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INTRODUCTION

Henry A. Kissinger

A kind Providence caused Peter Rodman's life and mine to intersect more than four decades ago. Peter was assigned to me as a tutee in 1965 at Harvard. He was part of my life ever since. It will be an emptier and less joyful world without him.

Peter wrote a brilliant undergraduate thesis. I was so impressed with him that, even as he decided to go to law school, I offered him a position as research assistant should he decide against practicing law. As it turned out, I had become President Nixon's national security adviser by the time Peter took up the offer.

Peter started work as my personal assistant. In a short time, his duties developed to supervising the assembly of documents and information relevant to the many negotiations taking place simultaneously, to see to it that an accurate record of these meetings existed, and to distill them together with his colleagues—mostly in their twenties—into recommendations for the next phase. He also helped me write speeches.

No one worked more closely with me than Peter. He sat at my side during every negotiation and was part of the team designing their tactics and strategy.

Public service was Peter's vocation. From the moment he joined my staff and for nearly four decades afterward, five presidents, from Richard Nixon through George W. Bush, benefited from his understated wisdom, his unselfish dedication, and his wry wit, as director of the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department, as presidential assistant, and as assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs. His principal weakness was a passionate attachment to the Boston Red Sox—incomprehensible for a Yankee fan.

Peter grew up during a time when America's exceptionalism had turned on itself. It was inevitable that America would learn that there were limits even to the “shining city on the hill.” But the process was painful. Throughout our history, every problem recognized as a problem had proved soluble. Vietnam proved obdurate.

The so-called greatest generation that saw us through the confrontation with Fascism and Japan had been sustained by a moral consensus and unambiguous objectives. Hence, Peter had to work on policies that were challenged not so much for their prudence as for their motive. In the 1960 s and 1970 s, the intellectual community, mourning the assassination of a president with whom it had identified, and perplexed by an impasse to which its own theories had contributed, interpreted its frustrations as a moral failure of the American system and experience. Dialogue evaporated and eventually turned into a kind of intellectual civil war.

Peter transcended the passions of a turbulent time. He did so by his integrity, his special kind of innocence, which caused even his intellectual adversaries to feel that they learned from him, even when they could not bring themselves to share his conclusions.

In an increasingly narcissistic age, while many of his contemporaries analyzed themselves and their motives with rapt fascination, Peter helped sustain the nation by unobtrusive commitment to the cause of freedom fought in the trenches of the bureaucracy and the battlefields of diplomacy. Peter sought fulfillment, not glory. He served to do, not to be.

Not for Peter was the debate between idealism and realism. He had seen that the key governmental decisions were close, 49.5 to 50.5 percent, and that serious people were seeking to solve them. A grasp of circumstances was essential. Yet, by themselves, experts of circumstance inspire paralysis, not direction. Events cannot be shaped, or challenges overcome, without faith in fundamental values. The highest task of a public servant is to take his or her society from where it is to where it has never been. This implies the courage to face complexity, the character to act when the outcome is still ambiguous. For Peter, the issue of courage did not arise because he perceived no alternative to pursuing his duty. And character was inherent, requiring no affirmation.

Peter was much too modest to have put his role into words as these. The fact remains that the nation has lost one of its sentinels, all the more indispensable for never having made that claim for himself.

IT WOULD NOT SERVE Peter's memory to leave him as an abstract figure on a pedestal. It was the good fortune of Peter's associates that he was as warm a human being as he was selfless. Excessive deference was not his defining trait. At diplomatic lunches, Peter did not let note-taking interfere with his voracious appetite, eating with his left hand while scribbling with his right. On one occasion, an ambassador noticed that Peter stopped taking notes, though not eating, while I attempted a humorous point. “Don't you record the secretary's jokes?” the diplomat wanted to know. “Yes,” Peter replied. “The first time.”

