for the 

job.  The transition team had advised Ford both to fire Schlesinger, whom Ford disliked, 

and promote Scowcroft from the beginning, and such changes made at the outset would 

have caused little comment.  The general reaction in October 1975, however, was that 

Ford was bumbling about.6  In retrospect the entire package seems an attempt to shore up 

Ford's position in the Republican Party and perhaps head off a primary challenge by 

Ronald Reagan.  If so, it failed in its object, for Reagan announced his run in December.  

                                                 
5 A good discussion of the pardon is in Hartmann, Palace Politics, 240-271. 
6 Ibid., 360-379; Henry Kissinger, Years of Renewal (New York, 1999), 834-844.   
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And once again, Ford lost ground in the polls.  The examples of formal NSC activity 

discussed below, therefore, should be seen in the context of an almost steady loss of 

presidential influence and prestige. 

  

 The Mayaguëz Incident: Spoiling for a Fight.  On May 12, 1975, just two weeks 

after the fall of Saigon and the evacuation of the U.S. Embassy by helicopters landing on 

the roof, Cambodian sailors intercepted and detained the American merchant container 

ship Mayaguëz as it plyed a recognized international trading route.  It was clear to Ford 

that he must act forcefully in this situation.  As he later wrote, with specific reference to 

the collapse in Indochina, "We would not permit our setbacks to become a license to 

others to fish in troubled waters.  Rhetoric alone, I knew, would not persuade anyone that 

America would stand firm.  They would have too see proof of our resolve.  The 

opportunity to show that proof came without warning."7  The quote makes clear the dual 

purposes of the U.S. response to the seizure.  One was of course to rescue the ship and its 

crew.  But another, especially in the thinking of Ford and Kissinger (and perhaps 

dominant in the latter's intention), was to demonstrate that the United States, even in ths 

face of recent defeat, could not be provoked with impunity. 

 

 This mini-crisis lasted just four days.  One of the primary venues Ford chose for 

his policy forming and decision making alike was four meetings of the full NSC held 

over three days, with a fifth held as a sort of post-mortem.  Apart from the evacuation of 

Saigon, which also prompted two NSC meetings, the incident was Gerald Ford's only 

crisis that demanded any sort of military action.  Ford's choice of the full NSC for 

moment-by-moment decision- making was a novelty.  Eisenhower and Nixon had 

sometimes announced or confirmed, but seldom made, decisions in NSC meetings; 

Nixon, as we have seen had held NSC meetings at the time of the Cambodian incursion 

to give dissenters a hearing.  Kennedy and Johnson had eschewed decisio- making in this 

forum and Johnson had invented an alternative, the Tuesday lunch.  Did Ford's 

innovation work well? 

                                                 
7 Gerald R. Ford, A Time to Heal: The Autobiography of Gerald R. Ford (New York, 
1979), 175. 
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 Ford's NSC meetings had comparatively lean attendance compared to those of 

most administrations and these five were no exception.  Attendance varied from 11 to 15, 

averaging 13, and typically included, besides the four statutory members and Kissinger, 

the JCS Acting Chairman, the DCI, the Deputy Secretaries of State and Defense, Deputy 

National Security Adviser Scowcroft, Rumsfeld and two or three other White House 

aides. 

 

 The crisis was a fast-moving situation in which intelligence was notably poor, 

especially at the outset. At the first meeting,8 held at noon May 12, CIA Director William 

Colby presented a lengthy report that stressed that the ship, presumably including the 

crew, was well on the way to the mainland Cambodian port of Kompong Son.  Secretary 

of Defense James Schlesinger confirmed this and added that his intelligence sources put 

the ship only an hour away from the port.  Both reports were wrong.  In reality the ship 

had remained at anchor at Koh Tang island, quite near where the ship had been captured.  

Consequently most of the options discussed at this meeting assumed that the ship would 

be in port and the crew taken to the mainland.  Members proposed such measures as 

blockading or mining the harbor, or seizing "a small island" (Schlesinger) as hostage to 

exchange for the crew.  Kissinger and Rockefeller fired the opening guns in their 

campaign to make the incident a test of American determination; the latter called for "a 

violent response."  The only firm decisions reached at this meeting were to get U.S. naval 

forces, including an aircraft carrier, to the area as soon as possible, and to issue 

immediately a press statement demanding the ship's return. 

 

 By the time of the second NSC meeting, air reconnaissance had discovered the 

actual location of the ship and also observed people being disembarked.  Discussion 

shifted to a wide-ranging discussion of tactics for recovering both ship and crew, largely 

led by Schlesinger, who focused on the need and the tactical alternatives to keep the 

Mayaguëz out of Kompong Son and get the crew back, with "punishment" reserved for 

                                                 
8 All description of and quotes from the five NSC meeting, May 12-15, are based on 
partially declassified transcripts from he Ford Library website. 
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later, in the form of sinking some Cambodian ships.  Kissinger was absent, and it was 

Rockefeller who took up the cudgels for conspicuous toughness:  "I do not think the 

freighter is the answer.  The issue is how we respond."  He advocated sinking Cambodian 

ships "until they respond," which would also avoid the casualties involved in one of the 

options, a Marine landing on Koh Tang.  Schlesinger responded that we didn't know 

Cambodian motives for the seizure, and that they might retaliate in turn by sinking the 

ship.  Ford guided the discussion, as he had the day before, by making sure all views 

were heard, asking questions, and summarizing the options in a way that simultaneously 

indicated his tentative decisions.  He did not comment on the extended international 

reaction, as had Rockefeller and, previously, Kissinger.  The decisions were to stop all 

boats coming to and from Koh Tang (but trying to halt or turn them around, rather than 

sinking them, if Americans were spotted aboard), and to prepare for capture of the ship 

and a possible Marine landing (from Thai bases) on Koh Tang.   

 

 Shortly before the NSC met for the second time that day in the late evening, Ford 

had received word that a pilot (apparently based in Thailand) had refrained from sinking 

a Cambodian ship because he thought he saw "Caucasians" aboard.  There ensued a 

rather cold-blooded discussion, initiated by the President, of whether it would have been 

better for the initial order to have simply instructed the pilots to sink all Cambodian ships 

leaving or going to Koh Tang, and whether such an order should go out now.  At first 

Kissinger was worried that if they reached the mainland, they could be held for 

bargaining.  Schlesinger retorted that "avoiding bargaining chips is less of an objective" 

than allowing the Cambodians to state that the U.S. planes had killed Americans.  In 

response to Ford's direct question, "Should we let them go into port?", Kissinger agreed 

with Schlesinger that they would "take a beating" if they killed Americans.  This was the 

decision, and the Cambodian ship carrying the Americans made it to the mainland. 

Incongruously, Kissinger later said that the initial order should have ordered all boats to 

be sunk, to which Ford responded: "Right." 

 

 Most of the remainder of the discussion was of contingencies, risks, and timing of 

the forthcoming operations on the ship and Koh Tang island.  Also, bombing of 

 421



Kompong Son was now an option, with the arrival of the aircraft carrier in the vicinity.  

Ford wanted it understood that "we have to assume that the Americans were taken from 

the island and that some of them were killed."  In other words the operations they were 

undertaking were not only risky, but also very uncertain of success.  Kissinger argued 

strongly for bombing Kompong Son: 

 

 It is not just enough to get the ship's release….I think we should seize the island, 

seize the ship, and hit the mainland.  I am thinking not of  Cambodia, but of  Korea and 

of the Soviet Union and of others. 

 

Kissinger spoke too of doing "something that will impress the Koreans and the Chinese." 

 

 Deputy Secretary of Defense William Clements later warned:  

 

"not to lose sight of our objectives…These…are to get the Americans and the ship.  If we 

want to punish people, that's another thing….dropping a lot of bombs on the mainland 

will not help us with the release of the Americans."  

 

 Philip Buchen, the President's counsel, was the only other dissenter, on the ground 

that bombing the mainland would violate the Cooper-Church Amendment, which 

prohibited operations in Indochina which were not entirely defensive. 

 

 The bombing advocates, joined by Ford-"Phil and I have been arguing for years"-

had their way.  The public justification, in good part true though perhaps not the primary 

motive, being to prevent reinforcement of Koh Tang island during the Marine operations 

there.  The meeting ended with discussion of ways of informing Congress and the public 

of the forceful measures agreed on. 

 

 The fourth NSC meeting took place the following day, in a context of imminent 

operations to follow against the Koh Tang island and Kompong Son.  Marines were to 

capture the ship and search the island for the Americans.  All present were aware that no 
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Americans might be found on either ship or island, since at least some of them had been 

observed being taken to the mainland.  As Kissinger put it, "Taking the island if they are 

not there is easier to explain than not taking it if they are."  Air strikes would hit both 

airfield and port at Kompong Som, with the twin objectives of both interdicting 

Cambodian reinforcement of Koh Tang and making a conspicuous show of force.  

Kissinger said: "My recommendation is to do it ferociously."  At several points he 

argued, though not adamantly, for a strike against Cambodian planes at Pnomh Penh 

airport as well.  Much of the meeting was taken up on whether to use B-52s or carrier 

planes only.  In the actual strikes, only the latter were used. 

 

 If the American were not found, the strategy seemed to be (hinted by Kissinger) 

of reverting to ultimata, mining Kompong Som harbor, and perhaps taking Cambodians 

prisoner to promote an exchange.  The meeting concluded with a lengthy discussion of 

the timing and mode of consultation with Congress-it proved to be minimal-and of 

making public statements. 

 

 Between this and the last of the meetings on Cambodia the next morning, the 

entire operation and recovery of all the crewmen had transpired.  Marines had invaded 

Koh Tang, and found no Americans.  They found, however, unexpectedly fierce 

resistance on the island: 41 marines were killed.  A destroyer had captured the Mayaguëz.  

Three waves of carrier-based planes had hit Kompong Som airport and ports.  These 

operations did not rescue the crew members.  Instead, the Cambodians released them 

from an island near Kompong Som and embarked them on a Thai fishing boat, which set 

forth bedecked with white flags.  This occurred almost simultaneously with the operation 

on Koh Tang and before the air strikes. 

 

 Almost simultaneously with the landings on Koh Tang, the Cambodians broadcast 

that they were "expelling" the crew.  This news did not reach Washington until almost an 

hour and a half after the broadcast, and over one hour after the crew was aboard the 

fishing boat.  Since the broadcast had no details, Ford, after consultation with both 

Schlesinger and Kissinger, ordered the air strikes to go ahead as planned.  The crew was 
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spotted and picked up by a destroyer almost four hours after the broadcast, and a full two 

hours after Ford's final order.9

 

 Hence the fifth final NSC meeting the next morning was a post-mortem.  All 

present were elated, and Ford congratulated Schlesinger on a job well done.  But 

subsequently during the meeting, the atmosphere changed when Ford learned that the 

fourth air strike had not occurred, despite the fact that at the previous meeting the 

President had specified that strikes "should not stop until we tell them," and later that 

there be "at least four" of them.  Ford had not countermanded his order, despite the fact 

that a fourth strike would have taken place after Washington had learned the crew was 

safe. Moreover the strikes had not used the full complement of available aircraft, as Ford 

had been led to believe. Ford asked Kissinger to consult him for a few minutes in private.  

After Kissinger confirmed his understanding, he returned to the Cabinet Room and 

"coldly" asked Schlesinger for "a full factual report giving a summary of what 

happened."  Though "anxious to find out who had contravened my authority," Ford never 

determined why the fourth strike had not taken place, but "since we had achieved our 

objective, I let the matter drop."10

 

 It is not suggested here that all the decisions were made at these meetings, but 

some of them were, particularly those concerning certain public statements, consultation 

with Congress, and whether and when to undertake the carrier strikes.  The meetings 

were frank and open. Ford apparently preferred the full NSC meeting for fast-moving 

events, for this and the fall of Saigon were the only times he used the NSC in such an 

operational manner.  Much later, in his memoirs, Kissinger wrote: 

 

 In retrospect-though I did not think so at the time-these events demonstrate the 

risk of planning military operations in the National Security Council without any 

preparatory work by a subordinate group and without any official short of the President 

                                                 
9 Chronology based on data in Kissinger, Years of Rebewal, 567-569. 
10 Quoted material, in order: NSC meeting held May 14; Kissinger, Years of Renewal, 
571 (two quotes); NSC meeting held May 15; Ford, Time for Healing, 284 (last two 
quotes).  
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being made responsible for the hour-by-hour coordination.  The NSC is better designed 

for overall discussions than for micromanagement.,,,The NSC is too unwieldy to 

supervise operations in that much detail.11

 

 Kissinger's remarks are in specific reference to the absence of a fourth strike and 

the failure to expend any ordnance on the first one, as well as non-use of the full 

complement of carrier aircraft.  The smaller forum he had in mind was the Washington 

Special Action group, set up early in the Nixon Administration to monitor crises and still 

continuing under Ford.  The reader will recall that Kissinger chaired this group, which 

comprised himself, the Deputy Secretaries of State and Defense, the DCI, and the 

Chairman of the JCS as core members.  Since Kissinger's appointment as Secretary of 

State, and particularly since the Nixon-Ford transition, this group had met less frequently: 

it convened only 26 times during the Ford years.  Yet it was still viable and had met nine 

times the past few weeks to monitor effectively the Indochina collapse and the evacuation 

from Saigon.  

 

 Obviously Kissinger had in mind that as chair of this group he or his deputy 

Scowcroft, whom the documentation shows was working very closely and comfortably 

with Ford by this time, could have conveniently and reliably relayed Ford's orders via the 

JCS Chairman or his representative, bypassing Schlesinger, whom Kissinger claimed was 

not really in the chain of command.12  Yet it is hard to see how having those orders 

issued via this different forum would have changed this particular result regarding the air 

strikes.  And Kissinger's same account includes an excerpt from another post-mortem 

conversation between Ford, Kissinger and Scowcroft in which Ford, backed up by 

Scowcroft, recalls that he gave the order direct to  CNO James Holloway "to continue the 

                                                 
11 Kissinger, Years of Renewal, 572-73. 
12 Ibid., 573.  Whatever ambiguities may have lurked in the chain of command at this 
time were cleared up by the Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 (Goldwater-Nichols 
Act), which clearly stated that the chain ran from the President through the Secretary of 
Defense to the combatant commanders, or, at the discretion of the President, through the 
Secretary to the commanders via the JCS Chairman. 
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strikes until I said to stop."13 (Also, the specification of "four" air strikes, which was not 

mentioned in the declassified portion of the May 14 meeting and may have been issued 

later, is somewhat contradictory to the order to continue until the President gave a 

specific order to stop.) Ford's instruction direct to the CNO would indicate that 

Schlesinger may not have been in the loop anyway. 

 

 As for unwieldiness, Kissinger cites the Ex Com of the Cuban missile crisis as an 

example of  a better forum than the supposedly bloated NSC.  Yet Ex Com was actually a 

more informal but enhanced version of the NSC which included all the principals plus a 

number of people brought in on an ad hoc basis!  Its average attendance was around 20-

21, as opposed to the 12-13 of the NSC's Mayaguëz cycle.  Ex Com was notable also for 

the extremely prominent role played by Defense Secretary McNamara in the discussion 

and shaping of decisions, which was actually a strong precedent for the active role played 

by Schlesinger in May 1975. 

 

 It may be that Kissinger's retrospective longing for a WSAG role in this crisis 

betrays a yearning for the time when he and Nixon largely ran the show between the two 

of them.  The Mayaguez incident reveals the difference between Kissinger as 

unquestioned primus inter pares, under Ford, and one-man policy monopolist, under 

Nixon. 

 

 SALT: Gerald Ford's No. 1 Foreign Policy Priority.   The Interim Agreement 

described in the last chapter was a temporary one, due to expire in 1977.  After the 1972 

summit negotiations for its replacement had proceeded slowly, hampered, like everything 

else in Nixon's last 18 months in office, by Watergate.  An important change in the 

American half of the negotiating team came when U. Alexis Johnson, formerly Under 

Secretary of State for Political Affairs, replaced Gerard Smith as head of the SALT 

delegation.  Johnson declined to succeed Smith as head of ACDA; he wanted his position 

not to be tied to any agency interest.  (Although Johnson headed the delegation as 

Ambassador at Large, another man was the official State representative.)  Johnson also 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 572. 
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stipulated that he be kept informed of all Kissinger's so-called "back channel" 

negotiations with Ambassador Dobrynin.14  Whether or not this stricture was fully 

observed, there is no doubt that Kissinger had a far better relationship with Johnson than 

with Smith.   When Kissinger became Secretary of State and Johnson's superior, the 

relationship was further clarified.  In general Kissinger and Johnson made their moves in 

a coordinated fashion, with fairly frequent consultations.  Henceforth the built-in 

confusion between Kissinger and the SALT delegation was largely avoided.  Other forms 

of confusion on the subject unfortunately took its place.  

 

 Gerald Ford took an active part in the 17 NSC meetings held on SALT during his 

term.15  Unlike Nixon, he liked to brief himself on the details of arms control, and he 

intervened in the discussions frequently.  His questions and his summarizations of issues 

were usually cogent and to the point.  He had had many years of experience with defense 

issues as a long-time member of the Defense Appropriations subcommittee.  On the other 

hand, he did not dominate the discussions.  Usually he liked to open the meeting by 

hearing an intelligence briefing, then, often, to turn to Kissinger for a presentation of the 

state of play in the negotiations and/or fresh negotiating options.  Discussion would then 

proceed informally. 

 

 Ford was not one of those presidents who fancied themselves as being their "own 

Secretary of State," like Kennedy or Nixon.  He was not competing with Kissinger, or 

with any other cabinet member.  He was presiding, over both the meetings and the 

executive branch, with the clear understanding that he had the ultimate power of decision.  

In this he resembled Eisenhower.  Unfortunately, however, he lacked the prestige of a 

former supreme allied commander who had been elected president by a clear-cut popular 

margin.  As nearly as one can tell from written minutes, the participants showed Ford 

respect but no particular deference.  For Ford, the ruse of holding meetings of principals 

without his own presence in order that his remarks would not sway others from speaking 

                                                 
14 U. Alexis Johnson (with Jef Olivarius McAllister), The Right Hand of Power 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey), 1984, 571-574. 
15 Much of his section is based on the transcripts and partial (excised) transcripts of 16 of 
the NSC meetings on SALT, as displayed on the Ford Library website as of  11/18/2007. 
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their minds, as employed by Kennedy during the Cuban missile crisis, appears not to 

have been necessary.  This situation had its strengths, as far as having an open NSC 

meeting was concerned. 

 

 Ford's first NSC meeting on SALT in September 1974 had what Alexis Johnson 

later characterized as an "excellent" discussion of the issues, but it was inconclusive.  The 

President made clear that he wanted a Treaty and that he would not approve negotiating 

positions which were designed to avoid obtaining one.  Though the meeting may have 

proved inconclusive, Johnson received soon after his return to Geneva, in NSDM 271, an 

instruction that he found to be precise and to the point. It called for the Delegation to 

strive for equal numbers of intercontinental launchers (the Interim Agreement had given 

the Soviets a numerical edge), for a sub-limit on MIRVed ICBMs, and for a formula on 

limitation of total throw-weight.  Among the other important objectives was that a "new 

agreement should not codify the existing and projected programs of the two sides,  but 

must also constrain the pace and magnitude of quantitative and qualitative developments 

in strategic offensive arms." 

 

 At a subsequent NSC meeting on SALT in October, Johnson praised these 

instruction as the "best I have ever had" since taking his SALT assignment and 

emphasized that the Soviets for their part had seemed unusually "flexible," hinting at 

possible change in their hitherto adamant stand that so-called Forward Based Systems 

(FBS)16 be included in the agreement and also at the possibility of a sub-limit on 

MIRVed missiles. 

 

 These indications of progress at Geneva were soon far surpassed, however, by the 

results of Kissinger's visit to Moscow in late October and the U.S.-Soviet summit 

conference held at Vladivostok in the Soviet Far East in November.  Now Leonid 

Brezhnev, ailing and deeply desirous of a SALT II Agreement to justify his long espousal 

of détente, acceded to a good many of the American proposals.  The two sides agreed on 

                                                 
16 This meant U.S. nuclear-capable aircraft, based in some NATO countries, which were 
capable of striking the Soviet Union.  The Soviets had no real equivalent. 
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equal aggregates of intercontinental launchers, 2400 apiece. Of these launchers, 1320 on 

each side could be MIRVed.  The biggest surprise of all was that the Soviets agreed not 

to count any of the American FBS in the total.  As Kissinger put it in the first NSC 

meeting held after Vladivostok, "We got far beyond what we thought we could." 

 

 What then intervened to prevent the conclusion of a SALT II Agreement during 

the Ford Administration?  We have already mentioned the general unfavorable political 

context in which the Ford Administration operated.  More specific problems included 

Brezhnev's poor health, divided counsels from the Congress, and, paradoxically enough, 

the very openness and straightforwardness of Ford's approach to the issues, as 

exemplified by his method of running his NSC meetings.  All three of these situational 

conditions interacted with remaining issues not covered by the Moscow/Vladivostok 

breakthrough to impede a final agreement.  

 

 In late December 1974 Leonid Brezhnev entered a hospital for a six-week stay.  

As of January 1975, Kissinger was hoping to wrap up the SALT II treaty by the 

following June, believing that Brezhnev would be in deep political trouble if he failed to 

deliver an agreement by then.  Brezhnev, however, stayed in the hospital for the full six 

weeks.   His recovery thereafter was slow and Soviet responsiveness on SALT issues was 

correspondingly sluggish. It was Brezhnev personally, not his advisers and Politburo 

peers, who had provided the impetus for Soviet concessions.  During this time opposition 

to the Vladivostok terms gathered force in the United States, on several different grounds. 

 

 Liberals in Congress were calling for an arms treaty yhat would actually bring 

about reductions in arms.  The administration made much of the fact that the 2400 limit 

on launchers was actually lower than that in the Interim Agreement, since the latter did 

not include intercontinental bombers as launchers whereas the Vladivostok formula did, 

but could not hide the fact that at least as far as MIRVed launchers were concerned, both 

sides were building up to the "limit," while the U.S. was far below the aggregate launcher 

limit and the S.U. would need to make only minor reductions, some already planned. (In 

Kissinger's scheme of things, SALT II was to be for stabilization or a "floor"; reductions 
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would follow on in a third agreement to succeed the then-projected expiration of SALT II 

in 1985, for which negotiations would commence immediately after the conclusion of 

SALT II.) Hence some of the liberal support that the administration was counting on for 

ratification of SALT II was a bit lukewarm.  Far more threatening was the gathering 

opposition to SALT II from the right, that is the right on the foreign policy spectrum, 

because one of the deepest and most influential SALT skeptics was Senator Henry M. 

Jackson Democrat of Washington, a strong liberal on many domestic issues, aided by a 

an able staff which included Richard Perle, later a prominent neoconservative. 

 

 Jackson zeroed in on the question of whether the Backfire bomber, which the 

Soviet regarded as a medium-range weapon for use in "peripheral" (non-strategic) 

conflicts, should be included in the 2400 hundred aggregate.  The Soviets were 

adamantly opposed to this and never yielded, though approached on it several times.   

There was great debate over its range, with CIA and others contending that it could reach 

the U.S. on one-way missions.  If so, however, what was to differentiate it from the 

U.S./NATO FBS, which at Vladivostok the Soviets had agreed not to count.  These, from 

their NATO bases, could easily reach the Soviet Union on one-way missions.   

 

 Though in his memoirs Kissinger described the Backfire as a plane with a normal 

range of 2,000 miles (hence a medium bomber), at the NSC meeting held January 29, 

1975 he stated that it had the same range as an older Soviet plane, the Bison, "which we 

have always counted as a heavy bomber.  Thus there's a good case that it [the Backfire] 

should be counted."  Schlesinger agreed, though he agreed with Kissinger that "[w]e may 

eventually have to fall back on this one."  It appears that Kissinger made a serious tactical 

error by encouraging Johnson, as the latter put it, "to give it a try 'to see what we could 

get out of it.'"  Once the Backfire became a part of he American negotiating position, the 

eventual failure to include it made the SALT II Treaty as signed look deficient.17

 

                                                 
17 MSC Meeting Held January 29, 1975, Ford Library website as of 11/18/07; Kissinger, 
Years of Renewal, p. 347; Johnson, Right Hand of Power, p. 607. 
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 The other great obstacle to finalizing SALT II was the question of cruise missiles.  

These were a new development, subsonic missiles of potentially great range and, with 

their electronic guidance, potentially greater accuracy than ICBMS.  They could be 

launched from the ground, airplanes, surface ships, and submarines.  There was great 

controversy in the negotiations as to how they should be defined, how their limitation to 

various ranges and categories and subcategories could be verified, and so forth.  The NSC 

discussions show all Defense representatives, Schlesinger, Rumsfeld, Deputy Secretary 

Clements, and JCS representatives alike, showing great enthusiasm for them.  Clements 

liked to stress how far ahead of the Soviets the United States was in this technology, 

Schlesinger repeatedly expressed himself as "excited" by their potential, particularly in 

third-world conflicts.  It does not require too much imagination to wonder if the DOD's 

interest in the Backfire counting issue was in actuality a stalking horse to avoid an 

agreement altogether so that cruise missile development could progress unhindered.  

Certainly both Kissinger and Johnson in retrospect believed half of this: that the Backfire 

issue was raised to avoid an agreement. 

 

 Late in 1975 Ford and Kissinger resolved on one last effort to finalize an 

agreement.  Kissinger would go to Moscow to try to break the deadlock in late January.  

Several NSC meetings were held in preparation for his trip.  A final negotiating position 

was determined at an NSC meeting only hours before his flight.  He would first try to 

have the Backfire included in the total.  If this failed, as Kissinger was certain it would, a 

formula in which only some Backfires were counted would be put forward.  Then, but 

only after receiving confirmatory instructions after Ford held yet another NSC meeting, 

Kissinger would be authorized to present the option he thought most doable, that is, one 

in which Backfires and certain cruise missiles launched from surface ships (which the 

Soviets had hitherto wanted banned) would be covered in a separate agreement alongside 

the ten-year SALT II Agreement.18

 

                                                 
18 This separate agreement would have been negotiated as one on so-called "hybrid 
systems," that is, systems not developed as intercontinental weapons but which had some 
intercontinental capability. 
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 As soon as Brezhnev, as expected, flatly turned down any inclusion of Backfire 

under the 2400 total, Kissinger wired back for instructions, hoping to put forward the 

fallback proposal for a separate agreement.  Ford, according to plan, convened the NSC 

once again-only to be confronted with a nonchalant reversal of the supposed Pentagon 

position by the acting JCS chief, CNO James Holloway, who said: "We have no surface 

ship SLCM program at this time." After some probing Ford retorted: "This absolutely 

surprises me….How could you put this forth.  I am dumbfounded by what you are saying 

today."  After some more parrying on various possibilities, the meeting broke up in 

confusion.  Ford was, according to Scowcroft, "angrier than I have ever seen him.  He 

ranted about the total inconsistency with previous Defense positions…"19

 

 Left, by his own account, without instructions, Kissinger set aside while in 

Moscow any sort of ancillary agreement on the Backfire and managed to negotiate some 

refinements of Vladivostok, such as a reduction of the 2400 total to "2300 or below," a 

formula for counting cruise missiles carried on bombers within the MIRV totals, a 

definition of "heavy" missiles, and several other refinements.  There was also a Soviet 

offer of a potential commitment not to deploy Backfire against the U.S.  Returning home, 

Kissinger states he found that while the Pentagon was willing to proceed with SALT on 

the basis of a separate agreement linking Backfire to certain cruise missiles, he judged 

that its support would be less than whole-hearted; he therefore recommended that a 

SALT agreement proceed on its own, with any agreement on Backfire and most cruise 

missiles left for later negotiations; Brezhnev, however, who wanted no loose ends, 

rejected this proposal.20

 

 Thus the many NSC meetings on SALT, together with the many Verification 

Panel meetings that generated the various options, were no guarantee that a SALT 

agreement would emerge. The last Ford meeting on SALT, held in July 1976, reveals the 

same sort of swirling, free-for-all controversy over the role of cruise missiles, as do 

                                                 
19 Kissinger, Years of Renewal, 855-857; Minutes of NSC Meeting held January 21, 
1976. 
20 Kissinger, Years of Renewal, 858-86; Minutes of NSC Mettings held February 11 and 
July 30, 1976. 
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earlier ones.  As Rumsfeld put it toward the end of that meeting:  "All of us want SALT 

and we should go back to them [the Soviets].  But the question is go back to them with 

what."  The fact that Ford showed a fair amount of mastery of the details of SALT-or 

even superior savvy, as when he repeatedly shot down proposals to push mobile missiles 

as a part of SALT, understanding instinctively that the Congress would not agree to put 

them in any particular U.S. state or region-could not mask his reluctance to bite the 

bullet.  If he wanted a SALT Agreement, he would at some point have had to overrule the 

Pentagon, and this he dared not do.  Honest, open and able discussions could not keep 

détente from unraveling in the face of growing right-wing unrest. 

 

 Gerald Ford's NSC.  President Ford largely operated within the NSC structure he 

had inherited from Nixon.  He did not make so copious a use of formal studies, but the 

previously established machinery did for the most part continue to function. There were, 

however, a few departures.  To distance himself somewhat from an almost 

overpoweringly influential Secretary of State/National Security Adviser, he belatedly 

deprived Kissinger of one of his two hats.  There was no difference in policy direction as 

a result of this change.  What changes in policy there were, as we have seen in the SALT 

example, came about for other reasons. Brent Scowcroft, who had already assumed de 

facto responsibility for the day-to-day operation of the NSC staff, worked easily with 

both Ford and Kissinger and had no significant policy differences with either. 

 

 The way in which Ford made use of the full National Security Council, however 

was innovative.  He actually used it occasional as a decision-making forum, with mixed 

results.  In spite of some problems, the Mayaguez operation was a (qualified) success; the 

Saigon evacuation was in its way a success, as a rescue operation; the problems with 

SALT went far beyond the mode of making decisions. 

 

 In February 1976, in part as a result of the 1975 report of the blue-ribbon 

Commission on the Operations of Government for the Conduct on Foreign Policy,21 

                                                 
21 [Report of]  the Commission on the Organization of the Governmen for the Conduct of 
Foreign Policy (Washington, 1975).  The Commission was informally known as the 
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chaired by former Under Secretary of State Robert Murphy, a body which Congress had 

legislated in 1973, and of the work of the Senate (Church) and House (Pike) special 

committees set up in 1975 to investigate CIA abuses, Ford issued an Executive Order 

reorganizing the intelligence structure of the NSC and making various other reforms.22  It 

was perhaps intended to head off legislation on the subject; if so, it failed in its object 

when in 1978 the Congress passed the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act and other 

legislation, discussed in the following chapter. 

 

 Ford's Executive Order abolished the previous NSC intelligence structure.  The 40 

Committee for oversight of covert operations, like its predecessor the 303 Committee, 

had consisted of the Assistant for National Security Affairs as Chairman, with the Deputy 

Secretary of Defense, the Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, the Attorney 

General and the DCI as members.  The Executive Order upgraded its successor, the 

Operations Advisory Group, to cabinet level (with chair to be determined by the 

President), retained the DCI, added the JCS chair, reduced the AG to observer status, and 

added the OMB Director as an onsevrer too.  The intent, of course, was to demonstrate 

greater vigilance over the control of covert activity.  The Order replaced the other NSC 

Committee established by Nixon, the Intelligence Committee (membership highly similar 

to the 40 Committee), itself established to tighten NSC oversight over the intelligence 

community as a whole, with a Committee on Foreign Intelligence, which was designed to 

do the same thing more effectively.  In a departure, the DCI was chairman, rather than the 

NSC Adviser. The two other members were the Deputy Secretary of Defense for 

Intelligence and the Deputy Assistant for National Security Affairs.  This streamlined 

committee was to control budget and resource allocation for the entire national 

intelligence apparatus-a major attempt to make the statutorily-mandated NSC and DCI 

control over the entire intelligence structure, an objective ever since 1947, a reality.  This 

new machinery, however, was in effect for only a year before being swept away by the 

Carter administration and hence did not get a full trial.  

                                                                                                                                                 
Murphy Commission after its chair, Robert D. Murphy, former Under Secretary of State 
for Political Affairs.  
22 Executive Order 11905, February 18, 1976; Weekly Compilation of Presidential 
Documents, Vol. 12, No. 8, February 23, 1976. 
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 The Order contained other provisions more enduring, partly because they were 

later embodied in the FISA Act, notably, a prohibition on conducting or forwarding of 

political assassinations by U.S. Government employees, and other language limiting 

domestic surveillance by intelligence agencies.   

 

 The Murphy Report made many recommendations affecting the NSC that were 

ignored.  One was legislation making the Secretary of the Treasury a statutory member of 

the NSC.  This was never enacted, although many presidents have made the Treasury 

secretary a de facto member of the NSC.  More important, the Commission called for 

many measures to integrate economic policy more fully into the NSC structure.  Ford, 

however was feeling more heat on the intelligence question than anything else, and so 

concentrated on this issue. 
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Chapter IX 

 

Jimmy Carter’s Experiment in Collegiality 

 

 Jimmy Carter was a loner in politics, and this trait is responsible for many of his 

strengths as well as some of his weaknesses.  Born and raised in relative affluence on a 

peanut farm in southwestern Georgia, he grew up hardworking, deeply religious, and 

motivated to succeed in life.  Politics was not his first choice of livelihood: from the age 

of seven he was determined to attend Annapolis, an ambition that he attained.  He 

graduated in the top tenth of his class and was admitted by Admiral Hyman Rickover to 

the Navy’s elite nuclear submarine program.  (He was the only President to have a 

thorough understanding of nuclear physics.)  After some years in the Navy, however, 

Carter’s father died, and the future President returned to Georgia to run the family 

enterprises, now heavily weighted toward warehousing and processing rather than 

growing crops.  He had already decided that he had moral doubts about a military career, 

and missed the web of community he had experienced in Plains.  For Carter was 

personable without being gregarious, capable of maintaining a wide acquaintanceship 

and an active involvement in community affairs despite being, basically, an introvert.  He 

proved a capable businessman and civic leader.  He did not get into politics until 1962, 

when he ran successfully for the State Senate.  Thus he had a total of only 18 years as a 

politician, including the Presidency, as against 7 years in the Navy and another nine 

exclusively in business.  Carter succeeded in politics, as he had in business, by 

combining high intelligence, application, energy, an incredible mastery of detail, and a 

knack for getting others to do what he wanted.  He was very bright; people as diverse as 

Speaker of the U.S. House Tip O’Neill, newsman Walter Cronkite, and Katherine 

Graham, publisher of the Washington Post, believed Carter to be the single most 

intelligent President they had ever dealt with. 

 

 In 1970 Carter was elected Governor of Georgia and it was at this point, despite a 

fundamentally successful term in office, that some of the flaws that would trouble his 

administration as President became more apparent.  He regarded himself as a tribune of 

the people and tended to look down on the wheeling and dealing of his former legislative 
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colleagues.  Yet he was still able to deal effectively with the legislature because of the 

web of relationships, some friendly, some merely of mutual convenience, which he had 

built up over the years throughout the state. 

 

 Transition and Cabinet Selections.  Upon arrival in Washington, where he had 

never spent an appreciable amount of time in any capacity, Carter did not have a network 

of national political allies comparable to the one he had enjoyed in Georgia.  His national 

rise, via the Democratic party’s recently revamped and more open primary system, had 

been based on an exploitation of mass media and the widespread public discontent with 

familiar political faces which followed Watergate and President Ford’s pardon of Richard 

Nixon.  More than any previous successful candidate, Carter had won by “running 

against Washington,” a place he didn’t know much about.  Though Carter chose fellow 

Georgian Jack Watson to run his transition team, the latter made heavy use of 

Washington insiders in assembling his recommendations.  Watson’s operation was 

largely duplicated by a competing group at the Democratic National Committee, and 

presidential adviser Hamilton Jordan also strove to cut down Watson’s influence.  

Nonetheless, the net result was a predominantly experienced and Washington-savvy 

cabinet team, but one with few previous ties to Carter.  On the domestic side, Carter’s 

problems were exemplified by the appointment of Joseph Califano as Secretary of Health 

and Human Services.  Califano had outstanding abilities and wide government 

experience in both domestic and foreign policy under Lyndon Johnson-but he was a 

traditional liberal who was poles apart from Carter on such crucial issues as welfare 

policy. 

 

 For Secretary of State, Carter chose Cyrus Vance, a lawyer with many years of 

service in government positions, most recently as Deputy Secretary of Defense under 

Lyndon Johnson.  Harold Brown, a brilliant physicist and administrator who had been a 

member of McNamara’s team during the Kennedy administration, became Secretary of 

Defense.  Michael Blumenthal, who had been chief U.S. negotiator in the Kennedy 

Round of tariff negotiations, was Carter’s first Treasury Secretary.  Of the national 

security cabinet-level team, only Admiral Stansfield Turner, the new DCI, who had 
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known Carter in the Navy, and UN Ambassador Andrew Young, a civil rights activist 

from Georgia, were new to high office in Washington. 

 

 The Carter White House.  For his White House staff, Carter’s key appointments 

were all Georgians who had served him as Governor and in campaigns.  A similar 

regionally-based staff had worked well under Kennedy, but Carter’s men were less 

experienced in national politics and did not work as smoothly together.  Jody Carter was 

an exemplary press secretary, but other key aides were controversial.  Frank Moore was a 

poor choice for congressional relations, but Carter stood by him-at the expense of 

effectiveness in getting his legislative program through Congress.  Watson, who had 

perhaps hoped to be Chief of Staff, wound up as Secretary to the Cabinet.  Carter’s most 

controversial staff member was Hamilton Jordan, who functioned as political analyst, 

policy strategist, and all-around alter ego.  Jordan knew Carter’s mind better than anyone 

else on the staff, and wrote shrewd and trenchant memos and analyses.  He was 

sometimes able to save the President from political pitfalls, for Carter’s sense of himself 

as a tribune of the people, and his distaste for the political game, redoubled after he 

reached the game’s apex.  Jordan often reminded Carter of political reality.  

Unfortunately Jordan created his own pitfalls.  These were occasioned not so much by 

what he did as the way he did it.  Jordan was at the forefront of the “anti-Washington” 

tendency in the Carter camp, and he showed it in his sharp tongue and a habit of not 

returning telephone calls from Washington insiders.  At least partly as a result, he was 

accused in the press of taking cocaine, insulting dinner partners, misbehavior in bars, 

etc.1 That Jordan was later shown not to have done at least some of these things did not 

change the fact that his fundamental provocative attitude hurt the administration’s 

performance as much as his shrewd counsels helped it. 

 

 In the end Carter, like all Democratic presidents before Clinton, chose no Chief of 

Staff and adhered to the “spokes on a wheel” concept. Like Kennedy, he actually used the 

phrase with approval.  Carter wanted to work directly with his cabinet and with key 

                                                 
1Jordan refuted the cocaine charge in court and was acquitted.  For a strong though 
avowedly partisan defense of Jordan in some of the other incidents, see Jody Powell, The 
Other Side of the Story  (New York, 1984), passim, especially 109-117, 235-256. 
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White House staffers, and to this end made himself accessible.  Jordan’s presence 

reinforced this tendency, for although he was obviously first among equals among the 

staff, he did not want to be designated Chief of Staff, correctly believing himself to lack 

the necessary administrative skill.  At the same time he engaged in severe-and probably 

unnecessary-infighting to maintain his position as number one adviser.  As months went 

by, the Carter White House gained a reputation in the media for barely-controlled chaos. 

 

 The most innovative, important and enduring of Carter’s organizational 

arrangements was his enhancement of the role of the Vice President.  Carter ordered that 

Mondale have an office in the West (office) Wing of the White House a short distance 

from his own, gave him a variety of important assignments, and arranged to keep him 

intensively informed on national security and foreign policy topics.  According to Carter, 

Mondale was the first Vice President to be fully briefed on procedures enabling the alert 

and use of nuclear weapons in the event he became President.2  And, along with Vance, 

Brown, Brzezinski, and the President himself, he was one of five officials to receive the 

President’s Daily Briefing (PDB) from the intelligence community.  On paper at least, 

Carter merged the presidential and vice-presidential staffs, and Mondale’s Chief of Staff 

Richard Moe became an important adviser to Carter too.  Lastly, Mondale and Brzezinski 

consulted frequently.  Mondale’s foreign policy thinking took domestic politics into 

account far more than Carter’s-hence in Middle Eastern issues, he leaned more closely 

toward Israel than the rest of the foreign policy team.  On the preeminent importance of 

SALT, however, he tended to be aligned with the others at the expense of Brzezinski, 

who believed in something very like Kissinger’s “linkage” on this issue.    

 

 Reorganizing the NSC.  The President-elect didn’t choose Zbigniew Brzezinski to 

the post of Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs until over a month 

after the election, but he had emerged by mid-1975 as Carter’s principal foreign policy 

adviser.  In the early 1970s Brzezinski had functioned as staff director of the Trilateral 

Commission, a collection of officials and private individuals who were working to 

strengthen ties, both governmental and informal, between Western Europe, the United 

                                                 
2 Carter, Jimmy, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President (New York, 1982), 40. 
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states, and Japan.  Carter in fact owed his membership on the Commission to 

Brzezinski’s influence, and the tie had become closer as Brzezinski had become  the 

foreign policy tutor of this rising politician. 

  

 There are of course many parallels between the careers of Kissinger and 

Brzezinski.  Both were born in Europe, were refugees from Nazism, came to the United 

States as adolescents, and made their first mark as academic analysts of foreign affairs.  

Like Kissinger, Brzezinski was preoccupied with power as a component of foreign 

policymaking, and in his conceptual analyses tended to a broad-brush approach.  He 

reminded George Ball of one of those academics who, in James Reston's phrase, 

"delighted in flinging continents about.”  Unlike Kissinger, he did not have any broad-

ranging theory of history, was less pessimistic about any overall “decline of the West,” 

and had a more sophisticated understanding of economic issues and third-world 

problems.  His concern was to combine “power with principle.”  He did not want to deny 

the traditional vein of idealism in U.S. foreign policy making, but to practice it with due 

attention to the necessary realities of power and influence.  To Carter, Brzezinski was the 

brilliant foreign policy conceptualizer who would balance Vance, perceived by both 

Carter and Brzezinski as a capable executor of foreign policy but not a theorist.  In 

discussing with Carter the choice of a Secretary of State during the transition, Brzezinski 

pointed to several models of relationship between a President and a strong Secretary of 

State, one of which was the traditional view of Eisenhower’s relationship with Dulles: a 

passive/inactive President dominated by a strong Secretary.  This cautionary image may 

have moved Carter to keep in place much of the NSC staff system perfected by Kissinger.  

For Carter wanted “the final decisions on foreign policy” to be “made by me in the Oval 

Office, and not in the State Department.”  He contrasted the small, innovative NSC staff, 

“adept at incisive analyses of strategic concepts and...prolific in the production of new 

ideas,” with the ponderous bureaucracy of the State Department, and regarded it as a plus 

that NSC staff “was not handicapped by the inertia of tenured bureaucracy or the 

responsibility for implementing policies after they were evolved.”3

 

                                                 
3Ibid., 52-53  
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 At the same time, Carter had strong motives for altering the Kissinger/Nixon 

system.  He wished to put his own organizational stamp on the NSC.  During his 

campaign he had criticized Kissinger as a “Lone Ranger” who had monopolized the 

foreign policy process-and so the power of the National Security Adviser had to be cut 

down.   As one instance of his own goals of economy and efficiency in government, he 

wanted to reduce the NSC staff and simplify the NSC-led interagency committee system 

that had evolved under Kissinger.  And, unlike Nixon, he wanted to give the State 

Department and its Secretary its due while carefully insuring the ultimate power of 

decision for himself.  He wanted to use Vance, whose negotiating and leadership skills he 

greatly respected, not undercut him.  Though even more of an outsider than Nixon, he 

had no competitive anxieties about working with traditional Eastern establishment 

institutions or individuals. 

 

 Brzezinski’s first proposal for an organizational structure outlined an NSC in 

which appropriate cabinet members would chair four of seven major committees 

(apparently the preexisting ones).  Brzezinski, however, would chair those committees 

dealing with arms control, crisis management, and intelligence.  Carter rejected this plan 

as overly complex.  During a discussion with Carter, Brzezinski outlined a proposal for 

only two committees.  All those chaired by cabinet members were collapsed into a Policy 

Review Committee (PRC), which would deal with foreign policy, defense policy, and 

international economics.  The appropriate cabinet secretary-State, Defense, or Treasury-

would chair the meetings, depending on meeting topic.  (In practice, Vance would run 

most of its meetings.)  The other, Special Coordination Committee (SCC), to be chaired 

by Brzezinski, dealt with all three of the topics that Brzezinski had specified for the 

National Security Adviser’s chair in the first plan.4  For the first time, cabinet members 

would be chairing an NSC committee. Both on paper and in practice there was a net 

reduction of the National Security Adviser’s power compared to the early 

Nixon/Kissinger model.   

 

                                                 
4Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security Adviser 
1977-1981 (New York, 1983), pp. 57-63. 
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 Note, however, that the Adviser’s power remained vastly enhanced compared to 

what it had been under Bundy or Rostow.  And, in some ways it was augmented even 

beyond the Kissinger model.  Because Carter wanted cabinet principals to attend NSC 

committee meetings, for the first time the Assistant to the President for National Security 

Affairs chaired meetings at which cabinet members were present.  Vance complained to 

Brzezinski about the assignment of SALT and crisis management to the SCC, but does 

not appear to have made any objection in principle to Brzezinski chairing a meeting at 

which he was present, nor to have regretted not doing so later.  Carter also gave 

Brzezinski cabinet rank.  Also unlike Kissinger, who initially had to go through 

Haldeman for an appointment with the President, Brzezinski from the start had instant 

direct access to Carter.  Along with Jordan and Powell, he needed only to determine that 

the President was alone in order to enter his office; all other staffers had to make 

appointments. 

 

 Another feature of the new system which Vance opposed, and which he protested 

to the President, was Brzezinski’s practice of not circulating his summaries of SCC and 

PRC meetings to the participants before they went to Carter.  Nor, if these meetings 

resulted in a decision, did Brzezinski circulate the resulting “Presidential Directive” in 

draft before it was issued.  Carter, fearful of leaks, refused to have the drafts circulated.  

Only if they came to the White House personally, an impractical option, could Vance and 

his colleagues review the drafts.  In retrospect, Vance regretted not “going to the mat” on 

the issue because the summaries sometimes contained  “discrepancies, occasionally 

serious ones, from my own recollection of what had been said, agreed, or 

recommended.”5

 

 In the interest of economy in government Carter cut the White House staff, and 

NSC staffing was affected too.  The NSC was cut to about 30 professionals plus support 

staff, and it did not expand significantly during Carter’s term.  Staff organization 

remained largely the same, with some changes in nomenclature.  There were regional 

“clusters,” or mini-desks, of one to three people apiece for Western Europe, Eastern 
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Europe/USSR, Middle East/North Africa, East Asia/China.  These were meant not to 

duplicate the State Department’s work, but to keep track of and monitor it.  Functional 

clusters included defense, intelligence coordination, international economics, science, 

and global issues.  An unusual innovation, attributed by some to Brzezinski’s experience 

on the trilateral commission, was his creation of a North/South cluster.  This included 

subsections for South Asia/UN, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America/Caribbean.  This 

arrangement bundled most Third World areas with the United Nations, which loomed 

large in U.S. relations with these regions.  Other novelties included the NSC’s own press 

and, from 1978 on, congressional liaison offices, the latter headed by future Secretary of 

State Madeleine Albright.   

 

 Most staffers were recruited from the same mix of diplomatic, intelligence, 

military, and academic backgrounds as had become familiar at NSC since the Johnson 

Administration.  One thread of appointments came from the Church Committee, which 

had investigated the CIA a few years previously.  Most of this group turned out to be 

hardliners.  Notable academics were “national security planner” Samuel P. Huntington of 

Harvard and China specialist Michel Oksenberg from the University of Michigan.   

Brzezinski’s Deputy Adviser, David Aaron, was a veteran of Mondale’s senatorial staff 

and had served as Mondale’s designee on the Church Committee.  Overall, his views 

were closely similar to those of his boss.   

 

 Though capable of outbursts of temper, Brzezinski treated the NSC Staff far 

better than did Kissinger.  By and large the NSC under Brzezinski was a tranquil place, 

compared with both the Kissinger era and the rest of Carter’s own White House staff. 

 

 Besides reorganizing the NSC, Carter and Brzezinski also revised once again the 

nomenclature of formal, numbered papers.  The NSSMs of the Nixon/Ford 

administrations became Presidential Review Memoranda (PRMs, pronounced “prims”) 

and NSDMs became Presidential Directives, or PDs.  PDs were issued far more sparingly 

(63 in all) than the NSAMs and NSDMs which had preceeded them.  According to 

                                                                                                                                                 
5Cyrus Vance, Hard Choices: Critical Years in America’s Foreign Policy (New York, 
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Brzezinski the administration believed “that it would enhance their impact to confine 

them to matters of great significance.”  Carter normally signed the PDs himself.  Lesser 

directives were contained in decision memoranda, signed by Brzezinski.6

  

 The Web of Consultation.  Early each morning, Brzezinski, armed with the PDB, 

was the first to see Carter, though the President usually had read Vance’s overnight 

report, (which the Secretary managed to get on Carter’s desk without the customary NSC 

cover memo) even before this time.  Brzezinski added additional intelligence information 

of his own choosing to the PDB, and went over topics he felt needed to be raised, such as 

“why I disagreed with some recommendations submitted to him by his other advisers.” 

Brzezinski believed that “coordination is predominance,” and he used his superior access 

to the President to push vigorously his own policy views.  Carter was aware of 

Brzezinski’s habit of slanting his briefings, but put up with it as the price of benefiting 

from the intellectual stimulation that Brzezinski provided.  Though he spent more of his 

leisure time with Vance and was overall closer to the Secretary’s views, “Zbig” was the 

man he most valued as “seatmate on a long distance trip; we might argue, but I would 

never be bored.”7

 

 For his part Brzezinski found Carter an apt pupil but not so quick to get to the 

heart of the matter as, say, Mondale, though the latter studied issues less thoroughly.  

Also, Brzezinski echoed the almost universal judgment that Carter frequently got bogged 

down in excessive detail at the expense of analysis and action.   

 

 Vance and Carter got on well together personally, and on many issues, especially 

the Middle East and Panama, his State Department took the lead.  As time went on, 

however, the Vance-Brzezinski relationship became tense.  A harbinger of future 

struggles was the contrast between the first press conferences of each.  At his, Brzezinski 

announced that he would not be a policymaker and then answered a number of questions 

on difficult issues in detail.  Earlier, Vance had refused to take policy questions on the 

                                                                                                                                                 
1983), pp. 37-38. 
6 Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 61, 67. 
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ground the new administration had not had time to study them.8   In his memoirs Vance 

described the Carter foreign policy process as collegial, an approach he supported with 

the understanding that “only the president and his secretary of state were to have the 

responsibility for defining the administration’s foreign policy publicly.”  Brzezinski, 

wrote Vance, breached this principle “in spite of repeated instructions” from Carter: 

 

At first his [public statements] were simply a source of confusion.  

Eventually...Brzezinski’s practice became a serious impediment to the conduct of 

our foreign policy.  It also became a political liability, leaving the Congress and 

foreign governments with the impression that the administration did not know its 

own mind.  I warned the President of this danger and the confusion it was 

causing.9

 

 Carter, however, believed that Brzezinski was superior to Vance, “who was not 

particularly inclined to assume this task on a sustained basis,” as an articulator of and 

spokesman for the administration’s policies.  From time to time he silenced Brzezinski, in 

deference to Vance and the State Department’s concerns, but in retrospect he averred that 

when Brzezinski did speak, “almost without exception” he “had been speaking with my 

approval and in consonance with my established and known policy.  The underlying State 

Department objection was that Brzezinski had spoken at all.”10

 

 What Vance had in his favor was Carter’s fundamental disposition to pursue 

détente with the Soviet Union as an end in itself, and not to make progress on SALT, say, 

conditional on Soviet concessions on other issues.  Beyond such specifics, the two men 

were more inclined than Brzezinski to believe in the efficacy of negotiation in general.  

Also, Carter, Vance and their spouses were socially congenial and spent much time 

together at Camp David. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
7 Ibid., 63-65; Carter, Keeping Faith, 54. 
8Prados, Keepers of the Keys, p. 388. 
9Vance, Hard Choices, pp. 36-37.  
10Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President (New York, 1982), pp. 53-54. 
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 The most formal venues of consultation were Cabinet meetings and meetings of 

the full National Security Council.  Cabinet meetings, held Monday mornings, “gave all 

of us a chance to know one another better and develop consistent policies....After a few 

months, the...meetings became less necessary.”11  Frequency of these meetings, at which 

foreign policy was seldom if ever discussed, declined steadily, from 36 the first year to 6 

in Carter’s final 12 months. 

 

 Formal NSC meetings continued to be held throughout Carter’s term, and were 

often reserved for the most important questions.  There were a total of 41 such meetings 

over the four-year term: 7 in 1977, 8 the next year, 14 in 1979 and 12 in 1980.  This 

pattern reverses the usual one, in which formal meetings fall off as each administration 

ages.  Much of the increase in the last two years is accounted for by the carious stages of 

the Iran crisis, to which 7 meetings were devoted (in whole or in part) in 1979, 10 in 

1980.12

 

 Meetings of the full NSC were infrequent compared to the lengthy PRC and SCC 

meetings, which were held in the situation room of the White House.  Brzezinski 

recalled: 

 

I spent hundreds of hours in that room, either chairing SCC meetings or attending 

PRC meetings chaired by my cabinet colleagues.  A windowless, elm-paneled, 

softly-lit room, with a table that seat only about ten people, the situation room had 

a certain mystique, dating back to the days of the Cuban missile crisis....precisely 

because the SCC and the PRC met most often at the senior cabinet level, the 

Situation Room did become the locale where most of the coordination and joint 

decision making in the area of national security took place.13

 

Both PRC and SCC met regularly throughout Carter’s four years. 

                                                 
11Ibid., 58, 60.  
12 Carter Library, NSC Meetings, Finding Aid; see also Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 
67. 
13Ibid., 66. 
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 The administration soon adopted two more informal regular meetings.  In March 

1977, Brzezinski, “to resolve issues for which we felt there was no need to convene a 

formal SCC or PRC,” proposed a weekly luncheon session of himself, Vance and 

Brzezinski.  These became known as the V-B-B (later M-B-B) luncheons, after the 

initials of the participants.  (In May 1980, Edmund Muskie succeeded Vance as Secretary 

of State.)  The meetings had agendas and briefing books, and each member took turns as 

host.  According to Brzezinski, a dozen or more issues were resolved at each meeting and 

“more often than not, Brown and I were on the same side, and the absence of staff made 

it easier for Vance to accommodate without loss of face.”14

 

 Two months later, Carter initiated a weekly Friday breakfast, held in the Cabinet 

Room.  He wanted to involve Vance more closely with himself, Brzezinski and Mondale 

in collegial decision-making.  Carter’s Friday breakfasts had a close resemblance to, and 

some of the same problems as, Lyndon Johnson’s Tuesday lunches.  In each case the 

President wanted to restrict the participants as much as possible and eschew a written 

agenda or minutes, and in each case he gradually yielded in both respects.  Carter himself 

added Jordan in early 1978, and by the end of that year Brown had won admission.  By 

the end of the administration, three or four more White House and State officials were 

attending.  Agendas remained informal, drawn up jointly by Carter and Brzezinski and 

apparently never circulated.  Each participant made his own notes on decisions taken, but 

after a mixup on a UN vote on Jerusalem in spring 1980, Carter authorized Brzezinski to 

make an “authoritative summary of his decisions as guidance for the participants.”15

 

 With the full NSC meetings, two cabinet-level committees actually attended by 

cabinet members, and the informal Friday breakfasts and V-B-B meetings, the Carter 

Administration had created a collegial decision-making apparatus designed, in direct 

contrast to the Nixonian model, to involve all the foreign policy principals intimately in 

the policy process.  At the same time it was more structured and many-layered than any 

                                                 
14Ibid., 70. 
15 Ibid., 67-70. 
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of its Democratic predecessors since the passage of the National Security Act in 1947.  In 

these respects it resembled the Eisenhower Administration most closely in intent, though 

hardly at all in format.  How much of a factor was this structure in actual policymaking?  