Peter had a wicked sense of humor. One of his specialties was to produce spoofs of option papers. One such effort concerned John T. Downey, who had been imprisoned in China since the early 1950 s. After Nixon's opening to Beijing, I asked Chou En-lai to release Downey on compassionate grounds so that he could see his mother one last time. When Ford became president, Peter concocted a spoof option paper with the following theme: Chou En-lai had released Downey based on our representation that his mother was dying. The mother did not die, generating a credibility problem for the United States. The president, according to Peter, therefore had the following options, in ascending order of severity: (a) he could apologize for Mrs. Downey's survival and offer unspecified compensation, (b) he could send Downey back to China, (c) he could turn the whole matter over to the CIA to terminate Mrs. Downey.

Shortly after Ford had succeeded Nixon, I slipped Peter's memorandum into a number of genuine option papers Ford was considering in my presence. When Ford came to Peter's paper, I noticed he grew red in the face, saying “no” with increasing vehemence until it was nearly a shout at the last option.

Another masterpiece of Peter's, concocted in collaboration with Bill Hyland and Winston Lord, was an apocryphal memorandum, based on a standard form developed by Bob Haldeman, preparing Nixon for an encounter with the Almighty.

BEYOND ALL THE NATIONAL PROJECTS on which we worked together and the books and articles on which he helped me as researcher and editor, I feel the loss of a surrogate son. I loved Peter, above all, for his values, his loyalty, and his utter decency. Peter treasured his parents; he adored his wife, Véronique, whom he met while he helped with my memoirs; he was proud of his two children; and he was devoted to his husky, who, though a female, was called “George.” It is always unnatural when what we expect to be the succession of generations is reversed in this manner. And Peter still had so much left to do.

As we part from Peter, he takes with him a piece of our lives. He leaves us the pride of having shared part of the way with a genuinely moving personality, who, in the process, gives us a deeper perspective on what it all meant. All whose lives he touched—whatever our previous or continuing differences—are united by our affection for Peter and our gratitude for what he contributed to the intellectual and moral content, and, above all, the nobility of our life.

—As delivered at Peter W. Rodman's memorial service,

October 10, 2008





AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book has a modest objective, and makes a few simple points. It is not an institutional history of the national security policy-making process. Others have written excellent accounts of the origins and history of the National Security Council (NSC) system and the role of the White House national security adviser. I have learned from their efforts (and list some of them in the end notes). Even less is this intended as a complete account of the tumultuous history of American foreign policy in the period covered.

But I lived through some of that history, and this book conveys my personal perspective on how presidents have responded to one of their toughest tests—how they establish their control and policy direction of the sprawling bureaucracy that is the U.S. government. I have been able to watch, at close range, the interaction of policy, politics, and personalities that determined whether they succeeded or failed. Though it is not a complete history, it is a collection of observations, impressions, examples, and conclusions by someone who was inside the process. The comparative perspective also sheds useful light on the present. In five of these administrations—those of Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush—I served in various positions in the White House, State Department, or Defense Department. In two Democratic administrations—those of Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton—I did not serve, but I have included my assessments of their experience for the continuity of the story. The problems that arise are not confined to administrations of one party or the other, and the issues are not partisan.

The reader will notice that I appear in the narrative myself on occasion, Zelig-like, in different places, either describing a personal observation of people I saw in action or describing an episode or issue I was involved in. At the end of this Author's Note I have listed the positions I held throughout this period, in case there is confusion about what my vantage point was at various times. But I can summarize my story here. Henry Kissinger was my teacher at Harvard College when I was an innocent nineteen-year-old senior. Little did I know then how far my tutoring at his hands would take me. He invited me to join him in the White House in 1969; I did so in the summer after graduating law school and remained his special assistant through the Nixon-Ford period. Then I left the government with him to assist him with his memoirs. I rejoined the government in the third year of the Reagan administration. After three years at the State Department Policy Planning Staff under Secretary of State George Shultz, I returned in 1986 to the NSC staff where I remained through the end of Reagan's term and for most of the first two years of George H. W. Bush. Republicans being fortunate, a third tour came for me under George W. Bush, this time in the Pentagon as assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs. I cannot claim to have been an eyewitness to every presidential action I describe. What I can claim is to have seen much and to have formed an educated judgment about many other things.