Can one discern any relationship between structure and successful or poor performance 

in specific instances?  Some insight on these questions should be revealed by our two 

policy examples, Iran and the SALT process. 

 

 SALT II:  Collegial Negotiations.  The effort to reach a second SALT agreement 

with the Soviet Union was one of the linchpins, if not the linchpin, of Carter’s foreign 

policy program right up to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in late 1979.  Carter and 

Vance each had a strong conviction that meaningful arms control could be achieved.  

Both men also believed that SALT was too important to be a tool of “linkage,” the idea 

that SALT could be dangled before the Soviets as a reward for good behavior in 

contested areas around the world.  Instead, Carter and Vance thought that arms control 

was just as much in American as Soviet interest, though the President sometimes 

wavered on this point, largely due to political pressures.  During almost three years, the 

SALT effort neatly illustrated both the strengths and the drawbacks of Carter’s approach 

to foreign policy.   

 

 The negotiations began with a setback.  This was a disastrous attempt to substitute 

a radically different plan for the framework agreed on by Ford and Brezhnev at 

Vladivostok in 1974.  The heart of Vladivostok was a cap of 2400 on “strategic nuclear 

launch vehicles” (a terminology that included bombers as well as missiles) and a sub-

ceiling of 1320 on “multiple warhead launchers” (this term included bombers as well as 

MIRVed missiles).  It will be remembered that final agreement was not reached under 

Ford and Kissinger because no resolution could be reached on the questions of the Soviet 

Backfire bomber and limits on cruise missiles.  Carter was quite aware also that the 

influential Senator Henry Jackson and many others had heavy objections to the 

Vladivostok framework because the ceiling of 2400 did not actually require either power 

to scrap any significant weapons and because the Ford Administration had abandoned 

efforts to limit the Soviet heavy missiles.  These were perceived to be numerous enough, 

and to have payloads large enough, to destroy entire missile fields even if they were not 
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as accurate as U.S. weapons, and hence, to give the Soviets a dreaded “first strike” 

capability.  Additionally, Carter himself had a strong idealistic bias in the direction of 

actual arms reduction, rather than mere arms control. 

 

 The issue was argued out in the earliest days of the new administration.  One of 

the most important venues was the SCC, chaired by Brzezinski.  NSC also supplied vital 

institutional memory in the persons of two staffers, Roger Molander of the Policy 

Analysis unit, who had a background in nuclear engineering, and William Hyland, 

Deputy National Security Adviser under Scowcroft and now a SALT adviser to 

Brzezinski.  Hyland had been closely associated with Kissinger at both NSC and State, 

and was a veteran of Vladivostok.  Not surprisingly, he inclined to the view that SALT 

should be completed along Vladivostok lines.  Support for this view came also from 

Vance, his politico-military adviser Leslie Gelb, and the State Department generally.  At 

an SCC meeting March 10, however, Harold Brown and Brzezinski’s Deputy David 

Aaron both supported a proposal for deep cuts in MIRVed ICBMs and Soviet “heavy” 

ICBMs.  Also in the package was Molander’s proposal for a “freeze” on new ICBMs and 

Brown’s suggestion for a limit on missile tests.   

 

 Paul Warnke was attending this meeting as the newly confirmed Director of the 

Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and chief of the SALT delegation.  Warnke had 

acquired a reputation for dovishness and was anathema to much of the Defense 

Department. He had won confirmation anyway despite the opposition of Senator Jackson 

and former SALT negotiator Paul Nitze, who had become head of an influential anti-

Vladivostok lobby.  Warnke proposed that if deep cuts were to be required of the Soviets, 

they be coupled with a concession: a strict limit on the range of Ground Launched Cruise 

Missiles (GLCMs).     

 

 Two days later Brzezinski called another SCC meeting of “principals” (cabinet-

level or full members only, plus Aaron, Turner & JCS chairman General George Brown) 

at which Carter was present.  At this session, in effect an informal, “snap” meeting of the 

full NSC, Brown and Aaron, two of the most experienced officials present, presented 

their proposal for deep cuts to a seemingly pre-sold President.  According to Strobe 
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Talbott, one official with “firsthand knowledge” commented that “‘it was like a 

beautifully tied, juicy fly dropped right in front of a hungry trout’s nose.  The President 

bit and swallowed right away.’”16  Thus the plan, whatever its flaws, was hardly the 

brain child of the inexperienced new President alone. 

 

 As fleshed out in detail, the plan a reluctant Vance took to Moscow called for 

lowering the Vladivostock ceilings substantially:  total number of strategic launchers 

from 2400 to 2000 or, if possible even less; the limit on launchers of MIRVed strategic 

missiles from 1320 to 1200 or less.  A new sub-ceiling would hold MIRVed ICBMs (land 

based) to 550 apiece, and yet another would have the effect of cutting Soviet “heavy” 

ICBMs (the U.S. had none and did not want them) from 300 to 150.  Warnke’s plea on 

GLCMs had met deaf ears.  The plan mapped out maximum American positions on 

cruise missiles of all types and on the Backfire bomber.  It also incorporated Brown’s 

proposals on limiting missile tests and banning all new types of ICBMs.  There was, 

however, a subtext of caution, even as formulated in the NSC.  As in any negotiating 

package, Hyland included various fallbacks (or perhaps in this case they should be 

termed “stepups”) from these levels.   And at a last-minute formal NSC meeting, Vance 

obtained Carter’s approval to the simultaneous presentation to the Russians of an 

alternative.  Known as “Vladivostok-Minus,” it proposed that the two powers should 

agree to the Vladivostok force levels and defer both the Backfire and cruise missile issues 

to a future SALT III negotiation.17    

 

 The package had as ever been formulated in deepest secrecy, but Carter broke 

precedent by describing its main features in a variety of public appearances as he sought 

to build up momentum behind the new plan.  In one of them, he even revealed an early 

version of the fallback position. Even Senator Jackson praised it as a step in the right 

direction.  It was soon obvious, however, that Carter had left one group out of his 

                                                 
16Strobe Talbott, Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II (New York, 1979), pp.58-59.  
Note the term “firsthand knowledge” does not quite indicate that the anonymous source 
was present at the meeting. 
17 Ibid., 61-63; PD 7, March 24, 1977, full text on Carter Library website as of February 
5, 2008. 
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calculations: his Soviet negotiating partners.  Vance met a chilly reception on his arrival 

in Moscow.  Already suspicious of Carter because of the President’s strong human rights 

policy and his advance description of the proposal, Brezhnev and his colleagues regarded 

the repudiation of Vladivostok in the “deep cuts” plan as a betrayal of a commitment 

already made to them.  The cuts in “heavies” were particularly unacceptable.  Brezhnev 

believed that he and Kissinger had shelved this issue almost three years previously.  Nor 

would he accept any “Vladivostok-Minus” proposal that did not deal with cruise missiles. 

This, of course, was precisely what he had rejected the year before (see preceding 

chapter). After the talks collapsed, Vance compounded the failure by 

(uncharacteristically) holding a press conference in Moscow to announce that the Soviets 

had rejected both proposals.  Public discussion by government officials of setbacks in 

SALT talks was hitherto unknown.  Probably it was in retaliation that Gromyko then held 

a rare press conference to denounce the U.S. proposals. He even revealed, in an apparent 

effort to win world condemnation of U.S. unreasonableness, the actual levels of the cuts 

proposed by the new administration. 

 

 A crucial ingredient of the débacle was Carter’s unwillingness to work closely 

with U.S. Soviet experts as well as the top policy team.  There was plenty of coordination 

and consultation-in some ways the process was even a model of closely reasoned and 

amicable decision-making within a top inner circle-yet the process had been closed, not 

so much to any input from below, as from a great enough variety of working level 

sources.  In this it was to be distinguished from the Kissinger NSSM system, in which the 

bureaucracy had been exhaustively consulted, though without feedback from above.  Part 

of the reason is Carter’s contempt for the Washington bureaucracy-according to one 

account of the March 12 SCC+Carter meeting, he had described it as “sloughing 

[slacking?] off.”18 There was, too, his craving for a fundamentally new proposal and his 

faith in his ability to sell it to the Russians over the long run, especially in person.  Carter, 

like many new Presidents, had an abiding faith in summitry, in his ability to persuade 

other leaders of his good will and intentions.   

 

                                                 
18 Talbott, Endgame, 58. 
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 Carter’s faith in his powers of persuasion was justified, but it is a fact that his 

most striking successes in such endeavors have come after his Presidency, when he could 

count on being received in high places as an honored and disinterested private citizen.  

As a head of government and of state, his problem was to be received by his desired 

targets.  The SALT process, with its set of negotiating rituals built up over the past eight 

years to accompany the theological density of the issues, was a particularly poor place to 

start.  The misstep in Moscow reinforced the Soviets’ mistrust of Carter, which had 

earlier been apparent on human rights issues.  (As it turned out, Carter did not get his 

summit with Brezhnev until May 1979, when the Treaty had been exhaustively pre-

negotiated and the post-Afghanistan chill in U.S.-Soviet relations lay only six months in 

the future.) 

 

   Nonetheless the Soviets were committed to continue with SALT, provided the 

initial U.S. proposal was drastically modified.  Perhaps the heaviest permanent impact 

was on Carter’s relations with Congress.  The drastic cuts proposed had raised unrealistic 

expectations for SALT.  Jackson and his cohorts would be able to-and later did-criticize 

the eventual agreement on the ground it represented a “cave-in” by U.S. negotiators.  The 

fact that the Soviets would never have considered Carter’s preferred plan would be 

forgotten in the ratification process. 

 

 Despite the original setback, the basic backbone of the eventual SALT II 

agreement emerged with surprising speed.  The American team now realized that 

somehow both the Soviet commitment to Vladivostok and the U.S. desire for actual cuts 

must be accommodated.  As a first step, Gelb and Hyland devised a new formula during a 

working lunch.  There would be a three-part agreement.  A Treaty to run until 1985 

would incorporate the main features of Vladivostok, with such adjustments as the U.S. 

could obtain.  A three-year Protocol to the Treaty would cover the most difficult issues,  

as revealed at the recent Moscow meeting, such as cruise missiles and new ICBMs.  Its 

basic purpose here was to reach an agreement on such items in the short run that the 

powers could modify in the long run, if they found it unworkable.  Lastly, a “statement of 

principles” would lay down ground rules for SALT III, including especially that deep 

cuts in strategic missilery would be the basis of negotiation from the outset.   

 452



 

 This new framework was rounded out into a proposal for Vance to present to 

Gromyko at their scheduled May meeting.  Again, the circle of decision makers was 

restricted, and many in the Pentagon felt “frozen out” of drafting process.  So, 

temporarily, did the U.S. SALT Delegation, by now more or less permanently quartered 

in Geneva.  Yet one procedure was different.  Soon after returning from Moscow, Vance 

had reopened the Dobrynin channel.  Henceforth Gromyko and Brezhnev would receive 

ample advance notice of new American initiatives.  This time, Gromyko accepted the 

U.S. proposal, which was a framework only.19

 

 The second breakthrough came after the U.S. team,20 over the summer months, 

formulated new proposals for missile cuts to replace those presented in Moscow.  The 

single most important change was to abandon the quest for a reduction in heavy missiles.  

Over the past few years the intelligence community had been calling attention to the fact 

that the new Soviet SS-19, technically a “light” missile under SALT negotiating rules, 

was now a deadlier threat to U.S. Minutemen than the SS-18 which so preoccupied 

Henry Jackson.  The solution, championed first by Harold Brown and later by Mondale, 

was to replace the proposal for a reduction in heavy missiles with one for a limit of 800 

on MIRVed ICBMs.  By September, the “cuts” proposal specified as the limit for each 

side: 

 

•  a maximum of 2,400 SNLVs, to be reduced to 2160 over the life of the treaty; 

 

•   within this total, a maximum of 1300 multiple warhead strategic nuclear 

launchers, including both MIRVed missiles and bombers; 

 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 79-87. 
20 Primarily, the one in Washington, though the Geneva negotiators had more latitude in 
dealing with the Russians than in the Nixon-Ford years. Coordination between 
Washington and the Geneva delegation was close, although both the delegation and the 
Washington team had the normal interagency disputes.  
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•  within the preceeding total, a maximum of 1200 MIRVEed strategic missiles, 

both land- and sea-based; 

 

•  within the preceeding total, a maximum of 800 MIRVed land-based strategic 

missiles.21

 

  This proposal was wildly complex numerically, but based on a simple principle of 

limits within limits, rather like a set of Russian dolls.  The object was to establish new 

limits on land-based MIRVs as a quid pro quo for yielding gracefully on the “heavy 

missiles” question, while still leaving the U.S. plenty of room to develop and deploy air-

launched cruise missiles.  The package was finalized during the initial stages of 

Gromyko’s visit to Washington in September, 1977.  It turned out that the basic idea was 

quite acceptable to the Soviets, and a reading of the finished treaty22 shows that the U.S. 

proposals just outlined were surprisingly similar to the final result.  Thus the basic SALT 

II package had emerged only six months after the Moscow disaster.  What then delayed 

the signing for another year and three-quarters, a fatal delay that turned out to doom the 

ratification process? 

 

 There were two principal sets of reasons.  One was the complexity of the SALT 

process itself, with its host of “secondary” issues, which remained to be thrashed out 

before a treaty could be signed.  Samples of these were:  “fractionation,” or the number 

of MIRVs to be allowed per ICBM; degree of modernization to be permitted in existing 

silos; weight and volume limits per silo; “distinguishability,” or the extent to which each 

side was obliged to make certain ICBM launchers visible to the other’s satellites; the 

degree of encryption of missile tests each side would be allowed; and the resolution of 

the Backfire bomber question.  (The latter was resolved by U.S. acceptance of formal 

Soviet statements: that they would not increase the Backfire’s range or refueling 

capabilities, and would not build more than 30 copies each year.)  These issues 

continually had to be thrashed out within the U.S. government as well as with the 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 99-126. The final numbers were only slightly different: 1320 total MIRVed 
launchers, 820 land-based MIRVed launchers.    

 454



Soviets.  This was a complicated affair, with issue after issue to be coordinated between 

the State Department and the SALT delegation (in session almost continually at Geneva) 

and, for interagency purposes, within the SCC.  In keeping with his maxim that 

“coordination is predominance,” Brzezinski had a tendency to side with Brown over 

Vance on specific SALT disputes rather than play a mediating role.   

 

 The impact of other issues between the countries was the other delaying factor in 

SALT.  Brzezinski persisted in attempts to link SALT to Soviet behavior, especially in 

East Africa; the Soviets deeply resented Brzezinski giving SALT briefings to the Chinese 

and the lack of warning on the U.S.-Chinese normalization of relations in December 

1978.  Overall the Soviets objected to Brzezinski’s tendency to play off the Soviets 

against the Chinese in a cruder fashion than had Kissinger.  These tensions made for a 

frosty negotiating atmosphere and wasted much of the time Vance and Gromyko could 

otherwise have devoted to SALT at their periodic meetings.   Prior to the announcement 

of normalization, which included also a reference to the expected visit to the United 

States of Deng Tsiao Ping at the end of January, U.S. and Soviet SALT negotiators had 

made tentative plans that if most SALT details could be ironed out in Geneva in 

December, Brzehnev would come to Washington to sign the Treaty with Carter in mid-

January.  After the announcement, the Soviets began to back away, not wanting to be 

upstaged by Deng’s closely subsequent visit.  Instead, the Soviets now dragged out the 

process a bit longer, and the Treaty was not signed until six months later, on the neutral 

ground of Vienna.  Thus it became clear that the Soviets as well as the U.S. could play 

the game of linkage. 

 

 Carter and his officials had spent a great deal of time fashioning a SALT Treaty 

that would be more responsive to arms control’s critics than was the Vladivostok 

understanding, and to some extent they had succeeded in doing so. Total launchers were 

now scheduled for some actual reduction, and the new system of sublimits had some 

advantages too. In addition, the U.S. obtained a limit of 10 re-entry vehicles per MIRVed 

                                                                                                                                                 
22A text is ibid., 279-310. 

 455



missile.23 However, the U.S. had not succeeded in doing anything about the feature that 

most annoyed the critics: the Soviet superiority in “heavy” missiles.  Whether this fear 

was justified or not, it would not go away.  Not had Carter succeeded in including the 

Backfire bomber within the 2400 total.  The Treaty had also to contend with a general 

lessening of American confidence in the benefits of détente in general, brought about by 

some of the same events that had delayed its negotiation.   

 

 Further worsening in U.S-Soviet relations occurred after the summit, in the form 

of two crises.  The first was the apparent discovery of a Soviet “combat brigade” in Cuba.  

Eventually it became clear that the brigade had been there ever since 1962, and violated 

no specific commitment the Soviets had made to the Kennedy administration.  The 

administration’s inept handling of the matter was symbolized by Brzezinski’s pique that 

at NSC, the incident fell to the PRC, chaired by Vance, to deal with, instead of the SCC, 

chaired by Brzezinski, which the latter believed should handle such “crises.”  This affair 

brought about the defection of at least one key Senator and undoubtedly delayed the 

ratification process.  In December, the administration itself was forced to withdraw 

SALT II from consideration for ratification when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan.  

Time had run out- permanently- on the SALT process. 

 

 Yet the Treaty itself and all accompanying understandings continued to be 

observed by both sides until after their specified time spans!  Its terms several times acted 

as a brake on the deployments of each side.  Only in 1986, almost a year after its 

expiration, when the U.S. put in service a Trident SSBM submarine whose launchers 

exceeded the specified SALT II totals, were the limits of this “shadow” Treaty exceeded.  

By then fundamental changes were under way in the Soviet Union, and the two powers 

later reached agreement for actual reduction of strategic nuclear armaments in the 

START series of treaties.   

 

                                                 
23 U. Alexis Johnson, Chief of the SALT delegation under Nixon and Ford, was of the 
opinion that the MIRV limitation was the only truly significant change from the 
Vladivostok framework.  Johnson, Right Hand of Power, 621-624. 
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 In the interagency side of the SALT process, the collegial approach at its best 

paid considerable dividends in the innovative tripartite package for the agreements and 

the ingenious system of sub-limits.  Nonetheless the slowness of the Carter 

administration’s policy machinery contributed (though along with many other factors) to 

the delay of a Treaty which might have been ratified had it been concluded a year earlier. 

  

    Carter and Iran.  The Iran crisis of 1970-1980, along with the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, turned public opinion against Carter and probably caused his 

defeat on the 1980 elections.  The Iran crisis has three major phases: events leading to the 

departure of the Shah in January 1979; U.S. efforts to find a modus vivendi with the 

revolutionary régime, January-November 1979; and, from November 4 to Inauguration 

Day, 1981, the 444-day hostage crisis. 

 

 Background: U.S. Interests in Iran.  American travelers, businessmen, and even 

missionaries were active in Iran from the 1840s, but sustained U.S. interest in Iran may 

be dated from the 1920s, when U.S. companies began to search for and exploit Middle 

Eastern oil.  Iran was strictly a British preserve so far as oil was concerned, but in the 

1920s a U.S. consortium began a long involvement in the oil of Saudi Arabia, on the 

other side of the Persian Gulf.  In 1941, Britain deposed the Iranian ruler, Reza Shah, an 

admirer of Hitler who was favoring German advisers, and installed his young son as 

replacement.  American interest in Iran intensified as the U.S., Britain and Russia 

undertook a joint occupation of Iran to keep the Germans out and ensure vital oil 

supplies.  After the war, the U.S. was presented with complex issues.  Russia at first 

refused to remove her occupation troops from the north, and did so only after, and 

perhaps because of, a vague warning from President Truman.  U.S. oil companies wanted 

Iranian concessions; the British wanted to keep them out.  But for the U.S. Government, 

fear of Iranian domestic Communists, in a country bordering on the Soviet Union, was 

the determining factor, and it began to cooperate with the British against the reformist 

government of Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh.  In 1953, street mobs incited by 
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CIA and British agents supported politicians who deposed Mossadegh in the name of the 

Shah.24

 

 Thereafter, for almost 30 years, this coup was regarded as the CIA’s greatest 

success.  The Shah ruled autocratically.  Sometimes on his own initiative, sometimes at 

U.S. prodding, he introduced reforms from above, always retaining control of the 

government and the tame Majlis (Parliament).  Yet his land reforms did not involve the 

urban middle classes, who wanted greater political freedom, and they alienated powerful 

landlords and some of the clergy.  The latter also objected to the general Westernizing 

and secular tendency (including the emancipation of women) which the Shah, like his 

father, espoused, and some began to dream of an “Islamic Republic” whose fundamental 

law would be based on traditional Islamic religious law.  Finally, the cruelties of the 

Shah’s secret police (SAVAK), which many Iranians supposed to be a creature of the 

CIA, alienated nearly all classes.  After a series of demonstrations in 1963, the Shah 

exiled a hitherto obscure cleric to Iraq.  Over the years the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 

emerged as the most important rallying point for the Iranian opposition.  A large number 

of Western-educated Iranians were surprisingly sympathetic to a religious revival, and 

even more were looking for someone, anyone, who could spearhead a movement against 

the Shah.  

 

 The Iran Crisis: First Phase:  Exit the Shah.  It was against this background that 

the Iranian revolution of 1979-1980 played out.  In analyzing the failure of the U.S. 

foreign policy establishment, and more particularly the White House, to keep up with and 

understand developments in Iran, it is essential to keep in mind that no one else 

understood them either.  Many Iranians who cooperated with Khomeini thought they 

could discard him later, or, that he did not literally want to impose religious rule, or, that 

his personal influence would not be so directly imposed on the political process.  Leading 

                                                 
24 Donald Wilber,  "Overthrow of Premier Mossadeq of Iran November 1952-August 
1953" (Clandestine Service History, March 1954, Internal CIA Publication 1969).  The 
New York Times obtained a copy and released it on June 18, 2000; on NYT website as of 
February 8, 2008 at http://www.nytimes.com/library/world/mideast/iran-cia-info.pdf.  For 
background, see James A. Bill, The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of American-
Iranian Relations (New Haven, 1988) 54-97.   
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U.S. academics foresaw a system in which Westernized, but still Islamic, Iranian middle-

class reformers would rule Iran with only sporadic input from a somewhat sequestered 

clergy.  This time, Washington had no monopoly on intellectual failure. 

 

 1978: Swift Erosion of Imperial Iran.  Early in January, a leading Iranian 

newspaper published an article ridiculing Khomeini.  The response was a student 

demonstration in the city of Qum, an important religious center.  After police fired on the 

demonstrators, Qum’s leading cleric denounced the Shah’s government as anti-Islamic.  

Thereafter, demonstrations followed regularly, some of them put down with considerable 

loss of life, particularly at the climactic incident in Jaleh Square, Teheran, where some 

400 people were killed.  By early fall the Shah had basically two choices if he wanted to 

stay in power:  he could drastically liberalize his régime, and thereby hope to detach 

moderate reformers from Khomeini (who had vowed never to participate in any Iranian 

realignment which retained the Shah), or he could appoint a tough and aggressive 

military government which would put down rebellion whatever the cost.  The Shah, who 

had a well-deserved reputation for autocratic behavior over 37 years of rule, 

unexpectedly dithered.  In TV appearances in May and September, he seemed to be 

muddled or even apologetic.  (Unknown to all but a few-and unknown to absolutely all of 

his American friends and associates-the Shah had a secret: he had had cancer for several 

years.  His illness was probably a considerable factor in his strange inactivity.)  In 

September, he tried a mild reformist government; in November, a mild military one.  

Neither took hold. 

 

 By early November the Shah was considering leaving the country, and made this 

known to William Sullivan, the U.S. Ambassador.  Early in January he appointed a 

reformist leader, Shapur Bakhtiar, a former associate of Mossadeqh, as Prime Minister, 

but would not give him a free hand in appointing Ministers.  On January 16, he left the 

country.  On 1 February, Khomeini returned.  On the one hand, the Shah did not want all-

out repression or a blood bath.  Hence, there was no “strong” military government.  This 

was to his great credit.  On the other hand, he was unwilling to cede enough power to 

make a reform government credible under the monarchy.  For whatever reason, he 

preferred abdication to either alternative. 
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 What was the United States doing during this first year of the Iranian revolution?  

For the first ten months: nothing.  The Embassy did not sound the alarm.  Sullivan took 

an extended vacation over the summer of 1978.  Carter, Brzezinski, and Vance were 

preoccupied with a very active policy on three issues: putting the finishing touches on the 

latest U.S. SALT position, normalizing relations with the People’s Republic of China, 

and, above all, the events leading up to and subsequent to the Camp David talks.  Given 

Carter’s attention to detail and his tendency toward personal diplomacy, there was 

literally almost no way to bring anything else to his attention. 

 

 Early in November, after the Shah confided to Sullivan his thoughts on a possible 

abdication, the latter asked Washington for instructions.  The result, after debate in an 

SCC meeting, was a phone call from Brzezinski to the Shah, a message to Sullivan, and a 

Vance press conference, all supporting one line: the U.S. backed the Shah; it backed 

whatever method the Shah chose, military or political, to restore order; reform and 

liberalization would be impossible without the prior restoration of order.  (If his memoirs 

are an accurate guide, the Shah chose to misinterpret this line as a call for 

liberalization!)25  Thereafter, despite much pulling and hauling among all the 

Washington power centers as described below, and despite a long cable from Sullivan on 

November 9 outlining a possible scenario for adjusting to the situation should the Shah 

abdicate, this policy remained basically fixed.  U.S. policy was to back the Shah, and the 

Shah continued to hesitate. 

 

 Of course “backing the Shah” masked a number of disagreements between and 

also within the policymaking agencies. One area of disagreement was how much 

repression the U.S. was prepared to back, should the Shah choose this route.  Another, 

looming larger as time passed, was at what point the U.S. should abandon the Shah in 

order to salvage influence.  These disagreements were never resolved before the Shah left 

Iran.   
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 This was not because the formal interagency apparatus was not working at the 

top.  In the period from early November until the abdication of the Shah in mid-January, 

the full NSC met just once on Iran, but the PRC met at least twice, the full SCC at least 

three times, and a sub-cabinet “mini-SCC” chaired by David Aaron at least five times.  

Moreover, some significant business was transacted at these meetings, as just shown.  

Yet formal consultations could not bridge deep divisions.  Vance was not prepared to 

back the Shah’s use of unlimited force to restore order, while Brzezinski and (to a lesser 

extent) Harold Brown appear to have been willing to give backing to a military “iron fist” 

policy even after the Shah’s departure.   

 

 Disagreement at the top was exacerbated by poor inter- and intra-agency 

communication at lower levels.  At the State Department the Iran desk and the Bureau of 

Intelligence and Research (INR) realized early that the Shah had feet of clay, but Vance 

clung to the official line of backing the Shah, despite this working level advice.26  

Lateral communication between State and NSC was poor.  Although Brzezinski’s Iran 

staffer, Gary Sick, was friendly with State’s Iran desk officer Henry Precht, their 

relations became frayed early in the crisis due to policy differences between NSC and 

State-even though Sick and Precht’s own views had some points of congruence.  

Relations became frayed at the top, too.  Vance became aware that Brzezinski had 

opened a back channel to Iran with Iranian Ambassador to the U.S. Ardeshir Zahedi, who 

was spending much time back home in the hope of influencing the Shah towards a 

military crackdown.  Vance went to Carter and demanded, in Brzezinski’s presence, that 

the backchannel stop. Brzezinski denied its existence.27

 

 The Embassy too came in for criticism.  To the NSC, and sometimes to his own 

Department, Sullivan appeared to be unresponsive to requests for information and to 

policy guidance.  A former Ambassador to Laos, Sullivan was accustomed to playing a 

bold hand-and in the eyes of Carter, Brezinski, and Sick a lone one.  Sick charged 

                                                                                                                                                 
25 Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, Answer to History (Toronto 1980), 164-165, as quoted in 
Gary Sick, All Fall Down: America's Tragic Encounter with Iran (New York, 1985), 93. 
26 Bill, Eagle and Lion, 328. 
27 Vance, Hard Choices, 328 
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Sullivan with pretending to disregard instructions to cultivate opposition figures-while 

actually going much farther in this direction than the White House (but not the State 

Department) realized.28  Carter himself made numerous blunt criticisms of Sullivan in 

his memoirs and states that Sullivan’s inadequate knowledge of the state of the Iranian 

military was the principal reason for sending an American general, Robert Huyser, to 

Teheran to report to him and “to strengthen their [the military’s] resolve.”29      

 

 Only an exhaustive specialized study will reveal whether Sullivan verged on 

insubordination or was merely a bearer of unpopular tidings.  He certainly was right that 

the U.S. should have sought contact with Khomeini before the mullah's return to Iran, 

and he was also right that the Iranian military was incapable, as its swift disintegration 

later revealed, of suppressing the revolution.  The Ambassador, however, as his own 

account reveals, was often undiplomatic in dealing with his own government.30 Sullivan 

was a relatively early advocate of opening U.S. contacts with Khomeini, and Brzezinski 

effectively blocked this avenue because of his belief that contact with the opposition 

would indicate the U.S. was irresolute in its support, first of the Shah, later of the Iranian 

military.  Lower levels at the State Department, George Ball (who served briefly as a 

White House consultant on Iran),31 and even Sick felt that Brzezinski placed too much 

reliance on military force.  By the end of December, Vance too had come around to this 

way of thinking.    

 

 But Brzezinski was influential with Carter, who was inclined to believe at one 

point that the threat of a military coup might bring moderate elements together.32  

Carter's memoirs also indicate a desire to cling to the familiar, even when it was 

disintegrating.  In his January 4 diary entry, Carter wrote that he had instructed Vance “to 

                                                 
28 Sick, All Fall Down, 119, 133-134, 172. 
29 Carter, Keeping Faith, 443. 
30 See, for instance, William H. Sullivan, Mission to Iran (New York, 1981), 224, 252-
254.  
31 Ball, The Past Has Another Pattern, 455-462.  Ball prepared in December a study 
recommending a device whereby the Shah might liberalize his regime, which was 
rejected by Carter and Brzezinski, 
32 Brzezinski, Politics and Principle, 387. 
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take action to retain our relationships with the Shah and the military, our only two ties to 

future sound relationships with Iran, (italics added) since we didn’t know the form of 

government it would take if the military was eliminated as a major factor.”33  This at a 

time when Sullivan was reporting the Shah to be reluctantly planning to leave Iran, and 

the military was experiencing an alarming number of defections.  Overall, Carter felt his 

way through this phase of the Iran crisis, rather than adopting a strong policy line.  

 

 It seems clear that the tentative, “feeling the way” approach that Carter adopted 

was a perfect mirror for the tactics adopted by the Shah.  If the latter had indeed mounted 

a nationwide and bloody crackdown, and if it had met serious resistance in Iran, the 

President might have been confronted with the question of how much repression to 

support in Iran, thereby bringing the unresolved fissures within his policymaking group 

to the fore.   

 

 Even worse, the President might have been confronted with the option of U.S. 

military intervention, especially given the large number of Americans in Iran.  Only 

Brzezinski has hinted at going so far.  For instance, a message of December 28 to 

Sullivan, approved by the President, stated the U.S. view to be that the prevailing drift in 

Iran was undermining Iranian military confidence.  A moderate civilian government that 

could restore order was the preferred alternative, but if that was impossible, then the Shah 

should install a firm military government that would end the “disorder, violence, and 

bloodshed.”  In any case, it was Washington’s view that the Shah’s absolute power could 

not be restored.  Brzezinski thought that this was Carter’s clearest effort to get the Shah 

to do what needed to be done-that is, a military crackdown.  Vance, who succeeded in 

getting the cable modified before its transmission, thought it meant that the U.S. would 

“support a military government only to end bloodshed, but not to apply the iron fist to 

retain his throne.”34  In reality, Washington was simply leaving all the options up to the 

Shah, with the risks pointed out above.  Luckily for Carter, the Shah appointed a civilian 

government and then departed the scene.  

                                                 
33 Carter, Keeping Faith, 445. 
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 Iran Crisis: Second Phase: Adjusting to a Revolution.  At one of the mini-SCC 

meetings held just before the Shah’s departure, all but the NSC participants thought Iran 

would pursue a moderate reformist course in future; the popular parts of the Shah’s 

reforms would persist; and Khomeini “would not change things very much.”35 If State 

was right about the futility of backing a military crackdown, it appears that the NSC was 

more realistic in gauging Khomeini’s hostility towards the U.S.  Yet Brzezinski 

unfortunately chose to regard Khomeini’s influence as something that Iran’s Communists 

would easily succeed in subverting or exploiting for their own ends.  It was the 

overarching fear of a Communist Iran that obfuscated an early U.S. understanding of the 

true, indigenous, utterly unprecedented nature of the Iranian religious revolutionaries.  

Hence policy after the Shah’s departure did not change abruptly.  Brzezinski still clung to 

his hope of a military crackdown, ostensibly in support of Shapur Bakhtiar, whom the 

Shah had appointed Prime Minister shortly before his departure.  Zbig and the President 

maneuvered to discourage Khomeini from returning to Iran, and encouraged Bakhtiar to 

arrest him should he do so.   

 

 As Sullivan appears to have perceived all along, Bakhtiar proved a weak reed to 

rely on.  His government was not strong enough to arrest Khomeini when the latter 

returned to wild adulation on February 1.  Ten days later fighting broke out between 

loyalist units and those adhering to Khomeini.  To preserve the integrity of the armed 

forces, the senior commanders ordered all units back to their barracks.  The Army thus 

neutralized, the Bakhtiar government disintegrated.  The Majlis dissolved itself, and 

Khomeini’s nominee, Mehdi Bazargan, became Prime Minister.  Brzezinski makes much 

of the “assessments” received from Huyser, Sullivan, and the senior U.S. officer in 

Teheran on February 11, which finally persuaded him that a military coup was not an 

option.  As Sullivan acidly notes, the senior U.S. officer just mentioned was at that 

                                                                                                                                                 
34Vance, Hard Choices, 331-333, quote at 333; Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 373-
379; quote from cable at 375.  
35Sick, All Fall Down, 138.  The quote is of Sick's characterization of the meeting.  
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moment in a military headquarters temporarily besieged by militant Khomeini 

followers.36

 

 Despite a brief occupation of the U.S. Embassy on February 14, the Bazargan 

government honestly strove to protect Americans and to improve relations with the U.S.  

Yet this nominal “government” was just one element in a complex revolutionary game.  

Khomeini’s long-term goal was to create an Islamic Republic, based as closely as 

possible on the teachings of the Koran.  To this end he exploited the enthusiasm of his 

mass following, which had little in common with the Westernized (though devout) 

members of the cabinet.  When militant councils and revolutionary committees sprang up 

over the country, Khomeini exploited their zeal, displaying a brilliant opportunism in the 

pursuit of a fixed goal.  In this game the United States was the “Great Satan,” the devil 

itself, the perfect opponent.  U.S. Congressional and U.S. media criticism of 

revolutionary brutality only reinforced this image in the eyes of righteous Iranian 

militants.  Carter and his advisers developed no real strategies for dealing with Khomeini.  

In his memoirs Carter described Khomeini’s “statements and actions” as “irrational,” 

revealing that even in retrospect the President never understood the cool opportunism 

with which the genuinely pious Ayatollah forged his revolution.37        

 

 In the following months the administration continued to underestimate the true 

power of Iran’s native revolutionary zeal.  Instead official circles- and influential private 

interests-became preoccupied with the fate of the Shah.  Before the Shah’s departure 

from Iran, Carter had approved an invitation that he come to the United States, provided 

that he engage in no political activity.  Instead, the Shah chose first Egypt, then Morocco. 

It was generally believed that he was hovering in the wings, hoping for a favorable 

opportunity to return to the homeland.  By March this hope was wearing thin, and so was 

his welcome in Morocco.  When he made known his desire finally to come to the U.S., 

however, the first occupation of the Embassy had already occurred.  Top administration 

                                                 
36 Brzezinski, Politics and Principal, 390-393; Sullivan, Mission, 252-254 
37Carter, Keeping Faith, p. 453-454.  Carter saw Khomeini’s anti-U.S. tactics as placating 
his followers rather than exploiting their zeal. 
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officials, with the exception of Brzezinski, discouraged him from coming out of fear for 

the safety of Americans in Iran.  The Shah chose Mexico instead. 

 

 An influential group, all members or connections of the Rockefeller family, 

believed the administration’s failure to admit the Shah was dishonorable and made the 

United States appear a poor ally.  At their head were the elder statesmen John J. McCloy, 

Henry Kissinger, and David Rockefeller, Chairman of the Chase Manhattan Bank and 

brother of Nelson, the former Vice President.  Personally and by phone, this group and 

their ally Brzezinski kept an unrelenting pressure on the President to comply.  Staunchly 

backed by Vance, he refused.38  By July, Mondale believed that his stance on the Shah 

might be politically damaging to the President, who decided to query the Embassy to see 

if the situation had changed.  Chargé Bruce Laingen replied that conditions in Iran were 

still unsafe for Americans, and that, according to Vance, “there was a great risk that his 

[the Shah’s] admission might be used by anti-Western forces as a lever to gain control of 

Iran.”39

 

 There is no question that the eventual decision to admit the Shah to the country 

was fully coördinated, though accounts differ on just how.  In October the administration 

learned that the Shah’s mysterious illness was indeed cancer and that it was imperative 

that he come to the United State for treatment to have any chance of survival.  This recast 

the Shah’s request as a humanitarian one.  Solely on this ground, Vance changed his 

mind.  At the regular Friday morning breakfast on October 19, he summarized the 

situation for the President.   He, Brown, Mondale and Brzezinski all recommended 

admitting the Shah.  Carter gave his tentative assent, but “wondered aloud what advice 

they would give him when the Iranians took the Embassy in Iran and held the Americans 

hostage.”   The next day, it was decided to instruct Laingen to meet with Bazargan.  

According to Vance, Carter’s final decision was contingent on Bazargan’s response, 

while Sick maintains that Laingen “informed” Bazargan of the U.S. decision.  Laingen 

reported that Bazargan believed bilateral relations would be harmed, but “assured” him 

                                                 
38Kissinger followed a phone call to the President on April 7 with a public attack on the 
administration for its treatment of the Shah two days later! 
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that the Embassy would be protected and made some suggestions on the public relations 

aspects.  Bazargan also requested, and obtained, a promise that the Shah would engage in 

no political activity in the U.S.  After being briefed on this exchange, Carter gave his 

fateful order.40

 

 Iran III: The Hostage Crisis.  Although other events contributed to the hostage-

taking at the U.S. Embassy in Teheran on November 4, it was the Shah’s admission to the 

U.S. which made it an overwhelmingly popular action in Iran.  Originally the militant 

“students” who overran the Embassy had no intention of a long-term occupation.  Their 

action, though, became a significant part of the ongoing Iranian revolution.  Khomeini 

gave it his approval, and he adopted a policy of using the hostages as a check on the 

power of the secular government, which worked for their release.  In the end, the 

hostages were captive for 444 days. 

 

 The day of the seizure Carter met with Brzezinski, the Secretaries of State and 

Defense, and Jordan and Powell in his office, and immediately thereafter this group 

(excepting the President) reconvened in the SCC format, with the important additions of 

the Vice President, the Attorney General, the Secretary of Energy, the DCI, and the JCS 

Chairman.  At subsequent meetings the Treasury Secretary joined the group, and it met 

every morning at 9 for several weeks, and so frequently thereafter that there were more 

than one hundred meetings by the end of the crisis (and the administration).  Sick served 

as note taker, and his summaries were circulated by Brzezinski to the President, who 

often made comments that were the first order of business at the following meeting.  

Debriefing within the departments was difficult since no written summaries were allowed 

outside the White House, recalling the frustration within the bureaucracy occasioned by 

Johnson’s Tuesday lunches.  On the whole, however, this setup was most reminiscent of 

the Ex Com of the Cuban Missile crisis, except that its meetings went on for far longer.  

Like Ex  Com, it included persons outside the normal “national security” orbit.  Treasury 

                                                                                                                                                 
39Vance, Hard Choices, p. 370. 
40Ibid., pp. 371-373; Sick, All Fall Down, pp. 181-186 (quotation at 184); Carter, 
Keeping Faith, pp. 454-457.  Carter indicates that Laingen met twice with Bazargan, first 
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was involved because asset seizures became entangled with the crisis, Energy because of 

Iran’s position as an oil producer, and Justice because of the large and troublesome 

Iranian student population within the United States. 

 

 Sick gave the meetings high marks as a coordination mechanism, believing that 

the inclusion of non-“national security” members was useful in the long run.  He was 

critical of the segregation, after the first few days, of discussion on rescue and retaliation 

to a small group headed by Brzezinski (see below). 

 

 In the early stage of this crisis the Carter administration tried moral suasion and 

UN action as levers to free the hostages.  The U.S. indeed had the unfeigned moral 

support of practically every government in the world, including nearly all the Islamic 

nations.  But Iran, in the giddy throes of revolution, was not amenable to moral suasion 

from any quarter.  In the UN, the U.S. easily obtained a resolution condemning Iran, but a 

resolution for sanctions failed on a Soviet veto. 

 

 These efforts occupied most of November and December.  Early in January, a 

most unusual negotiation began through intermediaries.  Carter entrusted to Hamilton 

Jordan the task of persuading the Shah to leave the United States once he was well 

enough to travel.  Panama was willing to receive the Shah, and it happened that Jordan 

had an excellent relationship with Panamanian strongman Omar Torrijos, forged during 

the Canal Treaty negotiation of 1978.  Torrijos put Jordan in touch with two Paris-based 

lawyers who had extensive business in Iran and claimed to have entrée with Iranian 

President Abol Hassan Bani Sadr and Foreign Minister Sadegh Ghotzbadeh.  To Jordan’s 

surprise, they were able to verify these claims.  There ensued a three-month long series of 

negotiations through these intermediaries. 

 

 The format was as unusual as the situation.  Although Jordan was based in the 

White House, he immediately enlisted Assistant Secretary Hal Saunders, in charge of the 

Middle East at the State Department, as his backup and co-negotiator.  Later Iran desk 
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officer Henry Precht was brought in.  Brzezinski disdained this channel, and Gary Sick, 

while on friendly terms with Jordan, remained largely out of the loop.  Thus, while 

without NSC input, Jordan made full use of the expertise of the Department, and, by 

Sick’s account as well as his own, came heartrendingly close to success.  Most of his 

meetings with the two lawyers were conducted in Europe.  One of them met once with 

President Carter, basically a courtesy audience.  And on another, more memorable 

occasion Jordan traveled in disguise to a meeting in Europe with a high Iranian official 

whom he has, by ground rules for the meeting agreed in advance, never publicly 

identified.   This worthy suggested that the U.S. solve the problem by having CIA murder 

the Shah, a proposal Jordan courteously rejected. 

 

 The two lawyers spent a good deal of time trying to indoctrinate Jordan and 

Saunders with the Iranian point of view.  Listening carefully and making judicious non-

substantive concessions, their reward was gradually to be able to arrange a scenario 

which the intermediaries assured them had the approval of the Revolutionary Council 

and, more important, of Khomeini himself.  It provided for the establishment of a UN 

commission that would go to Tehran to hear Iran’s grievances and meet with the 

hostages.  After performing these rituals, the commission would tell the Iranian 

Government that it was ready to report Iranian grievances in New York, provided that the 

hostages would be transferred to a hospital under Iranian Government control.  Back in 

New York, the commission would deliver its report to the Secretary General, and 

recommend establishment of a joint U.S.-Iran commission to deal with problems of asset 

claims between the two nations.  Khomeini would then “pardon” the hostages and expel 

them. 

 

 The commission was formed and traveled to Iran.  Once it was there, the scenario 

broke down.  It appeared that the Iranian Government had erred in believing Khomeini 

was behind the plan, for the Ayatollah announced that the hostages’ fate would be 

determined by a Parliament not yet elected and finally wrecked the scheme by 

announcing that the commission could not meet with the hostages before issuing its 
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report on Iran’s grievances.  Yet in between the Ayatollah’s two pronouncements, there 

was one favorable unscripted development also.  At one point the militant students, not 

sure of Khomeini’s full support, offered to turn the hostages over to the government.  

Ghotzbadeh and Bani Sadr hesitated, and their indecisiveness let slip what some believe 

to have been a golden opportunity, for the students soon withdrew their offer.41  The 

near miss, however, encouraged the U.S. to go on negotiating inconclusively with the 

Iranians through Jordan and the two intermediaries until the end of March. 

 

 In retrospect these negotiations look futile, but at the time the administration did 

well to initiate talks with the only elements in Iran willing to talk to it.  If the Iranian 

secular leaders had been more dynamic and decisive, or even just more self-assured, there 

is a chance these talks might have succeeded.  They were an excellent example of smooth 

White House-State Department cooperation on a vital special project.  Brzezinski had no 

jealousy of Jordan’s leading role, perhaps because of his correct assumption that the 

negotiations would fail.  The much-vilified Hamilton Jordan, operating well outside his 

normal bailiwick, had no trouble accepting the superior expertise of his mentors Saunders 

and Precht.   In turn he contributed his own gifts, showing surprising tact, an ability to 

relate to and negotiate seriously with self-declared enemies of the U.S., and a notable 

flair for swift improvisation.  Most of all, his close relationship to the President and his 

knowledge of Carter’s attitudes and thought habits enabled him to make commitments on 

the spot, none of which was ever countermanded by Carter.  The episode was a 

instructive failure which deserves close study as an example of informal White House-

State Department collaboration.       

 

 The Rescue Mission.  The very day after the hostage seizure Brzezinski had 

ordered the Pentagon to begin studying the feasibility of a rescue mission.  At first he 

assumed that it would have to be combined with a punitive operation of some kind.  

Carter toyed with, then became cool towards, the punitive option, and towards the end of 

November, it was put on a back burner at the urging of Vance.  Only at the end of March 

                                                 
41Sick, All Fall Down, pp. 250-279; Hamilton Jordan, Crisis: The Last Years of the 
Carter Presidency (New York, 1982), pp. 74-249 passim; Vance, Hard Choices, 401-
407. 

 470



did military action reemerge as Hamilton Jordan’s negotiating effort came to an end. On 

April 7, Carter felt forced to proclaim unilaterally the sanctions against Iran that the 

Soviet Union had previously vetoed in the UN Security Council.  Carter also broke 

diplomatic relations against the wishes of the State Department.   

 

 It is noteworthy is that the entire rescue attempt had from inception, for fear of 

leaks, been relatively isolated from the rest of the decision-making process.  A group 

composed of Brzezinski, Brown, JCS Chairman David Jones, Turner, and their aides met 

for planning and coördinating meetings in Brzezinski’s office.  Though a few State 

department officials knew about the plan, none were fully briefed on it until the NSC 

meeting described below. This procedure prevented a continuous full interagency 

assessment.  A worse violation of Carter’s “collegial” principles was to follow.      

 

 Two weeks before he broke relations with Iran, the President had convened a 

special, five-hour NSC meeting at Camp David, at which the Chairman of the JCS gave 

the first detailed assessment of the plans and prospects for a rescue meeting.  Carter, 

supported by all present including Vance, ordered an intelligence reconnaissance of Iran 

to help further assess the viability of a rescue.  Yet Vance continued to argue against any 

military measures. 

 

 On April 11 Vance left for a long weekend in Florida, and what he termed a 

“hastily called” NSC meeting met the next day in his absence.  Christopher represented 

Vance.  At this meeting Carter, after listening once more to a briefing on the rescue 

mission, and supported by all present (including Hamilton Jordan) except Christopher, 

made a tentative decision to go ahead.  Vance wrote: 

 

 He was aware of, and shared my strong views against the use of military force in 

Iran, but he was not fully briefed on the rescue operation....Christopher properly declined 

to take a position on the rescue mission and argued that there still remained important 
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diplomatic and political and diplomatic options to consider before we resorted to military 

force.  But he was isolated.42

 

 No one informed Vance of the meeting or its decisions until he returned on the 

15th.  “Stunned and angry that such an important decision had been made” in his 

absence, Vance met with Carter and requested another NSC meeting, which was held that 

day.  At it Vance argued that even if successful, the mission might result in the death of 

some hostages, and the Iranians might retaliate be taking hostage newsmen and other 

Americans in Teheran.  Underlying his arguments was the belief that rescue should be 

undertaken only if the hostages were in greater danger than the risks entailed by the 

rescue, which he did not believe to be true.  Instead, he considered the hostages to be in 

progressively less danger as time went on.  He accepted his Department’s intelligence 

assessment, made soon after the hostage-taking, that the hostages would not be released 

until Khomeini had completed the major steps in building his “Islamic Republic.”  No 

one at the meeting was convinced; the decision stood.43  On every count but one, Vance 

was right:  The mission was too risky, and it failed; the hostages were being held at 

Khomeini’s pleasure; and they were released after they had served their purpose.  

Fortunately, he was wrong in believing that the rescue mission would result in the death 

of, or Iranian retaliation against, the hostages themselves. But eight soldiers died when a 

helicopter crash led to the canceling of the final phase of the rescue effort on April 24-25. 

 

 Why did Carter call what was obviously a “snap” special NSC meeting the 

moment Vance was out of town?  Sick states that Carter was thoroughly familiar with 

Vance’s views, had taken them “fully into account,” and arrived at the meeting with his 

mind already virtually made up.  One can speculate that perhaps Carter did not want to 

face his Secretary of State-and the effect of his arguments on others-on this occasion if 

his mind was already made up, a hope thwarted when Vance demanded a second 

meeting.  There were plenty of reasons why his mind might already have been made up.  

Feasibility of the mission had apparently increased.  Moral suasion and negotiations alike 

                                                 
42Vance, Hard Choices, p. 409. 
43Ibid., pp. 407-410. 
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had failed.44  And Carter was in the toils of a reelection campaign, including a bitter 

challenge in the Democratic primaries from Senator Edward M. Kennedy.  Pressure to 

show results was extreme, and there was a widespread feeling at NSC and the Pentagon 

that national honor demanded a military effort, however risky.45   

 

 Another mystery is why Christopher did not inform Vance, long weekend or not, 

immediately after the meeting.  In any case, Carter badly marred his previously good 

record of including all his major advisers in the decision-making process during the 

hostage crisis.  Consequences were severe.  Vance resigned as a result of this decision, 

and the administration’s disarray was exhibited in public.  At the time it appeared to 

many that Vance’s resignation was inevitable because of the depth of policy difference, 

but a careful reading of both Carter’s and Vance’s memoirs indicates that Carter at the 

least made a show of reluctance to accept Vance’s resignation.46  So, there is yet another 

question, this one highly speculative.  Would Vance have resigned had the manner of 

decision-making been different?  If, at a scheduled meeting with all major advisers 

present, Vance had simply presented his case and learned he was a minority of one?  It is 

ironic that Carter was determined to make maximum use of the formal NSC process in 

his decision-making on this occasion, for such formality was no substitute for genuine 

close coordination. 

 

  

 

 The Way Out.  The public sympathized with the rescue attempt despite its failure, 

and support for Carter momentarily surged.  In the following months nothing happened, 

and Carter lost ground in general public esteem even as he was narrowly vanquishing 

                                                 
44It was Sick’s view that the close relations between Carter and Vance had ended with the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.  For whatever reasons, Vance’s star was waning.  As 
early as mid-February he stated during a press conference that he would not be staying on 
past the election. 
45This feeling was both described and exemplified by Brzezinski.  See Power and 
Principle, pp. 477-500.  Sick reports that the Adviser’s first thought after failure of the 
mission was to mount another one, an idea Sick discouraged.  All Fall Down, pp. 303-
306.  Brzezinski states that he called a meeting on the subject at Carter's request (499). 
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Senator Edward Kennedy in the primaries.  On September 10, however, the Majlis, which 

had spent months organizing itself since convening in May, finally approved a new 

cabinet.  Iran finally had an elected government. Almost simultaneously, a member of 

Khomeini’s inner circle contacted the U.S. through the West German Embassy in 

Teheran, and later in the month, Christopher held his first meeting with an Iranian 

representative.  Vance’s scenario began to play, but with an important variation: the 

hostages were no longer necessary to the revolution, and so the negotiations began; but 

factionalism within Iran and the complexity of the settlement process itself delayed the 

Iranians’ own timetable.  Initially they hoped to transfer the hostages by the American 

elections; when this target was not met, it was only with difficulty that the hostages were 

freed by Inauguration Day, January 20. 

 

 From the outset the negotiations were handled on the American side by an 

interagency “core group” dominated by the State Department.  Christopher was in 

charge, with Departmental support from Saunders, Legal Adviser Robert Owen, and 

Arnold Raphel, another Iran specialist.   Counsel Lloyd Cutler and Sick represented the 

White House, and Deputy Secretary Robert Carswell the Treasury.  Attorney General 

Benjamin Civiletti and other Justice officials also participated occasionally.  This group 

met at the Department, not the White House.  In effect the agenda had been set in a 

speech by Khomeini on September 12:  Iran would free the hostages if the United States 

would pledge not to intervene in Iranian affairs, would return the Shah’s assets47 or 

would allow them to be pursued through the U.S. courts, would unfreeze (and transfer 

from the U.S.) Iranian assets, and cancel all claims against Iran. 

 

 On the Iranian side the terms were “refined,” (actually muddied somewhat) by a 

special commission of the Majlis.  In October, Algeria entered the picture at the request 

of Iran, which did not want to deal directly with the U.S.  The Algerians' presence turned 

out to be a godsend, as they proved expert mediators who rescued both sides from 

various pitfalls.  The Shah’s assets were not as huge as Iran thought, nor could the U.S. 

trace them; Iranian assets had many claims against them, especially by American banks; 
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and U.S. individuals had many claims against Iran.  In the end Iran got a far smaller sum 

than it asked.  With this bald description, we will pass over all details of these very 

complex negotiations, and merely note that although there was little formal NSC 

participation in the process, the presence of Cutler and Sick on the team ensured that 

Carter was fully informed, and authorized all the significant steps in the process.48

 

 The Undoing of Jimmy Carter.  According to Hamilton Jordan and President 

Carter, the Democrats own polls showed Carter running neck and neck with Ronald 

Reagan right up until the weekend before the election.  Over that weekend there was 

heavy news coverage of the latest moves of the Majlis Commission and of the first-year 

anniversary of the hostage-taking.  The heavy coverage of the hostages just then may 

well have been a substantial influence on the great voter tilt toward Reagan over the 

weekend, even though some favorable progress was being reported.  Voters were just 

frustrated by the whole situation and the way it seemed to symbolize American 

impotence.  The administration was making progress, but it was too late. 

 

 It is unfortunate that the hostage crisis should have contributed so heavily to 

Carter’s defeat, because the administration overall did all that could be done to secure th 

release, and its efforts were eventually crowned with success.  It pursued every 

negotiating avenue possible, and with a bit of luck might have ended the crisis months 

earlier via the Jordan talks.  First the Jordan negotiations, and later the settlement talks 

using Algeria as an intermediary, were examples of imaginative pursuit of the most 

appropriate ad hoc channels and organizational structure in the circumstances.  Carter 

was thus able to avail himself of all the State Department’s expertise while still keeping 

in close touch with every decision point.  Only the ill-considered and tragic rescue 

mission marred this (very much in retrospect) steady but painful progression towards a 

solution.   

 

 The worst part of Carter’s Iran policy lay rather in earlier developments:  the fact 

that not just the White House, but the upper levels of the State Department and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
47The Shah had died in Egypt on July 10. 
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Embassy in Teheran slumbered through all but the last phases of the internal Iranian 

turmoil of 1978.  Of course the State Department and the Embassy should have alerted 

the White House to the Iranian situation earlier than they did-but part of the job of the 

NSC, from the Kennedy administration onward, has been to be on the lookout for 

situations to which the bureaucracy was paying too little attention.  Here, all 

commentators agree that it was Carter’s preoccupation with the details of the Camp 

David and SALT negotiations that prevented the White House staff from paying 

sufficient early attention to Iran.  Following the Shah’s abdication, the White House did 

not demand a full-scale policy review of the best ways to deal with Khomeini and his 

followers.  Before, it had refused proposals by Sullivan and even Huyser to send a 

representative to meet with Khomeini in France. It is hard to know whether doing either 

would have been valuable, but it was a seemingly obvious first step that was never tried. 