THE BOOK CONVEYS a few simple points—lessons, if you will—about how presidents can best maintain their personal control and policy direction. They are summed up in the last chapter, but the themes are threads that run throughout the book. They have to do with the inescapable necessity for presidents to be personally and systematically engaged, lest feuds between cabinet agencies fester or bureaucracies remain unresponsive to presidential preferences. These may seem obvious points, yet the account of seven presidencies that follows includes a perhaps surprising number of negative examples that demonstrate the price that is paid when their importance is not understood.

No organization chart will tell you how an administration works in practice. In our system, intangibles reign—most importantly the personality of the president. Presidents in turn come to rely most on individuals whose judgment (and loyalty) they have most confidence in. In some instances power gravitates to personalities who seize it; in other cases, personal ambitions only provoke reactions. Sometimes tensions develop between a president and his closest White House advisers. Not every policy failure is the result of a faulty process; conversely some great successes (Nixon's China initiative, for example) have come from highly irregular procedures.

Each of the recent presidents, we will see, exemplifies a different approach—and a different set of problems. This cumulative experience is rich in lessons for future presidents seeking to give effect to their electoral mandate. How should they manage cabinet dissent and cabinet rivalries? Which qualities should they look for—and watch out for—when they choose their key cabinet secretaries and White House advisers? What is the proper role of the White House national security adviser and NSC staff? Is there a trade-off between collegiality and policy discipline? When is it possible to delegate, and when does a president have an inescapable responsibility to take charge?

I hope to put the current debates in the perspective of longer experience, and guide future presidents to get the lessons right.

Peter W. Rodman—Positions Held


	August 1969–January 1977: Special assistant to the assistant to the president for national security affairs (White House/NSC staff)


	March 1983–March 1986: Member, then director, of the Policy Planning Staff (Department of State)


	March 1986–January 1987: Deputy assistant to the president for national security affairs (foreign policy)(White House/NSC staff)


	January 1987–September 1990: Special assistant to the president for national security affairs and NSC counselor (White House/NSC staff)


	July 2001–March 2007: Assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs (Department of Defense)







CHAPTER ONE
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Bureaucracy, Democracy,
and Legitimacy

THERE IS A FAMOUS STORY of President Abraham Lincoln, taking a vote in a cabinet meeting on whether to sign the Emancipation Proclamation. All his cabinet secretaries vote nay, whereupon Lincoln raises his right hand and declares: “The ayes have it!”

The story is apocryphal, but it well captures the truth of Lincoln's relations with his cabinet. That cabinet included supremely ambitious men, substantial political figures in their own right, several of whom had sought the presidency in 1860 and remained convinced that they, not the country lawyer from Illinois, should be sitting in his chair. Yet Lincoln came to dominate this “team of rivals” and seized the responsibility that was inescapably his.

Such a story brings a smile when the president under discussion is the most revered political leader in the history of the republic. But our modern political culture and sensibility are more ambivalent. When less revered presidents make controversial decisions, what do we really believe about presidential authority? How do we feel, for example, about Richard Nixon overruling the dissent of both his secretary of state and his secretary of defense to order military escalations that he thought essential to prosecute the Vietnam War? What do we think of Ronald Reagan pursuing what he thought was a strategic opening with Iran, over the objection of his chief cabinet officers? With respect to the very public anguish of Secretary of State Colin Powell and his State Department over George W Bush's decisions on Iraq, do we identify with Bush or with Powell? How often do we read in the press about White House “interference” in the work of experts in the departments and agencies, and complaints that their work is being “politicized”? One part of our brain seems to side with the permanent government. In the age of the whistle-blower, what do we really think about a president's authority to decide and carry out policies with which subordinates disagree?

The answer should not depend simply on one's own policy or partisan preferences. There ought to be neutral principles, not only to guide the public discourse but also to guide presidents. The modern trend, especially since the United States emerged from World War II as a global power, has been to expand the White House staff and institutions like the National Security Council (NSC) precisely to enable more centralized control, or at least better central coordination, over an expanding policy community. That policy community includes traditional cabinet departments with an international role (State, Defense, Treasury), other institutions (the Central Intelligence Agency, the uniformed military, and agencies in charge of trade and foreign aid policy), and departments and agencies only recently playing an important role in foreign policy (the departments of Justice and Homeland Security, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and the Drug Enforcement Administration). But like a law of physics, presidential efforts to strengthen control over this expanding community only stimulate the countertrends that are at work—powerful centrifugal forces in Congress, in the media, and in the Executive Branch itself.

The subject of this book is not the question of presidential prerogative vis-à-vis Congress. Library shelves are already filled with books on the two “co-equal” branches, and especially the ancient debate over war powers. The issue here is presidential control over the Executive Branch.

Congress's role, however, is an enormously important factor. As scholar Richard Neustadt has expressed it, the Constitutional Convention of 1787 did not, as commonly thought, create a system of separated powers. “Rather, it created a government of separated institutions sharing powers.” Presidents undoubtedly have more freedom of action in the national security realm than in making domestic policy. Nonetheless, cabinet secretaries and their departments have obligations to Congress by statute; they are beholden to Congress for the final disposition of their budgets and their testimony is a duty. Cabinet secretaries are thus inevitably responsive, at least in part, to Congress as well as to the president. But that only restates the problem.

Neustadt recounts that President Harry Truman in 1952, contemplating the possibility that Dwight Eisenhower would be elected to succeed him, predicted that the eminent general would have problems adjusting: “‘He'll sit here,’ Truman would remark (tapping his desk for emphasis), ‘and he'll say, “Do this! Do that!” And nothing will happen. Poor Ike—it won't be a bit like the Army. He'll find it very frustrating.’” Truman's own experience was: “I sit here all day trying to persuade people to do the things they ought to have sense enough to do without my persuading them …. That's all the powers of the President amount to.”

That was Neustadt's analysis as well. His answer was to counsel presidents and would-be presidents on how to maximize their power to persuade. His classic book Presidential Power, first published in 1960, explained that a president's success depended on expanding and husbanding his personal political leverage and prestige, his mastery of tools of influence that convince his subordinates that what the president wants them to do comports with their own personal and bureaucratic interests. Neustadt graded presidents according to their “power sense”—their instinct for maintaining their personal political power; he thought Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman had this “power sense,” but Eisenhower did not. His book was seized upon by the new administration of John F. Kennedy as a primer on how to strengthen presidential control. However, the centrifugal forces have only strengthened since then—to the point where Neustadt, in an edition of his book twenty years later, felt compelled to go out of his way to debunk the notion of the “imperial presidency” that had become fashionable in some circles in the interim. As late as 1990, even after the Reagan presidency, Neustadt was still preoccupied with what he saw as the weakness of the office: “Weakness is still what I see: weakness in the sense of a great gap between what is expected of a man (or someday a woman) and assured capacity to carry through.” Part of this weakness resides in the expansion of the modern bureaucracy and the increasing difficulty of a single individual's asserting systematic control over it.

Concepts of Legitimacy

Our Constitution, on the face of it, seems unambiguous about who is in charge of the Executive Branch: “The executive power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America” (Article II, section 1). But, as usual, a closer reading of our founding document reveals a more complex picture. Passages in section 2 of the same Article II refer specifically to the “executive departments” and to Congress's power to authorize the heads of those departments to appoint subordinates. The president's authority over the civilian establishment is less explicit than his authority as commander in chief of the armed forces. The renowned constitutional scholar Edward S. Corwin concluded that the phrase “executive power” is a “term of uncertain content.”

While the United States may have a cabinet, we do not have a cabinet system, which is what the British have. The cabinet at Westminster is “the government”—the body of ministers (what we would call cabinet secretaries) headed by the prime minister, who is in theory only the “first among equals.” This institution evolved in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as the leadership of the Parliament, which extracted from the monarch the right to form his government. In parallel it became the leadership body of the political party that held the parliamentary majority. As such it embodied the distinctive characteristic of parliamentary government—what British scholar Walter Bagehot called the “nearly complete fusion” of the executive and legislative powers.