Overall, the administration’s flaw remained that of uneven attention to urgent problems.  

A more particular failing was Carter's dependence on Brzezinski as the filter through 

which all decisions on Iran were made.  

 

 Carter in one respect pursued a consistent and steadfast policy:  he refused to 

countenance a purely military government or a coup at U.S. initiative.   Nor did he ever 

consider giving the Iranian military a blank check by offering U.S. combat support.  He 

was willing on January 4 to back up the military if they carried out a coup in support of 

the Shah.  Later, on February 5, after Khomeini’s return to Iran on February 1, Carter 

would back military action in support of Bakhtiar, but not a military government as 

such.49

 

 Overall the split in the U.S. government on Iran policy was not a simple one 

between NSC and State Department.  The Department itself was riven between upper and 

lower levels, not to mention the tensions between the Department and the Embassy.  

There was also some variance in the White House itself between Carter and Brzezinski, 

his closest adviser.  Or, one could safely say, Brzezinski and everyone else in the White 

House.  No one else in the U.S. government had such an untrammeled and simplistic 

                                                                                                                                                 
48Sick, All Fall Down, pp. 306-342. 
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faith in the efficacy of the Iranian military, especially not the U.S. military, which had 

worked so closely with the Iranian Army and knew its grievous flaws. 

 

 One may ask just how disastrous U.S. policy on Iran had been, up to the departure 

of the Shah or even the fall of the Bakhtiar government on February 11, 1979, or even the 

admission of the Shah to the U.S., the one irretrievable mistake.  The Embassy had been 

late (early November 1978) to see how deeply in trouble the Shah was.  But the U.S. 

Government had not done anything irretrievably foolish.  It had not seriously tried to 

prop the Shah up, or backed military action without some form of civilian leadership, or 

promised U.S. intervention.  Up to a point, divided counsels and irresolution prevented 

the U.S. from taking the strong action so inappropriate in this fluid situation.  American 

academics have faulted the Embassy for not understanding the power of religion, but 

neither did the educated classes in Iraq.  Even Khomeini's middle-class supporters did not 

understand his brand of “extremism.”  No one  (but Khomeini) knew where this 

revolution was going.  

 

 Conclusion: Collegiality vs. “Changing the System.”  Carter has often been 

accused of vacillating, of being unable to make up his mind, of splitting the difference on 

various issues so that his policies in the end amounted to a crazy patchwork.  In so far as 

his managerial practices are concerned, it is perhaps more accurate to say that some of 

the contradictions followed from two worthy and admirable goals which proved in this 

particular instance to be incompatible.  When Jimmy Carter arrived in Washington in 

1977, he owed his arrival in good measure to a campaign strategy-close to his own actual 

beliefs-of “running against Washington.”  To carry out his reform of the system, he 

needed a strong White House staff, including a strong, independently-minded and highly 

analytical NSC Staff.  This is what he got under Zbigniew Brzezinski.  At the same time 

he wanted to wipe away the Nixon legacy of a closed White House, sealed off from 

continuous interchange with the Departments, and the Nixon-Ford legacy of policy 

domination by one “Lone Ranger.”  From this motive came the emphasis on collegial 

deliberations and close consultation with the Department heads.   

                                                                                                                                                 
49 Ibid., 152-153; Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 379-380. 
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 Certainly there was a certain tension between these two goals, but this does not 

mean that they were necessarily incompatible, provided the leadership of the NSC, in 

carrying out the President’s will, paid due respect to the collegial system which he also 

wished to institute.  Here, the problem seems to be not so much the policy split between 

Brzezinski and Vance on so many issues-such differences were inevitable-but the fact 

that in practice there fell to Brzezinski the simultaneous and incompatible roles of 

vehement advocate and policy coordinator.  By “vehement” is meant that he tended to a 

much more provocative line toward the Soviet Union, and a much more willing advocate 

of force, than either his chief or either of Carter’s secretaries of state.50  George Ball had 

been a useful though unsuccessful advocate of another stripe, both in the Johnson era on 

Vietnam and later on Iran.  Ball, though, had not been the President’s policy coordinator, 

but a senior sub-cabinet adviser who could be trusted to accept whatever final decisions 

went against his views.  Brzezinski was an advocate who had difficulty taking “no” for 

an answer, and who employed in his official role as “coordinator” infighting techniques 

which undermined collegiality on a personal as well as policy level.  Ultimately, the 

responsibility was Carter’s, for not recognizing the incompatibility between Brzezinski’s 

two missions of gadfly and coordinator, especially given the latter’s pugnacious 

personality type.   

 

 Carter’s attempt to fuse a collegial system with a powerful national security 

adviser was not a total failure, but tended to fail over time.  At the outset of the 

administration Carter worked very closely with Vance and/or his Department on SALT, 

the Panama Canal Treaties, the Camp David Agreements.  Gradually the drift of events, a 

worsening of relations with the Soviet Union over such issues as East Africa and 

Afghanistan, tended to move policy in Brzezinski’s direction. Iran was not the only issue 

on which Brzezinski tended to dominate policymaking. China was an exceedingly 

                                                 
50In retrospect (1983), Brzezinski observed that the Soviet Union was behind the U.S. in 
military power and hopelessly far behind in “economic, political, cultural and even 
ideological appeal.”  Hence the threat from Soviet power was not its unrealizable 
hegemonial ambitions but its potential for fomenting “global anarchy.”  The observation 
was astute, but it is not clear Brzezinski had made this distinction while still in office.  
Certainly his policy lines did not reflect it. Ibid., 532  
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important one.51  Another was his role in the formulation of the Carter Doctrine, a 

response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in which Carter warned the Soviets away 

from the Pesian Gulf region.52 In his frequent maneuvering to put the Soviets at a 

disadvantage Brzezinski can be seen as a precursor of the line followed by some of 

Reagan’s advisers, in particular William Casey of CIA, who was convinced that the 

Soviets could be outflanked and outspent. 

 

 Brzezinski’s experience at NSC only reinforced his conviction that foreign policy 

should be run from the White House.  His retrospective analysis distinguished two 

alternative modes of foreign policymaking, the “Secretarial” and the “Presidential.”  The 

former could be successful when a President wanted to concentrate on domestic policy 

“or when a powerful Secretary of State, strongly backed by the President, can provide 

much of the needed initiative and coordination.”  In such a scheme, the SANSA should 

be “deliberately downgraded.”  Yet this was the more “difficult” system to make work, 

given the growing complexities of interagency relationships and the natural resistance of 

such entities as DOD and CIA to State control, given that “coordination means also 

subordination.”  There was a special problem with the State Department as the lead 

agency, because professional diplomats tended to confuse diplomacy, which Brzezinski 

regarded as solely for execution of policy, with policy itself.  Brzezinski, sharing the 

then-prevalent view that Eisenhower took a back seat to Dulles on foreign policy, 

believed the “Secretarial” system would work only when a domestically-oriented and 

“personally highly secure” President had a “gifted and assertive” Secretary of State, as in 

the Truman/Acheson and Eisenhower/Dulles combinations.53

 

                                                 
51 For an excellent account of how Brzezinski did this, see James Mann, About Face: A 
History of America's Curious Relationship with China from Nixon to Clinton (New York, 
1999), 78-99. 
52 The key sentence, included at Brzezinski’s insistence, read: “An attempt by any 
outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be regarded as an assault on 
the vital interests of the United States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by 
any means necessary, including military force.”  For a text of this State of the Union 
Address delivered January 23, 1980, see: 
http://www.presidency/ucsb.edu/ws/index.php/pid=33079 
53 Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 533-534. 
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 Brzezinski cast his own vote for the “Presidential” mode, because only the 

President and his advisers could see issues from a perspective that would enable them to 

overcome “narrower bureaucratic concerns.”  Moreover “coordination is easier to impose 

[sic] if it is openly associated with the shaping of policy as such, for the making of policy 

inevitably tends to become the coordination of policy."  A final advantage was the 

increased opportunity at the White House for integration of domestic with foreign policy.  

In such a system, the central role of the ANSA should be “openly acknowledged and 

even institutionalized.”  Perhaps the ANSA should be subject to senatorial confirmation, 

and perhaps he should even receive a new title, such as Director of National Security 

Affairs.54

 

 This was a powerful and forthright analysis.  Just as did Vance, though for 

opposite reasons, Brzezinski implicitly acknowledged Carter’s failure to organize his 

national security establishment rationally.  He honestly and straightforwardly set forth the 

arguments for the ANSA’s dominance of the entire national security establishment, a 

position which even Kissinger never dared state openly, despite actually having had for a 

time as ANSA much of the power that Brzezinski advocated, without the formal 

responsibility that the latter correctly argued should accompany it in such circumstances.  

In doing so Brzezinski reintroduced with important variations, which will be further 

discussed in the concluding chapter, some of the rationale for the supersecretarial system 

advocated by Nelson Rockefeller over twenty years earlier.  The main weakness may be 

Brzezinski’s inflexible-or is it merely shrewdly realistic?-doctrine, reiterated many times, 

that coordination means dominance.  Perhaps it does, but assuming so means that 

coordination in the ordinary sense of the word never gets a hearing. 

 

 An influential commentator at the time reached quite a conclusion quite opposite 

to Brzezinski’s. The political scientist I.M. Destler recommended that Adviser’s position 

be abolished.  His view was based on the tendency of recent Advisers, beginning with 

Bundy’ role in the Dominican Republic and Vietnam, to become policy advocates and 

eventually, under Kissinger and Brezizinski, policy makers and executors: 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 535-537.  This proposal for a more commanding formal title for the Adviser has 
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The basic problem is that while the assistant is uniquely placed to facilitate the 

decision-making process, he also has the power and flexibility to aspire to 

something greater.  For the person who enters the office with grandiose policy-

shaping aspirations, the temptation is likely to be overwhelming. 

 

Destler’s proposal was to reestablish the Secretary of State as the principal external 

policy advocate and executor, but the retain the substantive NSC staff under the 

Executive Secretary, a statutory post, as its leader with duties strictly limited to policy 

coordination.55

 

The following administration did not take this advice, but did begin by severely 

downgrading the adviser’s position.  Much of the next decade would be given over to 

resolving just what the status and role of the Assistant to the President for National 

Security Affairs should.   

            

 

 

  

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
recently been revived.  See the concluding chapter.  
55I.M. Destler, “A Job that Doesn’t Work,” Foreign Policy, No. 38 (Spring, 1980), 80-88. 
The long quotation is from page 86.  A longer exposition these views is in Destler, 
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“National Security Management: What Presidents Have Wrought,” Political Science 
Quarterly, Vol. 98 No.4 (Winter 1980-1981), 573-588.   
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Chapter X 

 

 Ronald Reagan and the Crisis of the NSC 

 

 A president simply cannot monitor the day-to-day conduct of all his subordinates.  

He must contribute as much as possible on setting the tone and direction of the 

administration, establishing broad policies, and selecting good people to implement these 

policies....had I attempted to involve myself in the details of the …activities of the NSC 

staff, I would have been unable to attend to the other wide-ranging issues before me at 

the time.1

 

 Once he had an idea in his head, it was mighty hard to dislodge it. 2

 

    

 It is difficult even to list all the ways in which Ronald Reagan’s mode of 

governance represented a sharp departure from that of his Cold War predecessors of 

either party.  First, all of them had a generally pragmatic approach to politics and 

government.  Reagan combined pragmatism with a rigid ideology.  Often it was very 

difficult for his associates to know which of the Reagans-the ideological or the practical-

would operate on any given issue.   

 

 Previous Presidents varied in the degree to which they delegated authority.  Nixon 

did so in some areas but not others.  Both Johnson and Carter, in different ways, 

exhibited an obsession with detail.  Eisenhower made broad grants of authority but 

maintained a cool and watchful oversight in most matters.  Reagan was at an utter 

extreme in the degree to which he delegated power, and sometimes placed enormous 

authority, in those whom he barely knew, including some members of his own staff.  For 

instance, James Baker, his Chief of Staff for over four years, had started 1980 as 

campaign manager for Reagan’s principal primary opponent.  This tendency was 

                                                 
1Ronald W. Reagan, An American Life: the Autobiography (New York, 1990), 487. 
2 Jack F. Matlock, Jr., Reagan and Gorbachev: How the Cold War Ended (New York, 2004), 168.  
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especially curious in a man of Reagan’s strong ideological principles, for he imposed no 

intellectual “purity test” on those who served him most closely. 

 

 Unlike some delegators such as Eisenhower, Reagan did not often familiarize 

himself with the details of key issues, even those with which he was most vitally 

concerned.  We have seen that Ike used the formal NSC meetings to check up on what his 

associates were thinking and to let them know what he was thinking and what the 

administration policy was.  Reagan had an equivalent forum, but used it in a different 

way (see below).  Nor was he a voluminous reader, nor did he have a burning interest in 

matters administrative or any theory of administration.  He was hardly stupid but lacked 

either the training or the inclination to cultivate rigorous analysis.  He had other solid 

attributes: charismatic leadership qualities, a good sense of public concerns at a given 

time, and great success in bending public opinion in his direction.  His most trenchant 

biographer, Lou Cannon, sees this former actor essentially as a performer, a showman, 

very trusting in and dependent on his managers or “directors,” deserving of his sobriquet 

of the “Great Communicator.”  Though he relied heavily on speechwriters, Reagan was 

also a graceful and pithy writer on his own, as evidenced by his personal correspondence, 

both public and private, over many years.3  Many have noticed that Reagan was quickest 

to grasp concepts when presented in the form of anecdotes; and in turn, to pass on and 

modify ideas in this manner. 

 

 Finally Reagan had one more attribute that worked in his favor.  He was 

possessed of an ultimate flexibility, even in some of his most closely held tenets.  As he 

had during the 1950s made a dramatic transition from very liberal Democrat to the last 

best hope of the former Goldwater conservatives, so would he during the last years of his 

presidency make a partial retreat from his conservative ideology on at least one vital 

issue. 

 

 What was this ideology?  Even the term may be a misnomer, since its tenets had 

little analytical base in his mind.  “Set of fixed principles,” though a clumsy term, is a 

                                                 
3 Kiron Skinner et. al., eds., Reagan: A Life In Letters (New York, 2004). 
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better index of its nature.  A person actuated by fixed ideas is not the same as an 

ideologue, who lives with ideas; instead Reagan lived by ideas.  While President, his 

basic ideas were three.  One: there was too much government, particularly too much 

Federal government, so government and its activities had to be reduced.  This meant a 

huge tax cut, the basis of administration policy in the first year.  It meant devolution of 

government functions to the private sector.  And it meant transfer of Federal functions to 

the states wherever possible.  Two: America needed a strong national defense.  Unlike 

every other government program, defense was not subject to his passion for cost-cutting.  

Three: America was locked in a mortal struggle with a ruthless totalitarian “evil empire” 

bent on world domination.  Though this was essentially his predecessors’ belief also, 

Reagan was singularly single-minded in his adherence to it and was for much of his 

presidency far more interested in undermining this “empire” than in seeking a wary 

modus vivendi with it. 

 

 Beyond this core agenda, Reagan regarded almost all of the programs needed to 

flesh them out-what others might have called “broad policies”- as “details.”  Hence the 

above quotation from his memoirs had a meaning different from what it appears to have.  

It was almost as if the President were a passive actor in every sense of the word, relying 

on the production team for the storyline as well as direction and script.  Naturally there 

were some exceptions to this to be noted later, but the special hazard of this system was 

that it placed tremendous additional burdens on those who worked for him.  Their flaws 

would be his flaws. 

 

 Reagan and Cabinet Government.  Like Eisenhower, Reagan had a firm belief in 

Cabinet government.  Just as under his Republican predecessor, however, actual cabinet 

meetings proved to be “show and tell” sessions at which few decisions were made.  

Unlike Eisenhower, Reagan’s enthusiasm for even holding these sessions soon faded.  As 

to a more extended interpretation of “Cabinet government,” that is, one of an 

administration in which cabinet members exert at least as much power as White House 

staff and have ready access to the President, the answer is mixed at best.    Reagan had 

come to Washington a (paradoxical) record in Sacramento of dealing with his cabinet 
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through his staff and continued this practice (with a few important exceptions) as 

President. 

 

 For the most part cabinet members’ one-on-one meetings with Reagan were rare.  

Such domestic members as Drew Lewis at Transportation and James Watt at Interior 

(though well apart in the limited ideological spectrum of this administration) were able to 

take advantage of their isolation from the President and his isolation from the “details” of 

policymaking to reshape their Department and its relations with its clients and service 

area.  Terrill Bell at Education successfully warded off the right-wing goal of abolishing 

his fiefdom.  Donald Regan was a successful Treasury Secretary while seeing Reagan 

only rarely in private.  For the national security cabinet members, attainment of such 

access varied and was seldom to be taken for granted, despite Reagan’s initial 

downgrading of the NSC system.  Unlike, say, the Transportation Department, their 

functions could not be exercised properly without some form of close coordination with 

the White House.  

 

 The Reagan White House.  President Reagan, like most Republican Presidents, 

installed a Chief of Staff.  As Governor, he had had a conventional Chief of Staff system, 

with the Chief at the apex of the staff pyramid.  For several years this had been Edward 

Meese, a highly conservative former District Attorney and ideological confrère whom 

Reagan acknowledged as his “conceptualizer.”  During the transition period the betting 

was on Meese to fill the spot once again.  Yet Meese had powerful opponents.  First Lady 

Nancy Reagan was the foremost.  Even by the high standard set by Roseanne Carter, 

Mrs. Reagan exercised unusually great influence with her spouse.  She detested Meese 

personally and considered him too conservative.  Michael Deaver and Stuart Spencer, 

close allies in the infighting over management of Reagan’s Presidential campaign, were 

long term on-and-off-and-on-again members of the Reagan California team, Deaver as a 

public relations specialist, Spencer as a campaign consultant.  Both believed Meese to be 

too disorganized to function as a successful Chief of Staff in the high-pressure White 

House environment.   
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 Right after Reagan’s successful debate with Carter, Spencer discussed a list of 

potential candidates for the job with the Reagans.  In this instance Reagan was 

surprisingly decisive, by Spencer’s telling.  When Deaver’s name came up, the candidate 

said that “Mike should be number two;” while Meese’s name met with the rejoinder that 

he could not have the job because he was “not organized.”  Hence Reagan was already 

receptive to the suggestion of James Baker, who had been George Bush’s campaign 

manager and was now functioning as Reagan’s own highly competent debate manager.  

(In 1976, he had been President Ford’s campaign manager, including the primary race 

against Reagan.)  No President had ever chosen his opponent’s campaign manager for 

such a job, but Reagan’s reaction was “Do you think he’d do it?”4   

 

 Thus the morning after the election, Meese was notified that Baker would have 

the job the former coveted, while Deaver would be Assistant Chief of Staff.  He himself 

would receive the title “Counsellor to the President.”  These three came to function as a 

sort of triumvirate in many decision-making matters, but Baker would be in charge of 

overall administration.   The pragmatic Baker proved to be an almost ideal appointee.  He 

was efficient and careful to consult with representatives of all factions.  He was 

personally solicitous of the views of members of Congress-including Democrats-and 

excelled at setting up a first-rate Congressional liaison operation.  He was responsible for 

much of the administration’s success in pushing Reagan’s big tax cut through the 

Congress, and this was the centerpiece of Reagan’s first year, if not his entire first term.  

To all but the most hard-bitten ideological conservatives, Baker functioned as the 

administration’s indispensable balance wheel. What worked to the long term detriment of 

his stature was his rather misguided initial attempt to keep foreign policy initially on the 

back burner in favor of domestic reform.  The hiatus helped give ideological 

conservatives a chance to get entrenched in key foreign policy-making slots in the 

administration-but many other factors were at work in this result, as will be seen. 

 

                                                 
4Lou Cannon, President Reagan: the Role of a Lifetime (New York, 1991), 70-71.  The quotations from 
the conference between Spencer and the Reagans are from Cannon's note of an interview with Spencer 
held May 2, 1989. 
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 Deaver as number two man filled a variety of public relations functions, including 

that of all-powerful advance man for the President’s trips.  And he had a special, crucial 

role as Nancy Reagan’s confidant and representative in the various scheduling and policy 

disputes of the Reagan administration.  This relationship was well known and that fact 

magnified his power.   

 

 Meese, despite his initial disappointment, stayed on and wielded considerable 

power.  Reagan continued to value his advice, and he functioned as the particular White 

House ally of the more conservative cabinet members, most notably William Casey and 

Caspar Weinberger.  Both these men enjoyed easy one-on-one access to Reagan.  This 

grouping proved more than once to be a potent and influential combination.  And the 

administration’s first National Security Adviser, Richard Allen, did not work directly for 

Reagan, but was subordinate to Meese and reported to the President through him. 

 

 State and Defense.  Reagan chose Alexander Haig as Secretary of State largely 

because he was so highly touted by Richard Nixon, whose advice Reagan valued highly, 

and because he had himself been impressed by Haig in meetings with him.  His 

California associates, including Meese and Deaver, were instead partial to former 

Secretary of Labor and of the Treasury George Shultz. They subjected Haig to a 

searching scrutiny and even some careful questioning prior to his appointment.  Despite 

these storm warnings Haig delivered into Meese’s hands right after the inauguration a 

draft of a proposed National Security Decision Directive No. 1, which contained 

language making the Secretary of State the President’s right hand man in all matters 

having to do with foreign policy.5   

 

 Haig claimed that Reagan had given him the go-ahead to draft such a document in 

a meeting with him and Allen held January 6, that he had then staffed out the documents 

to assistants at State, and that they in turn had coordinated it with DOD and CIA.  

Further, he stated that it had the personal advance approval of Secretary of Defense 

                                                 
5No text of the first Haig draft is available to the author.  A modified version is NSDD-2, “National 
Security Council Structure,” which Reagan approved almost a year later on January 12, 1982. (Reagan 
Library, NSC, National Security Decision Memoranda.)   The new NSC nomenclature is explained below. 
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Caspar Weinberger and Director of Central Intelligence William Casey, and Richard 

Allen.  Meese and other staff members, however, reacted as though Haig were attempting 

to put one over on the President and acted as though the document had to be cleared with 

them.6 Haig thought this was high-handed, but the staff thought Haig was.  Haig’s 

problem was that he persistently failed to recognize the realities of the White House 

power structure under Reagan:  the triumvirate, whatever their own differences, were 

determined to protect Reagan from making gaffes and kept him away from all but those 

they particularly trusted.  A quote from one of Haig’s later interviews unwittingly reveals 

why he soon found he had little personal access to Reagan:  “Do you think I give a shit 

about guerilla warfare with a bunch of second-rate hambones in the White House?”7  

NSDD-1 (later renumbered as NSDD-2) remained in Meese’s briefcase for many months.  

By the time it was approved (how much in the form Haig wanted is not clear) Haig was 

in deep disfavor. 

 

 Early on, Haig made his problem worse during a discussion of Cuban subversion 

in Central America by saying, in Reagan’s presence, that if Reagan backed him he would 

“make that island” a “parking lot.”  Perhaps he thought such tough talk would have 

endeared him to Reagan-if so, he guessed wrong, for the President reserved such remarks 

for public jests, not serious discussion.8  And the remark seriously disturbed Deaver, 

who might otherwise, as the most politically moderate man in the White House, have 

been the most inclined toward the basic policy line pursued by Haig.  Despite his tough 

talk and his hard line anti-Communism, the Secretary of State was a traditional player of 

the foreign policy game, in which alliances must be maintained, neutrals wooed, and 

enemies engaged in continuous dialogue.  

 

 Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, on the other hand, amassed quite a 

different record.  His was a very successful-in terms of getting what he wanted-and 

lengthy tenure at DOD, for he stayed until 1987.  From the outset he had many factors 

working in his favor.  Although originally an Eisenhower-Rockefeller “modern” 

                                                 
6 Alexander M. Haig, Jr., Caveat: Realism, Reagan, and Foreign Policy (New York, 1984), 74-76, 83-85. 
7Cannon, Role, 195. 
8 Ibid., 196. 
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Republican, after 1964 he had made himself useful to the Goldwater-Reagan wing of the 

party in California and had wound up for a time as Governor Reagan’s Finance Director.  

Later, in successive jobs as Nixon’s Budget Director and Secretary of Health, Education 

and Welfare, he had acquired the sobriquet of “Cap the Knife” for his budget-cutting and 

expenditure-slashing zeal.  While such a reputation would have been pleasing to 

conservatives in any domestic post, at the outset they feared that he would apply his 

blade to defense programs as well.  Now Weinberger underwent yet another apparent 

transformation.  This was a defense-minded administration determined on a massive 

military buildup.  Not only did Weinberger carry out all that was desired of him in this 

direction, he went further and strove to fund all defense programs as closely as possible 

to the maximum demanded by the armed forces through the JCS.   

 

 Some9 have interpreted this behavior as indicating that Weinberger did whatever 

was expected of him in whatever shoes he happened to be filling.  His memoirs shed no 

light on the issue.10  But it also possible that Weinberger, as an old adherent of 

Rockefeller, who had been a particular advocate of a strong military buildup, saw no 

contradiction between heavy military and light domestic spending.  As Secretary of 

HEW, Weinberger could hardly be said to have been serving the wishes of his “clients.”  

And the sort of expense-paring on domestic items that he had done under Nixon was still 

very much in vogue under Reagan.  Weinberger, then, was well used to doing what 

Reagan wanted done, and doing it the way he wanted it done.  

  

 Organizing the Reagan NSC.  Ronald Reagan had six National Security Advisers, 

with an average tenure of one year and four months.  By contrast, in the preceeding 

twenty years there had been only five. They averaged exactly four years, the same as, 

(though not perfectly synchronized with,) the turnover in Presidents during the same 

period.  The longest was Robert McFarlane, with a total time of just over 25 months; 

three men (Allen, John Poindexter, and Frank Carlucci) held the job less than a year.  

Thus the tenures of these men were fairly evenly spaced and it is difficult to give a 

                                                 
9Ibid., 162. 
10Caspar W. Weinberger with Gretchen Roberts, In the Arena: A Memoir of the Twentieth Century 
(Washington, 2001).   
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unified picture of “the” NSC during this period, except to say that because of the staffing 

precedents made at the outset by Allen and others, and the nature of this administration, 

the staff remained more conservative than in any previous period and was at loggerheads 

with the State Department even more than had become usual. 

 

 The great turnover in National Security Advisers in this administration mirrored 

the fact that the nature of the NSC was constantly changing during it.  For this reason, it 

is necessary to describe the transitions, the comings and goings, at NSC at some length in 

order to be able to come to any conclusions at all about the relationship of organization to 

policy during this long administration, the first two full consecutive terms that any 

President had served since the Eisenhower period. 

 

 The first, deemphasized status did not last long. Fairly or not, Richard Allen was 

held responsible for not running a successful shop.  Allen had served briefly (six months) 

as Henry Kissinger’s Deputy at the outset of the Nixon Administration.  He had been 

Reagan’s foreign policy adviser in both campaigns, was known to be ticketed for the 

Adviser’s job from the outset of the transition period, and approved in advance of the 

express downgrading of his own position.  Managing to function in this reduced capacity 

was another matter.  Allen spent a lot of time unsuccessfully trying to move paper 

through or get paper from Meese.  He was forced to send Reagan his daily briefing in 

writing rather than in person.  Worse, Baker and Deaver soon convinced themselves that 

Allen was ineffective and a little lightweight for the job.  Deaver realized that the 

National Security Adviser would have to be someone Reagan esteemed and would have 

to have direct access to him.  As early as July 1981, he started looking for a replacement 

for Allen and settled on William Clark, the Deputy Secretary of State.  By September he 

had secured Reagan’s consent to the transition.   

 

 Allen’s departure was delayed for a time by some extraneous factors, but by 

January 4, 1982 Clark had been safely installed in the White House.  Haig on balance 

was reconciled to Clark’s departure.  Although Clark had helped enormously at State by 

being able to run interference for him at the White House with Clark’s old California 

colleagues (he was even said to have easier access to Reagan than Haig himself), now 
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Haig would have better White House access through the relationship he had developed 

with Clark.  In this expectation Haig was to be disappointed, for in the White House 

Clark was free to indulge his proclivity toward an even more tough-minded foreign 

policy than Haig’s.  Haig was a strong conservative himself, but differed from the 

emerging new Reagan NSC in two respects.  As a long-time aide to both Kissinger and 

Nixon, he fully believed in the traditional foreign policy professional’s emphasis on 

maintaining a constant dialoque with the Soviets, even when relations were at their most 

distant.  Secondly, Haig was acutely aware of the importance of Third World opinion and 

had embraced an ambitious program of dialogue with and even foreign aid for the 

“neutral” powers.  Clark, on the other hand, shared in the White House illusion that the 

foreign policy process could be “turned off” for a time while America built up its forces 

and set in place the Reagan domestuc program. 

 

 Yet another loss to Haig was the departure of Robert A. (“Bud”) McFarlane from 

his job as Counselor of the State Department to be Clark’s Deputy National Security 

Adviser. Haig considered him an “old and trusted” associate capable of outstanding staff 

work in the Department; Clark needed him for his White House experience in the Nixon-

Ford era.  Clark and McFarlane soon set about trying to revitalize one of the traditional 

NSC functions: that of coordinating and obtaining Presidential approval of finished 

policy papers. Under Clark and McFarlane, the NSDD mill ground out directives in far 

greater profusion, totaling 58 in Reagan’s second year.  By his own account McFarlane, 

the consummate staff man, was a great believer in the SIG/IG system as revived by the 

eventual issuance of NSDD-2  (see below).  An early directive11 had discontinued 

Carter’s PRM and PD series, replacing the former with a National Security Study 

Directive (NSSD) Series and the latter with one of National Security Decision Directives 

(NSDD).  The difference was simply one of nomenclature.  Seldom had any series of 

papers begun less auspiciously-it was almost a year until Clark finally prevailed on 

Reagan to sign NSDD-2, the partial redraft of Haig’s original organizational proposals.  

During Reagan’s first year in office he gave final approval to just 19 NSDDs, of which 5 

were purely procedural.  Yet equally seldom has such an unpromising start to formal staff 
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work been transformed eventually into one of such integral importance to an 

administration’s final mode of doing business.  By the end of two terms, the President 

signed a total of 325 NSDDs, an average of over 40 a year.  These ranged from broad 

policy directives on such topics as U.S. national security strategy, relations with the 

Soviet Union, law of the sea policy, and international economic policy, all the way to 

such specifics as visits by foreign leaders and specific measures towards individual 

countries.  The latter type of directive increasingly became the norm for putting in final 

form the negotiating instructions for individual sessions of arms control talks, and many 

other issues on which cabinet departments and NSC staffers alike continued to wage 

“protracted conflict” for the duration of this contentious administration. 

 

 An early effort towards a setting a broad policy direction was NSDD 32, “U.S. 

National Security Strategy,”12 which attempted to set forth a set of foreign policy 

principles for an administration that had not been aware it had or needed one. While 

NSDD 32 was never disseminated throughout the government as thoroughly as basic 

policy papers of the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, it was the first attempt to 

set Reagan’s overall national security policy down in one brief document.  As such it 

deserves some attention.   

 

 Apparently at Allen’s initiative, an elaborate study had been prepared from which 

the final result was supposedly refined.  NSDD 32 seems to be an attempt to blend 

Reaganite preoccupations into a seamless whole with Cold War themes from preceding 

administrations.  In a few areas, however, it represents a sharp departure.  The paper 

opens innocuously enough with an emphasis on deterrence of Soviet attack and 

maintaining and strengthening of the alliance system.  But it then goes on to stress 

“containing and reversing” Soviet expansion in the same breath, the “objective” being to: 

 

To foster, if possible [italics added] in concert with our allies, restraint in Soviet 

military spending, discourage Soviet adventurism, and weaken the Soviet alliance 

                                                                                                                                                 
11National Security Decision Directive 1, February 25, 1981.  (Reagan Library, NSC Directives).  
Available text is as revised December 17, 1981. 
12ibid. , May 20, 1982. 
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system by forcing the USSR to bear the brunt of its economic shortcomings, and 

to encourage long-term liberalizing and nationalist tendencies within the Soviet 

Union and allied countries. 

 

Regarding nuclear issues, NSDD 32 refers to the “loss of U.S. strategic superiority” (due 

to superior Soviet ICBM throw weight) as a given, despite U.S. overwhelming 

preëminence in both heavy bombers and SLBMs, and called for “achievement of 

[nuclear] parity” through “modernization” of nuclear forces.  Plainly, NSDD 32 

incorporated the nuclear preoccupations of the Committee on the Present Danger, the 

group that Paul Nitze helped create in the wake of conservative dissatisfaction with the 

Vladivostok Agreement.     

 

 Looking at world regions, the Directive echoed without specifically referring to 

the Nixon Doctrine by emphasizing “assistance to certain key states for regional 

contingency roles.” Japan and the Republic of Korea were the only ones specifically 

mentioned, but the Directive also stressed the importance of “Southwest Asia,” a discreet 

reference to Israel as well as the Gulf States.  Overall, the report viewed the world with 

alarm, claiming that “the decade of the eighties will likely pose the greatest challenge to 

our survival since World War II.”  Thus the old “period of maximum danger” concept 

originally incorporated in NSC 68 during the Truman administration was revived under 

Reagan.  Only one clause of one sentence mentioned arms control.  Yet the Directive did 

explicitly repudiate, as did in theory all administrations since 1960, the Eisenhower 

administration’s idea that nuclear weapons should be considered as a mere lower cost 

alternative to conventional weapons, and emphasized the need for a conventional buildup 

so that the nation would not be forced to use nuclear weapons early in a conflict.   

 

  NSDD-2 was the final revision of Haig’s paper of January 1981.  After Haig 

made his initial submission, he had redrafted it, first in concert with Weinberger, later at 

the behest of Casey.  Both redrafts pared down Haig's initial claims to full control of all 

aspects of foreign policy, but there was still a strong role for State.  Under NSDD-2 there 

were committees at the Deputy Secretary level for foreign policy, defense, and (later) 

international economics, each chaired by the representative of the pertinent cabinet 
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department. The DCI chaired an intelligence SIG.  Haig's initial draft would have given 

to State-chaired SIGs international economics as well as foreign policy, plus crisis 

management.  Haig would certainly have had Vance's experience with Brezinski in mind. 

But when Reagan created a Crisis Management Team (later Special Situation Group 

(SSG)), he designated Vice President Bush as its chairmen.  Its creation in March 1981 

occasioned an outburst from Haig, who believed the chairmanship should go to him.  Yet 

chairing or locating crisis management teams in the White House went all the way back 

to the Nixon era (or, counting the ad hoc Ex Comm model, the Kennedy administration) 

as Haig knew and even pointed out in his memoir.13

 

 Beneath the SIGs was a vast structure of IGs, such as the regional ones chaired by 

the responsible State Department Assistant Secretaries, and others for components of the 

Defense Department.  There was some flexibility in the system.  When the friction 

between State and Defense paralyzed the IG for arms control, McFarlane recreated it at 

the SIG level and took it into the White House under chairmanship. of the National 

Security Adviser.14  With both crisis management and arms control now under the White 

House umbrella, the Reagan White House wound up repeating some of the procedural 

steps of its recent predecessors. 

 

 As an example of the policy coherence a revivified NSC staff system could 

contribute, McFarlane was particularly proud of NSDD 75, “U.S. Relations with the 

USSR,” January 17, 1983, which he regarded as a mature and “fully staffed out” 

expression of the Reagan approach to the Cold War.  The Directive was four months in 

preparation, principally by an interagency team in which Richard Pipes, head of the 

Soviet/East Europe desk at NSC from January 1981 to early 1983, participated for the 

NSC.  Pipes drafted NSDD 11-82,15 by which Reagan ordered the study, and 

                                                 
13Haig, Caveat, 142-150.  See also Richard C. Thornton, The Reagan Revolution, I (New Bern, NC 2003), 
71-73.  The Vice President's Chairmanship of the SSG was formalized in NSDD 3, December 14, 1981. 
(Reagan Library, National Security Decision Directives) 
14McFarlane, Robert C., Spe,cial Trust (New York, 1994), pp 196-197; McFarlane, “The National Security 
Council: Organization for Policy Making,”  in R Gordon Hoxie, ed., The Presidency and National Security 
Policy (New York, 1984) p. 267. 
15 August 21, 1982. (Reagan Library, NSC Executive Secretariat Files, NSC Meeting Files, MSC 0070, 
Folder 2/2) 
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participated for the NSC.  He was an influential Harvard Soviet expert on temporary duty 

in Washington, and was known for his conviction that the Soviet system exhibited 

"psychological illegitimacy:" while officially democratic, it was in fact authoritarian and 

despotic.  This tension introduced significant strains that the current leadership (which he 

described as "Stalinist") sought to ease by pursuing aggressively expansionist and 

militarist policies.  Though the then-leadership seemed monolithic, Pipes was quite aware 

that there was an intense debate going on, just under the Politburo level, between a 

reformist tendency (later on, under Gorbachev, known as "new thinking") and a stand pat 

faction.  The reformists were aware that the Soviet Union could no longer afford its level 

of expenditure on armaments if it wanted to ameliorate internal conditions, and they were 

skeptical of the value of adventures in Central America and Afghanistan.  What Pipes and 

other Americans did not know was that even the Stalinists in the Politburo were 

becoming aware of the limits of Soviet power.  At a Politburo meeting in December 

1981, the decision was taken by Yuri Andropov and others not to intervene in Poland if 

the Solidarity (free trade union) movement should take over Poland.  Thus the Brezhnev 

Doctrine was already dead-but dead in secret!16

 

 Pipes believed that any leadership transition in the Soviet Union would be no 

worse, and might turn out for the best.17  Therefore the present "Stalinist" leadership 

should not be rewarded with any favors or the continuation of détente.  Rather, the U.S 

should keep up the pressure by matching the Soviet arms buildup and countering Soviet 

moves into Africa and Central America, particularly he latter.  Hence his conclusions, 

despite the more nuanced reasoning behind them, swung into perfect consonance with 

those of his chief.  By Pipes, Reagan was indeed well served.18

 

                                                 
16 The Brezhnev Doctrine, first enunciated during the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, held that 
the Soviet Union would not allow any "revolutionary" government to fail.  Regarding the December 1981 
meeting, see John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History (New York, 2005), 220-221. 
17 "I don't think the Soviet system works, but it can be reformed and improved," as Pipes somewhat 
oxymoronically put it in an interview given to Strobe Talbott of Time magazine in May, 1982.  But Pipes 
made clear that even the reformers were dedicated Communists, not dissidents. (Reagan Library Richard 
Pipes Files, Press Contacts/Media, March-May 1981)  See also ibid., Miscellaneous Papers, the typescript 
article "The Soviet Union in Crisis," October 1982. 
18 Pipes, Talbott interview, cited in previous footnote.  
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 The draft NSDD resulting from NSDM 11-82 contained what Pipes claimed, in a 

covering memo he drafted for the President in December, was a new departure: 

"encouraging antitotalitarian changes within the USSR and refraining from assisting the 

Soviet Union to consolidate further its hold on the economy."19 This goal was to be 

added to the two traditional ones of containment and ameliorative negotiations.20

 

 The full NSC discussed the draft NSDD on December 16, 1982.  Due to the wide-

ranging nature of he issues involved, many agency heads besides those on the formal 

NSC and its statutory advisers attended: Treasury, Agriculture, Commerce, ACDA, 

OMB, and USIA.  The entire White House "troika" attended, plus Richard Darman, 

Baker's No. 2, and John Poindexter, then a military aide.  Total attendance was 26, 

somewhat more than a typical Ford or Carter formal meeting, but far less than in 

Eisenhower days.  

 

    As Reagan, Clark and Pipes were well aware, several agencies were opposed to some 

of the provisions in the draft that spelled out just how the United States was to promote 

its new objective of bringing about internal change in the USSR.  State, Treasury and 

Agriculture opposed a provision that would have sought "to induce the USSR to shift 

capital and resources from the defense sector to capital investment and consumer goods" 

and, joined in dissent by the Commerce Department, another which would have made it 

policy "to refrain from assisting the Soviet Union with developing natural resources with 

which to earn, at minimal cost to itself, hard currency."  Early in the meeting the 

President commented that time could be saved simply by omitting these two items, 

stating that they were "provocative and should not be allowed to leak."  Then he added: 

"that nothing should be in the paper that we didn't want to tell the Russians; we know 

what the policy is if the situation calls for its implementation."   

 

                                                 
19 This is not to say that the U.S. had never encouraged subversive activity in the Soviet Union, particularly 
in the Baltic Republics and the Ukraine.  See Peter Grose, Operation Rollover: America's Secret War 
Behind the Iron Curtain (Boston, 2000.)  It is not clear how aware Pipes was of Operation Rollover, which 
was active from 1947 to 1953. 
20 Memorandum from Clark to the President, undated [December 1982], drafted by Pipes, enclosing draft 
NSDD; Reagan Library, NSC Executive Secretariat Files, NSC Meeting Files, NSC 0070, Folder 2/2. 
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 Weinberger objected that if policy wasn't spelled out, some might interpret it as a 

shift in policy.   Commerce Secretary Malcolm Baldridge termed the clause on refraining 

from helping the Soviet Union from developing its natural resources to be "to wage 

economic warfare," which it so obviously was-he had thought there had already been 

interagency agreement to take it out of the paper.  There was, however, little doubt that 

the President, whatever clauses were in or out of the paper, was committed to waging 

economic warfare.  A few other modifications in the draft emerged as a result of the 

meeting, most notably more detailed provisions relating to implementation of export 

controls on critical technology.21   

 

 Pipes and other conservatives were certainly influential in the result, and 

McFarlane believed the finished product “signaled” Reagan’s “clean break with the 

Soviet policy of the past,” by which he meant the policy of détente which had slowly 

evolved after the Cuban missile crisis, dominated during the Nixon-Ford period, and 

declined under Carter.  Yet the directive, as a product of interagency debate, was in fact a 

less stark statement of the heart of Reaganism than Pipes would have wished or than 

McFarlane was aware.   

 NSDD 75 was tightly focused on three objectives: “to contain and over time 

reverse [a formula carried over from NSDD 32] Soviet expansionism; to promote “a 

more pluralistic political and economic system” in the Soviet Union (Pipes' innovation); 

and to maintain a continuous dialogue with it.  Means to these ends were the ongoing 

U.S. military buildup; economic policies (such as less liberal Allied-Soviet trade terms) 

which would hinder the Soviet military buildup; economic reprisals if, say, the Soviets 

invaded Poland to shore up Communism; and a general emphasis (with implicit 

indication of covert means) on exploiting cracks in the Soviet empire in various parts of 

the world.22  Important specifics were: arms control agreements should be undertaken 

only to enhance U.S. security, not as “an end in themselves;” the U.S. should try to 

                                                 
21 Minutes of NSC Meeting, December 16, 1982, ibid. 
22Whether another implicit objective was to outspend the Soviets militarily to the point of bankruptcy is 
discussed below. 
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“minimize opportunities for a Sino-Soviet rapprochement; various pressures should be 

maintained in Afghanistan, Poland, Cuba, etc.23

 

 A tough paper, NSDD 75 was nevertheless not a clean break with the past.  The 

essence of Kennan’s original containment paper of 1947 is apparent in use of the term 

itself, and even he had talked of "the adroit and vigilant application of counterforce at a 

series of constantly shifting geographical and political points.”  Also apparent in both 

NSDD 32 and NSDD 75 is the heritage of NSC 68, with its emphasis on a period of 

maximum danger.  And even détente had left its mark in the stress on continuing 

dialogue, though the intended purpose of dialogue was far narrower: to eliminate 

potential dangerous flashpoints rather than to work for comprehensive agreements.  What 

was new about NSDD 75 was the emphasis on U.S. initiative and even aggressiveness 

that permeates it throughout, an aggressiveness which would upstage and reverse the 

Soviets around the world without going to the brink.  It is a remarkably coherent paper, 

despite the fact that some its language represents a papering over of factional differences.  

Pipes saw no pluralistic tendencies within the Politburo, as opposed to reform elements 

outside it; therefore there was no point in conciliating the current USSR leadership; both 

Haig and his successor George Shultz would have assigned a more prominent place to 

ameliorating East-West differences through early negotiation; Weinberger and his 

Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs Richard Perle wished to 

defer dialogue with the Soviets until the military buildup was farther along, if then.  

NSDD-75 diagrams a via media of the early Reagan administration. 

 

 Despite this formal middle way, the paper was tough enough to cover almost 

anything the administration chose to do.  Several books have detailed just how hard-

hitting and aggressive the Reagan administration was.24  In Poland the CIA, picking up 

and expanding a late-Carter administration initiative, provided money, and electronic and 

                                                 
23Text of NSDD 75 is ibid., NSC Directives; it is also available in McFarlane, Special Trust, pp. 372-380. 
24 See particularly Thomas C. Reed, At the Abyss: An Insider's History of the Cold War (New York, 2004), 
and Peter Schweitzer, Victory: The Reagan Administration's Secret Strategy that Hastened the Collapse of 
he Soviet Union (New York, 1994), both passim.   Reed's book is in part a memoir of his service as a 
Consultant to the Clark NSC, and Schweitzer's is based almost entirely on interview material.  While they 
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duplicating equipment, to enable Solidarity to flourish underground during a period of 

martial law.  In doing so, it was exemplifying NSDD 75's instruction in the section on 

Eastern Europe to "encourage Soviet allies to distance themselves from Moscow" and to 

"loosen Moscow's hold on the region."  Regarding Afghanistan, CIA had a close 

relationship with Pakistan's Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) agency, whereby CIA 

contributed guns, money, and trainers for Mujaheddin groups encamped in Pakistan's 

frontier area.  Later in the decade the CIA shipped the rebels the advanced, and deadly, 

Stinger missile, which enabled them to shoot down Soviet helicopters from the ground.  

(By this time, the USSR under Gorbachev was already preparing to pull out of 

Afghanistan, although final terms had not yet been set.)  These policies were entirely in 

accordance with NSC 75's objective to "keep maximum pressure on Moscow for 

withdrawal [from Afghanistan] and to ensure that Soviet political, military and other 

costs remain high while the occupation continues."  Casey furthered these policies by 

frequent foreign trips, during which he met with top Saudi, Pakistani and even Swedish 

(in furtherance of certain clandestine shipments to Poland) officials.  To what extent he 

coordinated any of these trips with other agencies is moot at present.  He did, however, 

have frequent one-on-one meetings with the President. 

 

 Regarding economic warfare, the administration actually continued to carry out 

the policy of depriving the Soviet Union of hard currency in many ways, as Reagan had 

hinted during the December 16 meeting, despite its final omission from the Directive.  

The policy of discouraging completion of pipelines that would carry Soviet natural gas to 

Europe was in part public, by the nature of the issue.  (A compromise was finally 

reached, whereby the Western allies agreed to a scaling down of he project; see below.)  

During his trips Casey repeatedly urged Saudi Arabia to increase production, with the 

objective in part of cutting Soviet foreign exchange via lower oil prices.  Tightened U.S. 

export controls were accompanied by an even more radical policy: purposely shipping 

the Soviets defective computer parts and oil service equipment: outright industrial 

                                                                                                                                                 
make large and perhaps dubious claims as to the effectiveness of the policies they describe, the material in 
their books at least establishes the accuracy of the description in the following paragraphs above.  
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sabotage-what NSC Consultant and Reagan loyalist Thomas Reed described as "cold-

eyed economic warfare."25   

 

 Reagan concerted these policies and others with the assistance of Clark, Casey 

and Weinberger, each of whom had independent one-on-one access to the President.  

Thus Reagan, despite the disjointed and ramshackle nature of his administration and his 

indifference to matters organizational, was able to gather various independently 

functioning skeins of foreign policy activism into his own hands. 

  

 Besides increasing the NSC's influence, Clark oversaw a considerable 

reorganization and expansion of its staff.  As of October 1981 NSC had just 35 

professional staff, of whom 3 or 4 were in administrative positions.  Allen had an office 

with two deputies and three other professionals, including a Military Assistant, John 

Poindexter.  Other units included the Situation Room with a staff of two, and 

administration (including one lawyer).  All the old geographic clusters were now grouped 

in a single Political Affairs unit with a staff of 12.  These were other units for Defense 

Policy, Intelligence, and Planning and Evaluation.  Essentially, except for the lumping of 

the geographic units into one, this was a continuation of the Carter administrations cluster 

system in both organization and size.  Just one year later, by October 1982, the NSC staff 

had expanded considerably: there was professional staff of some 48, excluding 

administrative slots, and total personnel of 108.  Augmentations included a Deputy 

Security Assistance/Legal Affairs unit, a Staff Secretary, a Public Relations unit, and a 

sizable Information Management (filing) section.  

 

 It was in 1983, however, that Clark undertook a substantial reorganization of he 

NSC, probably at the suggestion of Robert Kimmitt, who had started his second tour at 

the NSC in 1978 and was the NSC's Legal Counsel. Clark asked Kimmitt to take the post 

of Executive Secretary, which had been vacant since Henry Kissinger fired Bromley 

Smith in 1969. Kimmitt agreed, provided Clark took a series of steps that would raise the 

visibility and profile of NSC staffers.  One was to name no less than ten of them as 

                                                 
25 Reed, Abyss, 266-270. The quotation is from page 269. 
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Special Assistants to the President.  This rank conferred on its holders privileges, such as 

eligibility to eat at the White House Mess and invitations to certain social events, and 

was distributed among senior or long-serving staffers as a sort of co-title.  As Kimmitt 

later put it, the rationale was to raise staff morale and because "without mess privileges, 

you literally didn't have that interaction with the White House staff that happened at the 

big table in the mess.  And that was ultimately how I sold this thing."  Kimmitt, originally 

just styled "Legal Counsel," emerged as "Special Assistant to the President, Executive 

Secretary, and General Counsel." Kimmitt also prevailed upon Clark to expand use of the 

title "Director” (apparently introduced under Allen to denote heads of subunits os the 

NSC such as Political Affairs, Intelligence, and Defense Policy).  Kimmitt concluded: 

"When you give these guys those kind of perquisites, you're empowering them in their 

area of responsibility." 26

 

 The old Political Affairs unit was broken into five geographic areas, European 

and Soviet, Asian, African, Latin American, and Near Eastern-South Asian Affairs, as 

usual mirroring the geographic bureaus of the State Department.  Each of these units had 

a Director or Senior Director, as did every other unit of the NSC.  Moreover, all 

substantive staff members were henceforth titled  "Directors" or "Deputy Directors," 

presumably to increase their weight ("clout" in bureaucratese) in dealings with other 

agencies, or, perhaps, with the press and foreign officials.  Defense Policy divided into 

two units, Political-Military Affairs and Defense Programs/Arms Control.  Information 

Management was folded into a revived Secretariat, and there was a new, initially small, 

Crisis Management and Planning section.  For the moment the staff was not much larger, 

but there were now 42 individuals with some variant of the title "Director"!   The 

following years saw a considerable expansion of staff, much of it in crisis management: 

by July 1985, to 61 substantive professionals and a total of 162; by August 1986 to 73 

and a total of 197.  Thereafter the total leveled off, perhaps as a result of the Iran-Contra 

affair, discussed below.  Similar expansion occurred in other components of the staffs of 

                                                 
26 For Kimmitt's account, see "The Bush Administration National Security Council," an Oral History 
Roundtable conducted April 29, 1999 by Ivo Daalder and I.M. Destler on behalf of The National Security 
Project, a joint undertaking  of the Brookings Institution and the Center for International and Security 
Studies at the University of Maryland., 40-41.   Author's copy downloaded from the Brookings Institution 
website February 22, 2009. 
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the White House and the Executive Office of the President.  In the Reagan 

administration, the mantra of less government did not translate into less White House or a 

smaller NSC staff.27

 

 Transition at State.  As Clark and McFarlane were reviving the NSC staff's 

influence, Alexander Haig’s relationship with the White House was lurching towards its 

conclusion.  Haig never overcame Deaver’s mistrust, and along the way managed to incur 

Mrs. Reagan's displeasure as well.  In June 1982 his differences with the White House on 

two otherwise unrelated issues brought about his resignation.  That month, the Israelis 

commenced their invasion of southern Lebanon to secure their northern flank from PLO 

incursions.  Haig, who had seen this incursion coming and had vainly tried to get the 

administration’s advance concurrence on a policy to deal with it, now secured Reagan’s 

consent to a set of instructions to Philip Habib, the President's Special Representative in 

the Middle East, but wished to send them more quickly than the White House was 

willing.  He made the fatal error of sending them prior to presidential approval-a move he 

might have been able to get away with if he had had Reagan’s underlying confidence.  At 

this juncture the administration was already riven by a conflict over the proposed Soviet 

natural gas pipelines to Europe. The European allies were willing to grant the Soviets 

generous credit terms; the Reagan administration thought the deal stank of détente and 

would ultimately benefit the Soviet military.  In the name of allied unity Haig wanted to 

defer to the Europeans.  At a climactic NSC meeting Reagan, briefed in advance, made a 

point of conspicuously rejecting Haig’s arguments.28  The upshot was that when Haig 

dropped vague hints about resigning over the pipeline matter, Reagan “accepted” his 

resignation because of his ire over the unauthorized instructions to Habib. 

 

 Haig had been right on many issues and had won many battles.  Even on the 

pipeline his view eventually prevailed, and there was no substantive conflict between him 

                                                 
27 Most pf the data in the preceding paragraph is drawn from White House Phone Directories, available at 
the Reagan Library. 
28Haig was away from Washington during this meeting, but his position was known and Lawrence 
Eagleburger presented his arguments to the Council.  Cannon, Reagan, 166-170; Haig, Caveat, 310-316.  
The eventual result on the pipeline issue was a compromise: the Soviets got one of two projected pipeline, 
but the Europeans agreed to a strengthening of COCOM (Allied) rules on future trade with the USSR.  
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and the White House on the Middle Eastern crisis.  Yet he never realized that Reagan 

operated through his staff and that therefore, he would have to also.  The private access to 

Reagan that he so craved was therefore infrequent-unlike Casey's and Weinberger's-and 

when he attained it he seems merely to have antagonized the President further.  In his 

memoirs the President commented plaintively that Haig “didn’t even want me as the 

president to be involved in setting foreign policy-he regarded it as his turf.”29

 

 The Reign of Shultz.  The choice of Haig’s replacement was a foregone 

conclusion.  George Pratt Shultz had been the frontrunner before Nixon influenced 

Reagan to choose Haig in his stead, and Deaver had helped the President to remain in 

touch with Shultz.  Reagan made just one phone call and Shultz, then chief executive of 

the Bechtel Corporation, accepted immediately. 

 

 Shultz, born in New York, was the son of an official of the New York Stock 

Exchange, a graduate of Princeton, and a U.S. Marine officer in World War II.  After 

taking a doctorate in economics at MIT, he made a career as a teacher at the University of 

Chicago, author and labor mediator.  His generally conservative outlook was tempered by 

a strong commitment to the collective bargaining process in labor relations.  In the Nixon 

administration, he emerged eventually as its second most influential figure after 

Kissinger.  After serving as Secretary of Labor, he moved on to be director of the budget 

office and eventually, Secretary of the Treasury.  He had supported Ford in the 1976 

primaries. 

 

 Shultz’s great strengths besides intelligence and wide experience were his 

personal qualities of phlegm, patience and persistence.  “My strength is patience,” he 

later wrote.30  Long experience as a mediator had taught him to sit and listen, agreeably 

but quietly, as interlocutors set forth their views or vented their spleen.  His careful 

impassivity in negotiations had earned him the nickname “Buddha.”  The Buddha face 

masked a strong temper and tough disposition.  The former he kept well under control for 

ventilation in private.  The latter he displayed when necessary, and usually only then. 