An important element of this system is the theory of the cabinet's collective responsibility. Certainly the personal role and power of the prime minister have grown considerably over the last century and a half, and many would argue that prime ministerial government has eclipsed the cabinet. But there are occasional reminders that the system has nowhere near evolved into presidential-style government. When Winston Churchill assumed office during the great crisis of May 1940, in the first three weeks he was nearly outvoted in the war cabinet by a faction that wanted to pursue a negotiation with Hitler. Even more recent prime ministers who have achieved extraordinary political dominance have discovered that, when political fortunes ebb, the party asserts its collective will. Just ask Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair.

There have been a few attempts in the United States over the years to limit presidential authority in a manner suggestive of British cabinet-style arrangements, but they were short-lived exceptions that prove the rule:


• John Quincy Adams took a vote at a cabinet meeting on at least one occasion and bowed to the majority when he was outvoted. But Adams, chosen as president in 1824 by the House of Representatives after not receiving even a plurality of either the electoral or popular vote, was one of our weakest presidents. Among other things, he adamantly refused to consider party affiliation when making government appointments. For “power sense,” Professor Neustadt would have graded him an F.

• When the National Security Council was created in 1947, there were those who saw it as a way of pressing presidents to make decisions in a more collegial framework. The British system was viewed as a model. This was a reaction to FDR's freewheeling management style and to doubts whether Harry Truman was up to the job. As we shall see, Truman, acutely sensitive to any challenge to his constitutional prerogative, eluded the trap.

• When Richard Nixon was engulfed by the Watergate scandal, one of the arguments he used in his defense was that removal from office before the end of his term would alter our political system in the direction of a parliamentary system, eroding a crucial pillar of the president's constitutional independence. The argument did not convince. When his political support finally collapsed in early August 1974, it was a delegation of senior Republican Party leaders who came to see him; they could not force him to resign, but only seek to persuade him that resignation was best for the country and for the party. This he agreed to.

• An implication that the top man might not be fully up to the job may have played a role in the 1980 discussions about Ronald Reagan's taking on ex-President Gerald Ford as his running mate, with Henry Kissinger slated once again to be secretary of state. Reagan and Ford permitted their close advisers to hold a series of secret meetings at the Republican National Convention on this idea—which some dubbed a “co-presidency”—before the two principals agreed to drop it.



Our constitutional structure thus seems strong enough to withstand attempts to turn it into something it isn't.

IF ONE SOURCE of presidential authority is constitutional legitimacy, a second is democratic legitimacy. Our political system puts itself through great convulsions every four years to elect a president (though it seems more and more a never-ending process). Presumably we do this on the premise that something important is at stake in the election, namely the authority to determine the direction of national policy for the next four years. It is generally assumed that we are choosing the individual we want to set the policies that the Executive Branch will carry out. That is what the phrase “popular mandate” refers to. Democratic legitimacy is also democratic accountability.

This calls to mind another major difference from the British system, and indeed from European and most other systems. An American president today has around three thousand so-called political appointments to make to key positions in the government, several layers down into the bureaucratic machinery. These include not only cabinet secretaries, but deputy secretaries, under secretaries, and assistant secretaries. These several layers give the president a considerable ability to put his or her political stamp on the policies that will emerge from this machinery. When a new president enters office, especially if a change of political party is involved, the turnover is huge and the transition tumultuous.

Both political parties in this country have cadres of people to bring into government with the advent of a new administration. They come from private business, the academic and policy think tank community, and congressional staffs, and thus have a claim to professionalism as well as to responsiveness to the elected president's philosophy. Many who enter at senior positions have served at lower levels in prior administrations of the same party, and thus come with experience as well.

Britain, and most other countries, have nothing resembling this. The permanent civil service populates ministries up to much higher levels of the government. Even when a general election sweeps a new party into office, the incoming political leadership consists of cabinet ministers, a few other members of Parliament who serve as junior ministers in each department, and a handful of other assistants—perhaps 100 to 120, all together, in Britain. The rest are civil servants whom they meet when they arrive. Even in the prime minister's office, the cabinet tradition severely constrains a new prime minister's freedom to bring in more than a few personal advisers in any field.

One advantage of this system is continuity. When an election brings a change of leadership, the new political team, small as it is, is easily in place in a matter of days. The principle is that the civil servants shift their loyalties immediately to the new leaders and in the most professional manner help them implement whatever changes of policy are directed. The disadvantage is that the permanent government may not be as amenable to effective political control as the theory holds.

Political control over the bureaucracy may be one of the most significant challenges to modern democratic government in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The American system addresses this from two directions—by the presidential power over personnel and by congressional oversight. Especially when the two branches are controlled by opposite parties, no one can doubt the vigor of congressional oversight over the bureaucracy—certainly no one who has testified to a congressional committee in such circumstances. In parliamentary systems, in contrast, the very “fusion” of the executive and legislative branches gives the whip hand to the government; parliamentary inquiries into alleged executive malfeasance are notoriously weak.

The British in their inimitable way have immortalized these truths in a cultural masterpiece, namely two television series produced by the BBC entitled Yes Minister and Yes Prime Minister. The first series recounts the career of a bumbling politician, James Hacker, who becomes a cabinet minister. He immediately encounters his would-be helpmeet, Sir Humphrey Appleby, the permanent secretary, or career head of the department. Sir Humphrey's real preoccupation is to insure that bright ideas from the minister do not disrupt the routine of existing policies or of civil service control. “He'll be house-trained in no time,” Sir Humphrey assures two civil service colleagues. He deftly manages to steer his minister away from various shoals of policy innovation, all the while convincing Hacker that he, the minister, is totally in charge and that the outcomes comport exactly with his wishes (hence the title of the show).

In the sequel, Hacker has by some freak accident of history stumbled into 10 Downing Street as prime minister; Sir Humphrey accompanies him. Issues of foreign policy and defense now broaden the agenda, and Sir Humphrey is able to collude with civil service colleagues in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and Ministry of Defence where necessary. At one point, a difference of view with the prime minister over how to vote on a United Nations resolution elicits the Foreign Office observation: “The PM must realize that as far as Foreign Affairs are concerned his job is to confine himself to the hospitality and ceremonial role.”

If this rings all too true to an American who has served in the U.S. government, it is because the American system—despite the vaunted three thousand appointees—has not solved the problem of presidential political control over our own bureaucracy. As we shall see, our cabinet departments, too, have a life and culture of their own. This can produce a number of different phenomena. Professionals in a department, whether career or “political,” often develop more of a loyalty to their cabinet secretary, with whom they work day to day, than to a president who is a more remote figure across town. To a remarkable degree, a president comes to be viewed by the professionals as an interloper in policies that their departments are immersed in on a daily basis. Career officials also know that political appointees come and go while they will remain and their own career advancement is determined mainly by their permanent institutions. In the British system, departmental parochialism has been mitigated somewhat by the “generalist” tradition of rotating civil servants among departments; in the U.S. system, in contrast, most civil servants tend to spend their careers in a single department. Even political appointees come to absorb much of the institutional culture. “Where you stand depends on where you sit,” is an old Washington adage. Nixon aide John Ehrlichman once said of political appointees: “We only see them at the annual White House Christmas party; they go off and marry the natives.”

This has a significant influence over how policies are originated and implemented. As many scholars have noted, the nature of society and politics in America, much more so than in Europe, fosters an egalitarian culture even in hierarchical organizations; the culture fosters two-way flows of information and ideas, not just top-down. One result is that policy recommendations often “bubble up” from lower levels, and political leaders often find themselves (as Dean Acheson once put it) in a “judicial” mode weighing what advice comes from below.

Henry Kissinger in his memoirs refers to one result of the strength of the bureaucracy. Whether or not specific ideas flow in both directions, ultimately these institutions are not likely to be sources of bold innovation:


[A] large bureaucracy, however organized, tends to stifle creativity. It confuses wise policy with smooth administration. A complex bureaucracy has an incentive to exaggerate technical complexity and minimize the scope or importance of political judgment; it favors the status quo, however arrived at, because short of an unambiguous catastrophe the status quo has the advantage of familiarity and it is never possible to prove that another course would yield superior results. It seemed to me no accident that most great statesmen had been locked in permanent struggle with the experts in their foreign offices, for the scope of the statesman's conception challenges the inclination of the expert toward minimum risk …. Ultimately there is no purely organizational answer; it is above all a problem of leadership.