                                                 
29Reagan, An American Life, p. 270.  
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 Shultz believed that diplomacy must sometimes be accompanied by the use of 

force, but was wary of using it indiscriminately. Like Rusk, his toughness was 

unaccompanied by belligerence, but he was more assertive personally than Rusk.  Shultz 

also believed that the use of force should be measured and accompanied by a willingness 

to parley.  Indeed, like Haig, and unlike most other Reaganites, he believed that dialogue 

should be continuous, especially with states perceived as enemies.  To Shultz, the general 

lack of contact with the Soviet Union over the first year or so of the Reagan 

Administration was downright dangerous because of the ever-present nuclear threat.  

Because dialogue was essential, and the Soviets were dangerous and what areas of 

agreement could be found should be found, he eschewed the Kissinger/Brzezinski 

philosophy of “linkage.”  He was even so bold as to refer rather obliquely to his approach 

as a version of containment.   

 

 The new Secretary enjoyed good relations with his own Department because he 

respected the Foreign Service and made use of its expertise.  He was familiar with the 

ways of Congress and usually was an effective advocate for the administration on Capitol 

Hill.   He had cordial relations also with Baker and Deaver, 2/3s of the triumvirate which 

ran the White House, and with the President himself.  By mid-1983, Deaver and Baker 

had arranged for Shultz to have regular private meetings with Reagan, something that 

Haig had never enjoyed.  For all these reasons Shultz was from the outset a far more 

influential Secretary of State than Haig.   

 

 Yet no more than Haig did he enjoy tranquil relations with the NSC advisers and 

much of their staff.  Much of the divide was ideological, but not all of it.  Clark’s deputy, 

and later his successor, Robert McFarlane, wrote later that Shultz was “a steady Secretary 

of State but not an original thinker” and included him among those who did not have “a 

depth of knowledge of history or an understanding of how other cultures behave.”31  

Implicit in McFarlane’s statement was comparison with of Shultz with such “strategic 

thinkers” as Kissinger, Brzezinski, and, McFarlane believed, himself.  (For McFarlanes 

                                                                                                                                                 
30George P. Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York, 1993), p. 317. 
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credentials, see below.) Shultz did believe himself to be a strategist, but his thoughts on 

“strategy” reveal a preoccupation with process: “an economist is by training a strategist 

who will try to understand the constellation of forces present in a situation [italics added] 

and try to arrange them to point towards a desirable result.”32  He was distrustful of 

sweeping generalizations and grand designs, but anxious to exploit opportunities. 

 

 The heart of Shultz’s difficulties with the NSC, however, lay in policy and 

operational differences with Clark and his staffers.  Shultz believed that although the 

NSC process did “work well”33 in many areas, it broke down when disagreements were 

sharp on important issues.  Notable examples were U.S. policies on the Arab-Israel 

conflict, where Clark and McFarlane believed Shultz and his special Middle East 

negotiator, Philip Habib, were leaning too far toward the Israelis, and on Marxist 

governments and insurgencies in the Central America.  Clark believed that the support 

given by Nicaragua and Cuba to insurgents in El Salvador was America’s number one 

problem.  It should condition all other policies as well.  Since the Soviet Union supported 

Nicaragua, there should be no dialogue or engagement with the Soviets until such support 

ceased.  This was a policy of negative linkage and Shultz accordingly opposed it.  But 

there was more.  In the Central American area, Shultz wanted a policy that would 

combine support for the non-Communist Salvadoran Government and the anti-

Communist Nicaraguan guerillas (“Contras”) with a negotiating track designed to bring 

about free elections in Nicaragua.  After some hesitation he also backed the “Contadora 

Process” in which four of the larger powers in the area, led by Mexico, sought to broker a 

regional settlement among all five Central American Republics, with the United States 

and Cuba excluded from the actual negotiations.  Clark, on the other hand, put an 

emphasis on increasing aid to the Contras by whatever means possible.  As Shultz saw it, 

Clark had a tendency to make operational end runs around State and not to fully report to 

it what he was doing.  Shultz never for a moment conceded that NSC had a legitimate 

operational role, and in this particular confrontation his persistence eventually paid off.    

 

                                                                                                                                                 
31McFarlane,  Special Trust, 10. 
32Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 31.  
33 Ibid., 322 
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 Confrontation came to a head in May 1983 over Clark’s use of Richard Stone, a 

U.S. negotiator in the area.  Despite occasional gestures toward the State Department, 

Stone was essentially under NSC control.  Shultz realized that he had lost control of 

Central American policy and complained to Reagan, who stated that he had been 

“absolutely unaware” of Shultz’s problems.  Shultz reached an understanding with 

Reagan that Stone would report to him and share responsibility for Central America with 

State’s Assistant Secretary for the area.  Just three days later, however, while Shultz was 

out of town, an NSC sub-cabinet committee called the Crisis Pre-Planning Group (CPPG) 

“decided” that CIA would mine ports on both of Nicaragua’s coasts in order to interdict 

supplies to the Sandinista (Marxist) government.   Shultz sharply disputed the CPPG’s 

authority to reach such a decision:  the members were second-level bureaucrats “who had 

not even been confirmed by the Senate”; “such a decision should not be made even with 

the Secretary of State in the chair: only the president, or vice-president in his absence, 

should decide such a matter-it was beyond my comprehension that staff people would 

take it upon themselves to assume such a responsibility.”  At an NSPG meeting held to 

review this “proposal,” the President, at Shultz’s strong urging, disapproved it.34

 

 Yet over the summer instances in which Shultz was left “out of the decision 

loop”35 mounted.  The culmination was an announcement by the Defense Department 

that it was staging (jointly with Honduras) “Big Pine II,” an extensive set of naval 

exercises off both coasts of Nicaragua.  Though officially not an intervention in 

Nicaragua, the intent was plainly an intimidating demonstration of U.S. military might.  

Shultz was strongly opposed but, learning of the event only by its public announcement, 

was unable to head it off.  It was later discovered that Big Pine II had indeed been 

discussed in interagency committee with a State representative, but that he had been led 

to believe that the Defense Department was withdrawing the proposal.  Instead it had 

been to the White House without State’s knowledge or approval, and Clark and the 

President had approved it.  Shultz regarded this as an act of “bad faith” on Clark’s part.  

Big Pine II created such a furor in the House of Representatives that, three days after the 

                                                 
34Ibid., 307-308.  All quotes are Shultz’s wording.  Shultz’s account is confusing, first referring to the 
CPPG’s action as a “decision,” later as a “proposal.” 
35Ibid., 312. 
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announcement, it voted to shut off covert assistance to the Contras.  Shultz concluded 

that the administration’s “actions in Central America were destroying [the] 

administration’s policy with Congress [italics in original]."36  Around this time Shultz 

was also distraught by NSC initiatives in the Middle East, particularly Robert 

McFarlane’s dual appointment as Deputy National Security Adviser and roving 

Ambassador (under nominal State Department control) in the Middle East: in effect, yet 

another operational role for the NSC staff. 

 

 By mid-summer, news media were trumpeting the decline of State Department 

influence and the growing power of William Clark, including a cover story in Time 

magazine.  But Shultz was not Clark’s only powerful detractor: in late July Shultz 

received a phone call from Mrs. Reagan, who wanted Clark fired.  Like her spouse, 

Nancy Reagan was of profoundly conservative persuasion, but she was not belligerent.  

She had always disliked Clark personally.  Now, by what could be perceived as his 

endorsement of saber-rattling in Central America, he was making the President look 

belligerent.  He was not, and she most definitely was not.  Clark had to go.  Being armed 

with this intelligence no doubt made it easier for Shultz to endure the temporary loss of 

prestige and influence that he was experiencing.  For his part Clark, while determined to 

assert himself in any job that he undertook for as long as he held it, was growing tired of 

the intensity of infighting in the White House and in the national security establishment.  

He was amenable to leaving the NSC and perhaps returning to California, but a better 

exit for him came about in an unexpected manner.  James Watt, the hard-hitting and 

ultraconservative Secretary of the Interior, made some jocular remarks in public that 

were interpreted as ethnic slurs.  For public relations reasons, Watt had to resign.  Reagan 

needed a reliable conservative whom he trusted at Interior, and Clark, who was more 

comfortable with domestic than foreign policymaking, was ideal. 

 

 Nancy Reagan and Deaver supported Chief of Staff James Baker as Clark’s 

replacement, with Deaver to replace Baker.  The latter was developing wide political 

ambitions, and wished to establish a foreign policy resumé.  He and Shultz got on well, 

                                                 
36 Ibid., 311. 
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and Baker was aware of the importance of coordinating foreign policy with the State 

Department and with Congress.  Above all, Baker was a non-ideological and pragmatic 

conservative in the mold of Shultz himself.  Baker and Deaver obtained Reagan’s 

approval, and the president planned to announce the changes at an NSPG meeting the day 

after he announced Clark’s appointment to the Interior post.  Shultz, notified in advance, 

approved.  Baker and Deaver, wishing for a fait accompli, did not inform potential 

opponents.  By a fateful chance, however, the administration’s more conservative figures 

got and seized an opportunity to block Baker’s appointment at the last moment.  Reagan 

was late to the NSPG meeting, and Clark went to his office to escort him to it.  While 

they were walking, Reagan happened to mention the changes.  Clark was stunned but 

quietly asked Reagan to defer the announcements until later in order to discuss it with 

him.  After the meeting, Clark convened Weinberger, Casey, and Meese (but not Shultz) 

and gave them the news.  All agreed with Clark that Baker’s accession to the position 

would be a disaster, Casey even joking that Baker could have his own job at CIA-but 

never NSC.  These principals quickly weighed in with Reagan and he put his decision on 

hold.  By one account he was afraid that some of the conservatives might resign if Baker 

took over.  The conservatives own candidate was Jeanne Kirkpatrick, a neoconservative 

and former Democrat who was U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations.  She, naturally 

enough, was anathema to Shultz, who distrusted her confrontational personality far more 

than he did her politics.  Given these factional vetoes, the only compromise choice, 

barely acceptable to all concerned, was Robert McFarlane.37

 

 In brief, Baker, Deaver and Baker’s aide Richard Darman had planned something 

of coup, and the coup depended on surprise.  Apparently by chance, they didn’t succeed.  

The fateful consequences (shown below) of the substitution have been widely discussed, 

but it is also instructive to note that the haphazard process that brought it about were 

quite typical of this administration: another important example is the way Baker and 

Treasury Secretary Donald Reagan would swap jobs, with Reagan’s unconcerned 

approval, in early 1985.  Such developments were actually the consequence of the 

President’s failure to adequately comprehend that staffers do not just carry out policy: 

                                                 
37Ibid.,  314-321; Cannon, President Reagan,  374-380; Hedrick Smith, The Power Game: How 
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even if they try hard not to, they are going to put their own special stamp on policy by the 

way in which they execute it.  Reagan would often only gradually become aware of each 

man’s special gifts and deficits. 

 

 His new Special Assistant for National Security Affairs was a case in point.  

McFarlane lamented that at times the President even had difficulty remembering his 

name.  Unlike Clark, he was, as a relative newcomer to the White House entourage, not 

the equal in influence to any one of the ruling Baker-Deaver-Meese troika: nor was he 

perceived as an equal to such cabinet members as Shultz, Weinberger and Casey.  This 

was despite the fact that he actually brought considerable credentials for the job.  

McFarlane was an Annapolis graduate who chose a commission in the Marine Corps and 

served in Vietnam.  He served two tours in Vietnam, but sandwiched between them a 

two-year graduate program in international relations in Geneva.  He became fascinated 

by international politics.  In the early 1970s he received one of the coveted White House 

Fellowships, and by 1973 had become Henry Kissinger’s military aide, a job with 

extensive duties managing defense-related NSC paper flow.  McFarlane stayed in the 

White House through the Ford Administration, and then tried to recycle into military life.  

He found that his five-year White House interlude had hurt rather than helped his military 

career, and so retired and took a job on the Hill.  He was hired by Texas Senator John 

Tower as a staffer for the Senate Armed Services Committee.  There he learned a good 

deal about the Defense Department and its budget process.  In 1980 his former White 

House colleague Alexander Haig, who esteemed him highly, brought him into the State 

Department as Counselor.  In this flexible post, whose duties are defined anew by each 

Secretary of State, McFarlane functioned principally on special projects as defined by 

Haig.  For instance, he was tasked to draft the first, infamous proposal for NSDD 1. 

 

 McFarlane’s general outlook was forged by his years in Geneva and the White 

House, as well as his military education and tours in Vietnam.  He was a thoroughly 

conservative, superfirm anti-Communist, dedicated to the augmented Reagan defense 

program, who accepted the President’s thesis that the United States had lost ground in the 

Cold War since Vietnam and especially under Carter.   His conservatism was tempered, 
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like Shultz’s, by a recognition that the frigid state of U.S.-Soviet relations would be 

dangerous to the peace in the long run.  Unlike Clark, he joined Shultz in not believing 

that Central America was the be-all and end-all of U.S. policy.  He supported efforts to 

resume a dialogue on arms control, and was heterodox in another area: though a strong 

supporter of the President’s program for a missile shield, the Strategic Defense Initiative, 

he believed in it principally as a powerful bargaining chip which could be bartered away 

for a strong arms reduction agreement with the Soviet Union.  These latter beliefs and a 

willingness to cooperate with the State Department on Soviet relations may be what made 

him acceptable to Shultz. 

 

 But there was another aspect to McFarlane’s outlook: his desire to prove his own 

capacities as an international strategic analyst.  His old boss Kissinger was the man he 

adopted as role model, despite his doubts about Kissinger’s methods during his years 

under him: 

 

“It was a four-year course in political hardball.  Often I asked myself, ‘Do I 

believe in what his purposes are, and do I believe he can achieve them without 

severe damage to our institutions?’  In the end, I did believe it.  Ultimately, what 

he sought to, and frequently did, achieve transcended the dishonesty and cynicism 

of his methods.  It was a classic case of the ends justifying the means. [italics 

added]”38

 

McFarlane knew he was perceived as a good staff man, a team player, a competent but 

not outstanding analyst.  He longed to change this status and be perceived as the equal of 

Kissinger, Brzezinski, and the most powerful people in the Reagan administration. 

 

 An Administration Success: the System Worked Well.  One incident that occurred 

immediately after McFarlane succeeded Clark was a striking example of Reagan 

administration teamwork at its best.  By mid-October on the Caribbean island of 

Grenada, Maurice Bishop’s Marxist “New Jewel” Party government was riven by 

                                                 
38McFarlane, Special Trust, p. 155 
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internal conflict.  The eventual result was Bishop’s execution on October 19, by a harder-

line faction, the house arrest of the Governor-General of this tiny British Commonwealth 

nation, and American fears that about one thousand U.S. students were in imminent 

danger of being taken hostage.  For some time the U.S. had studied Grenada with 

apprehension, owing to its friendship with Cuba and suspicions about the size of a newly 

constructed airport that might provide landing capabilities for Soviet aircraft.  When, 

partly at U.S. urging, a group of Caribbean nations appealed for intervention, McFarlane 

and Shultz jointly recommended intervention to Reagan, who needed little urging.  

Weinberger, however, urged caution during a conference call before Reagan made his 

initial decision early in the morning of the 22nd and again at an NSPG meeting on the 

next day.  Weinberger wanted time to bring to bear overwhelming force, while Shultz 

and McFarlane believed swift action was crucial.  On Monday morning, the 23rd, 

Weinberger was still arguing for an ultimatum rather than an intervention, but by that 

evening was joining Reagan, Shultz, Casey and JCS Chairman General Jack Vessey in a 

briefing of Congressional leaders.   

 

 Later that night the invasion commenced.  There was resistance, principally from 

an unexpectedly large contingent of armed Cuban “construction workers,” but it was all 

over in two days.  The occupiers discovered large caches of arms and of documents on 

the internal workings of the New Jewel movement.  The Cubans and the American 

students were sent to their respective homelands.  The students were appropriately 

grateful.  Their genuine relief at their rescue, whatever their actual danger may have 

been, together with the increased evidence of Cuban and Soviet activity on the island, 

swung public opinion firmly behind the intervention.  There were a few immediate 

spinoffs outside Grenada:  most notably, a Marxist government in nearby Suriname 

hurriedly changed course just a week after the invasion concluded and curtailed its 

growing reliance on Cuba. 

 

 In this swift action, State and NSC cooperated harmoniously and more or less 

dragged a reluctant Defense Department into going through with the invasion.  The 

NSC’s CPPG, chaired by Vice President Bush, had monitored activity on the island and 

reported the Caribbean nations’ appeal to the President.  In Shultz’s view, “the entire 
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Grenada action was driven by the State Department,” and it is true that the Department 

carried out many functions.  Its Latin American Bureau maintained liaison with the 

Caribbean grouping that had asked for help, and had prepared legal justifications citing 

the UN and OAS charters.  It had in ready a new Ambassador to be placed in Guatemala 

after the invasion, and a Foreign Service officer to accompany the Navy SEALS tasked 

with rescuing the Governor-General.  It had insisted that the “Caribbean Defense Force” 

made up of police from the East Caribbean group would land once the island had been 

secured, to apply a veneer of multilateral participation to the operation.   And, it had 

blueprinted two plans for a new government, one with the Governor General’s 

participation, one without.  Lastly, it did its diplomatic best to soothe the anger of 

Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who was furious that the U.S. had invaded a 

Commonwealth country without her permission.  It was, however, the Defense 

Department and the Armed Services that were, however reluctantly, the backbone of the 

operation.  Individual services performed well in the operation, despite problems of 

intelligence, command, and coördination, which led to considerable mutual recrimination 

and backbiting. 

 

 The Grenada operation is presumably an example of what Shultz meant when he 

wrote that the NSC process worked well in many areas in which disagreement was not 

sharp, because this time the President and Vice President, the NSC staff, and State all had 

an identity of views.  Only the Defense Department was briefly out of step, and only 

because of its worry about attaining the objective, not its desirability.  Another advantage 

was the brevity of the entire affair: there was only minimal time for interagency and 

inter-service animosities to surface.  Few other incidents during this administration would 

be marked by such internal harmony.39

 

 Threads of Iran-Contra: I. Cross-Purposes in Central America.  From the earliest 

days of the Reagan Administration, a powerful faction within it was determined on a 

policy of not just halting, but rolling back the spread of Marxist governments in Central 

America.  When the predominantly Marxist Sandinista movement overthrew the 

                                                 
39Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 323-345; McFarlane, Special Trust, 257-267. 
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oligarchic and authoritarian government of Anastasío Somoza in 1979, President Carter 

had taken the calculated risk of according it a measure of support.  There were a number 

of reasons for this decision.  In this immediate post-Vietnam era, there would have been 

no support in the U.S. for a military effort to throw the Sandinistas out.  Others had to do 

with the stance assumed by the Sandinistas themselves.  They allowed opposition parties 

and press to function with varying restrictions.  Social democratic and centrist politicians 

initially held many cabinet posts.   

 

 The Soviets were financially strained by their longstanding commitments in Cuba 

and their new (and ultimately unsuccessful) intervention in Afghanistan.  In the absence 

of massive Soviet economic aid the Sandinistas needed to keep the urban, export-oriented 

business community functioning normally.   Most private property was not expropriated 

and there was a land reform rather than a collectivization program.  Finally, power in 

Nicaragua was more decentalized than it was in Castro's Cuba.  Nine regional 

commanders of varying ideology and different regional strongholds led the Sandinistas.  

No doubt the Sandinistas would have gone farther and faster with their revolution had 

they been in a position to give free rein to their preferences.  Nonetheless, to Carter and 

his advisers, all the factors just cited spelled room for leverage.  U.S. aid, coupled with 

pressure on human rights issues, appeared to be a means of strengthening the moderate 

and non-Sandinista elements in Nicaragua. 

 

 This policy, with an aid package duly approved in Congress after a sharp partisan 

battle, was not long in place when The Sandinistas began transshipping aid to the Marxist 

insurgents in El Salvador.  The latter believed they were on the verge of a final offensive.  

Therefore Carter suspended but did not terminate the aid program in his closing days in 

office.  Some strange twists and turns followed before aid was finally terminated.  U.S. 

Ambassador to Nicaragua Lawrence Pezzullo believed that he could persuade the 

Sandinistas to terminate shipments to the Salvadoran rebels because their “final 

offensive” had been a dismal failure and the Nicaraguans needed the U.S. aid badly to 

restore their war-torn economy.  Pezzullo personally persuaded both Haig and Reagan, 

who were more preoccupied with Salvador than Nicaragua at this point in time.  Pezzullo 

succeeded at first-but on April 1, Reagan terminated aid anyway. 
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 What had happened?  A senior interagency meeting recommended termination.  

Chaired by Clark, then Deputy Secretary of State, and dominated by hardliners led by 

Richard Allen, the group interpreted the halt of the Sandinista arms shipments as merely 

temporary or seasonal.  Pezzullo appealed to Haig, but the Secretary was unwilling to 

fight the interagency consensus on this particular issue.  One account implies that this 

was partly because over the preceding month he had antagonized Baker and Deaver, the 

White House moderates who might have helped him, by his own hard line on Cuba, 

Salvador and other Central American issues and his general attitude toward them 

personally.40

 

 II. Backing the Contras.  Armed insurgency against the Sandinista government 

was sparked by the initiative of the Honduran military, which provided base camps in 

that country, and the financial assistance of Argentina.  Most of the early Contras, both 

leaders and rank-and-file, were drawn from the ranks of the Somosista National Guard, 

widely regarded in Nicaragua as corrupt and brutally repressive.  At NSC meetings held 

November 16 and 23, 1981 the group debated both aid to El Salvador for 

counterinsurgency and the funding of Nicaraguan contras.  Haig was a principal backer 

of the Salvadoran program, but was the lone opponent of covert aid to the contras on the 

ground that it would inevitably become overt.  Weinberger liked it because he approved 

of the objective and it would involve CIA, not the military, which he wished to reserve 

for major, all-out campaigns.  The “moderates,” Baker and Deaver, too, supported contra 

aid to preclude the question of direct U.S. military involvement against the Sandinistas.  

Reagan, who some sources say was at first uninterested in such a small program, was 

persuaded to approve increased military assistance for El Salvador, financial support for 

the Argentine effort to organize a 1,000 man contra force, direct CIA funding of an 

additional smaller force, and funding of the Nicaraguan political opposition.  These 

decisions were formalized in NSDD 17, issued January 4.  On December 1, Reagan 

approved a presidential “finding” which authorized and informed the Congress of the 

covert action program in Nicaragua.  Such a finding was legally necessary under the 
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Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 as amended by the Hughes-Ryan Act of 1974.   Just as 

Haig predicted, CIA aid to the contras did not remain secret for long-nor did the 

administration seem to have intended that it should.41

 

 Following the decisions formalized in NSDD 17, the Reagan administration 

encountered substantial difficulty in forging a bipartisan Central American policy.  The 

fortunate victory of José Napoleon Duarte, a Christian Democratic centrist reformer, in 

the Salvadoran elections of 1984 ensured that aid for his government’s struggle against 

the Marxist FMLN guerillas would be a popular cause among Democratic moderates in 

the House of Representatives, whose support was essential if the aid program was to go 

forward.  Quite massive aid to El Salvador was forthcoming, despite the fact that 

Duarté’s control over the military and police, whose excesses included frequent illegal 

executions of their opponents, was limited.  What counted was that Duarté had a land 

reform program and was reducing killings by death squads at the same time as the 

military was holding the FMLN at bay. 

 

 The situation regarding Nicaragua was vastly more complex.  The Contras 

conducted most of their armed forays into Nicaragua from bases in Honduras, which 

meant that the U.S. was supporting a trans-border armed insurgency at the same time as it 

was denouncing Sandinistas for Nicaragua's aid to the FMLN in El Salvador.  There was 

also a great confusion about the administration’s actual objective in Nicaragua.  Was it 

trying to get the Sandinistas to behave like law abiding and docile members of the 

international community, as so many press releases and even NSDDs so carefully stated, 

or to overthrow their government?  In actuality there were adherents of both views within 

the Executive Branch as well as the Congress.  George Shultz and his first two Assistant 

Secretaries for Latin America, Thomas Enders and Anthony Motley, generally took the 

first view: that Nicaragua was not dangerous if it could be restrained.  That is, if it would 

cease supplying the FMLN in El Salvador, agree to reduce and place a cap on its armed 

                                                                                                                                                 
40William M. LeoGrande, Our Own Backyard: The United States in Central America, 1977-1992 (Chapel 
Hill, 1998), 80-108.  
41Ibid., 143-146.  The sections of NSDD 17 dealing with Nicaragua are still classified, but the gist of their 
contents is known from newspaper accounts written as early as April 1983.  Even more amusing, Leslie 
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forces, agree not to accept advanced aircraft and tanks from the Soviet bloc, and lastly, 

allow free functioning of the political opposition with eventual free elections, the 

Sandinista government could be left alone, albeit with Nicaragua reduced once again, as 

in Somoza days, to something less than full sovereignty.  The State group took 

negotiations seriously (and there were varied negotiations over the years from 1982 to 

1989) in the hope of an eventual compromise.  In this scheme, the Contras were useful 

principally as a means to bring pressure to accomplish compromise. 

 

 To a larger and more powerful faction within the administration, the Contras 

became an end in themselves-the means of overthrowing the Sandinistas or forcing them 

to yield power to the internal civil opposition.  This group included Casey, Weinberger 

(but not always the uniformed military leaders) and conservative members of the NSC 

Directorate for Latin America such as Constantine Menges, and more important as the 

years went on, Lt. Col. Oliver North a Marine detailed to the NSC's Political-Military 

Directorate.  A crucial ally in the mid-80s was NSC Adviser Adm. John Poindexter, who 

succeeded Robert McFarlane in December 1985.  McFarlane, while generally 

sympathetic to the Contra cause, at times was an advocate of a solution through 

negotiations.  All- important, of course, was the attitude of President Reagan.  While he 

signed many an NSDD which advocated a negotiating track and made public statements 

claiming that the prime purpose of supporting the Contras was to dissuade Nicaragua 

from supporting the Salvadoran FMLN, when the future of the Contras was at stake he 

tended to favor their cause at the expense of a negotiated solution.42 In the Spring of 

1984, according to McFarlane, Reagan ordered him to keep the Contras alive "body and 

soul." 

 

  Support for the Contras was so controversial within the Congress that each 

year a bitter battle took place, especially in the House of Representatives.  Democratic 

liberals wanted to cut the Contras off altogether, and in 1983 succeeded in passing what 

became known as the First Boland Amendment, after its chief sponsor, Representative 

                                                                                                                                                 
Gelb was able to obtain a copy of the “finding” mentioned above for an account published in the New 
York Times on March 14, 1982.    
42 Theodore Draper, A Very Thin Line: The Iran-Contra Affair (New York, 1991), 18, fn. 24. 
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Edward P. Boland of Massachusetts.  This amendment prohibited CIA and Defense from 

using any funds appropriated for Contra aid “for the pupose of overthrowing the 

Government of Nicaragua.”   Reagan signed the appropriations bill into law, complete 

with Boland Amendment, which he was forced to accept to obtain funding of other 

programs: 

  

 We are complying with...the Boland Amendment,  which is the law....But  what I 

might personally wish or what our government might wish still  would not justify us 

violating the law of the land.43

 

This was a strange provision indeed.  The administration could still supply the Contras 

under this provision, but such support was to stop short of the purpose of “overthrow.”  

The First Boland Amendment was in effect from December 1983 for a 12-month period.   

 

 The next round was less ambiguous.  In March 1984 the CIA mined Nicaraguan 

harbors in defiance of international law, and compounded the mistake by failing to 

inform the pertinent Congressional committees in advance.  In good part as a result, 

Congress then passed a Second Boland Amendment, this time providing that “no funds 

available to” CIA, Defense, or “any other agency or entity of the United States involved 

in intelligence activities” could be used to support the Contras, “directly or indirectly.”  

This seemingly clear prohibition had the force of law from at least December 1984 until 

the beginning of October 1985.44   

 

 A word here on the spectacular rise of Colonel North.  He had arrived at NSC in 

1981 on a routine 3-year detail.  A combat officer who was slated for a battalion 

command on his next tour, he had no prior experience of foreign policy issues or 

operations whatever.  What he did have was courage, ambition, a fervent anti-

Communism, considerable gifts for organizational detail and a willingness to work 

exceptionally long hours.  North filled very minor jobs at first, but his zeal and hard work 

                                                 
43Ibid., 18. 
44For a resumé and full citations of the Boland Amendments, see Congressional Quarterly, Inc., The Iran-
Contra Puzzle (Washington, 1987), 24-25. For Second Boland , see P.L. No. 98-475, 98 Stat. 1837, 1935 
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caught the eye of McFarlane, then Deputy to Clark, and later of Casey, whose second 

office in the Executive Office Building was around a corridor corner from North's.  North 

became a part of the NSC's Central American desk.  When it became apparent in June 

1984 that Congress would suspend aid to the Contras, Casey introduced North to CIA 

officials and Contra leaders and explained to the latter that he would be a "principal point 

of reference" in their dealings with the U.S. Government on the (later controversial) 

assumption that as an NSC, rather than CIA, official he would not be covered by the 

Boland Amendment.45 North was zealous in this role, and in concert with a retired Air 

Force Major General, Richard Secord, gradually set up and elaborated a web of shell 

corporations and Swiss bank accounts to administer non-appropriated funds for the 

Contras from three principal sources discussed below.  

    

Even before Second Boland went into effect, the administration began to solicit 

aid from other sources.  For instance, in a June 1984 conversation between McFarlane 

and a Saudi official, the National Security Adviser made clear that the lack of 

Congressional funds was serious setback for the President, but did not directly ask for 

funds.  A few days later Saudi Arabia the Saudis committed $1 million a month in 

“private” funds to the Contras, a sum amounting eventually to $8 million.  Later, 

according to Reagan, King Fahd told him at the end of a private meeting in the White 

House (without Reagan having raised the matter) that the amount would rise to $2 

million a month.  The money was paid directly into a Contra bank account in Miami, and 

eventually the Saudi contribution amounted to $32,000,000.  Aid from other countries did 

thwart the will of Congress, but was it unconstitutional?  An even grayer area was 

solicitation of private contributions from American citizens.  When did “donation” 

become solicitation?  In a scene many times repeated, fundraiser Carl “Spitz” Chanell 

(not himself a government employee) would invite a potential contributor to lunch.  

Oliver North would appear and describe the Contras’ needs, even to specific types of 

hardware.  After North left, Chanell would make the direct request.  This very doubtful 

procedure, although it raised considerable money, did not help the Contras very much 

                                                 
45 Lawrence E. Walsh, Final Report of the Independent Counsel for Iran Contra Matters, Volume I: 
Investigations and Prosecutions (Washington, 1993) [henceforth Iran/Contra I], 202-203; Draper, Thin 
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because the fundraisers skimmed off so much money for themselves.  Channell’s 

organizations took in over $12 million in 1985-86, of which the Contras received only 

$2.7 million.  McFarlane stated later that it was the Saudi funds that kept the Contras 

going through their time of greatest need.46

 

 It was a third source that resulted in the greatest internal crisis of the Reagan 

administration: obtaining the funds through the covert sales of U.S. arms to Iran. 

 

 Threads of Iran-Contra III: Arms for Hostages.  Ever since the hostage release at 

the very end of the Carter administration, U.S.-Iran relations had been in a deep freeze.  

There were several officials of varying ideological hue in CIA and NSC who were not 

satisfied with this situation, especially after the onset of hostilities between Iraq and Iran 

in 1981.  The most important of these was Robert McFarlane.  In August 1984, he 

requested a formal interagency study of Iran policy.  By December, State had prepared a 

draft NSDD that called for so little change that it did not move beyond the draft stage.  

Yet change soon ensued, largely at the initiative of Israel.   

 

 By 1985, the Iran-Iraq war had been raging for over 4 years.  Although the 

Khomeini government was strenuously anti-Israel, Israel feared Iraq, the stronger 

military power, more and at the very least wanted Iran to cut Iraq down to size.  Official 

U.S. policy on the war was in favor of a negotiated settlement in which neither side 

obtained a decisive advantage:  Iraq was an important source of oil; Iran was still seen 

primarily as a bulwark against Soviet expansion.  Thus U.S. and Israeli policies on Iran 

were not fully congruent.  A second difference was that the Israelis were more activist in 

their search for influence over the war.  In the spring of 1985 Michael Ledeen, a part-

time consultant to the NSC who had good Israeli connections and was seeking to enhance 

his influence with McFarlane, suggested that he meet with Israeli Defense Minister Rabin 

to see if he had any new information on Iran.  Ledeen claimed that Israel had far superior 

                                                                                                                                                 
Line, 36-50.  Both accounts are  based on the testimony of a CIA official, Vincent Cannistrero, at Oliver 
North's trial in 1989. 
46Draper, Thin Line, 51-93. 
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intelligence on Iran.  With some hesitation, McFarlane agreed, but neglected to inform 

Shultz.  

 

 Rabin told Ledeen that Israeli intelligence on Iran was not strong either, but then 

went on to mention an Iranian request to purchase artillery shells from Israel.  He also 

suggested continuing contacts between the two countries on the subject of Iran.  Ledeen 

reported all this to McFarlane, who was receptive.  Meanwhile, Shultz had learned of 

Ledeen’s trip, and complained to McFarlane.  The latter replied that Ledeen had gone to 

Israel “on his own hook” and that he, McFarlane, was “turning...off entirely” further 

U.S.-Israel contacts on the subject.  Neither assertion was true.  Both NSC and CIA were 

beginning to entertain the idea that a relationship to Iran might be initiated by a supply of 

arms to Iran from Israel, with Israeli stocks to be replenished by the United States.  Thus 

the Iran arms scheme was off to its disingenuous beginning. 

 

 In subsequent months U.S.-Israel contacts broadened and the Israelis introduced 

into the picture as a go-between with the Iranian government one Manucher Ghorbanifar, 

an Iranian arms dealer resident in Europe.  “Gorba,” as the Americans nicknamed him, 

told all who would listen that the Iranian Government and its Parliament had three 

factions: an all-out revolutionary faction grouped around Khomeini, a swing group, and 

some pro-Western “moderates.”  The moderates were said to be strongest in the 

Parliament and in the Army, the Khomeini supporters among the Revolutionary Guard.  

As Ghorbanifar told it, arms sales would strengthen the moderate faction and 

Washington’s own interest.  Arms could also, he and the Israelis stressed, be used to 

purchase freedom for seven U.S. citizens held hostage in Lebanon, most of them by the 

terrorist organization “Hezbollah,” which was supposedly under Iranian control.  The 

Israelis were willing to supply the weapons from their own stocks of U.S.-made arms, 

provided the U.S. would replenish their stocks.   

 

 In mid-July 1985, McFarlane broached the possibility of an opening to Iran to 

President Reagan, then in hospital.  No notes were taken.  Regan was also present.  Later, 

each of the three participants not only had differing recollections of what transpired, but 

gave differing accounts at different times!  What does seem clear is that at the time 
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McFarlane believed he had a go-ahead from Reagan to continue the discussions with the 

Israelis, which he did.  Secretaries Shultz and Weinberger expressed themselves 

forcefully against the arms sales to Iran on many occasions.  On June 17, McFarlane had 

circulated a draft NSDD on Iran that advocated “the provision of selected military 

equipment as determined on a case-by-case basis.”47  Shultz stated in writing that this 

would be contrary to U.S. interest in “containing Khomeinism” and would seem 

“perverse” in a context when groups with ties to Iran were holding U.S. hostages.  In a 

meeting on August 6 with Reagan, McFarlane, Weinberger and others, he condemned the 

idea as “falling into the arms-for-hostages business.”  Weinberger believed the draft 

NSDD “almost too absurd to comment on” and repeated his objections at the August 6 

meeting.  At meeting’s end, Weinberger at least, because of the typically noncommittal 

nature of Reagan’s comments during it, thought that he and Shultz had prevailed.  He was 

incorrect.  Two weeks later, a plane left Israel for Teheran loaded with 96 Israeli-owned 

TOW48 missiles.  The best guess-a “guess” based on an incredible welter of conflicting 

sources but primarily on McFarlane’s later assertion, is that Reagan approved this action 

in advance, may have approved U.S. replenishment of Israeli stocks, and almost certainly 

knew that there was an arms-for-hostages element involved.49

 

 The initial financial chain was this:  Ghorbanifer advanced funds to a financial 

intermediary; the intermediary paid the same sum to Israel through its representative; 

Israel delivered the missiles; Iran paid Ghorbanifer what he had advanced, plus a profit; 

Israel then attempted (with eventual success) to purchase replacements from the United 

States.50  Yet, no hostages were released after this first shipment.  This did not prevent 

the Americans and Israelis from continuing the shipments.  Eventually, after millions 

worth of arms were sent to Iran, three of the seven hostages were released-but 2 more 

hostages had been taken.  Other startling developments were: by December, inclusion of 

U.S. stocks in subsequent purchases of replacement parts for Hawk missiles; the mingling 

of Iranian funds with funds intended for the Contras in the same bank account; and the 

                                                 
47 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 793. 
48 Tube-launched, Optically tracked, Wire-guided. 
49Ibid., 792-796; Draper, Thin Line,  156-171. 
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actual diversion of funds received from Iran for the arms shipments to supply the Contras 

at a time when Congress had prohibited such funding. 

 

 Not surprisingly, the financial chain grew more complex with the nature of the 

transactions.  For instance, in a February 1986 shipment of 1,000 TOWs, Ghorbanifar’s 

intermediary placed funds in an account in a Swiss account controlled by Secord, which 

Secord and North had been using for channeling private funds to the Contras.  In turn, the 

money went into a CIA account, was routed to the Defense Department to pay for the 

missiles; the missiles were delivered to CIA; it flew them to Israel in a plane of Southern 

Air Transport, a CIA-owned commercial carrier; thence they went to Teheran in a plane 

with false Israeli markings, flown by a Secord crew; the Iranians paid Ghorbanifar; the 

Secord account paid his intermediary.51  When all the transactions involving Iran and 

Israel had been completed, $6.3 million in profit was left in the Secord account available 

for diversion.  This was the difference between what the DOD charged and the Iranians 

paid, after all the middlemen had taken their rather generous cuts.  The Special Review 

Board later authorized by Reagan to investigate these matters estimated that almost $20 

million was left available for diversion from all the transactions between February and 

October 1986.52

 

 It was the fact that North and Secord already had an apparatus in being, set up to 

aid the Contras, which propelled North into the leading role in the management of both 

the Iran and Contra covert operations. Later, North's key position was strengthened even 

more when Vice-Admiral John Poindexter became National Security Adviser at the end 

of 1985.  McFarlane left ostensibly because the job had worn him out and because he was 

weary of various forms of internecine warfare, especially the desire of White House 

Chief of Staff Donald Regan to wield power in all the White House bailiwicks.  In a 

confusing development, however, McFarlane stayed on as a Consultant, had a secure 

                                                                                                                                                 
50For charts and chronologies illustrating this and subsequent transactions, see Report of the President’s 
Special Review Board (The Tower Commission Report) (New York, 1987 [paperback]), 438-449.    
51This account does not include the payment chain for a side transaction involving HAWK missiles. 
52 Ibid., 52. 

 541



email facility in his house, maintained a regular correspondence with North, and 

continued to participate in the arms-for-hostages activities. 

 

 At this point we may digress to introduce Poindexter, who had joined the NSC 

staff in May 1981 as Military Assistant to Richard Allen, and continued in this position 

under Judge Clark.  When McFarlane replaced Clark, Poindexter became his Deputy, and 

remained principal deputy after others such as Donald Fortier acquired the same title.  

Poindexter had outstanding and innovative administrative and paperflow-management 

skills.  He was responsible for the creation of the CPPG, the interagency crisis 

management group, and also for the creation of a vast entity whose full name was the 

National Security Emergency Preparedness and Crisis Management Planning and Crisis 

Management Center, or CMC for short.  The top management and most of the staff of 

this group, whose lengthy title is self-explanatory, was in the Executive Office Building, 

while the Situation Room (see Chapter V), though now a component within it, remained 

in the White House.  Poindexter anticipated the need for secure videoconferencing, and 

so promoted a long term expansion of the Situation Room, which would be completed 

early in the first Bush administration.  Yet another of example Poindexter's 

administrative innovations was the White/NSC PROFS email system, based on IBM 

software.53

 

 Unfortunately, Poindexter's administrative brilliance was not matched by political 

savvy.  Of all NSC Advisers, he probably had the least in the way of a philosophy or 

ideology of international relations.  He was a worthy participant on arms control 

committees-he had a background in nuclear physics-and strongly supported Reagan's 

openings to the Soviets from Geneva onwards.  Jack Matlock, Senior Director for Soviet 

Affairs during Poindexter's tenure as Adviser, regarded him highly.  But, as will be 

shown, he had a fatal tendency to salute and go along with the President's more dubious 

ventures, and even to try to shield him from some of their consequences.  

 

                                                 
53 "The Role of the National Security Adviser," 62-75. 
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 In the fall of 1986 the Iran-Contra operation unraveled.  On October 5, the 

Sandinistas shot down a cargo plane operated by one of Richard Secord's front 

corporations, which engaged in bringing assault rifles and other supplies to the Contras.  

The one survivor, Eugene Hasenfus, (who appears to have thought he was working for 

the CIA), was captured by the government forces. Though administration officials 

denied-falsely-that there was any U.S. Government connection with the plane, the 

incident set the press and Congress speculating.  Then, in early November, a Lebanese 

newspaper disclosed the arms sales to Iran.  Later in the month, in an investigation 

stimulated by these incidents, Attorney General Meese became aware of the diversion of 

profits from the Iran sales to the Contras.  The President fired North and Poindexter, 

appointed the Special Review Board, which became known as the Tower Commission, 

not only to investigate the entire affair, but especially, to evaluate the performance of the 

NSC staff.  In December, he appointed a Special Prosecutor to determine if criminal 

charges were warranted. 

 

 The leading problems arising from the Reagan administration’s efforts to keep the 

Contras alive despite Congressional prohibitions, to free the hostages by supplying arms 

to Iran, and to finance the former by profits from the latter, are best presented in question 

and answer form. 

 

 Were laws broken by the NSC's provision of funds to, and management of, the 

Contras' operations? 

 

 There were two principal areas of controversy on this issue.  One was whether the 

engagement of the NSC staff in running this action violated the Boland Amendment.  The 

other was whether the obtaining of non-appropriated funds by the NSC staff and other 

executive branch operatives also violated the Boland amendment and/or other statutes.  

 

 As previously noted, the Second Boland Amendment prohibited “funds available 

to” the CIA, DOD, or “any other agency or entity of the United States engaged in 

intelligence activities” from being obligated or expended” to support the Contras 

“directly or indirectly.”  Although the Amendment was twice modified, this provision 
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was in effect from October 12, 1984 until October 17, 1986 so far as provision of lethal 

supplies to the Contras was concerned. Plainly, North and Poindexter violated these 

provisions if Second Boland was deemed to apply to the NSC staff.  In argument between 

the administration and its critics after the Iran-Contra affair became public, Reagan's 

apologists argued that the amendment did not apply to the NSC, and hence the NSC was 

free to round up and administer such funds as it could lay its hands on in support of the 

Contras. 

 

 According to Lee Hamilton, then Chairman of the House Intelligence Committee, 

“we drafted the Boland Amendment broadly precisely because we wanted to cover the 

National Security Council....I certainly considered [it] involved in intelligence 

activities.”54 As recounted in Chapter III, the National Security Act of 1947 placed the 

CIA "under the National Security Council," and CIA was to coordinate "the intelligence 

activities of the United States "under the direction of the National Security Council."  

The report of the Independent Counsel appointed to investigate Iran-Contra, Lawrence 

Walsh, pointed out also that in any case the salary of Oliver North during his detail to the 

NSC was paid by the Defense Department, and that of one of his de facto subordinates by 

the CIA, two agencies which were explicitly included by the Boland Amendment.55   

 

 For all these reasons, Walsh concluded, the administration had violated the 

Boland Amendment.  The Majority Report of the Select Committees established in each 

House of Congress to investigate the Iran-Contra reached an allied conclusion:  

 

 The application of proceeds from U.S. arms sales for the benefit of…the Contra 

war effort violated the Boland Amendment's ban on...military aid to the Contras, and 

constituted a misappropriation of Government funds derived from the transfer of U.S. 

property.56

 

                                                 
54Draper, Thin Line, 24-25. 
55 Iran/Contra I, 67.  During the debate over Second Boland, Representative Boland had specifically 
asserted that "accounts for salaries," as well as program, were comprehended by its language.  George J. 
Church, "But What Laws were Broken," Time, June 1, 1987, (Time website as of 5/5/08). 
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 The argument that Second Boland did not cover the NSC was expounded in the 

Minority Report of these same committees.  In essence, it argued that if Congress had 

meant to include the NSC within the Boland Amendment, it would have said so explicitly 

or used more comprehensive language focusing on expenditures rather than agencies, as 

the Hughes-Ryan Act had done. It cited other legislation on intelligence that it claimed 

had not included the NSC, despite having some language regarding which agencies were 

covered which resembled that in the Boland Amendment.57  Nonetheless, this 

conclusion ignores the plain language of the National Security Act quoted above, the 

opinion of key legislators as Second Boland was being debated, and the salary issue 

involving North and others on NSC detail. 

 

 A more fundamental argument of the Minority Report regarding the Boland 

Amendment was based on a broad analysis of Presidential power and prerogatives, 

especially executive freedom of action in diplomacy, intelligence information sharing, 

and covert activities of all sorts.  The conclusions at least hinted that the Boland 

Amendment was unconstitutional, saying at one point that "Congressional actions" which 

"interfere with core Presidential foreign policy functions" should be "struck down," 

implying court action, but at another, in a more specific reference to the Boland 

Amendments, that the "executive was not bound to follow an unconstitutional effort to 

limit the President's powers."58  Since administration court action with regard to the 

Boland Amendment was both impractical and impossible (the President having signed 

the appropriation bill containing it), the lasting implication was that the President was 

free to ignore the Boland Amendment as he saw fit.  Yet, it is the courts, under the 

Constitution, which are supposed to decide issues of constitutionality.  

 

 Congressional Democrats also contended that support of intelligence activities, to 

be legal, had to be funded by Congress: 

                                                                                                                                                 
56 Itan/Contra I, 19. 
57 Report of the Congressional Committees Investigating the Iran-Contra Affair, with Supplemental 
Minority and Additional Views (Washington, 1987), especially 493-497.  There were separate committees 
in each House, but they chose to hold joint hearings and to issue a joint report.  Two Republcan Senators 
chose to sign the Majority Report; no Democrats signed the Minority Report. 
58 Ibid., 469, 474. 
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 Conducting the covert program in Nicaragua with funding from the sale of U.S. 

Government property and contributions raised by government officials was a flagrant 

violation of the Appropriations Clause of the Constitution.59

 

   There was also the general consideration that the U.S. system of separation of 

powers would collapse if the executive managed to fund itself and operate as it pleased 

without Congressional oversight and approval.  Both arguments implied that solicitation 

of funds from foreign countries and from private individuals was illegal. As detailed 

below, some charges were brought involving fund-raising, but the legality of approaching 

foreign governments for funds remained a grey area. 

 

  Possibly, other laws were broken in the solicitation of funds.  In general, Oliver 

North was careful to leave formal requests for private funds to others in the pattern 

described above.  Once, however, he slipped up and gave to a contributor the number an 

account controlled by one of his private intermediaries.60  This action may have been a 

violation of the Boland Amendment. 

  

 Was the sale of U.S. arms to Iran illegal? 

 

 Many issues are involved here.  The Independent Counsel reached the conclusion 

that some shipments violated the Arms Export Control Act.  Some distinctions may be 

made among them.  The first two, in August and September 1985 were transfers of 

weapons from Israeli stocks that the Israelis made in the expectation that they would be 

replenished by the United States later, as they eventually were.  These particular 

shipments may have violated a provision of the Act stating that the President must certify 

transfers of U.S. arms to third countries as being in U.S. interests, with notification of 

Congress required; certainly that was the opinion of DOD attorneys when they were 

consulted after the fact.  Since the AECA did not provide criminal penalties, however, 

                                                 
59 Ibid., 18. 
60 Draper,  Thin Line, 67. 
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Walsh found the prospect of a prosecution for its violation “uninviting,” and the problem 

of its violation more a matter for a Congressional than a judicial remedy.61  

 

 Apparently no one became alarmed, however, until the shipment of U.S.-made 

Israeli "Hawk" missiles in November 1985.  Because of logistical problems, that 

shipment had been made in a CIA-owned carrier.  Now was raised not only the problem 

of the AECA, but of laws regarding covert operations.  A secret CIA involvement was 

ipso facto covert.  As of 1985, the Hughes-Ryan Amendment of 1974, as modified by the 

Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980,62 required the President both to sign a "Finding" that 

any CIA covert operation was in furtherance of U.S. national security, and to report "in 

timely fashion" the existence of the operation to the "appropriate" [intelligence] 

committees of the Congress.  Reagan was aware of and had approved of the shipment, 

but had made no "Finding." After the CIA's Deputy Director for Operations became 

aware of the November shipment, he insisted that CIA’s legal staff prepare a retroactive 

finding.  Poindexter submitted the CIA draft to Reagan on December 5 and he signed it.  

Its most striking features were that it described the objective of the arms sales as a strictly 

arms-for hostages proposition, that it stipulated that Congress not be informed until he 

directed otherwise, and that it "ratified" all previous action in the matter. Of additional 

interest, neither Shultz nor Weinberger was informed of the Finding.  Poindexter kept the 

only copy in his office safe.  Just a year after it was signed, and after the entire affair had 

become public, he took the liberty of destroying it because he thought its straight "arms 

for hostages" nature would reflect badly on the President.63

 

 Edwin Meese, (who had become Attorney General in February 1985), later 

contended that Reagan could make a formal written Finding retroactively because his 

previous oral approval itself constituted a Finding. There was no such provision in law; 

such an action was unprecedented; and, the finding was not disclosed to Congress until 

the whole affair became public in November 1986, an interval of 11 months!  Moreover, 

Meese himself had originally been of he opinion that the November shipment was illegal, 
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and hence had tried to spread the incorrect story that Reagan had not known of he 

shipment in advance.64  

 

 The December Finding was in effect for just over a month.  From early December 

through early January, a round of high-level meetings involving the President, Schultz, 

Weinberger, Casey, Poindexter and other senior officials established that Reagan wished 

to continue the sales despite McFarlane's increasing doubts about the reliability of the 

Iranian intermediaries, and the firm opposition to the very concept of the initiative by 

Shultz and Weinberger.  Part, but by no means all, of the two Secretaries' opposition was 

on legal grounds, and therefore Poindexter decided to produce a new finding.   

 

 The new Finding was handled by North, drafted in CIA, and was broadly phrased 

in terms of a national interest in opening a dialogue with "elements" in the Iranian 

Government "sympathetic" to the U.S., obtaining intelligence from them, and, only as a 

third objective inserted at the insistence of CIA (which alone worried about the total 

objective looking fraudulent), hostage release.  North's covering memo explained that 

sales would be direct from U.S., not Israeli, stocks, via a transfer from DOD to CIA and 

thence an "agent" to Iran.65  This procedure got around AECA by using instead the 

Economy Act, which governed interagency sales and, according to an opinion by Meese's 

predecessor William French Smith, by the Finding itself, which put the transaction 

outside of the laws and reporting requirements for foreign military sales.  Regarding 

avoiding reporting of the Finding itself, CIA supplied a complicated rationale, based on 

the wording of the preamble to the pertinent section of National Security Act, that under 

some circumstances the President and CIA could avoid the reporting requirement 

altogether.66  The President signed the Finding on January 17.  Once again, Shultz and 

Weinberger were not informed, (though Meese had told Weinberger earlier that such a 

                                                 
64 Walsh, Firewall, 341. 
65 The agent was Secord.  Ghorbanifar was another link in the chain of transactions, since the Iranian 
Government (as opposed to the fantasy moderate elements)s, did not want to deal directly with the U.S.  
Secord handled the actual deliveries. 
66 For text of the memorandum and Finding dated January 17, see Peter Kornbluh and Malcolm Byrne, 
eds., The Iran-Contra Scandal: the Declassiifed History (New York, 1993),  232-235.  For detail on Meese 
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finding would make the arms sales legal),67 and Shultz stated that he only learned of it 

when the story became public in November. 

 

 By this time it should be clear why the Independent Counsel said merely that 

some arms shipments probably violated the AECA.  The President and the involved 

agencies were operating under legal opinions that, even if they were in error, shielded 

them from any accusation of legal misfeasance.  Similarly, the non-reporting of the 

Findings had a legal rationale.  Even the August/September shipments were justified 

(though belatedly) by the administration in terms of the President's "inherent powers" 

under the Constitution in a far-fetched opinion from Assistant Attorney General Charles 

Cooper.68

 

 Nonetheless it is a fact that most of these legal rationales, though adumbrated 

before the scandal broke, were contrary to what on paper was the administration's own 

standing operating procedure for covert operations.  Section 1.2(a) of Executive Order 

12333, issued by the President in December 1981, identified the National Security 

Council as "the highest Executive Branch…entity" providing "review, guidance, and 

direction" to the intelligence community, and specifically cited the statutes relating to 

Congressional reporting requirements as applying to "special activities," the 

acknowledged legal term for covert action. It provided also that if any agency other than 

CIA was to undertake a covert operation, the President must so determine formally in 

advance.  A little over three years later, after the outset of the NSC staff's Contra support 

activities but before commencement of the arms sales, NSDD 159 laid down an elaborate 

procedure for handling covert action:  first, consideration by the NSPG, followed by 

approval and issuance of a written Finding by the President, followed by continuous 

monitoring by a "Planning and Coordination Group" (PCG) created for the purpose.  

                                                 
67 Welsh, Firewall, 348-349. 
68 Ibid., 455-456. 

 549



Only in reducing somewhat the degree of documentation to be provided to Congress-but 

not the requirement of reporting-did the NSDD point toward minimizing controls.69       

   

 Did President Reagan know of each of these policies before they were carried 

out? 

 

 The sections above have already indicated that the President was informed in 

advance of the August and September Iran arms transfers from Israel. McFarlane briefed 

him and Shultz during the Geneva summit, in advance, regarding the November 

shipment.  We have seen how Reagan from then on approved the program through formal 

Findings, and his diary entries and other accounts indicate that throughout he was kept 

informed of, and approved of, at least most of the individual transactions.70

 

 It is also certain that the President was the leading protagonist of the Contras in 

the U.S. Government.  In the spring of 1984, as enactment of Second Boland could be 

foreseen, Reagan had instructed McFarlane to keep the Contras alive "body and soul."  

Unlike the Iran arms transfer policy, which was initiated by McFarlane and received 

Reagan's blessing-and steadily increasing involvement-after discussions with the Israelis 

had been underway for some time, Contra support was an issue Reagan had zealously 

promoted from the 1981 on.  Five NSDDs in the period 1982-1983 dealt with one or 

another aspect of Central American policy.71 Even before Second Boland went into 

effect, Reagan, fortified by an opinion from Attorney General French Smith that such 

contributions were legal so long as it was made clear to other countries that they would 

contribute their own funds and not be reimbursed by the United States, participated 

openly and enthusiastically in the receipt of funds from third powers, especially the 

                                                 
69 E.O. 12333, "United States Intelligence Activities," December 4, 1981; NSDD 159 (partially 
declassified text), January 18, 1985; both texts as on Federation of American Scientists (www.fas.org) 
website as of June 13, 2008. 
70 Ronald Reagan, The Reagan Diaries, ed. Douglas Brinkley (New York, 2007), 343, 349-350, 374-375, 
381, 384. The earlier references are very guarded, the later ones more explicit.  See also Shultz, Turmoil 
and Triumph, 795-800, and Walsh, Iran/Contra I, 14-15, 92. 
71 Numbers 17, 37-37a, 59, 82, and 100. Only 37 and 100 were fully declassified as of 11/1309. (NSC 
listing as of that date.)  The others are available partially declassified in the Reagan Library, NSDD File.  
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Saudis, for Contra aid.72 When contributions were received from individuals for 

humanitarian aid to the Contras, Reagan several times met with the contributors to thank 

them and be photographed with them.  What the President did not know, and may not 

have cared to know, was how these private funds were administered, of which more 

below. 