“A camel is a horse designed by a committee” is another old Washington adage.

The pivotal figures in the system are the cabinet secretaries. As Kissinger has observed, a cabinet secretary has a strategic choice to make:


[H]e can see himself as the surrogate of the head of the organization [i.e., the president], taking on his shoulders some of the onus of bureaucratically unpopular decisions. Or he can become the spokesman of his subordinates and thus face the chief executive with the necessity of assuming the sole responsibility for painful choices.



Earlier administrations were conscious of the same problem. John Kennedy's special counsel Theodore Sorensen, in a public lecture in 1963, candidly pointed out that a typical cabinet secretary “was not necessarily selected for the President's confidence in his judgment alone—considerations of politics, geography, public esteem, and interest-group pressures may also have played a part, as well as his skill in administration.”

Kennedy's national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy in his post-White House reflections, was more scathing:


The unending contest between the Presidency and much of the bureaucracy is as real today as ever, and there has been no significant weakening in the network of triangular alliances which unite all sorts of interest groups with their agents in the Congress and their agents in the Executive Branch …. [T]he Executive Branch remains woefully short of first-class executive agents of the President …. The Cabinet role which I am trying to describe … in its relation to the White House …. must be at once highly autonomous and deeply responsive. It is political, but only in the President's interest. It is managerial, but only on the President's terms …. At a test—unless he means to resign—the Secretary should always be the President's agent in dealing with the bureaucracy, not the other way around.The basic argument for this kind of Secretary is simply that no other instrument can give the Presidency control over its own branch of government.



Charles G. Dawes, an early-twentieth-century statesman who served as vice president, budget director, and ambassador, has been quoted as observing: “The members of the Cabinet are a President's natural enemies.”

Richard Nixon's first term was one possible paradigm for dealing with this problem. This was the era in which Nixon and his assistant Henry Kissinger pulled the reins of policy into the White House (as we shall describe in Chapter 3). This was a system of maximum centralization of personal control in the president's hands, and maximum coherence of policy, but they came at the price of maximum demoralization of the rest of the government. This method achieved a number of major successes, but in the end it is not a model to be emulated. Kissinger, who served as secretary of state under Nixon and Ford after nearly five years in the White House, concluded, having experienced it both ways, that a strong secretary of state enjoying the confidence of the president is the better model:


A foreign policy achievement to be truly significant must at some point be institutionalized; it must therefore be embedded in permanent machinery. No government should impose on itself the need to sustain a tour de force based on personalities …. If the President does not trust his Secretary of State he should replace him, not attempt to work around him by means of the security adviser.



All of these Executive Branch officials serve at the president's pleasure, and, as Kissinger suggests, replacing them is a presidential prerogative. In short, and in theory, he can fire them. But that is not so easy in practice. If Nixon's problem was an unwillingness to fire people, Gerald Ford's experience, as we shall see, illustrates the pitfalls of firing people. The excruciating dilemma of whether or when to replace cabinet officers, we shall also see, is one of the burdens that confronted George W Bush over Iraq.

Thus, every administration must balance a trade-off between coherence and discipline in presidential policy on the one hand, and bureaucratic collegiality on the other. The hard choices that this poses will be a recurring theme in this book. George H. W. Bush, we shall see, did a good job of reconciling coherence and collegiality, but other presidents considered here had a harder time of it.

WHILE CONSTITUTIONAL LEGITIMACY and democratic legitimacy underpin presidential prerogative, prudence levies its own requirements. There seems to be a third, informal, concept of legitimacy, which relates to the way decisions are made and can be measured by the bureaucratic acceptance that follows (or doesn't follow) when an important agency of the government is overruled. Professor Neustadt's recommendation of persuasion is the ideal. But what if it can't be done? If differing points of view persist, the president may have to overrule somebody; consensus may not be attainable (or even desirable, if it only masks hard choices that must be made). And presidents have the right—like Abraham Lincoln—to overrule a consensus of all their subordinates.