 

 The really crucial question about the President's complicity in potential illegal 

conduct was whether he knew of the diversion of funds from Iran arms sales to the 

Contras' Swiss accounts, which were actually administered by Secord and North.  The 

crucial question involves a crucial document, the so-called "diversion memo" dated April 

25, 1986, which North drafted for Poindexter to send on to the President. The 

memorandum included a statement that $12 million in "residual" funds, that is, profits, 

were "allocated" to the Contras, and a request that the President "approve the structure 

depicted" in the memorandum.  Claiming that "the buck stops here with me," Poindexter 

later stated that he had made a conscious decision not to send it on to Reagan, in the 

belief that Reagan would have approved of the action but should not be involved in the 

decision!73  Apparently Poindexter never realized that this extraordinary statement 

revealed him to be guilty of something much worse than anything he was later charged 

with (see below), that of arrogating to himself presidential power.   

 

 Reagan denied that he knew of the diversion before Meese discovered it in late 

November 1985, and his diary entry for that day would seem to bear him out.  After 

describing a meeting in which he had argued with a "stubborn" Shultz once again about 

the efficacy of the arms sales to Iran, he continued:   

 

After meeting Ed M. and Don R. told me of a smoking gun.  On one of the arms 

shipments the Iranians paid Israel a higher purchase price than we were getting. The 

                                                 
72 Iran/Contra I, 2, 449. 
73Oliver North, "Release of American Hostages in Beirut," ca. April 4, 1985, in Kornbluh and Byrne, Iran-
Contra Scandal, 319-323.  Poindexter’s statement was made on July 17, 1987 before the Congressional 
Committees Investigating the Iran-Contra Affair.  For the quotation and a statement by Poindexter 
reaffirming his Congressional testimony after his acquittal from charges arising out of the affair by an 
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Israelis put the difference in a secret bank account. Then our Col. North (NSC) gave the 

money to the "Contras." This was a violation of the law against giving the Contras money 

without an authorization by Congress. North didn't tell me about this. Worst of all John 

Poindexter found out about it and didn't tell me. This may call for resignations.74

 

Particularly in the context of a previous argument that same day with the "stubborn" 

Shultz about the arms sales to Iran by an even more stubborn President, still not 

convinced such sales were idiotic, yet knowing that they too had raised legal questions, 

the entry rings true.  Also, the phrase "Poindexter found out about it" seems to reveal 

Reagan's ignorance about the true depth of Poindexter's involvement.  

 

 Did the Iran-Contra activities entail contradictions in ostensible administration 

policy? 

 

 Very obviously, they contradicted both announced and classified policy on 

terrorism. In NSDD 138, April 26, 1984, which was a public message to Congress 

requesting several new anti-terrorism measures, Reagan stated: "We must…assure that 

the states now practicing or supporting terrorism do not prosper in the designs they 

pursue."  The originally-classified NSDD 207, January 20, 1986 established that U.S. 

terrorism "policy is based on the conviction that to accede to terrorist demands places 

more American citizens at risk.  This no-concessions policy is the best way of protecting 

the greatest number of people and ensuring their safety."  Plainly, the Iranian arms 

transactions were in contravention of official U.S. policy both public and private. (Unless 

one takes the position that the policy of the Executive Branch is what the President does, 

rather than what he says he is doing-but this a recipe for muddle, not policy.) The non-

reporting to Congress of the two Iranian Findings was in contravention of both Executive 

Order 12333 and procedural rules for the handling of Findings in the previously-

mentioned NSDD 159, January 18, 1985, which stipulated that a written "advisory" of 

each Finding must be submitted to pertinent Congressional bodies "after" presidential 

                                                                                                                                                 
appeals court, see David Johnston, “Poindexter Wins Iran-Contra Case in Appeals Court,” New York 
Times, November 16, 1991. 
74 Reagan, Diaries, 453 
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approval, in accordance with the governing statutes. Additionally, this NSDD provided 

that the President must designate any agency other than CIA if it was to carry out the 

covert action and that Findings should be vetted both by the NSPG and the senior-level 

PCG, by implication at least, before the President signed the Finding.  None of these 

things was done before the NSC staff began running both the arms sales and the 

Nicaraguan operation.75  

 

 Finally, NSDD 139, April 5, 1984,76 would seem to indicate a tilt toward Iraq, 

not Iran in the Iran-Iraq War. In the available documentation on the Iran-Contra affair, 

there is little indication that there was any careful monitoring to insure that the 

armaments provided Iran, minor though they were, ran any risk of altering the military 

balance between Iran and Iraq.  Obviously, it did not aid the fundamental policy, which 

was to prop up Iraq, perceived as the weaker power. NSDD authorized intelligence 

sharing with Iraq in order to forestall an Iranian victory, yet at one point in the arms sales 

negotiations, the U.S shared some intelligence information with the Iranians.  Plainly, an 

ill- or non-coordinated set of policies.    

 

 Were the Secretaries of State and Defense kept aware of developments, and did 

they ever give their approval? 

 

 Clearly Shultz and Weinberger knew and approved of the U.S. support of the 

Contras, although Shultz was far more interested in the Contadora process described 

above than in the covert operations in Nicaragua.  After Second Boland went into effect, 

Shultz was uneasy about solicitation of Contra funds from third countries until French 

Smith delivered his opinion, but later participated in a solicitation of funds from the 

Sultan of Brunei.  It may also be assumed that he was generally aware of the solicitation 

of private funds, since, under the heading of "humanitarian aid," there was a tie-in to an 

office within his own Department.  There is no evidence he had any information on the 

diversion until it was made public, just as he claimed. 

                                                 
75 For E.O. 12333 and NSDD 159, see fn. 69 above; NSDD 138 was posted on the Federation of American 
Scientists website (www.fas.org) as of 1/6/10.  NSDD 207 is fully declassified. (Reagan Library, NSDD 
File) 
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 We have seen evidence of Shultz's knowledge of, and opposition to, the arms 

sales. It is nonetheless true that he lied about the extent of his knowledge before a 

Congressional Committee.  This is probably because he had forgotten some of the details 

and had been inadequately briefed by two of his assistants who had kept extensive notes 

on his meetings and activities, the complete versions of which only came to the 

Independent Counsel's attention in the early 1990's.77  That Shultz had had access to 

more details than he remembered, however, did not change two overriding facts.  One, 

was that he had consistently and repeatedly expressed outspoken opposition to the arms 

sales when the subject came up at group or individual meetings with the President.  Two, 

that he had just as consistently distanced himself from the operation.  The February 1987 

report of the Tower Commission and the 1993 report of the Independent Counsel came to 

remarkably similar conclusions on this latter point.78 Therefore what Shultz did not do 

was oppose the sales in a super-active way, assertively seek out the President in an all-

out effort to end them, make the issue his number one priority. Nor did he resign over the 

issue.  The implication of the criticism was that he should have done either or, in 

sequence, both. 

 

 Shultz, however, as will be apparent from the following section on arms control 

and warming relations with the Soviets, had what he regarded as infinitely more 

important things on his mind, areas in which he performed admirably.  The reader must 

decide whether this experienced and sophisticated scholar/operator was remiss.   

 

 Weinberger, if possible, was even more vehemently opposed to the arms sales, 

and was perhaps the more heartsick about them.  He too believed them to be illegal and 

counterproductive. He seriously considered resigning over the issue.  Nonetheless, after 

Reagan signed the January 17 finding, he reluctantly complied with the instruction to 

furnish the CIA arms for Iran, and for replenishment of previous Israeli transfers, out of 

his Department's stocks.  Yet despite the steadfastness of his position, he too lied before 

                                                                                                                                                 
76 Ibid. 
77 Molly Worthen, The Man on Whom Nothing Was Lost (Boston, 2005), 217-251; Iran/Contra I, 325-374. 
78 Ibid., 372; Review Board Report (Tower Commission), 81-82. 
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Congressional Committees and to the Independent Counsel team about the extent of his 

knowledge of the transactions and the existence of extensive personal notes on the 

subject.  These, after his retirement from the post in 1987, he had stashed away in the 

Library of Congress, and they only came to light several years later.  The Independent 

Counsel obtained an indictment for this behavior, whose fate is described below.  The 

irony is that Weinberger was all but blameless for the policy he was accused of lying 

about.  Did he do it to make himself look good, or to contradict some of the early 

testimony of his rival George Shultz (which discovery of the Weinberger notes later 

corroborated), or in a misguided effort to protect the President, to whom he was 

unswervingly loyal?  Most likely the latter, though one can only speculate.79

  

 What were the operational consequences of the NSC staff's being in charge of 

each of these operations, rather than CIA? 

 

 In many ways, the arrangement violated all the rules of covert operations.  These 

deficiencies led directly to disfunction and exposure.  These were really two separate 

covert operations, and a first rule of "tradecraft" was that such initiatives should never be 

under combined direction, nor should the personnel of one even be aware of the other and 

its personnel. Contravention of this rule led directly to the clearly illegal opportunity to 

divert funds to the Contras.  However zealous and ingenious Col. North was, he was an 

amateur.  McFarlane's original approach to the Israelis through a consultant was a clumsy 

and insecure method of approaching a third country.  Use of unreliable intermediaries 

such as Ghorbanifar was also enormously insecure.  For whatever of these reasons-

probably several-the operation was well known to U.S. intelligence agencies other than 

CIA, which fed reports regularly to Weinberger and probably to Shultz and Reagan as 

well.  By December 1985, the British were well informed of, and somewhat alarmed 

about, the Iran venture.80   

  

 Was President Reagan led or exploited by the NSC staff? 

 

                                                 
79 Iran/Contra I, 405-430; Walsh, Firewall, 336-354.   
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 A number of participants believed this.  One was White House Chief of Staff 

Donald Regan, who wrote that much of what happened was "hidden from the President 

(and incidentally me)" by McFarlane and later Poindexter; also these two and North "had 

simply not told" the President and Regan "exactly what they…were up to."81  Charles 

Hill, Shultz's notetaker, Special Assistant, and confidant, (later an influential professor at 

Yale) saw Reagan as a great man and a flawed hero.  When the scandal broke, he likened 

Poindexter and North to Henry II's barons who had killed Thomas à Becket: "His aides 

did not protect him against his flaw, they played on it (concern for hostages).…The 

leader says ok boys, let's see some results.  So they produce some results-but don't tell 

him how they got them."82   

 

 The historian John Prados saw the problem somewhat differently: "In essence, 

mid-level NSC staffers seized control of the policy" because McFarlane and Poindexter 

were "weak."83

 

 Certainly Regan and Hill's descriptions, and perhaps Prados', fit the diversion of 

arms sale profits to the Contras.  (Even here it was a fact that North had in the 'diversion 

memo,' and, by his own testimony, on several other occasions, definitely tried to have the 

information passed on to Reagan.)  It also could not be definitively established that 

Reagan knew much about the NSC's operational and administrative role, as 

distinguished from solicitation of funds, with regard to the third country and private aid to 

the Contras, though there is some slight documentary evidence that effort was made to 

keep him informed of this.84  

 

 But on the whole the President was far more leading than led.  Regarding the 

Contras, he had in the spring of 1984 instructed McFarlane that they were to be kept alive 

"body and soul," with a pointed lack of instruction as to how this was to be done. As he 

                                                                                                                                                 
80 Draper, Thin Line, 230. 
81 Donald T. Regan, For the Record: From Wall Street to Washington (New York, 1988), 25, 379. 
82 Worthen, The Man, 240.  The quote is from Hill notes of November 19 and 24, 1986. Citation ibid., 339. 
83 Prados, Keepers of the Keys, 533. 
84 Iran/Contra I, 451-452, 471-472. 

 556



later put it to a gathering of Southern media representatives, "It was my idea to begin 

with."  A few stray documents hint that Reagan may have had deeper operational 

involvement than is usually assumed.  For instance, Poindexter reports in a note dated 

May 2, 1986, when it appeared unlikely that Congress would pass the aid package for the 

Contras that the administration was then promoting, that Reagan had said: "I am really 

serious….If we can't pass the Contra package before June 9, I want to figure out a way to 

take action unilaterally to provide assistance."  Poindexter commented:  "…the President 

is ready to confront the Congress on the constitutional question of who controls foreign 

policy.  We need to get Abe Sofaer and other stalwart lawyers thinking in these terms to 

see if there is some way we could do this, if all else fails."  In the event, Congress did 

pass the package favored by the administration, but the exchange reveals the level of the 

President's interest and the lengths to which he was prepared to go.85  It hints also at the 

type of legal reasoning that would turn up later in the Minority Report of the 

Congressional Iran-Contra Committee. 

 

 From the outset Ronald Reagan was sympathetic to the idea of treating with Iran 

on the hostage issue.  Even before learning of McFarlane’s initiative with the Israelis, 

Reagan had sent a personal letter to Speaker Ali Akbar Rafsanjani of the Iranian 

Parliament (the principal Iranian contact in the later phase of the arms sales) thanking 

him for helping to obtain the release of hostages in the TWA Flight 847 incident and 

expressing his wish for better relations. It has been definitively established, as shown 

above, that the President knew in advance of at least most of the arms shipments in the 

pre-Finding period.  He was willing to take great risks to secure the releases-both Shultz 

and Weinberger recorded at one of the December 1985 meetings that Reagan was willing 

to risk breaking the law for this goal.  In the Weinberger version: "President sd. he could 

answer charges of illegality but he couldn't answer charge that 'big strong President 

Reagan passed up a chance to free hostages.'"86  Overall, one must distinguish between 

                                                 
85 John M. Poindexter, PROFS (Professional Office System) Note dated May 2, 1986, in National Security 
Archive,  Scott Armstrong et. Al. v. George Bush, et.al., U.S. Court of Appeals, District of Columbia, Box 
1, Profs Notes Originals.  Abraham Sofaer was Legal Adviser of the State Department. 
86 Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Ronald Reagan, 1987 I, 514, as quoted in 
Iran/Contra I, 448, fn. 29 and 453 including fn. 50; Regan, For the Record, 17; Weinberger notes of 
December 7, 1985 as quoted in Iran/Contra I, 410, fn. 61.  
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Reagan's initiation of and knowledge of the activities of the NSC and his lax supervision 

of them.  Because of the latter defect, as he later admitted, though not exploited by his 

NSC staff, he did indeed lose control of it.    

 

 Who was tried for the violations of law discussed above? What were the charges? 

 

 Neither Second Boland, nor the Arms Export Control Act, nor the Congressional 

reporting and intelligence oversight provisions of the National Security Act of 1947 (as 

amended as of 1986) carried any criminal penalties.  Therefore the original heart of the 

Independent Prosecutor's case against North, Poindexter, Secord and the latter's associate 

Albert Hakim was a charge of conspiracy to defraud the United States by: supporting a 

war in Nicaragua in defiance of Congressional controls; using arms sales to raise money 

to be spent by North and Poindexter rather than the U.S. Government; endangering the 

hostage rescue effort that were inconsistent with that rescue, (such as overcharging, 

thereby antagonizing the Iranian Government).87

 

 The trial judge upheld the validity of this charge, which Walsh considered 

something of an accomplishment in itself, but it later had to be dropped because the 

Executive would not release certain necessary documents that might have proved it.  

Thereafter the Independent Prosecutor managed to obtain a series of convictions on a rag, 

tag and bobtail of lesser charges.  North was convicted for shredding documents, minor 

peculations, and "aiding and abetting in the obstruction of Congress." The latter count 

was based on statements he made in response to Congressional inquiries in the summers 

of 1985 and 1986 about his work with the Contras.  Poindexter was convicted of 

obstruction of Congress and was the only defendant to be convicted on a conspiracy 

charge, (that of conspiring with North and Secord in such obstruction), of making false 

statements to the Congress, and of document falsification and destruction.88  All North's 

and Poindexter's convictions were reversed by an Appeals Court which found that the 

convictions interfered with the immunity they had been granted to testify before 

Congress in the course of the Select Committees' joint hearings. 

                                                 
87 Ibid., 55-57. 
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 A number of individuals pled guilty:  McFarlane, to four misdemeanor counts of 

withholding information to Congress; Secord, to making false statements to Congress; 

Hakim, to illegally supplementing North's salary; Channell, to conspiracy to defraud the 

United States (income tax evasion); Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American 

Affairs Elliott Abrams, and one CIA official, to withholding information from Congress.  

One other CIA official was convicted, and two others indicted, on various charges.  The 

most senior official indicted, belatedly after discovery of his notes revealed his lies to 

Congress, was Weinberger.89

 

 In December 1992 President George H.W. Bush pardoned McFarlane, Abrams, 

three CIA officials, and Weinberger, the latter before he came to trial. 

 

 Throughout the legal proceedings, the attitude manifested toward them by both 

the Reagan and the successor Bush administrations was disgraceful.  At every turn the 

Justice Department showed hostility in various briefs; the White House refused to release 

in evidence necessary documents; administration witnesses sought to cover each other, 

(even-or especially-when called as witnesses for the prosecution). In 1990 by-then former 

President Reagan himself, in considerable contradiction to his previous statements to the 

Tower Commission, was foolish enough to state either defiantly that it had never been 

proven to him that there had been a diversion of funds to the Contras!90  On Iran-Contra, 

the only movement shown by successive administrations over six years was that from 

coverup to defiance. 

 

 Leaving legal and organizational problems aside, was the Iran-Contra operation 

a success in its immediate objectives? 

 

 The answers here are a clear yes and a clear no.  The North-CIA-Poindexter 

operation was a great success in the objective of keeping the Contras alive "body and 

                                                                                                                                                 
88 Ibid., 112-115, 124-129. 
89 Ibid., xiv-xv. 
90 Ibid.,134, 168-169. 
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soul" until Congressional support for military aid could be obtained once again. Such aid 

resumed in the fall of 1986, paradoxically enough, just as the North operation was 

becoming public.  The Contras were never suppressed, and the Bush administration in 

1989-1990 managed to help negotiate a truce, followed by elections that, to general 

surprise, were won by the anti-Sandinista candidate. 

 

 The arms sales, on the other hand, were an almost total disaster.  Only three 

hostages were released during the operation; meanwhile, Hamas took two more.  The 

profiteering of North, "Gorba," Secord and Hakim may have made the Iranian 

Government even less susceptible to better relations than it had been previously. 

 

 What did the Tower Commission recommend with regard to reform of the 

National Security Council? 

 

 Very little-and quite a lot!  The key theme of the Tower Commission Report was 

that that the NSC as an institution did not need any reform.  Instead, the emphasis 

throughout was that established, tried-and-true bureaucratic procedures had not been 

followed. The arms sales were not properly vetted through full NSC or NSPG meetings; 

there was no careful consideration at sub-cabinet level or through working groups; "the 

opportunity for a full hearing before the President was inadequate;" intelligence 

information was not properly integrated into the initiative; and so forth.91  All of which, 

if meant seriously, begs the question: perhaps this particular President was not one who 

wanted to be bound by routine bureaucratic processes?  The Tower Commission's 

subtext, of course, was its unswerving belief that this initiative, at least the Iran side of it, 

was misguided, and that under normal interagency processes, it would never have 

survived as policy.  But what if a hunch player President had had a better idea?  Would 

normal bureaucratic procedures have served him well?  We will shortly, in the section on 

arms control, see an instance in which the President's instincts were well ahead of the 

normal policy process, and where those instincts almost led (and in the long run, may be 

said to have led), to a fundamental breakthrough on all arms control questions. 

                                                 
91 Review Board, Report, 63-78. 

 560



 

 Thus the principal recommendation to the President from the Tower Commission 

was that he follow their model for an ideal National Security Council and staff.  This 

model specified that members of the Council would give their best advice to the 

President as his advisers, representing but not necessarily restricted to the perspective of 

their departments; that when the president had made decisions, these principals would 

then dedicate themselves to implementing them, regardless of their prior views; that the 

President would avoid "circumventing" the Departments, "perhaps by using the National 

Security Adviser or Staff to execute policy," for this would rob “the president of the 

experience and capacity resident in the departments;" that the National Security Adviser 

should have direct access to the President and be coordinator, mediator, record-keeper, 

and source of independent policy advice to the president, but not a policy pusher or 

advocate, or a prominent public figure; and that the NSC staff should be kept small, 

rotated regularly,  and drawn from diverse sources from within government and outside 

it.  Vertical lines of authority should be maintained.  These, plus responsibility and 

accountability, the Commission noted primly, "are essential to good management." 

 

 On the one hand these strictures were good government clichés, on the other a 

prescription for Utopia.  Virtually every one of them had been violated not just by Iran-

Contra, but also by the Reagan administration generally and by other administrations too.  

The Nixon NSC had grown large and had had a policy-dominating Adviser.  Staff tenures 

had frequently exceeded 4 years, including some of the most effective people like Harold 

Saunders. At least three of the Reagan Advisers had initiated and pushed new policies, 

believing them, correctly, to be just what the President wanted.  A fourth, Allen, did not 

report directly to Reagan and had never been allowed to take control of the machinery.  

By outlining its "model" of how the NSC should operate, the Tower Commission avoided 

extensive direct criticism of the President while damning utterly the administration's 

modus operandi.92     

 

                                                 
92 Ibid., 87-93. 
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 The most important of the Commission's specific recommendations was that the 

Adviser "chair the senior-level committees of the NSC system," on the ground that "the 

system generally operates better when the committees are chaired by the individual with 

the greatest stake in making the NSC system work."93 This issue, of course, had been a 

prime bone of contention ever since Kissinger had set the precedent of chairing the Nixon  

NSC's Policy Review Committee. Brzezinsky had intensified the conflict by chairing a 

cabinet-level committee under Carter.         

 

 To others this recommendation begged the question of what was the best way of 

making the national security structure of the entire Executive branch work.  To George 

Shultz, it was "exactly the opposite of the remedy needed," for it allowed NSC staff to 

"control the agenda and pace" of cabinet-level meetings, and thereby "increase its 

authority."94

 

 The White House, however, lost little time in putting both the principal 

recommendation and the special recommendations into effect.  NSDD 266 of late March 

1987 dealt with the former, and, despite a vow at the outset to "go beyond" the 

Commission's prescription, pretty much codified it point-by-point.  A followup NSDD, 

276, issued in June, gave details on the implementation of the recommendation to put the 

NSC Adviser in the chair for cabinet level meetings just below the NSPG level.  It 

rescinded NSDD 2 and abolished the three SIGs, chaired respectively by the Secretaries 

of State and Defense, and the DCI, that NSDD 2 had established.  It replaced them with a 

single Senior Review Group chaired by Poindexter's replacement, Frank Carlucci.  

Additionally it created a Policy Review Group (PRG) as the principal sub-cabinet group, 

to be chaired by the Deputy National Security Adviser, now Brig. Gen. Colin R. Powell, 

Weinberger's former military aid. 

 

 It was NSDD 276 that Shultz fought tooth and nail, confronting Carlucci directly.  

While he had no problem with the Adviser managing such fora as the "Family Group'' 

meetings which Shultz had initiated towards the end of 1984 (informal, exploratory get-

                                                 
93 Ibid., 98. 
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togethers of Shultz, Weinberger, Casey, and the NSC Advisor with Reagan sometimes 

sitting in), it would be a "grave mistake" for Carlucci to be "the Chairman of NSC 

meetings."  "Frank Carlucci," Shultz, told him, "is not a member of the NSC….You are 

the staff of the NSC.  You serve the principals of the NSC, especially but not exclusively 

the President.  Carlucci's eventual reply was: "I did not return to government in order to 

be an executive secretary."  Because of their path breaking importance, both NSDDs are 

described in more detail below.   

 

 Shultz lost this battle but went on making his point, especially, but without result, 

to the Congressional Joint Committees during their Iran-Contra hearings.  "Let the 

accountable people run things. And be sure that the accountable people [meaning those 

confirmed in office by the Senate] are tied in with the President.  In a sense, the President 

should feel that the Cabinet is his staff."95      

 

 Shultz never resolved this fundamental conflict over authority and primacy in his 

favor, but fortunately over time got on far better with Carlucci and especially the latter's 

successor Colin Powell than he ever had with Poindexter or Clark.  

  

 

 Can the issues raised by the Iran-Contra operation be said to have been 

successfully resolved? 

 

 They were resolved practically but not institutionally.  With adoption of NSDD's 

266 and 276 in accordance with the Tower commission's prescriptions, there was a 

strengthening of the role of the NSC Adviser over the objections of Shultz.  The 

institutional conflict thus remained, but both Carlucci and Powell functioned more 

effectively than either Poindexter or McFarlane ever had, and State's struggle with NSC 

was thenceforth muted to the end of this administration.   

                                                                                                                                                 
94 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 902. Italics in original. 
95 NSDDs 266, March 31, 1987 and 276, June 9, 1987 are cited from NSDD section of Federation of 
American Scientists website (www.fas.org) as of February 13, 2008; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 902-
904, 918-921.  
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 On the other hand, the Tower prescriptions were also meant as a check upon the 

President himself.  The Commission had faulted him for not exercising a closer 

superintendence over the policy process: "He did not force his policy to undergo the 

crucial review of which the NSC participants and the policy process were capable….the 

most powerful features of the NSC system…were not utilized."96  Thus the solution, 

both recommended and carried out (at least on paper) was to attempt to imprison the 

President more firmly in the bureaucratic carapace that had evolved over the years by 

legislation, the exigency of events, and (paradoxically) his predecessors’ efforts to wield 

more control over policy. It was an attempt to put this freewheeling President in a mold, 

rather than break that mold and design a system specifically for him. 

  

 What have been the long-term consequences of Iran-Contra for the NSC?  For the 

Presidency? For the nation? 

 

 Some of the answers to these questions belong to the concluding chapter; others 

to a book that would take the NSC story beyond the Cold War, as is not done here.  Yet 

one part of this answer was apparent right away.  It was a revolt, largely on the part of 

political conservatives, against the very idea that anything had gone wrong institutionally 

in the Iran-Contra affair and was, if a failure at all, a failure in policy only, and not of the 

President as an individual or the Presidency as an institution.  This view found its most 

vigorous expression in the Minority Report of the Select Committees Investigating the 

Iran-Contra Affair, whose real guiding light was Congressman Richard B. Cheney, 

ranking Republican member of the House Select Committee, aided by the Committee's 

bright young staffer, the lawyer David Addington.  One contention of this report was that 

Reagan and his NSC staff had made "mistakes" in Iran-Contra, but that these were 

"mistakes in judgment, and nothing more:"  

 

 There was no constitutional crisis, no systematic disrespect for 'the rule of law,' no 

grand conspiracy, and no administration-wide dishonesty or coverup….the evidence will 

                                                 
96 Review Board, Report, 79-80. 
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not support any of  the more hysterical conclusions the [Majority] Committee Report 

tries  to reach.97  

 

 This conclusion was justified by a legal analysis which not only argued, as 

discussed above, that Second Boland did not apply to the NSC staff, but that even if it 

did, that "virtually all" of North's and the CIA's activity regarding intelligence-gathering 

and sharing, and political and communications support to the Contras, was legal because 

it had occurred after the Amendment was modified in 1985 to allow some  

"humanitarian" Contra aid and had been shared with the "full knowledge" of Intelligence 

Committees (the latter a most questionable conclusion, given McFarlane's and North's 

false statements to Congress in the summer of 1985).  Regarding the Iran arms sales, the 

Minority held that whatever violation of AECA may have occurred, it was "at most, a 

minor and inadvertent technicality."  Only the diversion was a matter on which there was 

"legal doubt," in which "respectable legal arguments" could be made on both sides, 

depending on whether the profits from the arms sales belonged to the United States or to 

Secord.98

 

 While thus minimizing what it plainly regarded as nagging legal details, the major 

strategy of the Minority Report was to emphasize its interpretation of the Constitution as 

affording the President expansive "inherent" and implied powers not tied to any 

particular provision or clause of the Constitution, save perhaps the provision making him 

Commander in Chief of the armed forces.  It laid great store by certain landmark legal 

decisions such as Curtis-Wright v. the United States (1937), which included the concept 

of "springing sovereignty", by which certain powers were held to have been conferred 

upon whatever Executive authority the new nation had, by transfer from the British 

Crown, from the moment of independence, and so, prior to the Constitution itself. It 

included and emphasized a recital of a long track record of what it claimed were 

independent action by presidents without permission from Congress from the earliest 

days of the Constitutional period, such as the Quasi-War with France (1796-1799) and 

                                                 
97 Report of The Congressional Committees, 437.  The author has added italics to those qualifiers that 
appear to be "escape clauses." 
98 Ibid., 451-452. 
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action against the Barbary pirates (1803).99 It also cast doubt on the constitutionality of 

the Boland Amendment, despite the fact that the administration had not openly 

challenged it, that the President had even, in a signing statement, said he disagreed with 

Boland but would abide by it, and that it had not been tested in the Courts.100  

 

 Cheney expanded on the Minority Report’s themes in an article for The Wall 

Street Journal in which he argued that the President had an "inherent" power to order 

covert actions which did not require a statutory basis [even though the National Security 

Act provided one!] and that since this was so, Congress' power in the matter extended 

only to the power to provide funding for the CIA, with the President free to allocate these 

monies as he saw fit.  This was the most extreme such doctrine yet adumbrated, but the 

link of this sort of reasoning with Cheney's later actions as Vice-President under George 

W. Bush is clear.  Cheney himself referred reporters to the Minority Report, scorned even 

by some Republicans at the time, as an important building block of the George W. Bush 

presidency.101

 

 Iran-Contra had a curious outcome. It only temporarily discredited Reagan with 

the public at large, in good part, as will be shown shortly, because he was simultaneously 

making good progress in other foreign policy arenas.  It brought some overhaul of the 

NSC structure, of which there is more detail below, whose tendency was to strengthen 

the NSC Staff's power and performance in the long run, rather than to reduce or 

dismantle it.  It was of more immediate importance that the shock of Iran-Contra 

tightened up the NSC staff's managerial performance.  The Howard Baker-Frank 

Carlucci-Colin Powell team was simply more harmonious, and more competent overall, 

than the Regan-Poindexter power struggle.  Lastly, conservatives used Iran-Contra as an 

opportunity to lay the groundwork for a new conception of the Presidency that would 

attain considerable acceptance long after the Cold War was history.  

                                                 
99 Many of these precedents were overstated.  For rebuttals, see the first two citations in footnote 15 to the 
concluding chapter.  
100 Ibid., 457-359. 
101 Charlie Savage, Takeover: The Return of the Imperial Presidency and the Subversion of American 
Democracy (Boston, 2007), 55-57, 343 (fn. 40).  Cheney's article appeared in the Journal on May 8, 1988.  
Information on it here is as quoted and summarized by Savage. 
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 Reagan and the Russians: Confrontation v. Negotiation or Confrontation and 

Negotiation ?  I. Mixed Signals.  Did Ronald Reagan plan from the outset of his 

administration eventually to negotiate with the Soviets from a position of strength, or did 

he undergo a gradual conversion on the issue?  Considerable evidence supports each of 

these possibilities. 

 

 George Shultz describes in his memoirs meetings he had with Reagan in 

December 1982 and the following February.  The President seemed more receptive to the 

idea of negotiating with the Russians than previously, and accepted Shultz's proposals for 

conciliatory language towards the Soviet Union in the 1983 State of the Union address 

and for a meeting with himself and Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin, a meeting which Clark 

tried to head off.  Shultz uses the terms "shift" and "turning point" to describe these 

developments.102 Shultz also proposed in early March a four-part agenda for dealing 

with the Russians: human rights, resolution of regional issues, arms control, and bilateral 

issues-a program intended to restore mild linkage and avoid Russian pressures to 

concentrate on arms control exclusively-and succeeded in obtaining Reagan's approval at 

a three-person (including Clark) meeting later that month.   

 

 Yet these encounters came before and during the famous "evil empire" speech 

and the unveiling of the Strategic Defense Initiative (Star Wars) program for 

development of a space-based missile defense program, both of which also occurred in 

March 1983.  The latter program proved to be, later on, the most massive of obstacles to 

early conclusion of a START Treaty.  Looking at Shultz's account as a whole, it is fair to 

say that he saw progress toward resolution of differences with the Russians as a series of 

starts and stops, with various difficulties along the way occasioned by the march of 

events. 

 

 Another pattern emerges when one looks at Reagan's rhetoric over time, as do 

Jack Matlock and Richard Rhodes.  Matlock was, from June 1983 until early 1987 (when 

                                                 
102 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 159-165.  
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he became U.S. Ambassador in Moscow), Richard Pipes's successor as head of the 

Soviet/Eastern Europe staff (now called a Directorate) of the NSC.  A veteran Foreign 

Service officer with a strong command of Russian, he was considered a "pragmatist" as 

opposed to a "hardliner," which was how Pipes had been typed.  Matlock had 

considerable admiration for his chief and for Reagan’s acumen.  In his memoir103 he 

makes clear his belief that Reagan had intended all along an eventual successful 

negotiation with the Soviet Union on a variety of issues, arms control or even nuclear 

abolition chief among them.  Rhodes goes even farther.  He cites an address Reagan 

made in 1963 envisioning an eventual meeting between a typical American and a typical 

Russian in which all mutual differences had apparently been previously resolved by an 

amicable series of agreements.104  Clearly Reagan from the beginning saw the SDI as a 

trump bargaining chip as well as a valid program for which he had extraordinarily high 

hopes. 

 

 Another tendency argues against the notion of a turning point.  It is the 

persistence of Reagan in keeping up pressure on the Soviets well into the period of his 

summitry with Gorbachev, which commenced in late 1985 at Geneva. The introduction 

of Stingers in Afghanistan has already been mentioned; among numerous other examples 

are the continued covert support of Polish reform; the SDI program; the administration's 

insistence to its end in flirting with a unilateral "broad" interpretation of the ABM Treaty 

(to enable SDI testing); continuing support of the Nicaraguan insurgency; and the arms 

buildup.  

 

 The apparent conflict, however, is rather easily resolved.  Reagan had always 

entertained ideas of fundamental negotiations, especially on armament issues, but did not 

ever abandon his fundamental abhorrence of Communism and the Soviet system.  

Gorbachev was a man with whom he could deal, but at least for the entire Reagan period 

remained a Communist.  Throughout Reagan believed in a two-track policy, but believed 

he could only begin its conciliatory side when he felt the arms buildup was well 

underway and the Soviet procession of transitions had culminated in Mikhail Gorbachev. 

                                                 
103 Jack Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev: How the Cold War Ended (New York,2004). 
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From then on Reagan's eagerness for summit negotiations became more and more 

pronounced.    

 

 One more factor in bringing about a serious effort towards negotiation was 

undoubtedly Shultz's success in partially "taming" the NSC staff. An unpleasant 

confrontational meeting of Shultz with Pipes and other NSC staffers, in the presence of 

Reagan and Clark, apparently convinced the President and even Clark that the NSC staff 

was too heavily weighted with hardliners and was a bit "out of control."105  From then 

on Shultz enjoyed easier access to the President.   

 

 II. Geneva and Reykjavik.  In a memoir Thomas Reed, a Consultant to the NSC 

under Clark, distinguishes between pragmatists in the White House, such as Baker, 

Deaver, Darman, and the President's spouse, and the "Old Shoes," honchos from 

Sacramento days such as himself, Clark, and Meese.  He contends that the former group 

wanted a more normal relationship with the Soviet Union and perhaps tended to discount 

the President's personal ability to bring it about.  "To them Reagan was a man of limited 

intellectual power" whose job was to sell "predigested….courses of action to the 

American people."  The Old Shoes, on the other hand:  

 

had total confidence  in his ability to think through where he was going.  We believed he 

had uncanny foresight, a vision on how things would turn out, and we were comfortable 

with that.  We knew how to read him, how each facial expression or movie reference 

applied to the issue then under discussion.  We had full confidence in his ability to lead 

and to decide.106  

 

 Jack Matlock was almost universally described as a pragmatist, though one with a 

very hard-nosed appreciation of the Russians.  Shultz had helped bring him into the NSC, 

and unlike Pipes, he was with Shultz in believing "that communication on political and 

                                                                                                                                                 
104 Richard Rhodes, Arsenals of Folly: The Making of the Nuclear Arms Race (New York, 2007), 259-261. 
105 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 265-273. 
106 Reed, At the Abyss, 263-264.  Italics added.  Reed attributes the origination of the term "Old Shoes" to 
William Safire, then a New York Times columnist. 
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security issues was necessary whether or not the Soviet Union was changing, and that 

change would be much more likely if there was a serious dialogue than if there was 

none."107  Yet in his style he was also a successor to the Old Shoes, all of whom, 

excepting Meese, had departed the White House by the time of Matlock's arrival at NSC 

in June 1983.  He respected Reagan108 and at the same time well understood how to 

cater to his chief's appetite for anecdote and fantasy.  He sent his chief mock memoranda 

purportedly addressed to Gorbachev from his advisor Chernyaev, describing the dire 

straits in which the Soviet Union found itself.   Reagan treasured these missives and 

asked for extra copies.  More important, Matlock instituted, after the Geneva Conference 

in 1985 (see below), a tutorial for Reagan, which he dubbed "Soviet Union 101:" books. 

papers, academic articles, and interviews with Soviet specialists, especially Suzanne K. 

Massie.  Reagan read, talked, and learned.109  The program may have strengthened 

Reagan's conviction that he could reach a modus vivendi with the Soviets.  It was, of 

course, in addition to the routine of NSC and NSPG and lower-level interagency 

meetings on arms control and other aspects of U.S.-Soviet relations, the production of 

position papers by the departments and the NSC staff, and the establishment of 

coordinating committees to monitor preparation for the series of U.S.-Soviet summits 

which began with Geneva in late 1985.  Thus, at the same time as the Iran-Contra debacle 

was boomeranging to its messy conclusion, the ordinary NSC process was very much 

alive insofar as relations with the entire "Eastern Bloc" were concerned. 

 

 Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of he Soviet Communist Party in 

March 1985, immediately after the death of his predecessor Konstantin Chernenko.  He 

was most definitely a member of the group that Pipes considered reformist, but was an 

innovator within the framework of Communism: he wanted to reform both the party and 

the state.  As time went on, his ideas evolved further, but he remained formally a 

                                                 
107 Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev, 61, 64.  The quotation is from 64. 
108 "He did not think in neat, analytical categories, but in a general, almost impressionistic way. Yet he 
managed  to grasp simultaneously the various dimensions of an activity: goals, tactics that work and don't 
work, the mind-set and political needs of his interlocutor, and the public reaction to his proposals."  Ibid,, 
153-154. 
109 Ibid., 133, 139. 
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Communist to the end of his power in 1991.110  He quickly gathered about him like-

minded advisers, most important his new foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze and his 

personal assistant Anatoly Chernyaev.  Nonetheless, given the nature of the Soviet 

Union's enormous entrenched bureaucracy, the Soviets continued to send mixed signals 

to the Americans, as did the Americans to them.   

 

 By mid-1985 both leaders were eager for a summit, and despite bumps in the 

road, the two were able, principally by extensive use of direct correspondence, to arrange 

for one in Geneva in November 1985.  This summit was meant to be purely exploratory, 

and was.  Despite some abrasive exchanges, Reagan and Gorbachev, who on several 

occasions met in private with only interpreters present, each came away convinced that 

the other was a man he might trust and with whom he might do business.  Other notable 

achievements were a passage in the joint statement issued after the meeting that "a 

nuclear war can not be won and must never be fought" and Reagan's willingness to share 

SDI missile defenses, a proposal that, as Matlock delicately put it, "went far beyond the 

thinking of the Defense Department, State department, and his own NSC staff."111  The 

joint statement, innocuous as it seemed, helped lay to rest Soviet fears that the U.S. was 

preparing for a first strike and led to a toning down of U.S. rhetoric about the Soviets' 

supposed war-winning nuclear strategy.112

 

 More bumps in the road, prominent among them some bilateral gamesmanship on 

espionage matters, (culminating in the Soviet detention, and later release at American 

insistence, of the journalist Nicholas Daniloff), delayed another summit. On October 11-

12, 1986, the two leaders met at Reykjavik, Iceland, a site first suggested by Gorbachev.  

                                                 
110 Regarding the evolution of Gorbachev's program in the early part of his General Secretaryship, see 
Garthoff, Great Transition, 203-219, 253-264. 
111 Matlock of course meant that absolutely nobody on the U.S. side, himself included, agreed with the 
President's proposal. Matlock believes that Gorbachev, by failing to take Reagan up on this idea, lost an 
opportunity to make Reagan fight for the proposal within the U.S. Government.  Matlock, Reagan and 
Gorbachev, 167-168. 
112A convenient internet source for U.S. transcripts of the Reagan-Gorbachev sessions at Geneva is 
www.margaretthatcher,org/archive/Geneva.asp.  For some Soviet material, see the national Security 
Archive website, Electronic Briefing Book No. 172.  A striking departure in Gorbachev's thinking was that 
he put no credence in Soviet war-winning doctrines, and soon became convinced that the United States had 
no plans for a first strike.  See Garthoff, Great Transition, 241-243, 755-766.       . 
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The Americans had expected a brief meeting which might go into some specifics on the 

intermediate nuclear force (INF) issue, but would mostly be a sort of preliminary, 

agenda-setting session for a later summit to be held the next year in Washington.  To 

these ends, the U.S. delegation comprised 266 representatives of all concerned agencies, 

but a less than full roster of military experts.  Prominent among the American attendees 

were Shultz, McFarlane's replacement (as of December 1985) John Poindexter, Paul 

Nitze,  JCS representative Edward Rowney, and the Assistant Secretary of State for 

European Affairs, Rozanne Ridgway.  Conspicuous by his absence was Caspar 

Weinberger, but his interests were well represented by Assistant Secretary of Defense 

Richard Perle, like his chief a prominent opponent of arms control.  Gorbachev brought 

along in his large delegation his Secretary of Defense, Marshal of the Soviet Union 

Sergei Akhromaiev, who was his chief negotiator in the working group on arms control. 

 

 At the opening session,113 Gorbachev declined Reagan's effort to lecture him on 

human rights issues from 3x5 cards, and with the latter's assent plunged instead into a 

package of concessions that Nitze considered the best arms control proposal the Soviets 

had presented in a quarter-century.  The two delegations at the ongoing Geneva arms 

control negotiations had previously discussed a 50% reduction in strategic nuclear forces, 

but now Gorbachev was combining this proposal with others for total elimination of 

IRBMS from Europe,114 ten years of strict compliance with, and mutual non-withdrawal 

from, the ABM Treaty, agreement to American terms for on-site inspections in each 

other's territory, and, most surprising of all, withdrawal of the longstanding Soviet 

insistence that British and French nuclear missiles be included in any agreement.   

 

 Reagan did not balk at compliance with the ABM Treaty for 10 years, though in 

correspondence with Gorbachev he had never gone beyond offering 7&1/2 (the previous 

Soviet proposal being 15). What he steadfastly refused to accept was Gorbachev's 

                                                 
113 For many of the U.S. transcripts of the Reykjavik sessions, and English translations of Soviet 
transcripts from the FBIS news service, together with ancillary documents from both nations, see the 
National Security Archive website at www.gwu.edu/~nsarchive. It is No. 293 in the NSA's Electronic 
Briefing Book series, dated October 13, 2006.  
114 This "zero option" had been a U.S. proposal since 1982, initially intended by Perle to make an 
agreement impossible. 
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demand that development of SDI be confined to the "laboratory" during that time-span, a 

term, as Matlock correctly points out, not in the ABM Treaty.  Yet the ABM Treaty had 

prohibited testing of systems in space, and SDI might or might not involve such testing 

during the 10-tear period.  Around and around the two men, and their delegations, and 

their working groups, went on this issue.  Each side, in order to avoid conceding on 

"laboratories," made further concessions on offensive weapons totals along the way until, 

in the course of the final session on a Sunday afternoon, they had apparently overcome 

confusion about the precise meaning of each other's proposals (in an exchange among 

Gorbachev, Reagan and Shultz) by agreeing to eliminate all nuclear weapons-although 

not, as Matlock also points out, all missile systems.  Still, Reagan held out against the 

word "laboratory."  At one point he called a break in this last session to refine the 

American proposal on offensive strategic weapons.   

 

 During this break, the President also asked his advisers whether he could accept 

the word "laboratory" in relation to SDI testing for the ten-year period without crippling 

the program.  Shultz and Nitze said he could-but Richard Perle said no, explaining his 

position in a later interview by saying that the scientists would have lost motivation.  

Reagan, entranced by SDI, chose Perle's advice over that of his Secretary of State and his 

most experienced arms control negotiator.115  And so the meeting came to its conclusion 

late that afternoon with no resolution of arms control issues at all. 

 

 Reykyavik saw a remarkably free and open exchange of views on nuclear 

weapons issues.  Many have seen it as an opportunity for the total elimination of great-

power nuclear weapons such as may never occur again. Did either Reagan or Gorbachev, 

by stubbornness on his side of the "laboratory" issue, torpedo this opportunity?  

Regarding Gorbachev, there is considerable doubt about his precise instructions from the 

Politburo, and how limited he was by them.116  He had, however, agreed in principle to 

dismantle the Soviet Union's entire nuclear arsenal-a concession that could hardly have 

been covered by any instructions.  It is more likely that rather than worrying about 

                                                 
115Rhodes, Arsenals of Folly, 261-263.   
116Garthoff, Great Transition,  289n. 

 573



instructions, he was well aware, after only a year and a half in power, that he could not 

give everything away for no American concessions at all. 

 

 Some see Reagan as foolish, since his country abandoned the SDI concept by 

1993 and replaced it with a comparatively simpler research program on improving ABM 

systems.  Even from the perspective of 1986, the United States could hardly have 

mounted an extensive testing program in space quickly. 

 

 There are many counter-arguments.  First, Reagan did not know that SDI was 

destined to fail, and many very prominent scientists were assuring him that it wouldn't. 

Second, the President was a man who thought simply but thought big.  As he saw it, 

nuclear weapons were bad, and should be eliminated-and his administration had 

unquestionably succeeded in its START initiative in making real, meaningful cuts in 

offensive megatonnage the nexus of the arms control agenda.    Why not have a 

successful defensive program too?  And, he and his advisers were correctly convinced 

that it was SDI that made Soviets leaders as a group, and not just the more enlightened 

types like Gorbachev and Chernyaev, willing to make offensive cuts.  SDI may have 

been a fraud, but it was what brought the Soviets to the negotiating table in the first 

place.117   (Or, it was an excuse used by Gorbachev for doing so-a powerful argument 

for inducing his own hardliners to accept the necessity for making concessions.) 

 

 Lastly, as Matlock points out, there is no guarantee that an agreement in principle 

at Reykjavik would have been completed in treaty form.  The fears of Britain and France 

would have had to be dealt with, and they would have had to be persuaded to abandon 

their strategic offensive weapons too-no mean task, since the course of events at 

Reykjavik, about which by the nature of the case they had received little advance 

preparation, had come as a considerable shock to them.  Additionally, the precedent of 

Vladivostok showed that in the nitty-gritty of arms control that always followed 

agreements in principle, there were many pitfalls.  Vladivostok had been followed by five 

years of haggling until SALT II had been signed in 1979, and even then had never been 

                                                 
117Anatoly Dobrynin, In Confidence (New York, 1995 (paperback)), 627. 
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ratified by the United States.  And, there would have been the little matter of deciding 

what to do about missiles, as opposed to warheads.118

 

 Still, the question remains a tantalizing one, impossible, as a what-if, of a 

definitive answer. 

 

 Looking at its positive side, Reykjavik definitely did definitely bear fruit in the 

long run, though with some checks applied through the bureaucratic process to the 

freewheeling sort of negotiation in which Reagan and Gorbachev had engaged there.119  

The Soviets could hardly withdraw all their concessions, and they made one more in the 

following spring-that is, to negotiate the various types of reductions one-by-one, starting 

with the conclusion of the Intermediate Forces Treaty in 1987.  The arms control action 

proceeded in the following years with intensified activity on START and conventional 

forces reductions, and Reagan and Gorbachev also had successful summits, one in 

Washington, the other in Moscow, before the end of Reagan's second term in 1989. 

 

 All our examples of NSC activity show that President Reagan was served-but not 

restrained-by his NSC staff, in the years before the Iran-Contra scandal broke..  In the 

cases of Grenada and Soviet-U.S. relations, he appears to have been well-served, 

although the most expert and well-staffed advice could not prevent him from what may 

have been, in the case of Reykyavik, a colossal error.  These two examples show that the 

NSC under Reagan may have hitherto been somewhat underrated.  In the case of Iran-

Contra, however, the combination of Reagan's wishfulness and an overzealous staff 

almost brought him to disaster.  Just one misstep of this sort was enough to bring about a 

number of instances, in his remaining tears of office, of a senior NSC staff which now 

tried to restrain him as well as serve him, using a combination of altered operating 

procedures and personal vigilance on the part of his last two Special Assistants for 

National Security Affairs, Frank Carlucci and Colin Powell. 

 

                                                 
118 See Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev, 237-250. 
119 The initiation of this bureaucratic taming process may be seen in NSDD 250, "Post-Reykyavik 
Followup," November 3, 1986; Reagan Library, National Security Decision Directives. 
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 The NSC Reorganized Under Carlucci and Powell.  George Shultz had a plethora 

of reasons for extreme dissatisfaction in the aftermath of the Iran-Contra revelations.  To 

begin with, the White House, and especially Donald Regan, viewed him with extreme 

suspicion for being so vehement, both publicly and privately, about his long-term 

opposition to the arms-for-hostage deal.  Conversely, the Tower Commission in its report 

criticized him for "distancing" himself from the operation, that is, apparently, for not 

opposing it vehemently enough!  Yet these personal burdens were actually the least of the 

reasons for this tough-minded, thick-skinned, veteran cabinet member's displeasure.   

 

 The first and most agonizing was that even after the press revelations and the 

appointment of the Tower Commission, the President's tacit support for the arms for 

hostages initiative continued.  As late as December 17, 1986 CIA operative George Cave 

met with an Iranian representative to go over a "nine-point agenda," outlining additional 

potential arms-for-hostages transfers, which had been concocted between CIA and the 

NSC staff months earlier.  For the persistence of this policy Shultz believed Casey (who 

had also urged Reagan, in writing, to fire Shultz!) was ultimately to blame, and it was 

only after Casey's hospitalization in late December  (for what ultimately proved to be a 

fatal brain tumor) that the initiative seemed to lose its guiding hand.  Robert Gates, 

Casey's acting successor, was far easier for Shultz to deal with, though neither had full 

confidence in the other. 

 

 A second major concern was that Frank Carlucci, on taking the reins of NSC in 

early January, gave no indication of simply wanting to run the NSC, in approved 

McGeorge Bundy fashion, primarily as an "honest broker."  It was Shultz and 

Weinberger, for once acting in full concert, who had been most influential in urging the 

President to appoint Carlucci.  Yet when Shultz had a long discussion with Carlucci 

about the nature of the latter's duties, he came away "uneasy with the desire he [Carlucci] 

expressed to rebuild the NSC staff into analysts, policymakers, arbiters and operators all 

rolled into one."  While he was relieved by Carlucci's "competence and intergrity," he felt 

the two "did not get off to a good start."120  

                                                 
120 Snultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 864. 
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 The reasons for Carlucci's attitude are not far to seek.  He was an active, dynamic 

person who had made a strong and emphatic start in his career as a Foreign Service 

officer in the Congo in the early 1960's.  Later he served as Ambassador to Portugal 

under Nixon and Ford, and played a key role in implementing a U.S. policy of curbing 

Communist influence in the Portuguese revolution, then ongoing.  Most recently he had 

served as Weinberger's Deputy.  Little surprise, then, that this appointee wanted to play 

the sort of central role he was accustomed to.  Later that January, however, Shultz 

succeeded by a personal intercession with the president in preventing Carlucci from 

assuming a key role, via a back channel through former Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin 

(now an adviser to Gorbachev), in arms control negotiations.  

 

 While Shultz and Carlucci clashed, the latter formulated his plans to revamp the 

NSC in what amounted to an anticipation (perhaps by concert with its staff?) of the 

forthcoming   recommendations of he Tower Commission.  The attachments to a 

memorandum he sent to the President on December 24, 1986 reveal these aims in 

considerable detail.121  First came a strong negative: the NSC staff was not to engage in 

covert operations (legally known as "special activities") Though by statute and executive 

order the NSC had a role in guidance and direction of covert operations, the "NSC staff 

[should] not itself undertake special activities," according to a directive Carlucci planned 

to issue. Next, an organizational chart and a list of specific assignments to each of the 

NSC's operating units.  The Intelligence and International Issues Directorate, a unit of 

modest size, was to monitor intelligence policy and budget, covert activities, terrorism, 

human rights, international narcotics, science and technology, oceans and environment, 

U.N. affairs, and counterintelligence!  The heart of Carlucci's recommendations came in 

two parts.  First, according to a directive from himself to the NSC Staff which Carlucci 

had apparently already issued, its "primary duties were as a staff arm….We are not a line 

organization."  However, what followed was not a self-denying ordinance.  Instead, 

Carlucci went on to instruct the staff that any "activities which assume aspects of line 

                                                 
121 The attachments are at Reagan Library, National Security Affairs Files, Frank Carlucci, Box 92462, 
Folder "The President 12/24/86-2/11/87)."  The memorandum, ibid., was refused declassification.as of 
August, 2008. 
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activities…must be carefully controlled and coordinated."  These included press, 

congressional, and diplomatic contacts; they were to be cleared with, and memoranda 

concerning them were to be submitted to, the Executive Secretary.  The directive 

amounted to a frank acknowledgment that some NSC activities had been and would 

continue to be operational.122

 

 The centerpiece of Carlucci's recommendations was one to establish a new Policy 

Review Committee at Deputy Secretary level, to be chaired by himself as National 

Security Adviser, to consider major issues of any sort requiring interdepartmental 

coordination, particularly those with "unresolved differences on which Presidential 

decisions are required," and to "plan for crises."  Significantly, Carlucci added: "As the 

need arises, this group may be elevated to cabinet level."  Thus, this new PRC could meet 

on any issue across the board, and would be a group for handling crises as well.  Carlucci 

was not only abolishing the tripartite structure established under NSDD 2, (with its 

assignment of chairmanships alternately to State, Defense, and CIA at cabinet level 

according to the topic at hand), and reinstituting the NSC Adviser as chairman of a 

cabinet-level committee, á la Brzezinski, but was also extending this committee’s 

possible reach to all subject matter, not just crises as in the Brzezinski model.123  As 

already described, the Tower Commission in its February 26 report made a similar 

proposal, but in more sweeping terms than did Carlucci.  There was no "as need arises" 

qualifier to its proposal to have the NSC Adviser chair cabinet-level committees.  

 

 In addition to laying plans for revamping the NSC's committee structure, Carlucci 

claimed to have effected a 50% turnover in the NSC staff during his first three months as 

Adviser.  He abolished the Political Military directorate, on the ground that its 

comprehensive but vague charter gave people like Oliver North an opening to go 

operational. He also abolished several of the Deputy Adviser positions and the Crisis 

Management Center, though many of the Center's personnel survived on the expanded 

                                                 
122 The (putative) directive, dated December 21, is at Tab E, ibid. 
123 Quotations are from the paper "National Security Council Structure" at Tab E, ibid. 
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Situation Room staff.  He appears also to have reduced the substantive staff by about 15, 

from 75 to 60.124

 

 Once the Tower Commission had made its report, its recommendations were 

largely put into effect in NSDDs 266 of March 31 and 276 of June 9.  The first of these 

noted that a directive prohibiting the NSC staff from engaging in covert operations had 

indeed already been issued and noted other changes the Tower Commission had 

suggested and that the White House endorsed, such as creation of a Joint Intelligence 

Committee in the Congress.  It also seconded the Commission's recommendation that the 

NSC Adviser not be subject to Congressional confirmation. 

 

 It then affirmed the responsibility of the major concerned agencies, State, 

Defense, and CIA, "subject to review within the NSC process and the President's 

guidance as appropriate," for both the formulation and execution of policy within the 

sphere of each. This section concluded: 

 

Execution and implementation of such policies shall not be the responsibility of the 

Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs or of the NSC Staff  except as the 

President specifically directs. 

 

 Regarding the National Security Adviser, the directive called for him to "monitor 

policy implementation" to insure execution according to presidential intent, and "to 

present his own views and advice and, at the same time faithfully represent the views of 

other NSC participants.”125  All the language on the National Security Adviser was 

patterned on that of the Tower report. 

 

 Lastly, the directive affirmed that covert actions should be coordinated with NSC 

"participants" including the Attorney General, that the procedures on Findings and 

reports to Congress should be in accordance with law, that they would be "subject to 

                                                 
124 "The Role of the National  Security Adviser." An oral history roundtable interview conducted October 
25, 1999, under the same auspices as those described in footnote    , 26-33; White House Telephone 
Directories for August, 1986, and  March and May, 1987, Reagan Library. 
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tightly restricted consideration," and that the use of private individuals in them should be 

"limited" and closely supervised 'by appropriate Executive Departments and agencies."  

In almost every respect the White House was pleading a "mea culpa" promising to 

comply not only with the strictures of the Tower Report, but also law and regulation as 

conventionally interpreted.126  There was thus a vast gap between this directive and the 

rationale for past actions provided by the Minority Report of the Congressional Iran-

Contra Committee.  That road would be followed much later, but not in the Reagan 

administration, whatever the President's private thoughts in the matter. 

 

 The second directive, NSDD 276, reorganized the NSC committee structure.  It 

went beyond the recommendations in the attachments to Carlucci's December 

memorandum.  The centerpiece was establishment of a Senior Review Group (SRG), 

comprised of the Secretaries of State and Defense, the JCS Chairman, and the DCI, such 

other senior officials as the NSC Adviser saw fit.  It was to be chaired by the latter.  Its 

function was "to review, coordinate and monitor the implementation of national security 

policy" on behalf of the NSC.  On behalf of ?  It was the NSC, but with the adviser 

presiding in the president's place! Or, more precisely, it was, again minus the President, 

similar to the National Security Planning Group (NSPG), the body set up early in 1981, 

which comprised all the NSC members and others as needed. The NSPG was meant to 

meet without the spear carriers who normally attended formal Reagan-era NSC meetings, 

and was also supposed, according to NSC 276, to "monitor and review the development 

and implementation" of policy, rather than consider new policies, the supposed province 

of formal NSC meetings.  (In practice, NSC and NSPG had already come to differ little, 

both from the standpoint of attendance and of policy; each held over 150 meetings in the 

course of the administration.) 

 

 Under NSDD 276, the three senior cabinet-level interagency committees set up 

under NSDD 2, to consider issues in which State, Defense, and CIA, respectively, had 

primary interest, each chaired by the appropriate cabinet member, were junked-the Tower 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
126 NSDD 266, "Implementation of the Recommendations of the President's Special Review Board," 
Reagan Librsry, National Security Directives. 
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Report had remarked that the system had fallen into desuetude-and the SRG was in effect 

the replacement for all of them, and for the old Crisis Pre-Planning Group as well .  

Moreover, the Deputy National Security Adviser chaired the Policy Review Group 

(PRG) also authorized by NSDD 276, the principal sub-cabinet group under the new 

system.  Lastly, the NSC Adviser was given the power to approve (or disapprove) the 

continuation of such existing Departmentally-chaired regional and functional IGs as 

cabinet members wished, as well as to control the establishment or discontinuation of 

other NSC-chaired working groups.127 NSC control of the interagency advisory system 

was now total, far, far beyond what it been under either Kissinger or Brzezinski. 

 

 Secretary Shultz continued to be unhappy. He considered both the Tower Report 

and NSDD 276 abominable, and he fought hard against the latter while it was in process.  

In May 1987 he learned that a channel to the Soviets via Senator Edward Kennedy's 

office, of which Kennedy informed him after the Iran-Contra scandal broke, had actually 

been in existence for several years under the supervision of the NSC.  Matlock had 

known of it, but when Kennedy's office had asked whether State should be informed, 

Poindexter had said no.  This was just the item to illustrate Shultz's argument that the 

NSC was out of control in many ways and that the Tower Commission had been 

grievously wrong-headed in its prescriptions, and not only in its recommendation that the 

NSC chair cabinet-level committees.  It had failed to assign enough blame to CIA for 

allowing NSC to run a covert operation and it had failed to zero in on its fusion of 

intelligence analysis with intelligence operations (principally in the person of George 

Cave).  It had also not recommended an absolute prohibition against NSC having an 

operational role and had not totally disapproved the possibility of using private 

individuals in covert operations.  Instead, in line with its overall philosophy, it simply 

emphasized better management procedures.  

 

 In the course of his battle with Carlucci over NSDD 276, Shultz told Carlucci that 

"the Tower Board's recommendations have already been forgotten….Stop chewing on 

that nail."  But the president approved NSDD 276 despite Shultz's recommendations, and 

                                                 
127 NSDD 276, "National Security Interagency Process, June 9 1987, ibid.  
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the thoroughly chewed nail would lodge in the Secretary's hide.128  Carlucci claimed 

later that he had mollified Shultz, by letting Powell chair the interagency meetings, by 

which he may have meant that the PRG met more often than the SRG.129   

 

 It seems ironic that the Iran-Contra scandal resulted in what proved to be a long-

term strengthening of the NSC National Security Adviser and his Staff in interagency 

procedures.  Yet the Tower Report, with its high-minded, good government philosophy, 

did not see the new interagency arrangements as a zero-sum game; that is, that the 

Adviser's gain was the Departments' loss.  Rather, its recommendation was designed to 

strengthen the whole system by improving consultation and thereby strengthening all the 

players as well.  In the extensive interviews it had conducted, including those with every 

living former Secretary of State and most of the former National Security Advisers, the 

Tower Board had formed the opinion that Departmentally-chaired SIGs did not work 

very well or met too irregularly.  Its solution was to sparkplug coordination from the top, 

the White House. 

 

 Of course, in consulting the living, it may have had less in mind the somewhat 

different insights the departed might have had to offer.  Dean Acheson had resolved 

many issues by personal consultation with Truman, with whom he had a superb 

relationship. As time went on and George Marshall replaced the dysfunctional Louis 

Johnson as Secretary of Defense, the system blossomed into a triad of consultants at the 

very top: the President and his two cabinet members. Truman's successor had made much 

more extensive use of the NSC.  Yet the heart of his decision-making process had been in 

informal talks with Dulles, with whom Eisenhower had a very close relationship, and 

with others such as Wilson, George Humphrey, and his JCS team, whose concerns he 

was peculiarly qualified to understand.  The Tower Board assumed, however, and 

understandably given the Shultz-Weinberger relationship, that close personal 

relationships between the President and his cabinet members could not be taken for 

granted, and that therefore Presidents' private consultations with their principals must be 

supplemented with an elaborate bureaucratic machinery. Yet its strictures did not really 

                                                 
128 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 902-904. 
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deal with the problems, so repeatedly emphasized by Shultz, created by multiple channels 

existing unaware of each other. 

 

 The Heyday of the Reagan NSC.  In any case, the NSC system turned out to work 

much better under Carlucci and Powell.  One of the roles the NSC Advisers now took 

upon themselves was that of protector or guardian of the President.  An interesting case 

in point was the line Colin Powell (who succeeded Carlucci in late 1987 when the latter 

became Secretary of Defense) took with the shadowy "intermediaries" who, against all 

reason, persisted in trying to arrange arms-for-hostage deals with Iran.  Early in August 

1988, Powell received a call from one such individual, who claimed to be speaking for 

the now-notorious Manucher Ghorbanifar, who was now peddling a so-called "cost-free" 

deal.  Powell analyzed the offer and realized it was not "cost-free."  He then told the 

caller that "Ghorbanifar was trying to entice the President to go down the path followed 

by Oliver North," and that he "had an obligation to protect the West Wing from being 

victimized again" from this "kind of ploy."  Even this was not remonstrance enough; the 

intermediary called again almost two months later-just four months before the end of 

Reagan's second term and almost two years after the Iran-Contra affair had surfaced-only 

to receive a similar reply from the President's faithful watchdog!130  There was a 

similar, though far more cordial conversation with Ross Perot in May of 1987 when Perot 

called in behalf of someone representing hostage Terry Waite.131

 

 Whatever Shultz's complaints about the unsatisfactory structure of the NSC, in 

practice he got on better with both Carlucci and Powell than with their predecessors.  

Carlucci was "able and experienced and straightforward."  When Weinberger resigned 

his secretaryship, Carlucci asked for and received Shultz's support to succeed him.  "If 

we went into the final year of the administration with Carlucci, Powell, and me in the key 

foreign and security policy posts, that would be by far the best team, and in fact, the first 

                                                                                                                                                 
129 "Role of the Adviser," 12; see also Powell, Journey, 337-338, on the frequency of PRC meetings. 
130 Memorandum for the File by Nicholas Rostow, August 2, 1988, "Conversation between Fred 
Gottfurcht and General Powell;" Memorandum for Record by Powell, September 28, 1988, "Fred 
Gottfurcht Phone Call;"  both Reagan Library, National Security Council, Colin L. Powell Files, Box 
92477, Folder Memorandum for the Record (CLP). 
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genuine team, assembled in the entire Reagan presidency," Shultz commented in 

anticipation.  His elation only increased with time:  "Frank Carlucci, Colin Powell and 

I…really clicked at the Washington summit [December 1987]," he commented in his 

memoirs, probably having in mind the way the trio had worked to brief Reagan after the 

President had gotten off to a shaky start in his talks with Gorbachev on that occasion.  

"We had confidence and trust in each other….President Reagan could see this for 

himself….He was pleased."  Powell for his part had unbounded admiration for Shultz:  

"The more I knew him, the more impressed I became;" he "managed to put the substance 

into Ronald Reagan's vision."  "George Shultz was the single minister of foreign policy, 

and I made sure that the NSC staff understood that and backed him all the way."132  

Powell, Carlucci, and Shultz met every morning at 7:00 a.m. in Powell's White House 

office; often some of them met with Reagan and White House senior staff at so-called 

National Security Briefings (not to be confused with the president's daily intelligence 

briefing, done by CIA personnel) later in the morning.   With the belated assembly of a 

politico-military "dream team;" coördination was now the order of the day! 

 

 One of he most remarkable facts about this changed situation was that the 

President had done little if anything to bring it about.  It was Shultz and Weinberger who 

had brought in Carlucci to the NSC.  It was Shultz and Carlucci who had plotted the 

latter's posting to Defense.  It was Powell who had insisted to Carlucci that Reagan 

personally request him to become Carlucci's deputy.  It was Carlucci who engineered 

Powell's promotion to succeed him as Adviser. He was, in fact, the third of Reagan's 

Deputy National Security Advisers to be promoted in this way. Powell recalled: 

 

The President never spoke to me about the job, never laid out his expectations, never 

provided any guidance; in fact, he had not personally offered me the position or 

congratulated me on getting it.  After ten months in the White House I was not surprised. 

That was the Reagan way, and I was honored by the confidence he had in me.133

                                                                                                                                                 
131 Memorandum for the Record by Powell, May 19, 1987. Ibid.  Powell mentions these approaches in his 
memoirs.  Journey, 384-385. 
132 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 990-991, 1080; Powell, Journey, 368.   
133 Ibid., 349. 

 584



 

 On another occasion, though, Powell, perhaps unintentionally, put his finger on 

Reagan's previous difficulties: "I had a president who was not so interested in the details 

of things that he wanted to plug in[to?] all these decisions. In fact, that was Reagan's 

great skill, which some people saw as a weakness. It was a weakness only if he had the 

wrong people around him."134  Which, in terms of their ability to interact with each 

other smoothly, he had passively tolerated in many areas for almost six years. 

 

 As it happened, this revolution in smooth coördination coincided with the heyday 

of Reagan's foreign policy successes, including final conclusion of the INF Treaty, 

measurable progress in the START negotiations, the successful conclusion of terms for 

the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, and others. It is tempting to conclude that there 

was a relationship between this changed organizational situation and the progress made 

on these fronts, and there is some evidence for it, particularly in the teamwork exhibited 

by Reagan's advisers during the Washington and Moscow summits, (the latter took place 

in late May, 1988).  The difficulty in such an interpretation is that the foundations for 

these successes had been laid long before: in the (disingenuous) formulation of the 

original zero-option INF proposal in 1981; in the successful effort to hold the European 

allies steadfast to the acceptance of he U.S. Pershing missiles; and in the protracted 

bilateral U.S.-Soviet negotiations over Afghanistan.  Even more important was the arrival 

of a fundamentally different Soviet leader in the person of Gorbachev.  The General 

Secretary was basically willing to wind down his country's foreign empire in order to 

reform and save Communism at home.  Thus, as John Lewis Gaddis concluded, the U.S. 

in its diplomacy from the mid-80s onward was "pushing on an open door" against a 

regime willing to yield on many points in a vain attempt to save itself.135

 

 The Reagan NSC in Long Term Perspective.  The paradox of the Reagan NSC is 

that while some of its operation was chaotic and even scandalous for three-fourths of the 

President's two terms, it emerged from its trials as a strengthened institution.  Initially 

Reagan and his closest advisers had wanted to downgrade it.  When the President's 

                                                 
134 "The Role of The Adviser," 55. 
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advisers realized that this would play into the hands of a Secretary of State they 

distrusted, William Clark provided some leadership and some limited coördination with 

State. He also strengthened the NSC's formal policymaking process. Later, due to the 

President's passivity in organizational matters, the institution fell into disarray, though the 

work of Matlock and others, and the ongoing formulation of policy papers, showed that it 

was capable of rendering valuable assistance in some areas even during the period when 

North, McFarlane and Poindexter were, in accordance with the President's wishes, 

running poorly conceived, disastrously executed, and sometimes illegal operations 

against the combined will of the foreign policy and defense establishment and the 

Congress.  The body that had been formed to promote governmental coördination was 

instead undermining it. 

 

 How then, in broadest terms, were the NSC and the Reagan presidency rescued?  

Primarily, by the President's good sense in putting himself in the hands of experienced 

foreign policy and national security veterans such as Tower, Scowcroft, Shultz, Carlucci, 

Powell, and on the domestic side, Howard Baker. This moderate Republican ex-Senator 

replaced Donald Regan as White House Chief of Staff in February 1987. These men had 

their own disagreements, as detailed above, but were united in insisting on an orderly 

national security process.  With these loyal but savvy wheel horses at his command, 

Reagan was able to continue with the initiatives that the broad policy community 

approved, such as START and all the other ameliorative measures involving U.S.-Soviet 

relations.  Filtered out under this regimen were new hostage initiatives, despite the 

President's continuing proclivities in that direction, or additional White House fait 

accompli such as Big Pine II or SDI, in the latter of which McFarlane and William Clark 

had used the NSC as an instrument to subvert normal interagency consultation with State, 

Defense, and the JCS before Reagan's sudden announcement of the program in March 

1983.136  Under these restraints, and passively utilizing a revised organizational 

structure devised by others, Reagan proceeded serenely and successfully to the end of his 

                                                                                                                                                 
135 Gaddis, New History, 236. 
136 See David Rothkopf, Running the World:: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the 
Architects of American Power  (New York, 2004), 236-238.  The SDI program, once initiated, remained a 
major priority to the end of the Reagan administration. 

 586



time in office.  Long after his departure from the scene, the institutional refinements 

resulting from the Tower Commission Report would remain essentially in place.   
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Chapter XI 

 

The NSC under Bush:  Coordination at Last? 

 

“We should take into account that Bush is a very cautious politician....It is inside him.  

We should see it.  And what can make Bush act?  Only [a threat] of the loss of prestige 

for the administration.”  - Mikhail Gorbachev, December 27, 1988.1

 

 Background of the President.  George H. W. Bush came to the Presidency with an 

extremely diversified experience in both his private life and his government career.  A 

family that had enjoyed wealth, stability and social standing for generations raised him in 

an exclusive exurb of New York City.  The money came from Wall Street, where both his 

father and grandfather were influential investment bankers.  His father also initiated the 

family’s tradition in politics when he was elected to the United States Senate in the 

1950s.  Prescott Bush was an orthodox Eastern Republican of the era, fiscally 

conservative but “internationalist,” a term which then distinguished those who supported 

the Marshall Plan, NATO and foreign aid from the remaining isolationist Republicans.  

He had a few liberal tinges, such as early support for some mild civil rights legislation.   

 

 Bush and George Bush’s mother joined in instilling in the youngster a fiercely 

competitive spirit.  Young Bush followed his father at both Exeter and Yale, entering the 

latter after a distinguished military career as a Navy pilot during World War II. At Yale, 

he excelled at both academics (Phi Beta Kappa) and athletics (baseball), and was selected 

for the same exclusive social club as his father.  But after graduation young Bush and his 

bride broke the mold, moved to Texas, and staked out a solid entrepreneurial career in the 

oil business preliminary to a foray into the politics of their adopted state.  Like Richard 

Nixon, he had strong ties with both Eastern and Western wings of his party.  Unlike 

Nixon, he felt secure of his place in both environments. 

 

                                                 
1Gorbachev spoke at a Politburo meeing held that evening.  CWIHP, Bulletin, 12-13 
(Fall/Winter 2001), p. 25. 
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 By Texas standards then and now, George H. W. Bush was a moderate.  This did 

not prevent his defeat in two tries for the Senate, but helped in his election to two terms 

to a suburban seat in Houston.  After his second defeat for the Senate, Bush left electoral 

politics and succeeded in building a resumé in high-level federal and party posts.  In 

1971-72, he was Nixon’s appointee as U.S. Ambassador to the UN.  The following two 

years he served as Chairman of the Republican National Committee.  A Nixon loyalist, 

he did not join the call for the President’s resignation until the very end.  Under the Ford 

administration, he became, successively, the head of the then-Liaison Mission in Beijing 

and the Director of Central Intelligence.  In the latter post he gained a reputation as a 

rebuilder after the wide-ranging cuts and reforms under William Colby, taken in the 

aftermath of Congressional investigation of CIA. 

 

 Through all his posts, in Congress, in the Party, and in government, Bush became 

known as a moderate who was also a reliable organization man, a party wheel horse, 

utterly loyal to whomever he worked for.  He had a gentle manner, but engaged in almost 

compulsive physical activity.  His acquaintanceship was enormous.  He had the natural 

politician’s knack of remembering faces, always keeping in touch, and acknowledging 

and rewarding all those who worked for him or who aided him in any way whatever.  No 

service to George Bush was too small to merit a note or a commendation of some sort.  

His informal public verbal style was kinetic and off-the-cuff, but he was a fluent and 

precise writer when he wanted to be.  Although gentlemanly towards all those he 

perceived as friends and allies, he could be ruthless and sometimes unfair to opponents in 

political campaigns. 

 

 By 1980, Bush had held four high-profile jobs within the previous 10 years and 

believed he was well known enough to make a run for the Presidency.  He sought the 

mantle of the moderates, the Ford loyalists, and the old Nixonians as opposed to the right 

wing that was grouping around Ronald Reagan.  His campaign manager was James 

Baker, a Texas lawyer and close friend who had also been Ford’s campaign manager four 

years earlier.  Bush made much of his differences with Reagan in fiscal policy, touting 

his own traditional fiscal conservatism against the right wing’s embrace of supply side 

economics.  He did well in a few primaries, but soon failed against the charismatic 
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Reagan, who had come close to wresting the Republican nomination from an incumbent 

Republican President in 1976.  Yet since Bush had succeeded in positioning himself as 

the candidate of the traditional Republican center, Reagan wanted him as his second-

choice Vice-Presidential running mate after an attempt to enlist former President Ford for 

this office failed.  

 

 By this route did George Bush, whose elective career had been distinctly second 

tier compared to his appointive prominence, become Vice President of the United States 

in 1981 in what was eventually an extremely popular administration.  Bush swallowed 

his qualms about supply-side economics and served Reagan, like all his chiefs, with 

utmost loyalty and discretion.  Following the precedent set by President Carter with his 

Vice President Walter Mondale, Reagan gave Bush some important jobs to do, such as 

head of the crisis management panel in the Reagan NSC.  Furthermore, as we have seen, 

Bush’s friend and campaign manager, James Baker, became a key player in the Reagan 

administration.  With Baker and George Shultz, Bush formed the moderate balancing 

wheel within this administration to right wing proclivities in both foreign and domestic 

policy. 

 

 Ironically, it was because of his prominent place in the conservative Reagan 

administration that George Bush became the Republican nominee in 1988.  Right wing 

loyalists did not trust him, but had no viable candidate of their own.  Bush did his best 

during the campaign to placate them.  He pledged “no new taxes” in his acceptance 

speech.  His campaign was vituperative, almost comically McCarthyite, as when he 

called his opponent Michael Dukakis a “card-carrying member of the American Civil 

Liberties Union.”  Much worse, at times the campaign even had an ugly tinge of racism.  

These campaign tactics in retrospect appear, though unworthy, to have been a misleading 

charade so far as the nature of his administration was concerned.  Bush had not really 

been converted to supply side economics, as the tax increases he approved in 1990 

demonstrated.  In such domestic matters as he chose to attend to, Bush, who was 

fundamentally more interested in foreign policy, remained relentlessly middle of the 

road. 
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 Organizing for National Security. Bush staffed his administration with old pros, 

who for the most part had not only extensive Washington experience, but experience 

working with each other.  Unlike the two preceding and the two subsequent 

administrations, there was little “running against Washington.”  For Secretary of State, 

the President’s choice was none other than James A. Baker III, the close friend who had 

served him as campaign manager in 1980 and Reagan as both Chief of White House staff 

and Treasury Secretary.  Critics pointed to a supposed lack of foreign policy experience, 

but Baker had been involved with such issues in both the posts under Reagan.  Baker’s 

views in most areas of public policy were highly similar to the President’s.  The 

Secretary of Defense was Richard Cheney, who had also served a stint as White House 

Chief of Staff, under Ford.   Cheney was deeply conservative, well to the right of Bush, 

but had a reputation as a good manager and a team player.  Completing the tryptych of 

top national security players was Brent Scowcroft as National Security Adviser.  

Scowcroft, of course, had held the same job before, under Ford, when he had been a close 

White House colleague of Chief of Staff Cheney and had dealt with Bush during the 

latter's tenure as DCI. The President chose him because "he was the perfect honest broker 

I wanted," a man who would not try to dominate or deny White House access to cabinet 

members, but whose own policy expertise and views were valuable.2

 

 Scowcroft believed in a lean NSC staff, and later claimed that he had further 

reduced it (from the plateau established by the Carlucci reductions) by 20% to about 40 

substantive officers.  Indeed, even late in the administration, the author's count of an NSC 

phone directory for May 1992 reveals only 45 substantive officers, i.e., those who were 

officers in geographic or functional areas, usually with the title of Director or Senior 

Director.  (As Scowcroft conceded, "it creeps back up.") This count, however, belies the 

fact that the growth of the NSC staff as an institution, which had galloped ahead during 

the Reagan era with the creation of the more elaborate information systems management 

and the beefing up of the Situation Room and its staff, was largely undiminished, so that 

the total roster as of the same date was 165-with several vacancies.  This compares with 

about 200 total staff at the Reagan administration's peak, just before Carlucci wielded his 

                                                 
2 Bush and Scowcroft, World Transformed, 19. 
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axe.  The augmentations migdht be regarded as bureaucratic bloat-but they also 

contribute to the NSC's effectiveness.  One must note also that some of this support staff 

was at quasi-substantive, for it included, in the Situation Room, a substantial roster of 

duty officers and intelligence analysts.3  Such augmentation, of course, also gave the 

NSC a continued potential capacity for operations. 

 Scowcroft also sought to reduce "layering," or the number of rungs on the 

hierarchical ladder, thereby affording more opportunity for personal contact between the 

Adviser and "every member of the staff." He brought pertinent senior staffers to 

important meetings.  These steps were in the interest of collegiality and flexibility within 

the organization, and the utmost utilization of each individual within it.  All Scowcroft's 

organizational precepts were in the service of his most important conviction, that trust 

was essential and that the interaction of well-chosen personalities was what made an 

organization work well.  He thought that occasionally the Adviser should do operational 

things, such as receiving Ambassadors (and of course, Scowcroft made an important trip 

to Beijing) in order to emphasize White House interest in a subject.  It was essential that 

this be done openly-yet another reason why trust and cooperation among the principals, 

especially the Secretary of State, was so vital. 4

 

 Scowcroft believed that the NSC as "agent of the President" and as presumably 

possessor of a superior overall perspective should have a planning function. He regretted 

that he had been unable to incorporate this into the NSC, stating that he had tried it "both 

times" unsuccessfully:  "Either nobody had time to pay attention to it or you had to grab 

them when a fire broke out."5

 

 Scowcroft chose Robert Gates as Deputy National Security Adviser.  Gates had 

been in Washington over twenty years, a career CIA man who had risen to be a Deputy 

Director of Central Intelligence on the analytical side.  He too had White House 

                                                 
3 Executive Office of the President, Telephone Directory, April 1992, in author's 
possession; Oral History Roundtables, "Role of the Adviser," 26-27 
4 Ibid.,  passim, especially2,6, 9, 29. 
5 Ibid., 20. 
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experience,  as a Soviet specialist in the Carter NSC.  (In 1991 Gates would go back to 

the CIA as DCI, replacing William Webster.)  Yet another top-ranked member of the 

Bush national security team was General Colin Powell, who had been in and out of the 

White House for many years, first as a White House Fellow in the 1970s, later as Deputy 

National Security Adviser 1987-88 and then, 1988-89, the last of Reagan’s six National 

Security Advisers.  Frank Carlucci enthusiastically pushed Powell for JCS Chairman, and 

Cheney jumped him over many more senior officers, apparently in part to send a message 

that he was in control of the DOD. Powell took office in October 1989.6

 

 If the reader reflects upon the organizational and personnel setups described in the 

previous chapters, she will see that up to that time no previous administration had ever 

assembled a national security team with a similar combination of pertinent experience 

and previous close interlocking personal relationships.  The Kennedy and Nixon White 

Houses had had their “mafias,” but these did not extend fully into the national security 

structure, at least at the outset.  The Bush administration had the ability to hit the ground 

running, which it at first appeared not to be doing.  That it had such a capacity would 

become apparent by May, however, when Bush, on his first visit abroad as President, 

scored a crucial tactical triumph at a NATO summit meeting in Brussels.  

 

 In formal organization, the Bush NSC did not so much set precedents as codify 

the consensus over the structure and role of the NSC embodied in the Tower Commission 

report (see preceding chapter) of which Scowcroft was the principal author, and whose 

main conclusions George Shultz had so bitterly opposed.  A few days after the 

inauguration, the White House issued NSD (National Security Directive) No. 1, which 

outlined the formal structure.7  NSC meetings would normally consist of the four 

statutory members and the two statutory advisors (the DCI and the JCS chairman), plus 

the National Security Advisor and the White Chief of Staff (John Sununu of New 

Hampshire).   The Secretary of the Treasury would “normally” attend, and the Attorney 

                                                 
6 Bob Woodward, The Commanders (New York, 1991). 109-115. 
7 NSD 1, January 30, 1989; Presidential Directives, George Bush Library; 
http://www.bushlibrary,tamu.edu/research/pdfs/nsd1.pdf as of 4/29/09. 
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General for meetings “pertaining to his jurisdiction, including covert actions.”  As usual, 

others could attend as needed. 

 

 NSC 1 then outlined a committee structure that was pure Tower Report.  At the 

top, the NSC Principals Committee, which consisted of the attendees named above, 

minus Bush, Quayle and Sununu, with Scowcroft as Chair.  The PC was meant to 

supervise the entire policy development and implementation process, guide items for 

presentation to the full Council, etc.  Just below was a Deputies Committee (DC) at sub-

cabinet level, chaired by the Deputy NSC Adviser (Gates).  It was meant to bridge the 

gap in the interagency process between the principals and the actual policy drafting work 

of the regional and functional Policy Coordinating Committees (PCCs), which were at 

Assistant Secretary level.  Only in the PCCs was chairmanship relinquished to agency 

representatives.  State representatives would chair regional PCCs and a number of others, 

such as counter-terrorism, refugee problems, and security assistance.  DOD chaired the 

one for defense, Treasury that for international economics, the DCI the one for Special 

Activities (yet another euphemism for covert operations), and so forth.  The non-regional 

PCCs were to “identify and develop” policy issues for “consideration by the NSC,” 

which also meant they were supposed to grind out first drafts of the paperwork. 

 

 By putting White House representatives in the chair for two full levels below the 

formal Council, NSD 1 realized to perfection the main thrust of the Tower Report, not 

surprising since Scowcroft had superintended both.  This has been up to now the final 

resolution of the struggle which began with the Nixon-Kissinger expansion of NSC 

power, continued with the Carter administration’s attempt to “split the difference” in 

principal responsibility in NSC management between NSC Adviser and Secretary of 

State, continued through the convoluted organizational meanderings of the early Reagan 

years, and climaxed in the issuance of the Tower Report after the Iran-Contra scandal.  

This solution, at least on paper, has remained through the Clinton and George W. Bush 

administrations.  The latter operated under an organizational directive highly similar to 

NSD 1.  This is not to say that the National Security Adviser has finally and permanently 

superseded the Secretary of State in power and influence.  From time to time in influence, 

and most of the time on certain issues, the Secretary still reigns supreme under the 
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President.  What it means is that attempts to make the Secretary and her Department the 

master of the NSC process have ceased. 

 

 A supplement to NSC 1, NSC1a of Octber 25, 1989, occasioned by difficulties in 

hammering out a precise strategy for implementing President Bush's desire to remove 

Manuel Noriega from the dictatorship of Panama, made the Deputies' Committee 

"responsible for day to day crisis management, reporting to the National Security 

Council." Any principal or his deputy, as well as the National Security Adviser, could 

call such a meeting.8

 

 In his memoirs Bush makes clear that the primacy of the National Security 

Adviser in the organization of foreign policy was his clear intention.  Despite the fact 

that Baker was his older and initially closer friend, Bush implied that it was from the 

outset that “Brent [Scowcroft] acted as my national security and foreign policy manager.”  

If Scowcroft could not resolve an “impasse separately, then the principals would sort it 

out with me.  Even then Brent would have to knock heads before he let them in the door.”  

Usually, any request from a principal to get Bush on the telephone “would come through 

Brent anyway.”  Occasionally the President would give Baker a quick go-ahead on some 

pressing matter concerning German reunification or the Gulf War, but he, Bush, “never 

failed” to let Scowcroft know about it.  These remarks reflect the extraordinary closeness 

that grew up between the two men, almost of alter egos, rather than master and man.  The 

very fact that the memoirs are a collaboration between the two is another indication of 

this closeness.9

 

 Scowcroft for his part believed that Baker was initially wary of him because of 

his deeper foreign policy background, and believed Baker to be "very ill at ease."  "So I 

                                                 
8 Ibid., NSD1a.pdf as of 4/29/09. 
9 Bush and Scowcroft, World Transformed, 35. 
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never went on a television talk show, always told him when I was going to ask an 

ambassador in and so on."10  

 

 Evolution of Organizational Structure, and the Policy Review.  While the role of 

Scowcroft at the pinnacle of the foreign policy process is undisputed, there is debate over 

the extent to which the organizational trimmings of NSD-1 represented the actual manner 

in which this acknowledged primacy was exercised.  Arnold Kanter, who held both NSC 

and State Department posts in the Bush years, said that the foreign policy process 

“wasn’t the one on NSD-1 but there was a regular, structured, predictable process.  It was 

interagency.  It was analytical.  It had all of the attributes of what you would want an 

interagency to be.  It just turned out not to have been the one described in NSD-1.”11  He 

made these remarks at an oral history roundtable on the Bush NSC with other alumni of 

this administration.  As expressed by Kanter and the others, the principal differences 

between formal and informal organization were as follows: 

 

 1) There were a total of 7612 formal NSC meetings in Bush's four-year term.  As 

had frequently occurred before, there was a fall-off as the administration grew older-this 

time, a particularly dramatic one.  The NSC met 40 times in 1989-21 times in the three 

months March through June.  In 1990, it met 27 times.  Yet in 1991, only 4 meetings 

were held, in 1992, just 5.  Plainly, the meetings were largely superseded by the informal 

"core group" meetings described below. 

 

 2) Scowcroft breakfasted in his office with Cheney and Baker every Wednesday 

morning at 7 o’clock in order, as Baker put it, "to make sure we were all singing from the 

same hymnal."  Among other things, they apparently often found their respective 

                                                 

 

10 National Security Council Project, Oral History Roundtables, "The Role of the 
National Security Adviser," 9. 
11 Ibid., "The Bush National Security Council," 16. 
12 I have counted the followup meetings, sometimes designated with an "a" after the 
number of the meeting, as separate meetings.  Some of these were held several days later 
than the original meetings; some, confusingly enough, were on different topics from the 
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bureaucracies were farther apart on issues than their chiefs were.13  These breakfast 

triads, of course, continued a tradition begun in the Carter administration and honored 

intermittently in the Reagan period, especially towards its end.  They would survive into 

the Clinton years as well.  

 

 3) There is some mystery about the effectiveness and even the continued 

existence of the PC during Bush's term.  According to Robert Kimmitt, the PC 

met only once on issues other than arms control. “When the President learned his 

senior advisers were meeting just down the hall without him, he wanted to be 

involved.”  Kanter, however, who had been the NSC Senior Director for Defense 

Policy and Arms Control during the first two years of the administration, regarded 

this statement as historically inaccurate.  Scowcroft, who had initiated the PC "to 

help clarify issues and positions before they were taken to the President," (thus 

saving his time), believed that "the committee proved extremely valuable."  Yet 

Archivists at The George Bush Presidential Library have informed the author that 

there is no file, or at least no dedicated file, of PC meetings in its archive.14

 

 4) The DC did work roughly as intended, at least during the first two and a half 

years when Gates was Deputy.  There was a consensus that Gates furnished outstanding 

leadership in this function.  Gates regarded the function of the DC as one that "would 

develop the medium and long range objectives of U.S. policy and would manage U.S. 

policy day to day."  Theoretically it was supposed to consist of the number two men in 

the departments, the JCS and CIA, but there was a significant modification: Baker and 

Cheney wanted their number three men, Robert Kimmitt, Undersecretary of State for 

                                                                                                                                                 

 

main meeting. (Bush Library, NSC Meetings; list as posted on the Library's website as of 
May 9, 2009.) 
13 Baker, Politics of Diplomacy, 25. 
14 For Kimmitt, see ibid., 7.  The Scowcroft quote is from Bush and Scowcroft, World 
Transformed, 31.  Scowcroft expanded on this point in "Role of the Adviser," 34, 
indicating that he, Baker, Cheney, Powell and Webster were the normal attendees and 
implying that the meetings were not restricted to arms control (a topic in which the 
President had little interest in the details):  "…some issues could be resolved, and some 
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Political Affairs, and Paul Wolfowitz, Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, rather than 

their Deputy Secretaries, because they were closer to their respective Secretaries 

thinking; Deputy Secretaries were largely concerned with running their Departments.15

 

 5) The PCCs flunked the functional test dismally and a variety of informal, issue-

driven structures arose to replace them in function-not that that they didn’t continue their 

ineffectual meetings.  Why so?  Some participants believed that the PCCs were 

ineffectual because, with regional or specialized Assistant Secretaries from the 

Departments in the chair, they fit poorly into the largely White House-centered structure.  

This flaw was exacerbated by the fact that most of the chairs were from State Department 

bureaus, and in the Baker State Department, most Assistant Secretaries were outside the 

power structure (see below).  Lastly, at this working level, most interagency teams 

functioned better with some additional issue- or country-oriented members, and with a 

White House official in the Chair.  An example of these ad hoc teams will be described in 

the discussion of German reunification. 

 

 6) A White House subgroup, chaired by Kanter, was the actual day-to-day 

coordinating group for arms control.  Kanter playfully called this body the "ungroup," the 

better to emphasize its informality.  Its existence further illustrated his point that there 

was structure, but not necessarily the one outlined in NSD 1. The "ungroup" appears to 

have functioned for several years, for after Kanter left the NSC in 1991 to become Under 

Secretary of State for Political Affairs, he was succeeded by John Gordon.  This White 

House-chaired group, which included key representatives at the Assistant Secretary-to-

Under Secretary-level from from OSD, State, and CIA, as well as the Director of ACDA, 

was given great credit by its peers for its role in formulating arms control measures and 

                                                                                                                                                 
could be  refined so the president could just approve them." Cited archival information 
given to the author by phone April 29.2009.    
15 Gates, Shadows, 458-459; Rothkof, Running, 266-267. 
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backstopping the negotiating teams who compiled the distinguished record of this 

administration in arms control.16  

  

 The nature of Bush’s approach to foreign policy was at first obscured by the 

prolonged “policy review” in which the administration indulged during its initial months.  

We have seen how in the last three years of his tenure, President Reagan had formed a 

strong and increasingly trusting personal bond with Mikhail Gorbachev.  Great strides 

had been made, particularly in an overall thaw in the superpower relationship and, more 

specifically, in arms control.  At Reykjavik the two leaders had come within an ace of 

radical rapid cuts in their strategic nuclear arsenals, and in any case the START talks 

were well launched.  By the end of 1987, a treaty embodying the once seemingly farcical 

“zero option” proposal for INF in Europe had been successful concluded, and it was 

being implemented by the following year.  The policy review put further progress in 

START and other ameliorative measures on hold.  The media began asking if the Cold 

War was once again intensifying. 

 

 The slow start had several explanations.  Some period of quietude was inevitable 

while new appointees settled in and new organizational patterns, both formal and 

informal, took shape.  Second, commentators were forgetting that some period of policy 

questioning and revamping was normal in a new administration.  (The first Reagan years, 

for instance, saw little attention to foreign policy at all except for Central America.)  In 

the Bush administration, there was little of the quick transition that might have been 

expected when a Vice President stepped up to the presidency.  Rather the reverse: Bush 

was determined to differentiate his policies from Reagan’s so as to establish his own 

presidential identity-but without repudiating his predecessor.  In particular, Bush, 

Scowcroft, Baker and Cheney all worried that Reagan had tilted too firmly toward 

Gorbachev and that the latter might be insecure in power, and that more orthodox 

Communist elements might oust him. Of them, Cheney and Gates were the most bearish 

on Gorbachev's prospects, although they approved of what he was doing.  (Their analysis 

                                                 
16 Brookings Institution, The National Security Council Project, Oral History Rountables, 
"Arms Control Policy and the National Security Council," March 23, 2000, 46-51.  
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was not far off the mark.  Gorbachev survived just long enough to help conclude German 

unification in September 1990 and to sign the START Treaty a year later.)  They 

emphasized the continuing threat of Soviet military power.  A converse but not 

contradictory consideration was that if Gorbachev was in fact secure, there was some 

disposition not to “pay” for concessions from him, since in Eastern Europe and the 

Middle East he was already moving in the direction the US wanted.17

 

 For all these reasons, the policy review ground on slowly.  And Bush and 

Scowcroft were dissatisfied with its early results.   When NSR 3, a review of policy on 

the Soviet Union that had been prepared principally in the European Bureau of the State 

Department, reached Bush on March 14, both he and Scowcroft rejected it and called for 

something that would be more of a departure. It would appear that the problems with it 

stemmed not so much from its overall tone as a lack of specific, dynamic, and especially 

new policy prescriptions, for Bush was above all action-oriented.  The paper endorsed 

perestroika, took a hopeful view of democratic trends in the Soviet Union, and predicted 

that there was only a small chance that the former outright autocracy would reassert 

itself.  It included a long list of desirable internal reforms for the USSR, many of which 

occurred over the next few years.  Yet American policy should not “help,” Gorbachev, 

but “challenge” him to move in the direction the US desired.  This last was exactly what 

the US was already doing in its effort to lessen Soviet involvement in Central America. 

 

 Scowcroft then put Condoleezza Rice, the NSC staff’s principal Soviet expert, to 

work on an alternative approach.  The program that emerged had several emphases.  

There was need, according to Scowcroft, for “a clear signal that relations with our allies 

were our first priority.”  Implementation of this item included modernizing the NATO 

short-range nuclear missiles and credible programs for reducing conventional forces in 

Europe and for strategic arms control.  Secondly, the US could undertake initiatives in 

Eastern Europe, especially economic assistance.  Additionally, the US should strive for 

regional stability in those areas where the Soviet Union was still supporting “communist 

military activities.”  Most daring of all, by Scowcroft’s telling, was the “intriguing 

                                                 
17 Gates, Shadows, 438-521.  See especially 474. 
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possibility” put forth by Rice and Jack Matlock, the long-serving (since early 1987) US 

ambassador to the Soviet Union, that the US might have some economic leverage over 

the Soviet Union.18

 

 These suggestions all had validity and credibility, and some of them were put to 

good use over the next few months.  What is surprising today is that any of them might 

have seemed daring, innovative, or “intriguing” at the time, given the widespread 

publicity given to Gorbachev’s desire for change.  It is fair to say that both NSR-3 and 

the NSC’s more informal alternative reflected the new administration’s underlying 

caution. 

 

 At least as interesting is the mode Scowcroft chose for thrashing out policy 

differences on these issues.  Fearing that formal NSC meetings might inhibit discussion, 

Scowcroft suggested to the President that a session on March 30, in which initiatives 

regarding all of Europe were discussed, include just eight attendees: Bush, Quayle, 

Baker, Cheney, Scowcroft, Eagleburger, Gates, and John Sununu, the White House Chief 

of Staff. This became known as the “core group,” and later, during the Gulf War, as the 

"Gang of Eight." Its meetings, with some variations of composition according to topic 

(and often including the DCI, William Webster), became a standard venue for important 

policy sessions thereafter.  As Scowcroft put it: "While we continued to hold formal NSC 

meetings, an informal group became the rule rather than the exception for practical 

decision-making." 19

 

 A more loosely structured system appears to have rapidly replaced the NSC’s 

formal policy paper process as well.  Of a total of 30 National Security Reviews, (NSRs) 

no fewer than 20 were completed by the end of August 1989.  Seven appeared in 1990, 

just two in 1991, and the thirtieth and last in June 1992.   The flow of NSDs, however, 

                                                 
18 Bush and Scowcroft, World Transformed, 30-41.  The Bush Library, however,  lists 
NSC Meeting 8, held on "Westen Europe, Eastern Europe" on March 30, in its roster of 
regular NSC meetings.  This meeting has not yet been declassified. (Bush Library, NSC 
Meetings) 
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was more even.  The President issued 32 in its first year, 22 in its second, 10 in the third, 

and 15 in the last (including 5 in its closing month of January 1993), for a total of 79.  

The withering away of important numbered policy reviews resembles the patterns of 

many previous administrations.  But also, the total of NSDs far exceeds that of NSRs, for 

a pattern strikingly similar to that of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, in which 

the NSD-equivalent NSAMs, or short directives, became the principal formal NSC policy 

instrument.   

 

 Of course, many important policy papers and directives were issued without 

formal numberings.  There is nary a one NSD regarding the all-important, fast moving 

evolution of policy on German unification. The Soviet Union's eventual acceptance of 

unification is generally thought to mark the formal end of the Cold War.  Nor are there 

any NSDs on other important subjects discussed below, such as policy toward the 

reemerging Baltic Republics.  All these are topics on which the President was intimately 

personally involved. Only 20, or about 25% of the 79 NSDs dealt with regional or 

country studies.  6 are devoted to Panama, 2 to Nicaragua, 4 to the Soviet Union and 

Eastern Europe.  Most of the remainder concern some aspect of the Middle East (2 on 

Iraq) or South Asia.  None treats the entire regions of South America or East and 

Southeast Asia.  This group of area “foreign policy” NSDs, then, can be described as 

covering only topics of peak interest, and those somewhat sketchily at that.   

 

 The much larger group of “national security,” or topical NSDs, on the other hand, 

reveals a more systematic bureaucratic process grinding on in those areas where the 

President may have been less personally involved.   Like some of his predecessors, Bush 

had little interest in the details of nuclear weapons deployment and testing (15 NSDs) or 

arms control (12), but these are the two largest groups of NSDs, followed by 6 on 

intelligence and physical security.  A number of the seven NSDs with a still-classified 

title (October 2009) may have concerned these topics too.  The remaining NSDs were 

“global” treatments of such varied topics such as drugs, space, trade, aid, etc.  In 

summing up the total import of the formal policy system, then, one can conclude that it 

                                                                                                                                                 
19 Ibid., 4142. 
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was a less prominent component of this administration than most of its Republican 

predecessors, even Nixon and Reagan. 

 

 First Fruits of the Policy Review. To return to the March 30 meeting, its 

deliberations as recounted by Bush and Scowcroft delineated all the perplexities the new 

administration felt in dealing with the rapidly evolving changes in Eastern Europe.  “The 

President agreed that Gorbachev had undermined U.S. leadership, [italics added] and he 

wanted to go to the NATO summit in May with a series of bold proposals that would put 

us out in front [italics added].”  Scowcroft raised, as he had previously with Bush, a 

proposal for a considerable mutual reduction of Soviet and U.S. ground forces.  This 

initiative would steal some headlines from Gorbachev and help confirm continued U.S. 

leadership of NATO.20  Cheney resisted this idea at first, labeling NATO a "goosey 

coalition" dependent on the U.S. "rock" for its existence.21 Baker proposed a mutual 

reduction in tank forces, since tanks could be brought back sooner than infantry if 

needed. 

 

 A series of meetings in the core group forum, plus the usual paperwork and phone 

consultations, resulted in the administration’s first major initiatives.   Over Treasury 

objections, Baker and Scowcroft argued at a core group meeting on April 4 that Poland 

should receive economic incentives for political as well as economic liberalization.  Bush 

took the decision to aid Poland in this manner.  The President announced the policy 

                                                 
20Scowcroft’s proposal had an additional purpose.  For some months the United States 
and Britain had been advocating placement of a new generation of short range nuclear 
missiles (SNF) to compensate, in the absence of intermediate range missiles in Europe in 
the wake of the INF Treaty of 1987, for the presence of various Soviet weaponry which 
could easily reach West Germany from East European bases.  It was politically difficult, 
however, for German Chancellor Helmut Kohl to accept them into his country, the only 
feasible base.  The beauty of Scowcroft’s proposal was that it gave reduction in 
conventional forces priority over the plans for SNF. The quotation is from Bush and 
Scowcroft, World Transformed, 43. 
21 These particular remarks were made at a meeting held May 15; Gates, Shadows, 462.  
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during a little-noticed speech delivered in the (then) Polish-American enclave of 

Hamtramck, MI on April 17.  NSD 9 of May 8 formalized this initiative.22   

 

 Then at a speech in Texas on May 12, which summarized the NSC memos and 

deliberations following the scrapping of NSR-3, Bush outlined a series of measures to 

move bilateral relations with the Soviet Union “beyond containment,” a vapid phrase 

which nonetheless signaled that, the policy review completed and every caution taken 

into account,  the administration would pursue further liberalization of relations, provided 

the Soviet Union “earned” such consideration by steps including permitting further 

relaxation of control over Eastern Europe and reducing its conventional forces there.   A 

specific measure, suggested by the Prime Minister of Canada, revived the old Eisenhower 

“Open Skies” proposal for mutual overflights.  Positive though the speech was, it and two 

more in May still conveyed the overall querulous tone of urging the Soviets to do yet 

more of what they were already doing.  None had great public impact in the U.S., though 

Europe was more attentive. 

 

 It was not until the NATO summit at the very end of May that Bush succeeded in 

convincing public opinion both in Europe and America that he would move forward with 

as much vigor as Gorbachev.          

 

 It should be noted, however, that throughout the policy review period, the 

administration was actually making little-noticed or sometimes secret decisions in 

Central America, an area of which the press and public took less notice than they did of 

Europe and the Soviet Union.  In Nicaragua, the administration shifted course from the 

Reagan era’s obsession with the contras to an emphasis on the electoral process.  (In 

1990, this policy achieved unexpected success when the Nicaraguans actually voted the 

“revolutionary” Sandinista government out of office.)  Simultaneously, it made cessation 

of Soviet aid to Nicaragua yet another “test” of Gorbachev’s intentions, a curious 

insistence given that the Soviets were that spring continually relaxing their control over 

far more important areas.   As for Panama, a series of NSDs & NSRs indicate that Bush 

                                                 
22Bush Library, NSC Directives.  NSD 9 is declassified.  
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was, in accordance with his campaign promises, from the first considering strong 

measures against Manuel Noriega. 

 

 Triumph in Brussels.   In late May the Bush entourage enjoyed a notable success 

at the NATO heads of government meeting in Brussels.  Alliance politics had been 

dominated for some months by the short range nuclear forces question: whether to go 

forward with new SNF to “match” Soviet nuclear firepower in Western Europe now that 

both sides were implementing the INF treaty.  The U.S. and especially Britain’s Margaret 

Thatcher had previously been insistent that this measure be implemented.  Germany’s 

Helmut Kohl, however, was worried about the impact on home public opinion, since 

Germany would be the site of these weapons, which were of course also targets.  Kohl 

had staged a number of diplomatic maneuvers designed to thwart or delay this 

modernization.  First, he had formally proposed to NATO that it postpone consideration 

of new SNF until at least 1991.  After obtaining agreement to this idea, he had the very 

next day (April 21) suggested holding immediate East-West negotiations on reducing 

SNF!  There was also skepticism in European opinion generally because of the new, 

more liberal face of Soviet policy under Gorbachev.  The American solution to these 

problems, briefed to leading allies just a few days before the Brussels meeting, was to 

push forward a package of proposals for significant mutual NATO-Warsaw Pact 

reduction of conventional forces and defer negotiation of the SNF question until the 

conventional package had been implemented.  Thus without abandoning SNF, the U.S. 

effectively deferred it.23   

 

 This result was of significance far beyond the force cuts themselves.  For the first 

time Bush established himself as a leader and initiator: even the press was favorable.24  

Second, he gave indication of his leadership style. We have noted the internal U.S. 

process which led up to the proposal, highly collegial among the interested Departments 

                                                 
23Although it was not the intention of the U.S. at the time to permanently shelve 
modernization of SNF, this became the result after the events of the next 18 months, 
whereby the Cold War came to an end. 

 640



 

but with the President and his NSC staff taking the lead.   At a crucial point Bush 

personally put his stamp on the final proposal, insisting on a meaningful (20%) cut of 

U.S. combat forces in NATO, to go into effect in 1992, five years sooner than previously 

proposed.  

 

  At least as important was the President’s cultivation of personal relationships 

with all the most interested allies. In May, just before the NATO meeting, he met with 

President François Mitterand of France.  Most of the others he had met previously while 

Vice President.  But what was most innovative (at that time) was the scale on which he 

used the telephone.   More than any previous President, he had a habit of picking up the 

receiver and engaging one of his many opposite numbers for 30 minutes to an hour. The 

day after Kohl’s surprise call for East-West SNF negotiations, Bush spoke with the 

Chancellor and made his irritation plain.  He was able to do this without offending 

because of the two men’s solid prior relationship and the mutual knowledge that they 

were doing a round of preliminary fencing.  The next day he spoke with Thatcher, even 

more offended by Kohl’s maneuvers and even more committed to SNF; here Bush’s 

tactic was to be sympathetic but soothing.  At an earlier point, knowing that Thatcher and 

Kohl did not get along, he had tactfully discouraged her from a bilateral UK-German 

negotiation of SNF differences.25  Such telephonic exchanges and round robins took 

place many times in preparation for the NATO meeting.  Scowcroft, too, was an avid 

telephone user.  Anthony Lake, who succeeded him in 1993, recalled: "I inherited his 

phone with direct lines to our counterparts all around the world who simply had to be 

engaged."26      

 

 German Unification.  Many believe that the unification of Germany was the event 

that, more than any other, brought the Cold War to an end.  As Brent Scowcroft wrote: “ 

                                                                                                                                                 
24Margaret Thatcher strongly disapproved of this decision, but yielded to the consensus.  
Margaret Thatcher, The Downing Street Years (New York, 1993), pp. 784-789. 
25Bush and Scowcroft, World Transformed, pp. 57-85. 
26Roundtables, "Role of the Adviser," 6. 
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For me, the Cold War ended when the Soviets accepted a united Germany in NATO.”27  

Here the President truly acted as the initiator, for he was the first as well as the most 

important American official to make up his mind to support unification.  In so doing, he 

was able to shape the result at many points along its course. 

 

 Unification was effected on October 3, 1990.  Little more than a year before that 

time, many most familiar with the issue believed it would not happen for many years, 

despite the general thaw in East-West relations.  An April, 1989 poll “showed that nearly 

half of all West Germans thought their country should give up the pretense of even 

wanting to unify the two Germanys.”28

 

 To follow the U.S. course in this key event in the demise of Cold War (and the 

Soviet Union as well), we must first introduce the key officials in both White House and 

State Department who helped shape reunification policy. 

 

 Baker’s State Department.  Unlike Shultz, Baker reverted to the models followed 

by Dulles and Kissinger in formulating policy on the major issues.  Where Shultz had 

drawn liberally on the broader expertise of the Department, Baker relied on a small 

“inner circle” to serve his needs.  In his memoirs he frankly sets forth his dislike of 

State’s bureaucracy, citing its supposed lethargy, narrow vision, and rigid hierarchy.  

While respectful of Foreign Service expertise, he was wary of its career-mindedness and 

tendency toward “clientitis,” or identification of U.S. diplomats with the countries for 

which they were responsible.29  Significantly, he had formed these attitudes before he 

entered on duty, during his tours in the White House and Treasury.  (Also, he respected 

Richard Nixon’s views on organization and personnel and appears to have relied on his 

judgment heavily.)  Hence he was able to go Dulles and Kissinger one better by bringing 

much of his team with him, ready-made, from his previous posts.  The “team” was 

                                                 
27Bush and Scowcfroft, World Transformed., p. 299. 
28Zelikow, Philip and Rice, Condoleezza, Germany Unified and Europe Transformed: A 
Study in Statecraft (Harvard, 1997 ed.), p.63. 
29Baker, Politics of Diplomacy, 27-30. 
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actually two teams of three apiece.  For policy initiatives, planning, and presentation he 

relied on Dennis Ross, Robert Zoellick, and Margaret Tutwiler.  Ross, Director of Policy 

Planning, had previous experience on that staff, but it was his stint on the Middle East 

desk of the NSC staff in the Reagan White House that had brought him into contact with 

Baker.  Ross was more professorial (a Doctorate in Political Science from UCLA, with a 

thesis on Soviet decision-making) and more liberal than the rest of the team, but had 

served as a foreign policy adviser in the Bush campaign.  His specialties were the Soviet 

Union and the Middle East.  Moreover, Baker found that “his common sense was useful 

across the board.”30   

 

 Baker had met Robert Zoellick through Richard Darman (Baker's No.2 in both the 

White House and the Treasury), who brought him into the Reagan White House.  

Zoellick was a wunderkind with a slew of top degrees, including ones in both law and 

public policy from Harvard.  Baker took him along to the Treasury Department, where he 

served as Counselor, Executive Secretary, and all-around gatekeeper.  At State he 

performed similar functions with the title of Counselor.  His job was to intercept, 

synthesize (and frequently reject) all the paper coming to Baker, thus functioning as a 

virtual alter ego.  Where Ross was primarily conceptual and reflective, Zoellick was an 

executive sparkplug for policy initiatives.  Baker believed they worked well together.  

The last member of the trio was Margaret Tutwiler, his Assistant Secretary for Public 

Affairs and Spokesman, who had performed the same functions for him at Treasury.  

Tutwiler, however, went much farther back with Baker than Ross or Zoellick, having 

started to work for him in the Ford campaign organization in 1976.  Baker regarded his 

personal control of information very highly; his precedent in bringing along his own 

spokesman would be imitated by Warren Christopher in 1993.  Tutwiler was shrewd and 

slavishly loyal to Baker. 

 

 Raymond Seitz, the Assistant Secretary for European Affairs, and his senior 

deputy, James Dobbins, also had a hand in setting policy on reunification but were 

distinctly secondary in influence to Ross and Zoellick. 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 33. 
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 The second but coequal team was for implementation, both of favored projects 

and secondary-but still important-items, as well as the routine business of the 

Department.  Lawrence Eagleburger was closely associated with Kissinger-plus Nixon 

recommended him highly (one of Nixon’s few Foreign Service favorites).  As Deputy 

Secretary and later (1992-1993) Secretary, he became the only former Foreign Service 

officer ever to rise to either job.  Robert Kimmitt, the Under Secretary for Political 

Affairs, had been with Baker at Treasury as Counsel, after catching Baker’s attention 

during his long service on the NSC staff.  Kimmitt was another officer with two 

specialties: a West Point graduate with combat experience in Vietnam, and a Georgetown 

law degree.  The dual background was useful in his first job at NSC (1976-77) where he 

worked on arms sales policy.  In his subsequent NSC service (1978-85) he held 

progressively more senior posts: arms sales, legal counsel, and General Counsel, 

combining the latter with the post of Executive Secretary31 from 1983 until Baker 

brought him to Treasury.  Rounding out the second trio was Assistant Secretary for 

Legislative Affairs Janet Mullins, former staff chief for, successively, Senators Bob 

Packwood and Mitch McConnell, and a key operative in the Bush campaign of 1987-88.  

Baker was particularly solicitous of Congressional opinion and his careful cultivation of 

it paid large dividends throughout his time at the Department   

  

 At the NSC staff, key personnel on reunification policy were headed by Robert 

Blackwill, a career Foreign Service Officer who had most recently been Ambassador in 

charge of the MBFR, a clumsy acronym for the semi-permanent East-West negotiations 

on reduction of NATO and Warsaw Pact conventional forces.  With the title of Senior 

Director, Blackwill’s bailiwick included all of Northern Europe, both East and West.  

Under him, in charge of the Soviet and Eastern European area, was Condoleeza Rice, a 

                                                 
31 Thw post of Executive Secretary was recreated for Kimmitt after being in abeyance 
since 1969.  Kissinger had abolished it because he feared that the Executive Secretary, 
whose position was established by statute, might potentially harbor a rival to the National 
Security Adviser, whose position was not.  Kissinger had created a Staff Secretary (non-
statutory) slot to replace the function of the Executive Secretaryship after Bromley Smith 
vacated it. "Bush National Security Council," 41-43.  
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Stanford University professor (and another former wunderkind who had finished college 

with a Phi Beta Kappa key at age 19).  Rice had served a year with the Joint Staff and had 

a background in Soviet-satellite relations as well as arms control issues.  Also working 

under Blackwill, and closely with Rice, was Philip Zelikow, Director for European 

Security Affairs, whose charge included NATO and by extension, reunification.  Zelikow 

was yet another person with several specialties, with a law degree from Houston and a 

Ph.d in Diplomacy from the Fletcher School at Tufts. 

 

 Our outline of the de facto reunification team has been given at some length to 

illustrate several phenomena, some continuing, some new.  The widespread tendency to 

draw on people of strong academic background had been apparent ever since the 

Kennedy administration, and the prevalence of military as well as Foreign Service figures 

in top civilian jobs had intensified in the Nixon and Reagan administrations, but the 

emergence of people with multiple degrees and experience was more novel. Three of our 

nine operatives-Kimmitt, Zoellick, and Zelikow- had dual graduate degrees or radical 

career changes.  Yet another, less senior member of the team, Robert Hutchings of the 

European Directorate at NSC, had made a career at Radio Free Europe after taking a 

Ph.d. in East European studies. 

  

 First Thoughts on Reunification. Early thinking in the Bush administration (in 

connection with the policy review) revealed some disposition in the NSC staff at least to 

think about the unification issue, including a vague Scowcroft plea for something “more 

pointed” than traditional lip service to unification, while in the State Department the 

matter was regarded as something not to be touched while the delicate process of change 

in Eastern Europe held center stage.  Even at State, however, Zoellick, in mid-May, 

urged Baker “to get ahead of the curve” on unification to forestall Gorbachev somehow 

making political capital out of it.  The net result of all this cogitation, however, according 

to Scowcroft, was not “to disrupt the situation with unnecessary talk of reunification...but 

continue the ritual incantations of support for reunification...in freedom and by peaceful 
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means.  With minor grumbling, both sides accepted that watery formulation.”32 Perhaps 

more significant than the “watery formulation” as of that time was an interview Bush 

gave in May to Arnaud de Borchgrave, then the editor of The Washington Times.  The 

President expressed great sympathy for the progress made by Germany since the war and 

stated he would “love to see” Germany reunified if circumstances allowed.33  Plainly, 

his warmth toward the idea went beyond “ritual incantation.” 

 

 Events soon gave Bush the opportunity to act on these sentiments.  Looking back 

with the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to see a causal chain that made unification an 

active possibility.  The Gorbachev government had undertaken extensive reforms in the 

Soviet Union and was encouraging the East European Communist governments to do the 

same.  Long before in private, then publicly at the Warsaw Pact summit in the summer of 

1989, Gorbachev formally abandoned the Brezhnev doctrine, under which the Soviet 

Union had asserted and often exercised34 a right to intervene to shore up toppling 

Communist governments.  The East Europeans were on their own.  Gorbachev seems to 

have anticipated that free elections and multiparty governments would result, in East 

Europe and the Union alike, but that somehow the Communists would maintain their 

leadership position in the resulting governments.  He may also have been counting on the 

rigid East German government, whose territory was filled with Soviet troops, to continue 

to “anchor” Soviet control of Eastern Europe. 

 

 By the summer of 1989 liberalization was farthest advanced in Poland and 

Hungary.35  It was in the latter that liberalization first impacted the German issue.  

Hungary by then had a liberal Communist government actively preparing for free 

elections.  With considerable fanfare, Hungary publicized the dismantling of the barbed 

wire along its border with Austria.  Although the border was not yet “open,” thousands of 

                                                 
32Ibid., pp. 28-29; Bush and Scowcroft, World Transformed, p. 188. 
33 Zelikow and Rice, Germany Unified, 28.  The interview appeared in the Times May 16. 
34In Hungary, 1956; Czechoslovakia, 1968; Afghanistan, 1979.  The policy predated the 
label. 
35In Poland, Solidarity won an election and formed a government; at Gorbachev’s 
insistence, Communists retained the Defense and Interior ministries. 
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East Germans attempted to cross it after obtaining tourist visas to Hungary.  Others began 

to seek asylum in West German embassies in Budapest and in Prague, particularly the 

latter.  Admittance of some of the refugees to the West by agreement between East and 

West Germany (with Soviet approval) did not end the problem, or the growing agitation 

within East Germany itself for an unlimited right of travel, and, during the fall of 1989, 

for other measures as well.  Thus it was plainly the liberalization of surrounding states 

that began to force the hand of East Germany and to present West German Chancellor 

Kohl with key decisions on how to handle the situation. 

 

 Kohl was willing to grasp the nettle.  As early as August 22 Kohl declared that 

German unification was “back on the international agenda.”  Two weeks later 

Eagleburger assured the head of Kohl’s Chancellery (roughly equivalent to White House 

Chief of Staff) that “when President Bush says that he favors reunification, he means it,” 

and that the U.S. public position on reunification was the same as the private one.  In 

mid-September, after a round of U.S. newspaper reports speculating on reunification, 

Bush sent another strong signal in reply to a newsman’s question.  Germany had had a 

“dramatic” change since the war and “so I don’t fear” reunification.  Regarding the idea 

reunification “would be detrimental to the peace of Europe,” Bush said “I don’t accept 

that at all, I really don’t.”36

 

 October saw widespread and almost continually deepening unrest in East 

Germany.  After debate, its Politburo took the fateful decision to press reform rather than 

repression-a step not too surprising given Soviet unwillingness to back repression even 

verbally, much less with force.  The hard line leader, Erich Honecker, stepped down, and 

his successor Egon Krenz began to introduce reforms, among them what was hoped to be 

a definitive solution to the travel question.  Krenz soon traveled to Moscow (October 30-

November 1) to concert policy with Gorbachev.  The latter found Krenz far easier to deal 

with than Honecker.  In their discussions Krenz revealed that East Germany was even 

more broke than the Soviets had thought.  The two men agreed that the Soviets could 

only help the East with raw materials, and both seemed to rely on Kohl, despite his 
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murmurings about reunification, to provide essential financial support that would enable 

successful liberalization of a continuing separate East Germany.37  If this seems wishful, 

it should be remembered that this view was supported by many facts.  One was that 

Britain was at this point strongly opposed, under Margaret Thatcher, to a united 

Germany.  To a lesser degree, this was true also of France.  Another was that West 

Germany’s was a coalition government, and longtime (since 1976) Foreign Minister 

Hans-Dietrich Genscher, a leader of a separate centrist party, had recently given a 

measured and deliberate statement supporting an effort by East Germany to reform itself 

along Soviet lines.  Yet another was that there was considerable division within the U.S. 

administration regarding unification.  Scowcroft remained somewhat nervous on the 

subject, despite the attitude of both Bush and many on the NSC staff, and prevailed on 

Baker to substitute the word “reconciliation” for “reunification” in an important policy 

speech delivered October 16.  Within State, Baker and the European Bureau reflected 

Bush’s views, while the Policy Planning Staff urged a go slow stance.38

 

 On October 24, however, at Kohl’s phoned behest, the President had made yet 

another statement on unification, this time linking the idea to his assurance that united 

Germany would continue its alignment to the West.  To maximize impact, he made the 

remark in an interview with the ace political reporter of the New York Times.  Kohl and 

Bush indeed were conducting a dialogue, public as well as private, over the heads of their 

subordinates.  When, soon after the Krenz-Gorbachev meeting, a veteran East German 

negotiator traveled to Bonn to try to implement the Krenz-Gorbachev decisions, the 

reply, delivered by Kohl to his legislature November 7, was that economic aid would be 

tied to further DDR reforms, including free elections. The latter Krenz and Gorbachev 

were not yet prepared to do.  So matters stood when the landscape was altered by an 

unexpectedly swift change.   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
36 Zelikow and Rice, Germany Unified, 80-81. 
37 Ibid., 86-92.  
38Ibid., 93, 297-298n.  
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 The End of the Wall.  Desperate for West German aid and alarmed by the 

growing pressure of demonstrations in East German cities, Krenz introduced further 

travel liberalization measures, apparently as a down payment on the reforms pushed by 

Kohl.  Late in the afternoon of November 9, a spokesman for East Germany announced 

that its citizens were free to travel to West Germany by any route-including from East to 

West Berlin.  His comments were a simplified and garbled version of a confusing, hastily 

composed text he had not read carefully.  The East German intention was to make travel 

automatic after certain procedures, such as obtaining passports, visas, and preserving a 

distinction between tourism and emigration, were followed; and it had been intended not 

to make the announcement until various border control officials had been briefed on 

them.  Yet with instant media publicity that the border was open, many thousands of East 

Germans showed up at the wall that evening to test the supposed new policy, and the thin 

force of border officials and guards had no choice but to let them go.  This in turn 

reinforced the perception that the Berlin Wall was now “open” and the “Iron Curtain” 

was no more.  Perception became reality.  

 

 Just as important to the end result was the reaction of the principal countries’ 

leaders.  Most of all Gorbachev:  he had already gone to bed when the Wall “fell,” and 

perhaps significantly, he was not awakened until morning.  He and Shevardnadze agreed 

from the outset that force was out of the question, and made the point in a series of 

messages to each of the major Western leaders.  Kohl welcomed the change but was 

apprehensive about Soviet pressures.  A midnight phone call on the 10th from Scowcroft, 

based on US exchanges with the Soviets, assuaged Kohl’s concerns.  Soon after, 

Gorbachev warned Kohl to give East German reforms time to develop, but there was still 

no threat of force. 

   

 In an important signal to Gorbachev, Bush welcomed developments, but in a low 

key: by design, there was no ringing Presidential statement about “Iron Curtains” falling 

down.  Baker’s remarks closely followed Bush’s line.  The theme was that the end of the 
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Wall was welcomed as part of an ongoing East European liberalization, not a Soviet 

setback.39

 

 The Last Act.  In a speech to his parliament on November 28 that caught all of the 

other major powers by surprise, Kohl outlined a ten-point plan to reunification over an 

unspecified time period.  He stressed heavy economic aid to the GDR after it held free 

elections, followed by establishment of “confederative structures” between the two states 

as a prelude to reunification within a framework of European integration (including 

closer ties with Eastern Europe).  The speech was an unwelcome bombshell in London, 

where Margaret Thatcher was settling into her steadfast rearguard action against German 

reunification and its necessary corollary, European integration.  Washington was 

concerned, too, but only at the tactics.  During a phone call initiated by Bush the next 

day, Kohl rushed to assure the President that there would be “no going it alone” on 

German reunification.  But a new statement by Baker, coordinated with the NSC staff, 

soon indicated Washington’s fundamentally favorable response.  Baker stressed several 

points of which the most important were Germany’s right to self-determination, the 

necessity of a united Germany remaining in NATO, and the inviolability of existing 

borders (meaning particularly Germany’s Oder-Neisse frontier with Poland, imposed by 

the Soviets after World War II).  The last two had been conspicuously absent from 

Kohl’s speech.40

 

 In his phone call with Bush, Kohl indicated a far more leisurely pace to 

unification than actually occurred.  Full unification came about only eleven months after 

the end of the Wall, and economic union was a fact in eight.  New fundamental changes 

                                                 

 

39This account of the end of the Wall is based primarily on Hans-Hermann Herthe, “The 
Fall of the Wall: The Unintended Self-Dissolution of East Germany’s Ruling Regime,” in 
Christian F. Ostermann, ed., Cold War International History Project Bulletin (Issue 12-
13, Fall/Winter 2001), pp.131-164 (includes documentary annex). 
40Robert Hutchings speculates that Kohl may have hoped these obvious omissions would 
provoke precisely such a fundamentally supportive corrective statement from 
Washington.  Hutchings, American Diplomacy and the End of the Cold War: An Insider’s 
Account of U.S. Policy in Europe, 1989-1992  (Washington, 1997) pp. 99-100.  See also 
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paved the way, and Kohl rushed to exploit all of them, with the U.S. playing midwife to 

the birth of the new Germany.  One was the fact that the leaders of the East German 

demonstrations in October-November, who had wanted a reformed GDR, soon lost 

control of the East German public, as had the Communists before them.  Another was the 

almost total loss of control by the GDR regime in January, when mobs sacked the 

dreaded “Stasi,” or ministry of secret police.  Yet another was the unexpected victory of 

unification-minded Christian Democrats over Social Democrats (who were in favor of a 

loose confederation) in East German elections held March 18, despite the fact that 

extensive polling had indicated a Social Democratic victory up to the last moment. 

Finally, there were the deepening financial difficulties in the Soviet Union, which gave 

the credit-rich West Germans increased leverage over both GDR and USSR. 

 

 For unification to happen, however, several diplomatic hurdles had to be 

overcome, some simultaneously.  One task was to so coordinate U.S. and West German 

policy that the FRG would be certain to accept the U.S. requirements outlined by Baker.  

Next, the allies, especially Britain and France, the other two of the original four powers 

who governed Germany until the late 1940s, had to be brought into line with U.S. and 

German desires.  A corollary to this was the need to devise a modality for closing out the 

legal and other legacies of the occupation of Germany.  Another modality was needed to 

mollify Poland.  Above all, the West had to cajole or entice Soviet acceptance of a 

Germany that would not only be unified but would remain a full member of NATO.  

Although the realization of these objectives is discussed below in roughly the order just 

enumerated, the alert reader will note that they were all going on simultaneously. 

 

 A major aid to almost all of the objectives was the fact that no international crisis 

arose during the crucial first six months of 1990, so that the major powers could give a 

European settlement their almost undivided attention.  Even more important was the 

formerly much-maligned practice of summitry.  The major national leaders had by now 

developed the practice of summits, nonstop.  Bush and Kohl met one-on-one three times 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bush and Scowcroft, World Transformed, pp. 194-196. Regarding Kohl’s assurance to 
Bush see Zelikow and Rice, Germany, p. 123. 
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between late February and early June, 1990, and also had side talks at the NATO 

meetings in Brussels (December 1989) and London (July 1990).  This, in addition to 

innumerable phone calls between Bush and Kohl, and between Scowcroft and his 

opposite number in the Chancellor’s office, Horst Teltshick, and in addition also to the 

meetings between Baker and Genscher, etc.  In a comparable period, Bush met twice with 

Mitterand and twice with Thatcher, and also saw them at the same NATO meetings.  Less 

frequent were the meetings with Gorbachev, six months elapsing between the Malta 

summit and that in Washington at the end of May.  But in general, including the meetings 

of Baker with Foreign Minister Shevardnadze, communications between the two powers 

were excellent.  This was of the most crucial importance, for as shown below, for a 

considerable time the actual evolution of Soviet policy as set by Gorbachev and She 

vardnadze and revealed to Bush and Baker in confidential meetings was at almost total 

variance with Soviet policy as enunciated by conservative Foreign Ministry officials and 

even by Shevardnadze himself at public meetings.    

 

  Coordinating U.S. with German objectives was perhaps the easiest, because 

everything the Germans wanted was dependent on U.S. support.  Both Kohl and 

Genscher showed some disposition, perhaps for separate reasons, to see if they could 

mitigate US insistence on continued full NATO membership for united Germany.  They 

each had, in early 1990, a definite tendency to avoid saying anything specific about 

NATO membership in speeches to German audiences.  And Kohl, at Camp David for 

talks with Bush in late February, floated the idea that Germany might be like France, a 

NATO member, but not a participant in NATO’s military formations.  Bush firmly turned 

aside this bit of backsliding, and the U.S. side at the close of the talks issued a statement, 

approved by the Germans, clearly including a unified Germany in the alliance’s “military 

structure.”   

 

 The other issue on which the Germans were a bit mulish was their necessary 

guarantee of the Oder-Neisse line.  For many years German politicians of all three major 

parties had been acknowledging that this frontier was permanent.   Kohl, however, did 
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not want to sign a treaty to this effect with Poland before unification, claiming that the 

FRG could not speak for a united Germany in advance of unification.41  A solution was 

eventually found when Poland agreed to accept a firm promise of German action (a 

promise also guaranteed to the Poles by President Bush personally!) immediately after 

unification. 

 

 Coordination with Britain and France was more difficult, but an important factor 

in overcoming their resistance to unification was that they shared few other European 

objectives.  Thatcher’s opposition to unification was rooted in her interest in retarding the 

movement toward a European Union as well as her distrust of the power of a united 

Germany.  Mitterand, on the other hand was interested in tying France more closely to 

Germany and in further “containing” Germany by strengthening what became the 

European Union.  These underlying divisions, (as well as Britain’s World War II-born 

policy of maintaining the “special relationship” with the United States at almost any 

cost), rather than American persuasions, were what doomed any steadfast resistance to 

unification within the Big Four former occupying powers.   

 

 Bush’s personal meetings and communications with each of these leaders may 

nonetheless have helped avoid misunderstandings along the way.  It is also of interest, 

from the standpoint of coordination of communications, that Scowcroft had developed a 

habit of staying in touch with his West European quasi-counterparts: besides Horst 

Teltschik, Kohl’s chief foreign policy adviser, there was Jacques Attali in Mitterand’s 

Élysée office.  This made three major available channels (head of government, foreign 

ministry, head of government’s office) available-a web which could easily have gotten 

tangled more often in a less tidy administration.  In the unification negotiations, the only 

potentially major instance of a snag owing to faulty internal communications was at 

foreign ministry level.  On January 31, Genscher gave a speech in which he suggested 

                                                 
41This reasoning was specious, for Kohl intended all along that unification would be 
accomplished by absorbing the territory of the GDR, as individual Länder or states, into 
the FRG; hence the juridical nature of the FRG would not change and such a treaty would 
have been valid.  The real reason was political: Kohl did not wish to alienate German 
irredentists, most of them of his own party, in advance of unification.  
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that while an eventual-Genscher, unlike Kohl, was still a gradualist-unified Germany 

should be in NATO, the territory of the former GDR should not be incorporated into 

NATO.  This view was anathema to Bush and Scowcroft, who were willing to “go for 

broke” on NATO coverage of all Germany.  But when Genscher met with Baker shortly 

afterward, the Secretary, apparently unaware of the firmness of Bush’s view on this 

matter, tentatively endorsed the idea.  Soon afterward, Baker met with Gorbachev in 

Moscow and proposed the same thing as an American commitment.  In a letter to Kohl, 

however, of which Baker had already seen a draft,42 Bush had implied that at least 

NATO guarantees would extend to all of Germany.  Fortunately, Gorbachev did not at 

this meeting immediately accept the formula offered by Baker, since he still had not 

accepted any version of NATO membership for a unified Germany.43

 

 With considerable confidence from the outset that a unified Western policy would 

eventually emerge, Washington put its major energies into obtaining Soviet consent.  The 

underlying situation was incredibly favorable.  A reformist Soviet leadership was: open 

to new ideas; in pursuit of domestic reform; desperately in need of outside financial 

support; and struggling to devise a new internal all-union organization even as it 

dismantled its old external empire.  Yet there was also the realization that Gorbachev’s 

hold on power might be precarious, and that this situation might not last forever.  Bush 

set the basic policy: be nice, but don’t give an inch on security issues.  As Bush put it to 

Kohl when the latter suggested a French-style NATO membership for united Germany: 

“Why let the Soviets snatch victory from the jaws of defeat?”44   Apparently the 

President calculated that even if the Soviets reverted to old tactics and the Cold War 

resumed, they would be unable to restore their former position in Eastern Europe and so 

remain vastly diminished. 

 

                                                 
42This letter was written to give Kohl a picture of U.S. views prior to a meeting with 
Gorbachev, which happened to follow immediately upon Baker’s trip to Moscow. 
43 ibid., pp. 172-191. 
44Hutchings, American Diplomacy, p. 122. 
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 The “be nice” side of the policy included the lack of public gloating previously 

discussed, the search for a negotiating modality, and formulation of a package of 

proposals to make the NATO and unification pills easier for Gorbachev to swallow. 

 

 It was the State Department that came up with a negotiating mechanism in the 

form of the ingeniously named “Two Plus Four” proposal, first widely discussed in 

January 1990.  There were two main components of unification, internal and external.  

The former was how the Germans chose to organize it-unification?, confederation?-and 

how quickly it was to happen.  By January the U.S. was actively proposing that the 

Germans themselves should decide such matters. There remained the external questions 

of how to close out the remaining occupation rights (in Berlin), how to obtain the formal 

stamp of approval of the Western European countries in general, how to guarantee 

Germany’s borders, etc.  Scowcroft and the NSC staff were at first inclined to let the 

Germans ride the unification horse as far and fast as possible.  As Scowcrift put it: “if it 

was impossible to control the pace of unification, the fastest movement toward it was 

perhaps becoming the best...way to minimize chaos....It might also reduce chances for 

opponents to derail the process.”45  But Scowcroft was aware that there were flaws in 

this approach.  If the Germans were left entirely to themselves they might independently 

negotiate unacceptable deals with the Soviets on such issues as NATO, neutrality, and 

U.S. presence in the country. 

 

 Baker's inner circle worried about these aspects and also about another possible 

unfavorable development: that other powers might propel the unification issue into an 

unacceptable forum including too many players. Actually, though it was the State 

Department that came up with the 2+4 proposal, it was controversial within the building.  

Some officials thought that it might simply be necessary for the U.S. to yield on the 

NATO issue.  Others, especially in the European bureau, thought all nuclear weapons 

would have to be removed from a united Germany. Raymond Seitz, the Assistant 

Secretary for Europe, believed that a resolution of NATO and 4-power issues should 

follow, not be simultaneous, with unification and that 2+4 risked alienating the Germans.  
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NSC staff agreed with this view.  It was, then, Ross and Zoellick, not the Department as a 

whole, who initiated 2+4 and sold it to Baker, although the Secretary also considered the 

dissent of Seitz.46  Zelikow later commented that the proposal and its adoption generated 

considerable hostility in the NSC as well the Department: "Brent was suspicious…of 

Baker personally.  And at the level below Brent, that suspicion was acute."   Yet the 

dissent hadn't got into the press, and so "it didn't matter.”47

 

 Late in January the White House learned that Great Britain wanted the issue 

discussed in the Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) a 35-

member umbrella organization dating from the 1970s.  Use of this sprawling, 

unmanageable forum to discuss any aspect of unification was anathema to the 

administration.  This prospect was all Baker needed to get permission to discuss the 2+4 

idea with other potential participants.  After informing both the Germans and the British 

about 2+4, but receiving no commitment, Baker obtained the nervous consent of the 

French Foreign Minister.  He then sounded out Gorbachev during the Moscow trip 

mentioned above.  Baker stressed that the meetings would begin only after the German 

elections.  Gorbachev tentatively agreed, and his prior assent then helped 2+4 to gain the 

agreement of all concerned during side talks at the joint Ottawa meeting of all NATO and 

Warsaw Pact powers February 11, held just before Kohl’s trip to Moscow.48  Thus by 

the time Kohl and Gorbachev had their meeting, a firm framework for the external 

aspects of unification had already been established.  Once 2+4, the comparatively narrow 

negotiating framework, was adopted, it also became the American objective to keep its 

purview as limited as possible, that is, confined to providing a legitimizing framework for 

German unification and closing out the 4-power legacy from World War II.  Issues of 

arms control and alliances were to be considered in other fora. 

                                                                                                                                                 

 

45Bush & Scowcroft, World Transformed, p. 233. 
46 Zelikow and Rice, Germany, 166-172. 
47 The National Security Council Project, Oral History Roundtables: The Bush 
Administration National Security Council, April 29, 1999 (Brookings Institition website 
as of 2/17/2009), 14-15. 
48One modification to the 2+4 framework allowed Poland to attend the session of 2+4 at 
which Poland’s boundary was discussed. 
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 Though it was the State Department that came up with 2+4, most of the rest of the 

package intended to mollify the Soviets was an interagency project under the firm 

supervision of the White House.  The vehicle was an ad hoc committee known as the 

European Strategy Steering Group, under the chairmanship of Scowcroft’s deputy Robert 

Gates.  Blackwill and Rice had suggested the structure to Scowcroft in order to make in 

order to ensure that the group, which might normally have been chaired by the Under 

Secretary of State for International Security Affairs, remained under White House control 

and would include as members both Ross and Zoellick as well as the ISA Under 

Secretary and Ray Seitz, the former two being the actual members of Baker’s inner 

circle.  Others attended from CIA and, for Defense, Under Secretary Wolfowitz.  Gates 

was chosen to avoid seniority problems with the agencies and because of his technique of 

“first sharpening differences between the agencies and then driving toward clear and 

decisive outcomes”-the opposite of the more frequent “paper-things-over” technique.49

 

 In the following months the Soviets gradually yielded to the German desire to 

solve the various problems pertaining to unification in bilateral FRG-DDR negotiations.  

The DDR elections in March were an important milestone.  Contrary to expectations, the 

East German equivalent to Kohl's Christian Democratic Union (CDU) won a plurality, 

providing added momentum to the proponents of early completion of unification.  

Recognizing the inevitable, the Soviets now also yielded control over the timetable for 

unification to the Germans.  An important contributing factor here was their desire to 

obtain credits from the FRG, a decision controlled primarily by Kohl.  The Soviets dug in 

their heels, however, on various external aspects of unification, such as the need to 

replace four-power rights in Berlin (dating from World War II) with another vehicle, 

their desire to obtain a guarantee that a united Germany would reduce its forces and 

renounce nuclear weapons, and above all, that Germany not join NATO or at the least 

that NATO should not expand eastward into the territory of the former GDR.  

                                                                                                                                                 
 
49Zelikow and Rice, Germany Unified, pp. 238-239, 442-443.  The quotation  is from  p. 
238. 
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 In May, at the first 2+4 ministerial meeting in Bonn, Shevardnadze put forth a 

proposal that would  "confirm the legality of all occupation measures adopted by the Four 

Powers and place new restrictions on German domestic politics to stop any rise of 

Nazism.  NATO membership for a united Germany was “out of the question" and CSCE 

should have a monitoring center to exercise oversight over Germany.50 Since such 

measures would take time, it followed that decisions on Germany's international status 

would have to be decoupled from the timetable for internal unification.  These measures 

were fully in accordance with a Politburo decision reached earlier that month but not in 

keeping with Shevardnadze's apparent willingness, in various private meetings held 

previously with Western leaders, to search for a solution of mutual benefit.   

 

 The American strategy in response to this and other indications that Soviet policy 

was subject to twists and turns because of  Party and bureaucratic conflicts was, without 

budging an inch on the twin goals of German membership in NATO and opposition to 

"decoupling," to be as conciliatory as possible in both bilateral and multilateral fora, and 

to offer various "sweeteners" to sugarcoat the medicine that the Soviet Union was 

eventually forced o swallow.   

 

 An early harbinger of success occurred at the U.S.-Soviet summit in Washington 

at the end of May.  While Gorbachev and Bush were discussing a settlement, the latter 

asked if a fully sovereign Germany, under the Helsinki Convention, would have the right 

to join any alliance system it chose.  To the obvious consternation of much of his 

delegation, Gorbachev answered that it would.  Zelikow and Rice point out that it is very 

rare in diplomacy to change one's mind "right at the table," but speculate that Gorbachev 

may have done just that in view of the fact that his earlier arguments on the subject had 

fallen on deaf ears in his conversations with several Western leaders and of 

Shevardnadze's failure at the 2+4 ministerial in Bonn:  "Finally, as he faced Bush in 

Washington, something snapped….Gorbachev had often adopted the rhetoric of free 

choice and national determination.  So when Bush struck the wall of resistance from his 
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new angle, it suddenly cracked."51  Bush chose not trumpet this apparent concession, 

though he did inform Kohl of it, and saw to it that it had a place, in carefully qualified 

and respectful language, in the communiqué. 

 

 This meeting, however, was by no means the end of the matter.  When 

Shevardnadze and Baker met again during a CSCE meeting at Copenhagen, they agreed 

that the Soviet Foreign Minister might try his hand at a draft of a Warsaw Pact-NATO 

non-aggression pact, an idea to which Baker was more partial than Bush.  Shevardnadze 

also let Baker know that a great deal depended on what the Americans could do to 

transform the nature of the NATO alliance to make it more acceptable to the Soviets, 

who at bottom, must have realized that the Warsaw Pact was already in shambles.  In 

fact, Gates's European Strategy Working Group was already fully engaged upon 

providing NATO with a new look.  Yet all this apparent progress seemed momentarily to 

be set aside when, at the next ministerial 2+4 meeting in Berlin on June 22, 

Shevardnadze once again introduced a set of proposals designed to limit German 

sovereignty long after unification was attained.  For instance, troops of all the Four 

Powers would be staying in Germany for at least 5 years after unification was achieved;  

allied, but not Soviet, troops would be banned from Berlin, leaving the Soviets finally the 

sole garrison in the former East Germany; Germany would not only renounce nuclear 

weapons, but would be excluded from decision-making concerning their use, thus making 

it less of a factor in NATO than previously it had been, even if it remained in NATO; and 

perhaps most startling of all, the East German Volksarmee would remain in being for at 

least three years!  At the end of that period there would be created a demilitarized zone in 

the middle of Germany.  At the end of this presentation, Baker said bluntly, "So much for 

German sovereignty," although he already suspected that the proposal was, in Genscher's 

words, "window dressing."52

 

                                                                                                                                                 
50 Ibid., 248. 
51 Ibid., 279. 
52 Ibid.,  283-298. 
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 That evening Shevardnadze confirmed Baker's surmise.  The Soviet Foreign 

Minister explained that his public performance was for Soviet domestic consumption.  

The Soviets were in the midst of both a political and an economic crisis, he explained, 

and it was difficult to explain to the people the rapid changes their government was 

making.  The Americans were already well aware of Gorbachev's increasingly precarious 

position, caught between the pressures for further democratization on the one hand and 

retrograde tendencies in the bureaucracy, particularly the Defense Ministry and some 

sectors of the Foreign Ministry, on the other.  Gorbachev was in trouble, and desperately 

needed some dramatic gesture from the West that would allow him to accept German 

membership in NATO. 

 

 The effect of Shevardnadze's public demands was thus to increase the pressure on 

Washington to come up with something fresh and to sell it to the NATO allies. In early 

May, the president had signaled in an address in Oklahoma that the U.S. objective would 

be to drastically revise NATO, making it more politically and less militarily oriented, 

with changes in the mission and strategy of conventional as well as nuclear forces. Such a 

package had been under consideration in the various agencies and the NSC staff for some 

time.  The NSC's formal consideration of a NATO overhaul began in mid-May when 

Blackwill and Zelikow drafted a paper with suggestions that included: inviting East 

European governments to establish permanent ambassadorial-level liaison missions at 

NATO headquarters in Brussels; moving away from NATO's military doctrine of 

"forward defense" (positioning forces as close as possible to the border of the territory to 

be defended) to one emphasizing the mobility in crises of troops stationed in a less 

provocative manner; making various force units more multinational (in the hope of 

sweetening for the Soviets the retention of U.S. forces in Germany while theirs 

withdrew); reducing nuclear stockpiles; and replacing the nuclear doctrine of "flexible 

response" with one emphasizing minimum deterrence.   

 

 All these ideas survived, more or less modified, in interagency meetings that 

commenced at the end of May under the aegis of the Gates-chaired European Strategy 

Committee, accompanied by the deliberations of two ad hoc subgroups.  One of these, 

headed by Blackwill, worked on political problems; the other, under Arnold Kanter, the 
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NSC's Senior Director for Defense Policy and Arms Control, on Defense issues.  After 

these subgroups had done their work, the Gates group prepared a tentative draft, with 

unresolved issues bracketed for referral to the "principals," who met and decided on the 

disputed items on June 19.  I have put "principals" in quotes because the most 

authoritative account describes it as an informal meeting and because not only were the 

attendees (Baker, Cheney, Powell, Scowcroft, Blackwill, Ross, General Howard Graves, 

Stephen Hadley, and possibly Gates)53 "principals plus," but the second-tier officials 

played an important role in the meeting, rather than serving just as briefers or spear-

carriers.  

 

 In the course of interagency discussions, the State Department, reflecting Baker's 

view, repeatedly pushed for some form of NATO-Warsaw Pact joint declaration or non-

aggression statement.  This was an idea Bush didn't like and about which the NSC staff 

was deeply suspicious.  These suspicions were confirmed when Shevardnadze finally 

came up with his draft of a joint declaration, which called, among other things, for the 

U.S. to withdraw all its nuclear forces from Europe and to remove its troops from 

Germany as the Soviets removed theirs.  Also, even as the matter was being thrashed out, 

the Warsaw Pact continued to wither, with the new non-Communist Hungarian Prime 

Minister stating that his country would not remain a member under any circumstances.  

Nonetheless, the idea survived in the final U.S. proposal in highly modified form.  After 

the Gates group deadlocked on the idea, they referred it to the principals meeting, where 

Baker and Ross came up with a compromise, drafted by Ross, under which NATO would 

make a pledge of non-aggression and invite the Warsaw Pact to follow suit. 

 

 ACDA Director John Lehman objected to the NSC proposal for abandoning 

"flexible response" and "forward defense," apparently on the ground that NATO wouldn't 

accept it.  Hadley and Gates came up with softer language promising that NATO would 

"move away" from the old doctrines.  This issue was thus resolved before the principals 

meeting, but other military issues were more contentious.  The State Department didn't 

                                                 
53 Lieutenant General Howard D. Graves was a personal assistant to General Powell.  
Stephen Hadley was Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs. 
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want to propose that NATO get rid of all nuclear artillery shells or that the U.S. 

unilaterally remove three-fourths of its nuclear weapons from Europe.  The Joint Chiefs 

had no problems with this, but State feared inciting German pacifism by calling attention 

to the quantities that would remain.  The principals accepted the proposal on nuclear 

artillery shells, but accepted State's reasoning on the larger issue of nuclear weapons in 

general.   

 

 State, on the other hand, had argued strongly in the interagency process for the 

proposal describing nuclears as "weapons of last resort" and the principals adopted this 

language.54

 

 There were many other items in the proposed NATO declaration, but these 

examples suffice to show a process in which items were thoroughly considered, in which 

all concerned agencies got a hearing, and in which resolution was reached without undue 

acrimony or any personal vendettas.  There was a certain amount of "programming."  For 

instance, it was Blackwill or his staff who had devised the formula that nuclear weapons 

should "truly become weapons of last resort," but he asked Zoellick to introduce it at one 

of the interagency meetings on the theory that it would have more weight as a State 

Department proposal.55 Note also that the process took place without presidential 

intervention or participation in the drafting process.  Bush had instructed his advisers that 

he wanted something dramatic-thereafter he did not bother much with details. 

 

 Drafting the U.S. proposal was one thing.  Selling it was another.  Bush close to 

bypass the NATO bureaucracy as much as possible by sending the draft direct to heads of 

government rather than to their countries' foreign ministries.  This was not a move to 

bypass the State Department-for it was Baker, after all, whom Bush valued highly as a 

negotiator, who would have to lobby the draft through the alliance's London meeting.  It 

was instead an attempt to knock the other countries foreign ministries off balance!  Bush 

therefore delayed on sending the draft abroad until shortly before NATO ministers met in 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 303-314. 
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London on July 5.  He wanted the NATO leaders to have time to consider, but not to 

circulate it within their governments too widely.  Baker succeeded in getting most of the 

draft adopted despite the quite considerable opposition of Margaret Thatcher.  Most of 

the program survived, though partly in more qualified form.  For instance, the British 

Foreign Minister succeeded in attenuating somewhat the language promising (via the 

CFE and CSCE frameworks) future force reductions in Europe, and the French managed 

to water down the language on multinational force structures.  On the other hand, Britain 

and France together succeeded in beefing up the passage on cooperation with the Warsaw 

Pact.  (The Pact however, dissolved later in the summer!) But the important language on 

abandoning "flexible response" and "forward defense,” and making nuclear arms "truly 

weapons for last resort" survived.  Underlying the result was the enthusiastic support of 

the smaller and non-nuclear NATO nations, and the firm U.S.-German understanding on 

the major points.  France and Great Britain, particularly the latter, were unwilling to push 

their dissents to the point of a breach with the U.S.56

 

 Thereafter events moved quickly.  Despite growing opposition in the Communist 

Party, Central Committee, and the military, Gorbachev was able to win an almost three to 

one endorsement of his policies from the rank-and-file delegates to the Twenty-Eighth 

(and as it turned out, last) Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.  This 

triumph, marred though it was by the sudden defection from the CP of Russian President 

Boris Yeltsin, combined with the London Declaration, enabled Gorbachev to come to 

terms with a unified Germany that retained full membership in NATO.  During Kohl's 

visit to the Soviet Union in mid-July, Gorbachev conceded Germany's right to join 

NATO, provided that no German or other troops under NATO command be stationed in 

the former GDR until all Soviet troops departed, a process which took over three years.  

Germany then agreed to limit its total forces to 370,000 and to renew its renunciation of 

nuclear weapons. The 2+4 met for the last time in mid-September and signed an 

agreement which ended all the old four-power rights, including those in Berlin, and 

                                                                                                                                                 
55 Ibid., 309. 
56 Ibid., 314-327.  For a text of the London Declaration of July 6, 1990, see 
http://www.nato.int/docu/basictxt/b900708a.htm (available as of 4/8/09) 
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hence restored sovereignty to the soon-to-be united Germany.  Germany undertook to 

sign a treaty with Poland guaranteeing their mutual border, to renounce further territorial 

acquisitions, and to carry out the commitments made to Gorbachev in July.   The only 

real restrictions on German sovereignty and its membership in NATO were that even 

after the Soviet withdrawal was completed, nuclear weapons could not be stationed in the 

territory of the former GDR, nor could foreign NATO units be stationed or (permanently) 

deployed there.  Following completion of the Treaty, German unification was 

accomplished on October 5, by the absorption of the territory of the GDR into the FRG in 

the form of five länder, or states.57

 

 From the forgoing it should be clear that the White House, via the NSC, exerted 

tight control over U.S. policy at every step of the way to German unification.  President 

Bush made an early determination to accept, and then to promote rapid German 

unification, and to insist that Germany retain full NATO membership. The U.S. policy 

line was clear, and in fact, even more unequivocal than that of the Germans: Bush 

effectively communicated to Kohl that Germany must stay in NATO to obtain U.S. 

support in its objectives.  Thereafter, NSC committees superintended U.S. formulations 

on various details, and especially on the President's only major concession to the Soviet 

Union: his determination to modify NATO structures to make German NATO 

membership more palatable to Gorbachev.  This does not mean that other agencies were 

excluded from the policy process.  The State Department contributed the 2+4 concept and 

a good many of the proposals for modifying NATO, and DOD was constantly consulted 

on military aspects.  The whole process was a fitting conclusion to our topic of NSC 

performance in the Cold War, because many historians have concluded that German 

unification is probably the best single event with which to mark the Cold War's 

conclusion.  And that conclusion was especially timely, since it was only two weeks after 

Kohl's climactic meeting with Gorbachev that Iraq invaded Kuwait. 

 

                                                 
57 For a text of the Treaty on the Final Settlement with Respect to Germany, signed at 
Moscow September 12, 1990, see http://usa.usembassy.de/2plusfour8994e.htm. 
(available as of 4/17/09) 
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 Does the Bush Period Represent the Model for Effective NSC Organization?  Our 

sample on German unification shows the Bush NSC operating at its most efficient, and 

there are other instances in which it was very effective, notably on arms control.  Here 

the Kanter "non-group," coupled with a very regular (but apparently also very informal) 

series of Principals Committee meetings in Scowcroft's office, brought about effective 

backstopping of the various negotiating delegations which brought about the START I 

Treaty and a number of other measures for force and arms reductions in Europe and 

elsewhere, some of them unilateral.58  Yet another area of strength at the NSC was the 

conduct of the Gulf War.  To monitor its conduct, Kimmitt said later, "there would be a 

PCC meeting at 9 a.m.  Then at 11 a.m., the deputies committee would get on the video 

conference and talk….You get about 75% of the work done there.   And then we'd get 

together in the Situation Room, just seven or eight of us.  Gates would then attend the 

meeting of he Big Eight….we would also meet on the way back down, and have another 

small group meeting, back to a video conference with deputies,  and then we would meet 

inside the department, because, frankly, policy implementation is much tougher than 

policy formulation….And the video conference was absolutely critical to that." 59  Note 

that Kimmitt is endorsing here, as he has elsewhere, a regularized but not terribly formal 

system in which formulation and implementation are part of the same structure, rather 

than a Planning Board/Operations Coordination Board dual setup such as obtained in the 

Eisenhower period.  Subsequent criticism of the Gulf War effort has centered around the 

policy line taken toward Saddam Hussein at the end of that war, as well as failures in 

implementation of the armistice, not on problems with the policy process during the 

prosecution of the war itself. 

 

 But there were some instances in which the participants, as well as outside 

observers, found the NSC's performance somewhat deficient. One was Panama. There is 

a consensus that there was a lot of wheel-spinning in both White House and Defense 

Department until an abortive coup attempt at the end of September 1989 set both military 

planners and the NSC process into earnest efforts to implement the President's campaign 

                                                 
58 Brookings Institution, Roundtables, "Bush NSC," 27. 
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pledge to remove the dictator Manuel Noriega from power.60  For Afghanistan, the 

administration, though it considered options in the formal policy review early on, never 

developed a coherent scheme to deal with the power vacuum created by the Soviet 

withdrawal in the spring of 1989.  Some former Bush administration officials believed 

that the NSC and interagency process had something to do with an inability of the NSC 

process to sift the matter through and come up with viable options regarding the ongoing 

multiple crises in Yugoslavia.  Others blamed Gulf War "fatigue."  But the strong 

consensus among themwas that the ongoing breakup of Yugoslavia was simply a matter 

in which the President, for better or worse, didn't want to get involved.61

 

 Indeed, looked at more broadly, the key to the successes of he Bush NSC, for all 

its vaunted strengths in structure and personal interaction, does seem to be that it worked 

very well when the President, an activist on foeign policy, chose both to involve himself 

and to make decisions, and less well when the President absented himself, or waffled, or 

failed to think innovatively, the latter being what he ruefully referred to as "the vision  

thing."  Action on Yugoslavia would have implied a fresh rethinking of the relationship 

among the U.S., NATO and the European Community, right after the administration had 

already forced a number of new innovations in NATO structure in its effort to wing up 

the Cold War.   Bush, it seems, was at his best in winding up the initiatives begun by 

Reagan-in arms control and the second and final détente-and in measures taken in 

support of traditional U.S. interests, such as the Gulf War, and the final phases of he 

Panama operation. 

 

 Another aspect of NSC performance apparent in the Bush administration was that 

even this streamlined, White House centered policy process was by no means able to 

monitor the whole of U.S. foreign policy operations.  The necessity of keeping the NSC 

staff small, so emphasized by Scowcroft, alone would have ensured his result.  Hence the 

White House could effectively coordinate "hot button" issues but little more.  This why 

                                                                                                                                                 
59 Ibid., 32. 
60 Ibid., 6; Woodward, The Commanders, 119-125. 
61 Brookings Institution, Rountables, "The Bush NSC," 6, 23-26, 30-31. 
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former NSC staffers were so disappointed that the Assistant Secretary-level coordinating 

groups proved to be so woefully ineffective; these would have been the best for the 

resolution of important secondary, and many tertiary, issues.  And, as Scowcroft so 

candidly pointed out, the White House still lacked an effective long-range planning 

mechanism.  Some still adopted the old Bundy view that planning could not exist apart 

from policy formulation: it is significant that Scowcroft did not.   

 

 In sum, The Bush NSC did perform effectively in helping the President contribute 

mightily to the resolution of the major issues at stake in the closure of the Cold War.  Its 

organization, essentially imitated by subsequent administrations, charted a via media 

between the Nixon-Kissinger model of White House control and the various attempts, in 

the Truman and later administrations, to make the State Department or even, briefly in 

the days of Forrestal, the Defense Department, the lead agency in policy coordination.  It 

did not, however, solve the problems of how to impose effective White House 

supervision of all political-military issues or to exploit the potential benefits of a long-

range policy planning staff closely attuned to White House needs. 
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Conclusion: Not Quite a System 
 
 
 To begin with, we return to the questions with which we 
started. 
 
 Was “national security” an adequate concept for organizing 
foreign, defense, intelligence and international economic policies? 
Was it a concept at all?  
 
 The official conceptual basis of the term “national security” 
never went far beyond, and usually did not even equal the scope of 
the themes outlined by Admiral Greenslade1 in 1935, which had 
stressed commerce and international presence as well as military 
preparation, internal as well as external defense.  And 
Greenslade’s proposed organizational arrangements had called for 
the participation of domestic agencies as well as State and the 
military, policy implementation as well as formulation.   We have 
seen in Chapter II that the reach of security planning in 
formulation, debate over, and enactment of the National Security 
Act of 1947 and its 1949 amendments was less broad, focusing 
primarily on organizational issues within the military, and 
command over them.  Only the National Security Resources Board 
represented an economic dimension, and it was created only with 
the idea of preparing an economic base for military activity (nor 
did it survive for long).  And, the very notion of overall national 
planning for a peaceful postwar international order never entered 
the debate. 
 
 Perhaps the defects in conceptualization of “national 
security” stemmed from the phrase itself.  It was somehow out of 
place when used to fit plans for international outreach, postwar 
economic readjustment, trade relations, or multilateral interaction 
within its dour confines.  Thus the ambitious plans for a postwar 

                                                 
1See Chapter I. 
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international order, which included the United Nations, the World 
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the GATT (now 
WTO), though they proceeded apace, proceeded in parallel to the 
politico-military schema represented by the National Security Act. 
 
 The remarks above pertain solely to the use of the term 
“national security” in the Act, in which the reader will remember 
that it was not defined.  Later, a number of historians and political 
scientists began to use “national security” as a conceptual tool to 
analyze U.S. policy, not always favorably.2  Such analyses usually 
supply their own definitions, often  valuable ones.  The point here, 
however, is that such definitions were not offered in the Act, nor 
did the Council or its staff worry overmuch about developing 
them.  No NSC paper was ever devoted to an exploration of the 
history of, or the conceptual delineation of, the term “national 
security.”  Therefore, although it had developed as a concept, 
mostly in military circles, since World War I, and in academia 
later, none of these concepts was officially adopted and “National 
Security” was in official parlance more a term than a concept, one 
subject to varying interpretations, but always also subject to the 
limitations suggested in the preceding paragraph. 
 
 Further as to the adequacy of the term “national security,” 
one may speculate on whether the Council’s deliberations might 
have been more comprehensive had it been known by some other 
name.  For instance, if it had been known as the “External Affairs 
Council,” it might more easily have accommodated an economic 
component and have put a less overriding emphasis on military 
peril, at the cost of neglecting the significance of domestic 
security.  Terms, however, are related to preoccupations, and  

                                                 
2 See Melvyn P. Leffler, “National Security,” Journal of American History, 77, 1 (June 
1990), 143-152, for a brief review of some of the literature as well his own analysis.  
Leffler’s own “working definition” is: “National security policy encompassed the 
decisions and actions deemed imperative to protect domestic core values from external 
threats.” 
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“national security” at least accurately emphasized the fact that the 
international arena, after two World Wars in rapid succession, 
excited far more foreboding than hope among most Americans. 
 
 Not only did no NSC paper ever explore the national security 
concept, none ever appeared that attempted to explore possible 
overall international goals of the United States, without reference 
to some perceived threat or problem.  Here, too, the dour, 
embattled aura of the term “national security,” and the language of 
the Act of 1947 giving the Council its charge (see Chapter II), may 
have contributed to the result.      
 
 How successful was the Executive Branch in coordinating 
the conception and implementation of the policies of its 
diplomatic, military, economic, and intelligence agencies? Was the 
national security structure equal to the demands put upon it? Did 
effective policy coordination come about, and was the planning 
machinery useful in defining and forwarding legitimate U.S. 
objectives? 
 
 It seemed obvious to the founders of the system in the late 
forties that State and Defense should consult with each other, but 
Treasury was at first excluded.  And CIA was relegated to a 
seemingly advisory capacity. 
 
 The role of economics even in the formal structure was 
ambiguous: on again, off again.  Under Eisenhower the Treasury 
Secretary was a valued regular attendee at NSC meetings, indeed, 
a full-fledged member of the Council.  Most later Presidents-
speaking now of those who made some use of the formal structure-
had a less definite policy, letting the Treasury Secretary attend 
only some meetings where matters with a specific economic 
component were to be discussed.  Nor was this the end of the 
problem.  International economic policy was in fact in the hands of 
a number of agencies during our fifty-year long period.  The 
transformations of the aid program (MAA-ECA-ICA-AID) were 
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for most of the period under the wing of the State Department.  
Trade policy was at various times and for various purposes shared 
among the Commerce, Agriculture, and Treasury departments and, 
latterly, the Office of the Special Trade Representative.  Thus 
having a Treasury Secretary occasionally sit in at formal NSC 
meetings, in those administrations that made use of them, never 
solved the problem of integration of economic into national 
security policy.  In the fifteen years after World War II, a body 
called the Council on International Economic and Trade Policy did 
indeed meet and reach joint interagency decisions on selected 
economic issues, but it lapsed during the Kennedy administration 
and was never revived before the end of the Cold War. 
 
 The melding into national security policy of the intelligence 
community was somewhat more successful, despite some 
spectacular lapses.  To consider positive developments first, it is 
clear that finished intelligence products in the form of National 
and Special Intelligence Estimates were produced and widely 
disseminated from 1950 onwards.  They represented the combined 
judgment of a daunting array of intelligence components and/or 
representatives: those of State, Army, Navy, Air Force, the Joint 
Staff, OSD (after 1960), the FBI and AEC (later DOE) where 
appropriate, and the CIA’s own analytical side.  Typically they 
were first drafted in CIA and then critiqued by the others.  If the 
results were typical committee products in some cases, in others 
they were of earthshaking significance, as in the early NIEs based 
on the satellite program and the SNIES on Soviet missile activity 
in Cuba in 1962. 
 
 In some administrations, notably those of Eisenhower and 
Reagan, the Director of Central Intelligence was a valued and 
influential participant in the policy process.  Under Eisenhower, he 
took an important role as briefer in the formal NSC meetings.  
Even more important, because he was the brother of the Secretary 
of State and because the President espoused an activist concept of 
covert operations, he was extraordinarily influential in shaping 
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policy as well as presenting information.  Though he did not often 
see the president privately, in the unique circumstances of this 
administration this was not necessary. 
 
 Under Reagan, William Casey wielded influence differently.  
At meetings of all sorts, including Congressional hearings, he was 
prone to mumble, sometimes unintelligibly, and perhaps did so on 
purpose.  But he had the confidence of the President due to the 
close conjunction of their views, and wielded his influence through 
his frequent private meetings with Reagan.  He could be said to 
have operated within the government in Washington as he did 
abroad, covertly. 
 
 Neither of these influential men could be said to have 
provided an institutional model for bringing the expertise of the 
intelligence community to bear on national security policy.  And 
their vast influence was primarily on the projects dearest to their 
hearts, covert operations.  Thus even in periods of powerful DCIs, 
CIA functioned more as an engine of policy than in its other 
assigned role of intelligence coordination.  The so-called Director 
of Central Intelligence never exercised his envisioned supervisory 
role over the entire intelligence community.  And when the DCI 
was less influential than these two, the situation was worse.  
Stansfield Turner and William Raborn, for instance, rarely even 
saw their Presidents. 
 
 Ironically enough, what continuing pressure there was for 
government-wide intelligence coordination came from the PFIAB 
and its predecessor, the PBCFIA, chaired over the years by unpaid 
eminences grises such as Clark Clifford, Lee Hamilton and Brent 
Scowcroft.  The secretive PFIAB’s main job seems to have been 
and to be, from fragmentary available materials, to adjudicate 
disputes for roles and missions among the various intelligence 
arms-precisely what the NS Act of 1947 had meant for the DCI to 
do.  For causes of this failure of the DCI to do the job, one need 
look only at the position of the CIA under the Act.  It was to be 
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under the NSC, which was an advisory, not a supervisory body as 
envisioned by that same act.  What supervisory powers it 
developed over the Cold War years depended on its becoming a 
powerful part of the President’s staff, and these were exercised 
over all the national security agencies in common.  
 
 The failure of the NSC to effect routine coordination of 
economic and intelligence activity during the Cold War is widely 
acknowledged and hardly controversial.  Since then, major efforts 
have been made to correct this situation.  In the 1990s, President 
William J. Clinton set up the National Economic Council in the 
White House by Executive Order.  Now, in the early 21st century, 
the intelligence community has been revamped under a Director of 
National Intelligence to whom all intelligence entities are 
ostensibly responsible.  But these are developments that occurred 
beyond our period. 
 
 The more difficult part of this question is the extent to which 
the NSC was successful in its core function of coordinating 
military policy with foreign policy-in essence, in forwarding 
increased cooperation between the State and Defense Departments.  
Clearly, neither the Council nor its staff had much influence 
promoting collaboration at the top when the two Secretaries just 
did not get along or were otherwise not disposed to cooperate.  
This situation obtained for disturbingly long periods:  the rivalry 
between Acheson and Secretary Louis Johnson, whom Truman 
refused to fire for political reasons; and the five-year long tussle 
between George Shultz and Caspar Weinberger.  Add to these 
examples the periods, once the National Security Adviser had 
become a power in his own right, but had unusually strained 
relations with the one or both of these two Secretaries:  Kissinger 
with both Laird and Rogers, especially the latter, encouraged in 
this instance by a President who wanted to ensure total White 
House dominance of the total policy process; and the rivalry 
between Brzezinski and Vance, which President Carter allowed to 
fester, right up to Vance’s resignation. 
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 While these rivalries were often dysfunctional, they were not 
always crippling.  In 1949-1950, Defense had input under State 
Department leadership in the drafting of NSC 68, despite Louis 
Johnson’s strong misgivings about the proceeding and the role of 
State.  The two Departments also were able to come together 
during Johnson’s tenure on the crafting of a formula for 
negotiation of the Japanese Peace Treaty.  Although the two 
departments reached this result by a process that transpired outside 
the NSC, Truman and Acheson saw to it that it was formalized in 
the one-page report, NSC 60/1.  Kissinger’s dominance of the 
policy process proceeded with the full approval of his President, 
and as we have seen, yielded the breakthrough in Sino-American 
relations.  Other areas in which this administration was far less 
successful, such as Indochina, often resulted more from 
intellectual and policy, than from organizational, failure.  
 
 On the other hand, the continuously expanding Vance-
Brzezinski rivalry crippled the late Carter administration.  Here it 
was the President’s failure to step in and fire one of the two men 
earlier that was the principal problem-a case of a defect at the very 
top of the policy process.  Again, it was President Reagan’s failure 
to actively ride herd on the rivalry between Shultz and Weinberger 
that hobbled policymaking during most of his administration-not 
to mention his failure to take their advice on rare, crucial issues on 
which they were in agreement, such as Iran-Contra.  The only 
realistic remedy for such situations would be for incoming 
Presidents to try their best to hire their national security team as a 
team, as well as evaluating their individual qualifications.  Firing 
poor or refractory principals, who have been confirmed by the 
Senate, can incur prohibitive policy and political costs in our 
tripartite form of government. 
 
 The NSC as an organization, as distinguished from the 
formal Council, went through three distinct phases during the Cold 
War.  The first was from its inception through 1960. The second 
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dated from Kennedy’s virtual dismantling of the NSC process as it 
had hitherto evolved, and continued with his successor Johnson.  
The third, combining elements of each of the previous incarnations 
and adding much, much more as time went on, began with Richard 
Nixon and endured to the end of the Cold War and beyond.  
 

It is true that there were many differences between the uses 
Truman and Eisenhower made of the NSC.  Truman accepted it 
reluctantly, while Eisenhower embraced it, held more regular 
meetings, and expanded the staff in both numbers and function.  If 
the two administrations are looked at together, however, they show 
a steady evolution in the use of the full Council as a forum and 
continuity in the numbered functional, country, and regional paper 
system, whose bones were inherited from Truman. The staff grew 
greatly under Eisenhower, with a greater proportion of permanent 
as opposed to detailed employees, but continued not to be 
operational, with the exception of the role played by Gordon Gray 
in the first Berlin crisis.  In both administrations almost all the staff 
was involved in the machinery of the policy paper system-either in 
formulation or monitoring.  Neither President made actual 
decisions at NSC meetings.  Instead, this was done in smaller fora 
in the President’s Oval Office, always with a cast of characters 
specifically involved in the matter at hand.  The notion that a 
cabinet secretary, by meeting alone with the President, was 
making an “end run” around the “system” would have been 
completely foreign to the officials of this period, and resented by 
either President as encroaching on his prerogatives.  During the 
Eisenhower administration, his Staff Secretary, then-Colonel 
Andrew Goodpaster, often played an important follow-up role in 
coordination and implementation of policy decisions, thereby 
making up for some of the deficiencies in the excessively 
formalistic monitoring process of the Operations Coordinating 
Board. 

 
As we have seen, President Kennedy dismantled the 

Planning Board and the Operations Coordinating Board and 
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drastically reduced the size of the NSC staff.  He substituted a 
small substantive staff, most of it on detail or hired from outside 
the government, which constituted the germ of the elaborate 
functional and geographic ramifications of the NSC staff under 
Nixon and his successors. Under Kennedy, the staff remained 
small enough so that most could have direct access to the President 
as needed. At first he tried to use the full Council, notably in the 
Berlin crisis, but soon discarded it for the most important issues, 
and it fell into disuse.  The same held true for policy papers, such 
as the BNSP, as discussed in Chapter V.  Kennedy tried instead to 
embody policy in his own person. The Achilles heel of the 
Kennedy process was the lack of adequate coordinating 
mechanisms.  Ad hoc committees, such as the Vietnam Working 
Group, were the general solution, but they only functioned well for 
hot button issues, not for routine but necessary ones.  The 
administration’s best innovation, besides the germ of a substantive 
staff, was the Ex Com, a high level ad hoc crisis-management 
group which comprehended the statutory NSC members and 
reached downward and laterally into the official structure to 
include the best possible expertise on the matter at hand, the 
missile crisis.  One can also see the Ex Com as an ad hoc 
committee convened at the highest possible level. 
 
 By and large, President Johnson continued the organization 
created by Kennedy.  He expanded the substantive staff slightly, 
and it did not contain as many members from outside government. 
He interacted with the staff less.  But he did not reinstitute formal 
policy papers for the most important subjects, nor was he fond of 
formal NSC meetings.  There were, however, a number of “snap” 
high-level meetings (no advance agenda) that were labeled NSC 
meetings, usually featuring Vietnam as the only topic or one of 
them.  Johnson’s most notable departure from the Kennedy model 
was a serious effort to reconstruct more adequate coordinating 
mechanisms.  Both the Tuesday lunches and the establishment of 
the SIGs were efforts in this direction.  And both innovations, 
although we have seen they may not have been terribly effective 
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under Johnson, actually did survive as models for similar 
groupings in the later administrations.  Both Kennedy and Johnson 
continued the practice of all their predecessors in granting easy 
access to themselves by the most important cabinet members; 
indeed, they each conducted a great deal of their business with 
them by telephone.  
 
 The Nixon administration presented a number of 
innovations-but insofar as process is concerned, tried to 
incorporate or build on all the modalities used by the preceding 
four Presidents.  With much fanfare, it claimed that it was 
restoring the Eisenhower structure-and in some ways it did.  
Regular formal meetings of the full Council took place, with 
agenda made up in advance.  Numbered reports, in the form of 
NSSMs were prepared on an interagency basis.  Then, borrowing a 
page from the Kennedy-Johnson playbook, Nixon or Kissinger 
would sign a NSDM, quite equivalent to an NSAM.  The NSDMs, 
of course, could also be issued without a preceding study paper.  
Nixon and Kissinger also retained the SIG structure in an altered 
form. 
 
 Granted, a good deal of this structure was a sham.  Some 
have suggested that many of the NSSMs were assigned merely to 
distract the bureaucracy, though in fact we have seen how some 
were carefully utilized in White House decision making, as in the 
case of Japan.  More important, the restoration of the Eisenhower 
structure was meant to disguise the most important innovation 
described in Chapter VII, creation of a vast new White House-
controlled committee interagency structure and the downgrading 
of the State Department’s role in formulation of the most 
important policies.  The staff was significantly expanded, as it had 
been under Eisenhower-but this was an elaboration of the 
Kennedy-Johnson substantive staff, now of a sufficient size to 
mimic a small agency, with a cadre of regional and functional 
experts. 
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 Carter downsized the NSC substantive staff (though it still 
remained larger than it had under Johnson) and attempted to 
restore a more collegial mode of decision-making.  We have seen 
that he was only partially successful in the latter endeavor.  And, 
his most important innovation may have been setting the precedent 
of having the NSC Adviser chair a cabinet-level committee.3  This 
innovation is not necessarily noncollegial, provided the NSC 
Adviser is minded to observe the Scowcroft, rather than the 
Kissinger-Brzezinski, model.  Carter also retained the numbered 
study-paper/decision-memorandum pattern of formal NSC 
documents, but made less fulsome use of it than did Nixon. 
  
 After initially experimenting with downgrading the role of 
the NSC, Ronald Reagan wound up following his Republican 
predecessors by once again increasing the substantive staff and 
multiplying the support staff, the latter in spectacular fashion.  
Some of this proved to be permanent and valuable, such as the 
expansion and modernization of the Situation Room and the 
introduction of a more sophisticated and computerized information 
management system.  Regular NSC meetings were held, and the 
numbered study paper and decision paper output was enormous.  
Given his announced desire to restore the cabinet (not just those 
who were NSC members) to prominence, for a long time he did 
not continue the Carter innovation of having the NSC Adviser 
chair cabinet-level committees.  After a series of disappointments 
in his (and his senior White House staff’s) dealings with the 
cabinet, such as the spectacular rise and fall of Alexander Haig and 
his total disregard of cabinet opinion in the Iran/Contra affair, he 
was obliged to comply with the Tower Commission’s 
recommendations and establish a Principals Committee chaired by 
his new Adviser, Frank Carlucci. 
 

                                                 
3 Kissinger had sometimes, in his capacity as Adviser, chaired meetings of the 
Washington Special Aition Group at which Cabinet members were present. On most such 
occasions, however, he was also Secretary of State! 
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 By the time George H.W. Bush took office, it had long been 
apparent that there were two competing “ghost” models for NSC 
organization and function.  One, represented at its extreme in 
proposals by Richard Neustadt that were put into effect to a 
surprising extent by John F. Kennedy, put heaviest emphasis on 
speed and agility in both policy formulation and decision making.  
Staff must be small, it must have access to the President on an as-
needed basis; the President was the hub of the wheel.  Policy was 
whatever was in the President’s head at the moment.  The model 
was paradoxical in that it emphasized flexibility, mobility and 
responsiveness, at the expense of hierarchy, at the same time that it 
made one man the be-all and end-all of all endeavor.  In purest 
form it was ultimately unworkable, because what was in the 
President’s mind, however brilliant he might be, was never enough 
to comprehend the whole of policy and action. 
 
 The other extreme, only partially realized even in the 
Eisenhower administration, was stodgy and excessively 
bureaucratic, but had the advantage of making possible-though not 
assuring-more carefully formulated policies, and was capable of 
disseminating policy thinking and of communicating decisions to a 
wider echelon of those who needed guidance for purposes of 
execution and feedback.  It emphasized hierarchy, coordination, 
and careful deliberation at the expense of speed.  (What 
Eisenhower’s contemporary critics did not realize was that the 
announced model was not the whole of his decision making 
process.) 
 
 Between the two extremes was the steady, almost genetic 
evolution of a process that sought to combine the best features of 
each model. Additionally, some of its features, such as NSC staff 
chairs for interagency committees, had arisen through long 
practice, not theory or previous practices imported from elsewhere.  
The Bush-Scowcroft NSC was in good measure a successful effort 
to incorporate all the best features of its predecessors.  From the 
Kennedy model came a comparatively small substantive staff, 
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from which Scowcroft sought to reduce “layering,” or excessive 
internal hierarchy; some working-level staff access to the President 
as needed; easy presidential interaction with key cabinet members; 
and most important of all, the President’s own deep personal 
involvement with foreign policy and politico-military issues.  
From the Truman-Eisenhower and Nixon to Reagan eras were 
derived the continuation of the formal full Council meetings, the 
numbered papers, the decision memoranda, and the preoccupation 
with refining and perfecting the interagency process.  Of course, 
the “small” staff was considerably enlarged and more structured 
than the Kennedy model, but that model was its germ; and the 
Eisenhower/Nixon model gradually fell into desuetude during this 
administration, but nonetheless was partially implemesnted.  The 
innovative features of the first Bush era were the frequency of the 
core group meetings, the success of the Deputies Committee, and 
the constant search for improvement in coordination.   
 

This analysis contravenes the conventional dictum that each 
President gets to shape the NSC as he sees fit.  To an extent this 
remains true, but the evolutionary reality would seem to be that an 
informal winnowing or weeding out process has taken place and 
that more and more, each President gets merely to modify an 
existing carapace molded by previous practice.  Since the end of 
the Cold War, for instance: 
 

- -even Democratic Presidents have begun to name White 
House Chiefs of Staff; 

 
-the “spokes on a wheel” method of running the White 
House and NSC staffs seems to have been abandoned; and 
 
-the NSC Adviser and his Deputy, and NSC staffers under 
them, regularly chair interagency meetings from cabinet-
level to several layers below; 
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-all subsequent administrations, indeed all the ones since 
Nixon initiated the practice, have observed the distinction, by 
means of a prefix, between formal review or reporting papers 
and formal presidential decisions. 

 
This review of the NSC’s evolution, however, merely sets up 

the key questions: was either or any one of the NSC’s competing 
models more successful than others?  Were any of them adequate?  
Is it a sound assumption that the system as it has evolved is the 
best possible one? 

 
First, a look at the effectiveness of NSC before and after it 

was establisheds; that is, compared with the only prior pertinent 
examples: the Wilson Administration before and during World 
War I, the Franklin Roosevelt administration, and the Truman 
period up to July, 1947, when the National Security Act went onto 
effect. 

 
During World War I, President Wilson did bring into being, 

by executive order or by sponsoring legislation, temporary 
wartime agencies that exercised a good deal of centralized control 
over the economy; he left the management of the war effort largely 
to them.  Similarly, he left the actual conduct of the war to the 
military.  As we have seen the lack of Army-Navy coordination 
did little harm, owing to the absence of combined operations in the 
U.S role I the war.  What Wilson concentrated on was policy 
formulation, both going into the war and coming out of it.  He paid 
little attention to his Secretaries of State in this regard.  The first, 
an outright pacifist, resigned less than a year after the war began in 
Europe.  The other two Wilson regarded as errand boys.  He had 
an important and astute informal adviser in Colonel House, a man 
who paid far more attention to power-political considerations than 
he did.  In the end, however, his ultimate decision to go to war was 
probably almost solely the result of the German decision in 
January 1917 to resume unrestricted submarine warfare, which 
Wilson had forbidden them to do many months before. Thereby he 
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in effect left the decision on whether or when to go to war up to 
the enemy.4  In April 1918 Wilson formulated his famous14 
Points, which emphasized peace with justice, self-determination, 
and a League of Nations to keep the peace, taking little 
consultation with his advisers as he formulated them, and none 
with his Allies.  These aroused little genuine enthusiasm among 
the Allies, especially France.  In the fall Germany surrendered on 
the basis of these Points. Again failing to delegate responsibility to 
the State Department or anyone else, Wilson traveled to Versailles, 
including no opposition politicians on his delegation.  There, due 
to an admirable perseverance, he did have some success in making 
some of the Points stick part of the time, but sacrificed much of 
them for an agreement setting up a the League of Nations, with the 
United States as a permanent member of its governing Council. 

 
Wilson spent many months at Versailles on two separate 

trips.  When he returned, already exhausted, to mount a campaign 
to win over Republicans in the Senate to his League proposal, he 
suffered a stroke, probably caused by fatigue and, writ large, his 
failure to delegate.  He governed largely through his wife for the 
remaining year and a half of his term. Thereafter the League died 
in the Senate.  Weakened also was his control over domestic 
affairs.  This had a great deal to do with the Red Scare. 

 
Whatever disputed facts and judgments may lurk within the 

above capsule, it is put with stark brevity to emphasize two crucial 
points: problems created by lack of coordination and above all, the 
failure to delegate.  Wilson gave proof of the inability of even a 
brilliant and masterly leader of good will to dominate totally the 
entire policy process, and the potential consequences thereof. 

 

                                                 
4 The eminent historian of Wilson, Arthur Link, found that Wilson was more genuinely 
neutral in his sympathies by December 1916 than at any time since the beginning of the 
war.  See Arthur S. Link, Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era: 1910-1917 (New 
York, 1954),  252-263. 
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Compared to Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt had a much better 
sense of where he wanted the United States to go in foreign and 
military policy, and he was far ahead of his countrymen in 
understanding the almost unique menace posed by Germany in the 
1930s.  Militarily, he was quite successful in seeing to it that the 
U.S. Navy was in reasonably good shape by the time U.S. 
participation in World War II commenced-aided in this by the 
economic stimulation afforded in the depression by government 
spending that was both capital- and labor-intensive.  For the other 
services he did what he could, hampered by Congressional 
resistance. 

 
In the years after the outbreak of war, he was able effectively 

to forward his (retrospectively) clear objective of involving the 
United States in the war, towards which he definitely was rowing 
with muffled oars.  He did this by means of pushing hard in 
Congress for favored legislation such as the Lend Lease and 
Selective Service Acts, and by a series of Executive Orders and 
Executive Agreements, such as those alluded to in Chapter II and 
the famous destroyer deal, by which he swapped, with the British, 
aged warships for naval bases.5

 
Once America entered the war, again mushroom-growth 

temporary executive agencies appeared, naturally with different 
names and a different mix of functions.  Roosevelt exercised a 
fairly active superintendence of military aspects at the heads-of-
government level, but left conduct of operations almost entirely to 
the military, which coordinated closely with its British 
counterparts, but not with other Allies.  The State Department was 
content, along with Treasury, to concentrate on postwar policies, 
such as the proposals for the United Nations, the World Bank, and 
the International Monetary Fund, laying a groundwork that was 
largely effected by the end of the war.  Roosevelt concentrated on 
                                                 
5 For an analysis of this transaction, by which Roosevelt circumvented several statutes by 
the use of controversial legal reasoning, see the second citation in footnote 15 below, 
pages 1042-1047.  Of course, this particular maneuver was implemented openly. 

 16



his summit conferences, concerned as much with postwar 
occupation policy and prospective spheres of influence as with war 
strategy.  

 
There were important differences this time from the 

organizational pattern during World War I.  The military were 
forced by the British example to form the JCS, and the SWNNC 
was the beginnings of a civilian counterpart.  Neither appeared at 
presidential initiative.  Nor did Roosevelt object to them.  The 
main point is that the bureaucracy found itself forced to create 
permanent coordinating bodies even before there was significant 
presidential or Congressional pressure.  We have seen that 
Roosevelt did lay the groundwork for the later CIA when he 
created the COI in the White House. 

 
 Harry Truman and his advisers, both White House and 
cabinet, initiated the groundwork for some of the most significant 
measures of the postwar era even before the National Security Act 
was enacted.  The President asked for Greek-Turkish aid and 
initiated the Marshall Plan in the winter and spring of 1947.  After 
the Act went into effect, such major measures as the recognition of 
Israel, the inception of NATO, and the initial response to the North 
Korean invasion of the South, occurred without National Security 
Council deliberation.   
 

The Council, however, was definitely put to important 
ancillary use.  We have noted its ceremonial use in connection 
with the Berlin airlift and its usefulness as a forum during the 
actual conduct of the Korean War.  Gradually, the system of 
numbered NSC papers became a vital tool of policy, in examples 
such as NSC 13 on Japan, which reversed policy on Japan, calling 
for an end to occupation and the inclusion of Japan within 
American security system, rather than the strict neutrality 
envisaged for it.  The NSC 48 series formalized the beginnings of 
the fateful U.S, commitment to the defense of Indochina.  This 
tendency culminated in the NSC 68 series, which, more than any 
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other policy statements, shaped the long-term policy of the U.S. in 
the Cold War.6  In all these endeavors the State Department, via 
its Policy Planning staff, made effective use of the NSC in its own 
efforts to recapture the lead it had lost in foreign policy 
formulation during the late 30s and World War II.  A horse of 
another color was NSC 60/1, used by the White House to 
formalize and ensure DOD and JCS acquiescence in White House 
and State Department plans to end the occupation and sign a 
Japanese Peace Treaty. 

 
A look at the evolution of the NSC under Truman thus shows 

that there was no “better” or “worse” in the pre- and post-NSC 
development of policy under Truman, but does show that the NSC 
definitely proved a useful instrument.  The example of NSC 48/5 
alone, however, shows that it did not ensure increased wisdom. 

 
In contrast, one can hardly imagine the Eisenhower 

administration without the NSC, especially the lengthy full 
Council meetings held regularly throughout its eight years.  It may 
well be that had no NSC existed when Eisenhower took office, he 
would have found himself forced to invent one, so profound was 
his commitment to the sort of staff system he had accustomed 
himself to during his long, and often dreary, military career.  It 
was totally immaterial to Eisenhower whether he made decisions 
during these meetings, for they were just one of his many means of 
attaining advice and a consensus, whether before or after a 
decision was made. 

 
Milestones in the NSC saga under Eisenhower included the 

successive revisions of Basic National Security Policy, crucial 
meetings of the Council at which the decision to threaten the use 
of nuclear weapons to end the Korean War was confirmed, the 
lengthy debates on the two Taiwan crises, and the prolonged 
deliberations on Suez. 
                                                 
6 NSC 68 and its successors formalized a more military emphasis than George Kennan’s 
Long Telegram and X article. 
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It makes no sense to ask whether this administration made 

better or worse policies than it would have functioning solely 
through the cabinet officers, because once simply cannot imagine 
this president functioning without some form of staff system.  

 
 Kennedy was the first of several Presidents who, following 
the example of Roosevelt, wanted to function as “their own 
Secretary of State.” 
This shopworn phrase in actuality evidenced a misunderstanding 
of that Secretary’s proper role, which was to supervise the U.S. 
representational function abroad, and to formulate potential 
foreign policies and then advise the president of his 
recommendations.  In following the Roosevelt model, Kennedy 
reduced White House and NSC staff at the same time as he made it 
more directly responsive to him personally.  That there was an 
NSC staff in being was clearly essential to his purposes, even 
though he reduced and reorganized it, because for a president to 
play in the postwar world the role FDR had played in World War 
II clearly required a somewhat larger staff than the latter had had 
at his command, owing to the larger number of  foreign powers, 
alone,  not to mention the rivalry with the SU, the increased 
lethality of weapon systems, the enhanced position of the U.S. in 
the world, and a multitude of other factors   Thus paradoxically 
enough, even though JFK reduced NSC staff, his is, like 
Eisenhower’s an administration in which one can clearly posit that 
its performance would have been impossible without the NSC.  
 
 Although Eisenhower had greatly augmented the NSC’s role, 
it was Kennedy who made it an instrument of presidential 
aggrandizement.  This because he was the first to make its staff 
directly responsive to himself, and because this staff, however 
small, was now a substantive staff which monitored the doings of 
the Departments on a day-to-day basis.  Also the founding of the 
operations center (Situation Room), gave the NSC much more 
day-to-day data to work with. 
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 From most points of view, Johnson’s approach to the NSC 
represented more or less a holding action on its development.   
After the departure of McGeorge Bundy, he deemphasized the role 
of the National Security Adviser, kept the staff small, distanced 
himself from its members, and retained the practice of issuing 
brief decision memoranda (NSAMs).  One can imagine LBJ at 
least trying to operate without any statutory NSC.  The Tuesday 
lunches were somewhat like an informal resurrection of old 
fashioned cabinet meetings, but restricted to national security 
subjects.  His “NSC meetings” were often “snap” affairs, not really 
issuing from the formal NSC structure. His range of informal 
consultations, often transacted on the telephone, was prodigious, 
rivaling Roosevelt’s.  Johnson did, however, make a few 
innovations.  One was the SIG system, as noted above.  Another 
was the resurrection of a limited number of full-dress NSC 
meetings, restricted to subjects of secondary, but significant, 
importance.  
 

Nonetheless, his administration’s performance was probably 
enhanced by the existence of the NSC, for it provided him with a 
ready-made politico-military and foreign policy staff. 

 
With the advent of Richard Nixon the NSC substantive staff, 

and especially the Adviser himself, attained an influence never 
equaled before or since.  That there was a statutory NSC obviously 
was crucial, for without such a vehicle Nixon could never 
increased the substantive foreign policy staff in the White House 
to the extent he did.  Nixon drew upon many of the styles adopted 
by his predecessors in fashioning his own unique system.  From 
Eisenhower came the regularly scheduled formal NSC meetings-
but they had less significance than under Ike.  From Kennedy 
came the notion of a hard-hitting substantive staff.  From Truman 
and Eisenhower both, the lengthy formal papers, now cast as 
preliminary submissions rather the basis for policy in them selves.  
From Kennedy-Johnson, the NSAMs, of which Nixon’s NSDMs 
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were basically an expanded extension.  Thus, there was much that 
was evolutionary, drawing on past NSC history. 

 
What was revolutionary was the spirit in which all these 

inherited ingredients were blended.  Nixon at least doubled, and at 
times tripled the number of NSC staffers in the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations.  Even more important, he made his 
national security adviser, whose position had by then acquired an 
aura of permanence (even though not statutory), unheard of 
powers. Within a few months Kissinger had become the 
President’s closest foreign policy adviser, and under the revised 
NSC system described in Chapter VII, come to far surpass in de 
facto power any cabinet secretary or other civilian official in U.S. 
history with the possible exception of Alexander Hamilton.  Nor 
had Colonel House equaled, with Wilson, Kissinger’s personal 
influence with Nixon.  For Nixon, to his ultimate misfortune, used 
Kissinger as an instrument of isolating himself from the normal 
governmental apparatus.  The overall assessment of the strengths 
and weaknesses of this system as set forth in Chapter VII amounts 
to a grudging acknowledgment of its overall effectiveness in 
foreign policy making, coupled with a judgment that such a system 
is on balance too isolating of the presidency to be a satisfactory on 
a permanent basis. 

 
Carter tried to balance a strong NSC adviser and staff (larger 

than under Kennedy/Johnson, smaller than under Nixon) with a 
return to a collegial use of his State, Defense and Treasury cabinet 
secretaries. To an extent he succeeded, but clashes between the 
Adviser and Carter’s two Secretaries of State eventually ran his 
experiment aground. His high-level committee system, however, 
the product of his careful thought, was a harbinger of the structure 
that took mature shape in the late Reagan and George H.W. Bush 
administrations. 

 
The chapter on the Reagan period demonstrated conclusively 

that RR could not have functioned in either of his operating modes 
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without an NSC: in the period before Iran-Contra, it was the 
presence of a large and expanding NSC staff that enabled him to 
use it for certain purposes that went contrary to secretarial 
preference, the intent of Congress, and announced policy alike.  
Even during this period Matlock’s careful tutelage of Reagan 
showed that the NSC was useful to the President for more 
conventional policy making as well. This was a President who 
needed a lot of careful briefing to put his vision of where he 
wanted to take the country into action.  Post Tower report, the 
Powell-Carlucci-Shultz triumvirate finally gave the Reagan 
administration a smoothly running team, in its last, very 
productive days. 

 
In the final administration of he Cold War period, George 

H.W. Bush used the NSC Adviser and his staff as a core vital tool 
in his bold pursuit of his two most ambitious foreign policy goals, 
the unification of Germany and the liberation of Kuwait.  Both 
were thrust upon him by events, to which he responded with 
initiative and decisiveness.  He was, however, careful not to let the 
NSC staff undermine or bypass the contribution of his major 
cabinet members.  James Baker, especially, took a major role in 
the negotiating process that ended the Cold War, and he rallied an 
unprecedented coalition behind the Kuwait operation. The first 
Bush had spent his entire Washington career in an environment in 
which a prominent role for the NSC was a given, not an option. 

 
Our survey of NSC effectiveness under the successive Cold 

War presidents has shown that only Truman and possibly Johnson 
had the long Washington experience which would might have 
enabled them to run their administrations without needing the NSC 
system either as a crutch or as a means of expanding their reach 
and influence- or, as in the case of Reagan, as both. 

 
What effect did existence of the NSC have on the President’s 

personal control of the policymaking process?  Did it as some 
intended, and others feared, limit his authority in any way?    
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Though intended by, say, Forrestal and a few members of 

Congress to impose upon the President a certain procedure of 
operation and consultation, such a shackling never eventuated.  
The formal NSC met only when the President chose, and he was 
not obliged to attend its meetings or to accept its collective advice.  
The history of the NSC as an institution shows clearly that in the 
early days each President shaped it to his inclinations, whether it 
was Truman advisory board, Ike’s staff system, Kennedy’s 
freewheeling cadre of hotshots, or Nixon’s massive and sheltering 
policy engine.   

 
Nonetheless, the NSC may be said to have imposed certain 

limitations on certain Presidents.  To begin with, the very fact of 
its existence came to impose a certain cosmetic function.  At 
times, it was wise for a leader to be shown engaged in what may 
be termed “conspicuous consultation” with his official national 
security family.  This tendency occurred first during the 1948 
Berlin crisis under Truman and later under Eisenhower and Nixon.    

 
More important, during the last phase of the Cold War, there 

emerged the phenomenon of the NSC as a bureaucratic carapace, 
largely of the President’s and his predecessors’ own making, 
which was seen by others to confine him within accepted 
procedural norms.  Consider the Iran-Contra fiasco in this light: 
the President has what we may call “doubly secret” policies in two 
areas, Central America and the Middle East.  They are contrary to 
his own official policies as promulgated either secretly or publicly 
or both, and, to varying degrees, of his Secretaries of State and 
Defense, (though not of his intelligence chief).  They are also 
directly opposed, and fully secret from, the will of Congress as 
expressed in several pieces of legislation.  To accomplish his ends, 
he is using his NSC staff and communications system, swollen and 
augmented as never before, as an operational agency.  Up to this 
point, one would be justified in saying that the NSC was not 
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limiting Presidential power, but contributing to making it 
unlimited.   

 
Suddenly, the “scandal” breaks, at first just the Middle East 

phase.  The President loses support from all across the political 
spectrum.  Then, when the Central American phase becomes 
public, he gets a great deal of it back from his own core 
supporters.  At all times, however, the group of experienced 
officials most familiar with past NSC operations is appalled.  
Congress is outraged; public approval ratings plunge.  These three 
factors, as codified in the Tower Report, which also sets the 
pattern for subsequent NSC organization, bring the President, very 
reluctantly, to heel. 

 
But imagine a different situation, in which the country is 

genuinely in mortal peril and the President wishes to take some 
measures which go contrary to or jeopardize announced policy. He 
cooperates with Congress in some measures but ignores it in 
others, saying one thing to the public but also taking certain secret 
measures that lead in another direction, in a word, hoodwinking 
the normal policy process by sleight of hand.  Such was the course 
followed by FDR in the two years leading up to U.S. entry into 
World War II. Most historians believe that Roosevelt’s actions in 
the North Atlantic alone would have eventually brought the United 
States to war with Germany.  Because of the nature of the case, the 
general public and most historians have admired rather than 
condemned FDR’s course of action.  It is hard to imagine him 
following his feline course, both pushing and pulling the public, 
Congress and the politico-military establishment gradually to 
move in the direction he wished to go, with an army of aides and 
cabinet principals milling about and perhaps leaking information 
along the way. 

 
It will be objected that such a long term course would not be 

open to any President today because of more intensive media 
coverage and less media deference. But this is precisely the point-
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that with a smaller White House staff a leader would be better able 
to keep his course hidden. 

 
Another counterargument is that the President is still able to 

keep a personal “covert” policy secret if he relies only on a few 
trusted aides-as in Nixon’s opening to China.  Yet this secret 
needed only to be kept for a few months, nor was it contrary to the 
public hints that this administration had been dropping for some 
time.  

 
The point of this exercise is that there may be instances in 

which a wise, as well as a foolish, exercise of devious Presidential 
leadership might be thwarted by the NSC apparatus as it has 
evolved, even that part of it which is regularly promulgated by the 
Chief Executive himself in his organizational directives.  It is 
noteworthy that such directives now routinely build upon those of 
their predecessors, adding only elaboration and more addressees.7  
Each new President now inherits, as much as he creates, an NSC 
organization that may or may not encumber hum, depending on his 
methods of operation.  Paradoxically, the road to today’s elaborate 
in-house Presidential staff emanated from JFK’S initial attempt to 
build a more flexible, responsive NSC structure by hiring a small 
reginal-and functionally-oriented substantive staff that subsequent 
presidents augmented-and layered. 

 
It is important to note, however, that this elaboration of the 

NSC staff should not be confused with any tendency toward 
collective cabinet-level decision-making along the supposed 
British model desired by Forrestal.  That is a development that 
never occurred during the Cold War. 

 
Has the NSC been a force for the militarization of traditional 

foreign policy concerns?   
 

                                                 
7 See, for instance, PPD-1 of February 13, 2009, President Obama’s organizing directive 
for the NSC.  (http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/ppd/ppd-1.pdf as of August 9, 2009) 
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The obvious postulate here is that U.S. external relations 
have indeed relied more on military force and a military 
component in their planning than used to be the case before World 
War II, except for its conspicuous use in the Caribbean and Central 
America from the 1890s until the early 1930s.  The confrontation 
with the Soviet Union was the principal national justification for 
this change.  Did the NSC system do anything to intensify or 
exacerbate this development? 

 
Institutionally, there is no evidence that it did.  Congress 

removed the service secretaries from the Council in the 1949 
amendments to the National Security Act, and there have been 
repeated Congressional and other proposals, none successful, to 
bar military and former military officers from holding the 
Adviser’s post.  During the Cold War, four such men (out of a 
total of 14) held the job,8 concentrated towards the end of the 
period, matching the four academics who served in the Kennedy, 
Johnson, Nixon and Carter periods.   The next four advisers (1993-
2009) were civilians.  Military officers were frequently detailed to 
the NSC staff, especially from the Nixon administration onwards.  
They never dominated the mix. They were naturally influential in 
the areas of defense policy and arms control.  This was as it should 
be in an institution set up to forward combined politico-military 
consultations. 

 
Paradoxically enough, it may be that using military officers 

as NS advisers may even serve at times as insulation against 
military dominance of the council.  The two military men who 
held the job at the close of our period were cautious, reflective 
officers who were extremely experienced in staff work and 
accustomed to taking into account all points of view.  Their views 
were measured and their professionalism put them on their guard 
and precluded them from any attempt to dominate the policy 
process, as opposed to making their views known, which they 
                                                 
8 If one includes Souers and Cutler, both reserve officers who had civilian careers too, the 
total is six.  Souers, though titled as Executive Secretary, also had advisory functions. 
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clearly did.  Their conduct of the office is in great contrast to that 
of two of the academics, Kissinger and Brzezinski , who openly 
considered that the holder of the job should do his best to control 
the interagency process in order to make the government function 
effectively.      

 
McFarlane’s problems while holding the office appear 

unrelated to his military background.  Only Poindexter-and he is 
an important cautionary example-illustrates the problem of 
choosing a stereotypical military man who might salute and say 
aye-aye to almost any outlandish order. 

 
Is the national security structure, even if it is fundamentally 

in harmony with the purposes of representative, limited 
government, an anomaly in the U.S. constitutional system?  Does 
it create strains that undermine the traditional constitutional 
structure, thereby limiting its own effectiveness as well as that of 
the rest of the government? 

 
This question derives from the fact that the British 

Committee on Imperial Defense, whose function was described in 
Chapter I, initially inspired the NSC idea.  The CID was a cabinet 
committee within a cabinet government, which is a fundamentally 
different system of executive control from the American one.  
Within the unitary British system, there was no reason why a 
bureaucratic organization headed by cabinet members, all with 
seats in Parliament, should have imposed any strain on Britain’s 
famously “unwritten” constitution, and it didn’t.  In America’s 
tripartite system, the situation was different once the NSC began to 
acquire significant staff and the NSC Adviser to acquire significant 
power.   

 
One might describe the powers the NSC Adviser and his staff 

have exercised over the years as always involving varying 
proportions of three elements: coordination, domination, and 
duplication of the policy process.  (By the latter is meant using the 
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NSC to repeat, do over or preempt the work of an agency charged 
by statute with certain missions.)  Coordination, as best 
exemplified by the roles played by Bundy, Scowcroft, and Powell 
during their tenures as Adviser, or even by Eisenhower’s Staff 
Secretary, Andrew Goodpaster, was never perceived as a threat to 
the U.S. constitutional structure during the Cold War period.  
Domination, as exercised by Kissinger and sought by Brzezinsky, 
might seem to have been a different matter.  Kissinger’s 
domination of policy, however, drew only scattered protests and 
calls for Senate confirmation during his tenure in the Adviser’s 
post, primarily because so many in Congress admired his talents, 
secondarily because Congressional leaders saw him as a stabilizing 
force during the Watergate turmoil.  Brzezinsky, on the other 
hand, despite his ambitions, never consolidated his power to the 
extent Kissinger did.  Nonetheless there was a real and continuing 
problem in that a policy-dominant Adviser, not being confirmed, 
was not subject to being compelled to testify before Congressional 
Committees charged with funding U.S. foreign and defense 
policies.  Yet even the Tower Report cautioned against requiring 
that the National Security Adviser be subject to confirmation, 
arguing that if this were done, the President would turn to other 
advisers who were not subject to confirmation.    

  
Duplication, or going operational, as most conspicuously 

exemplified by Oliver North’s machinations under Reagan, was 
another matter entirely.  Revelation of North’s operational role 
intensified the public and Congressional firestorm that blazed after 
the arms-for-hostages operation became public, and cautions 
against a major operational role for the NSC staff were among the 
principal conclusions of the Tower Report.  Since that time the 
prospect of the NSC staff becoming an operational body has 
diminished, as the structure suggested by the Tower Report and 
codified by the first President Bush has become the norm. 

 
Overall, the possible tensions that might be expected for the 

American system from the existence of an influential NSC staff 
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have usually remained latent and subdued.  No NSC Adviser since 
Kissinger has exercised his unique set of powers. No NSC staffer 
since North has accumulated his variety of operational roles-and 
even North managed this only with the complicity of a powerful 
agency head, William Casey.  Yet such a threat has recently 
emerged from a previously unexpected institutional quarter, as 
discussed under the following question.  

 
Can the national security apparatus be validly described as 

creating a “national security state” of which the NSC is at the 
head, that is, a nation in which democratic values and domestic 
imperatives are neglected or even destroyed in favor of 
considerations of external and internal security?  Or has the 
United States merely matured as a nation by creation of a 
necessary and formerly lacking security apparatus? 

 
A full answer to this question would of course need a 

combined study of the entire national security community, 
including the NSC, the State, Justice and Defense Departments 
(and for a more recent period, the Department of Homeland 
Security), as well as America’s vast collection of intelligence 
agencies, especially the CIA and NSA.  A huge literature has 
explored some of these areas, often raising various alarms.9  Here 
of course our main interest is in whether the NSC as an institution 
has forwarded such a development.  The more general premise 
behind this discussion, however, whose underpinnings are beyond 
the scope of this book, is that the National Security Act and 
subsequent Cold War developments did not create a national 
security state, but a politico-military national security 
establishment, just as the New Deal created a domestic welfare 
and security establishment.  A second premise is that a true 
national security state would necessarily be an unrestricted police 
state as well.   
                                                 
9 For instance, see Marcus Raskin, The Politics of National Security (New Brunswick, 
NJ, 1979).  Raskin, like some others, took the existence of a “national security state” as a 
given, without bothering to define it. 
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The principal conclusion here is that during the Cold War the 

National Security Council did not forward or encourage the 
development of a national security state in the sense of a police 
state.  Despite the language of the National Security Act, stating 
that the Council was to “advise the President with respect to the 
integration of domestic, foreign, and military policies relating to 
the national security,” the NSC did not interest itself significantly 
in domestic security considerations, with the exception of reports 
and formally adopted policy papers on port security and the 
abortive civil defense proposals of the late 1950s and early 1960s. 
The Civil Service Commission administered the loyalty program 
initiated by Truman in 1947, with investigations carried out 
principally by the FBI, also by the security bureaus of the 
individual departments.10  The FBI’s Counterintelligence 
Program (COINTELPRO), a massive effort to disrupt radical and 
civil rights activists alike, initiated by a directive from J. Edgar 
Hoover, lasted from 1956 to 1971 and possibly, in different forms, 
beyond, but had no known NSC input.11  Presidents who wished 
to make political use of the FBI-and they included both Democrats 
and Republicans-dealt directly with Hoover. 

 
What NSC was supposed to do in the intelligence field under 

the National Security Act was deal with foreign intelligence, both 
analysis and operations, including covert activities.  In the early 
years it issued s series of National Security Intelligence Directives 
(NSCIDS), which dealt with organization and other topics, and 
also issued, as approved policy papers, two key directives on 
covert operations, NSC 10/2 (1948) and NSC 5412/2 (1954).12  
                                                 
10 For an overview, see Robert Justin Goldman, Political Repression in Modern America 
from 1870 to 1976 (Urbana, 2001), 285 ff. 
11 For an introduction to the FBI’s role in the Cold War, and bibliography, see Athan G. 
Theoharis et. al., The FBI: A Comprehensive Reference Guide (New York, 2000). 
12For texts of most NSCIDS issued 1945-1950, see FRUS, 1945-1950, Emergence of the 
Intelligence Establishment (Washington, 1996), 1105-1125; for those issued 1950-1955 
and some revisions of earlier ones, see ibid., 1950-1955, The Intelligence Community, 
(Washington, 2007), 790-809. For an overview of U.S. policy on covert operations 
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During this same period, however, the NSC failed to create any 
mechanism that could exercise full and continuous control over the 
complete range of activities of the intelligence community.  A 
series of NSC interagency committees, successively known as the 
NSC 5412/2 Special Group (Eisenhower-Kennedy), the 30313 
Committee (Johnson), the 40 Committee (Nixon), were 
responsible for week-to-week authorization and monitoring of 
covert activities,14 with some success; but they failed to exercise 
full superintendence of the dimensions of such programs.  
(Regarding legislation that sought to establish closer 
Congressional supervision of these programs, see Chapter IX.)  
Moreover, there was no NSC body that sought to exercise 
continuing managerial control over the intelligence community as 
a whole.  According to the National Security Act, the Director of 
Central Intelligence was supposed to be in general charge of the 
entire intelligence community and report on his management to the 
Council.  As pointed out earlier in this chapter, since no DCI ever 
succeeded in carrying out this function, he could not fulfill his 
duty to the NSC either. 

 
Our answer, then, as far as the intelligence community is 

concerned, is that the NSC itself never had the capacity, via 
control of a vast intelligence apparatus, to mold a national security 
state; but its very lack of control, on the other hand, may have 
helped relinquish to the intelligence apparatus itself frequent 
illegal and unconstitutional exercises of power, sometimes with 
presidential connivance. 

                                                                                                                                                 
through the Johnson period, including citations to texts of NSC 10/2 and 5412, see ibid., 
1964-1968, XXVI, xxxiii-xxxvii.        . 
13 After NSAM 303, June 2, 1964, which renamed it; for this NSAM, see FRUS 1964-
1968 XXXIII, 453; the reason for the change was apparently “to make the group look 
utterly drab and innocuous.”  See ibid., 451-452. 
14 Regarding the 40 Committee, see ibid., 1969-1976, II, 45, 349, 405, 418-419, 474, 
551-552.  NSDM 40, dated February 17, 1970, which laid down ground rules for the 
Committee’s operation, specified that it should henceforth be known by the number of 
the NSDM “in view of recent mention of the 303 Committee in public media.” Ibid., 418-
419.  
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The most serious threat to traditional constitutional order to 

emerge during the Cold War was the various theories and 
rationales for augmented executive power which Reagan 
appointees and other conservatives formulated during his 
administration.  Similar claims were entered by the first President 
Bush in the form of signing statements that accompanied some 
legislation on military and intelligence matters. Thus, as so often 
in intellectual history, the idea of a national security state, which 
enjoyed wide currency during the 1960s, long antedated serious 
steps towards its realization. 

 
The existence of the NSC contributed to these claims 

indirectly because President Reagan’s misuse (by contemporary 
and subsequent consensus) of his NSC staff led to the investigation 
that resulted in the Iran-Contra Committee’s Report.  As pointed 
out in Chapter 10, this report was the occasion for the Minority 
Report that was the model for many (not all) of the claims of 
preclusive15 Executive Branch power made by the Bush-Cheney 
administration many years later.  During that administration, 
however, the NSC itself did not figure prominently for several 
reasons.  First, its two NSC advisers, Condoleeza Rice and 
Stephen Hadley, never attained remotely the influence of either 
Kissinger (the NSC at its peek) or Scowcroft (the consensus pick 
                                                 
15 By “preclusive” is meant a claim by one branch, usually the executive, to a level of 
constitutional authority that overrides any possible jurisdiction by either of the other two 
branches.  For a fuller definition and a discussion of Presidential claims of exclusive 
authority based on the Commander in Chief clause in Article II of the U.S, Constitution, 
see David J. Barron and Martin Lederman, “The Commander in Chief at the Lowest Ebb: 
Framing the Problem, Doctrine and Original Understanding,” Harvard Law Review, 
121:3 (January 2008), 689-804, and the authors’ continuation article, “The Commander 
in Chief at the Lowest Ebb: A Constitutional History,” ibid., 121:4 (February 2008), 944-
1111.  (For a general exploration of issues regarding the doctrine of a “unitary 
executive,” which has ramifications for presidential and congressional powers in the 
areas of military and foreign affairs, see Lawrence Lessig and Cass R. Sunstein, “The 
President and the Administration,” Columbia Law Review 94:1 (January 1994), 1-121.)  
For what amounts to a rebuttal of many of the arguments set forth by Barron and 
Lederman, see John Yoo, “The Terrorist Surveillance Program and the Constitution,” 
George Mason Law Review, 14:3 (Spring 2007), 565-604.    
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for an “ideal” man for the job).  Second, the Bush II NSC 
principals were riven by dissent; the gulf between Powell on one 
hand and Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld on the other was 
particularly acute.  Last and by far the most important, the 
President accorded to Vice President Cheney a unique charter of 
all-embracing influence, especially in his first term, and it was 
Cheney’s national security staff, especially David Addington, that 
was the most important source of innovative doctrine. 

 
Overall, to the extent that an oppressive surveillance and 

restrictive apparatus has been grafted onto or supplanted 
traditional American liberties, it would not be fair to say that the 
NSC has been a leading instrument in this tendency. Its sins in 
intelligence oversight have been ones of omission; it was basically 
reformed after its Reagan administration lapses; and the second 
Bush administration’s assertions of unchecked executive power 
have operated through other vehicles. 

 
To the questions posed at the outset of this study we now add 

two others: 
 
What were the most important deficiencies revealed during 

the Cold war with regard to the NSC’s original and accreted 
missions? Do such failures have pertinence to the NSC today?      

 
The intent of the Congress in drafting the NSC section of the 

National Security Act of 1947 was unquestionably to encourage 
the president to consult more closely, frequently and effectively 
with his most senior advisers. The Act encouraged this by setting 
up the Council, briefly suggesting some possible missions (see the 
language quoted in Chapter II), and providing a modest budget for 
the purpose.  Further, the language explicitly encouraged the Chief 
Executive’s high level subordinates to work more closely with 
each other. The Act seems to have been effective in promoting the 
former goal-Presidential involvement in the web of consultation-
than the latter-getting cabinet members and others to work 
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together.  Even a President such as Nixon, who built himself a wall 
of isolation, saw the cosmetic value of holding frequent formal 
NSC meetings; and at them, he may have picked up valuable 
information.  Those who held such meetings infrequently, such as 
Kennedy or Johnson, were, as we have seen, adept at creating 
other fora or in engaging in round robin one-on-one conferences.  
Yet there was no way in our tripartite system that the Congress 
could succeed in prescribing interdepartmental harmony.  The 
entrenched nature of major cabinet posts-and indeed their 
individual ties to individual Congressional committees-militates 
against success in such a prescription, even if piously enjoined by 
the Congress as a whole.  As recounted in more detail above, this 
was probably the principal failure of the system during the Cold 
War-and recent events have shown that it can persist.  Choosing 
the national security cabinet members and the national security 
adviser as a team is the key not only to interdepartmental harmony 
but also to smoother national security coordination.   

 
A second major deficiency of the NSC system has been its 

failure to create a permanent vehicle for systematic planning and 
policy analysis.  This is not to say that such planning never took 
place during the Cold War.   The two outstanding examples are the 
NSC 68 series in the late Truman period and Project Solarium, 
early in Eisenhower’s presidency.  The massive series of NSSM’s 
undertaken during the early Nixon years are another highlight.  At 
no time did such planning please everyone-and that it to be 
expected.  NSC 68 in particular is in bad odor with those who 
believe it led to an excessive militarization of Cold War strategy.  
Yet it was at the least a far-reaching study whose premises and 
conclusions could be understood and debated among a wide 
section of the senior policy echelons of the government and so, at 
the least, an educational tool.  Even after the popularity of overall 
planning diminished during the 1960s, a revival sometimes took 
place in other forms.  The Nixon administration offered public 
documents such as its annual reviews of foreign policy, public 
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documents that were submitted to the Congress.16  And beginning 
with the requirement of the Goldwater-Nichols Act that the 
President issue a periodic National Security Strategy Report,17 
Congress has mandated executive branch production of a 
profusion of strategy documents, such as the Quadrennial Defense 
Review, the National Defense Strategy, and the National Military 
Strategy; the first two of these are requirements laid on the 
Secretary of Defense, the third is required of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff.18  A common characteristic of these reports is that prepared 
as they are for public consumption, they tend to overlay policy 
with a heavy coating of propaganda.  

 
Yet we have seen that even at the end of the Eisenhower 

administration, which probably took the planning function more 
seriously than any other during our period, there was wide 
discontent with the type of planning being done.  Especially 
notable was Acheson’s complaint that it was not long range or 
cogent enough, and should perhaps be better done off site.  And at 
the end of the Cold War, thirty years later, Brent Scowcroft was 
lamenting that attempts to undertake systematic planning at the 
NSC were prone to be superseded by the need to assign planners to 
more immediate tasks.  Taken together, the two comments suggest 
a need for both insulating planners from the rush of events and 
finding better people to do the job. 

 
Is remoteness of location a solution?  The difficulty might 

then be remoteness of engagement, and an ivory tower tendency.  
But this might well be balanced by a willingness to think 
otherwise unthinkable thoughts, which might have a long-range 
benefit.  Leakage of such thoughts is another grave hazard, for an 
idea leaked before its time is ripe can do enormous damage.  The 
                                                 
16For text of the first of these, submitted on February 18, 1970, see Public Papers of the 
Presidents of the United States: Richard Nixon, 1970, 116-190. 
17For the most famous example of the National Security Strategy Report, issued 
September 17, 2002 by President George W. Bush, see  
18  
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idea of off-site planning at the highest level is nonetheless 
intriguing.  Such planning would be a novelty only because it 
would be exclusively for the consumption of the most senior 
officials.  For instance, extremely long-range military planning has 
been done for many years as a matter of course by the Joint Staff 
within the JCS structure, and before that by the planning staffs of 
the Army and Navy.  Another example is the Policy Planning Staff 
of the State Department, intermittently influential over the years 
and especially so during the Truman administration, as detailed in 
Chapter III.  Also, the Rand Corporation and many other think 
tanks have done contract research for many departments and 
agencies. Such operations have, however, whether conducted 
inside or outside the government, another common characteristic: 
their remoteness from political pressure.  Whether any long-range 
planning group directly under NSC auspices, whatever its physical 
location, could maintain this type of distance can only be 
determined by an actual trial.  Even so, planning from a distant, 
cool perspective, at the same time directly answerable to the 
highest authorities, may be the best way to avoid those 
“deceptions” of the “façades of vanished power, especially our 
own” which so troubled Acheson. 

 
A massive and extraordinarily valuable study by the Center 

for the Study of the Presidency, released in late 2008, suggests an 
entirely different approach.19 The plan calls for a huge infusion of 
money and staff into a much-reorganized NSC.20 A newly 
enlarged NSC Secretariat, comprising as many as 500 people, 
would undertake among its many functions a systematic review of 
                                                 
19 James R. Locher III et. al., Forging a New Shield (Washington, November 2008).  This 
report and its accompanying case studies were prepared by a staff, including contractors, 
of over 200 people under the auspices of the Project on National Security Reform of the 
Center for the Study of the Presidency.  They were financed in part by a grant from the 
U.S. Government.  This report and accompanying case studies were available on the web 
site of the Center for the Study of the Presidency as of February 2009.    
20 Indeed, the study calla for such far reaching change in the NSC, including 
incorporating within it the Homeland Security Council, that it proposes to rename it the 
PSC, or President’s Security Council. 
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all U.S. policies and programs, and coordinate this review with 
inputs from all the affected politico-military departments and 
agencies. 22 distinguished former officials (including both Brent 
Scowcroft and Newt Gingrich!), bureaucrats, and scholars signed 
the study.  This proposal for massive engagement in planning 
poses opposite hazards from the “ivory tower” difficulties inherent 
in the preceding proposal.  Yet close engagement has historically 
dissuaded any incentive to fresh, daring ideas.21  Nonetheless, 
because the proposal also calls for much-needed fuller integration 
of interagency planning, decision-making and policy 
implementation both at home and in the field, it needs the most 
careful study and thought.  Perhaps in the end there could be both 
on site and off site planning staffs, with the results of the latter 
available for the President’s eyes only, and such distribution as he 
chooses to make. 

 
In giving such weight to the interagency process, the CSP 

study is in effect endorsing one more necessary action: the 
importance of bringing specialist expertise into the most senior 
decision making bodies, formal and informal.  At various times in 
the present study we have emphasized the effectiveness of those 
committees usually but not always ad hoc, which have combined 
senior authority and functional and area expertise.  The famous 
Kennedy Ex Com (1962-1963) is one example, the Bush I 
European Strategy Committee and its subgroups another.  These 
may be termed “principals plus” or “cross section” committees.  
They seek to combine due attention to hierarchy and the most 
pertinent expertise.  We have seen that the lack of a similar group 

                                                 
21 A hint that this problem might accompany systematic, in-house planning is found in 
some of the features of the CSP study itself.  Its definition of a successful national 
security policy is simply that the United States must “prevail” in all its external 
endeavors; it seeks to fold energy and environmental policies under the “national 
security” rubric; and it calls for a massive “Department of International Relations” along 
the lines of the old Rockefeller proposal for a Department of Foreign Affairs; even with 
the vast proposed expansion of the NSC it envisages (to be accomplished by a revision of 
the National Security Act), it fails to make a clear recommendation on whether the 
National Security Adviser should receive Senate confirmation. (Ibid,. passim)  
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plagued policymakers during such events as the Iranian Revolution 
of 1978-1979. Greater use of them, or any other mechanism that 
enables the President easily to reach downward into the 
bureaucracy for expertise and ideas can only be encouraged. 

 
Has the nature of international issues so changed in the last 

twenties years that the Cold War experience is no longer relevant 
today? 

 
 Writing at the end of the Cold War, Christopher Shoemaker, 
an Army officer who was an alumnus of the Reagan NSC, 
recommended that the NSC substantive staff should be increased, 
to about 75-80 professionals.  He viewed this as large enough to 
undertake some long range planning but small enough to avoid the 
twin evils of layering and organizational rigidity.22  No one at the 
time proposed anything larger, and Scowcroft, Carlucci and others 
were advocates of a far lower number. This was a one-third to one-
half increase over the number then serving under the first President 
Bush.  Two decades later the CSI study proposed the massive 
increases cited above.  The reason for this change in consensus, 
apparently including Scowcroft himself, is the supposed greater 
complexity and intractability of the international arena today. 
Terrorism, nuclear proliferation, “rogue” states, failed states, the 
perceived necessity of constant “small” wars and missile strikes 
anywhere in the third world, global warming, energy scarcity, and 
the implosion of formerly colonial populations into the territory of 
former colonial powers are just some the issues cited for increased 
vigilance.   
 

Most of these are serious problems or at the very least 
serious potential problems.  Yet to attempt to deal with all of them 
under the rubric of “national security,” with consequent vast 
expansion of a national security apparatus whose only guidance (if 
the CPS study were to be followed) is that the United States is to 
                                                 
22Christopher C. Shoemaker,  The NSC Staff: Counseling the Council (Boulder, CO, 
1991), 116-119.   
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“prevail” in all international matters whatsoever would be to 
continue to behave as though the world had not changed, that the 
total power of the country, however amazing its continued 
economic and social progress might be, will not be relatively less 
in the future.  Moreover, it might be to fail to see opportunity as 
well as danger in inevitable changes. And, when one folds more 
mundane and everyday subjects such as climate change, energy 
scarcity and natural disasters under the national security label, 
there is also the risk of constricting democratic dialogue on how to 
deal with them, for national security topics are far more subject to 
classification under the heading of “national security information.” 

 
Another problem raised by a huge expansion of any White 

House professional staff is that such staff may wind up trying to 
duplicate the depth of expertise found in the cabinet departments 
and other agencies. Such an attempt would not only be hopeless 
and duplicative, it would be doomed to failure.  Improvements in 
coordination, for which the CPS study also has extensive 
suggestions, are the best bet in this area.   

 
In considering any great expansion of the NSC apparatus, 

one must also consider whether objectively the world in the early 
21st century is any more dangerous than it was in the late stages of 
the Cold War.  Was, for instance, a then more-proximate nuclear 
Armageddon less dangerous than an endemic risk of sporadic 
terrorist (including nuclear) incidents?  Objectively, the former 
risk is greater.  Subjectively, it is probably less, for Armageddon is 
unimaginable, whereas we have all experienced 9/11.  This 
pervasive new sense-and often institutionalization-of fear can 
make the case for increased and elaborated bureaucratic 
mechanisms appear compelling. Yet the United States should be 
careful not to increase significantly the White House and other 
bureaucracies without the most searching consideration. Bloat can 
be ineffective.  The United States survived the Cold War without 
significant permanent loss of civil liberty and without turning its 
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government into such a cumbersome mess that it was incapable of 
action.  If it could be done then, it can be done now.  
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