What is it that enables presidents to do this without mutiny, without rancorous charges of “cabals” and insufficient consultation? If there is such a notion of procedural legitimacy, how is it defined? How is it reconciled with the president's constitutional supremacy in his branch of government, and with the system's need for consistent personal leadership? The formal, collegial structures of modern policy-making, centered in the National Security Council process, are part of the answer, but different presidents use this mechanism in different ways.

Alexander Hamilton is well known as the champion of a strong presidency; it was his essay No. 70 in The Federalist that argued for “energy in the Executive.” Yet in 1800, Hamilton put forward the prudential case for a president's close consultation with his cabinet. This was, to be sure, in the context of a bitter feud with the incumbent president, his political rival John Adams, but the eloquence is familiar and the advice stands on its own:


A President is not bound to conform to the advice of his ministers. He is even under no positive injunction to ask or require it. But the Constitution presumes that he will consult them; and the genius of our government and the public good commend the practice.

As the President nominates his ministers, and may displace them when he pleases, it must be his own fault if he be not surrounded by men who, for ability and integrity, deserve his confidence. And if his ministers are of this character, the consulting of them will always be likely to be useful to himself and to the state.



Hamilton contrasted Adams with his illustrious predecessor: “Very different from the practice of Mr. Adams was that of the modest and sage Washington. He consulted much, pondered much, resolved slowly, resolved surely.”


CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

The Modern Setting

Harry Truman's Council

The growth of the White House staff and Executive Office of the President, including mechanisms like the National Security Council, is the product not only of the growth of the Executive Branch but also of the tension between the president and the cabinet. The NSC, consisting of the president, vice president, and senior cabinet-level advisers, was created by the National Security Act of 1947”to advise the President with respect to the integration of domestic, foreign, and military policies relating to the national security so as to enable the military services and the other departments and agencies of the Government to cooperate more effectively.” In other words, it was meant as a coordinating mechanism, and it has served this purpose well for several presidents since then.

For our purposes, however, both the creation of the NSC and its later history are instructive for the bureaucratic tug-of-war they involved. Some of those participating in establishing the NSC had in mind a restraint on the president's ability to act unilaterally; strong presidents changed it into something very different. An “NSC system” has developed, consisting of the council together with a supporting staff and subcommittees. But how it works and how important it is in any administration are a function of how the president chooses to exercise power. It is the modern setting for the continuing struggle of presidents to control their bureaucracy.

There is a conventional narrative that a Republican Congress foisted the National Security Council on a reluctant President Harry Truman as a kind of posthumous revenge against Franklin Roosevelt's solo policy-making during the war. This narrative is, for the most part, off the mark. In fact, the need for a better mechanism for coordinating national security policy was a bipartisan insight shared by the Truman administration and Congress; creation of the NSC was not a matter of serious political controversy. The most important debates about the NSC's role and structure took place within the Executive Branch.

Despite the great reverence for Franklin Roosevelt in the Truman administration, there was indeed a reaction to what one historian has called the “administrative chaos” of the Roosevelt era. Many of those who helped shape the 1947 act were envious of the British, whose Committee of Imperial Defence (CID), established in 1904, had the mission of “obtaining and collating for the use of the Cabinet all the information and expert advice required for shaping national policy in war, and for determining the necessary preparations in peace.” Chaired by the prime minister and including the relevant ministers, the CID was technically a subcommittee that reported to the full cabinet. But in wartime it effectively turned itself into a war cabinet. It also was aided by a permanent secretariat and various subcommittees of its own.

The United States, in contrast, had entered World War II with only the most rudimentary means of interagency coordination. As war approached, FDR's secretary of state, Cordell Hull, took the initiative to organize a Standing Liaison Committee composed of the under secretary of state, the chief of naval operations, and the army chief of staff. But this group was more a forum for exchanging information than a body for coordinating and directing policy; nor did it grapple with big policy issues. It disbanded in 1943.

FDR's improvisational management style compounded the problem— for example, famously giving the same assignments to different staffers without their knowing, playing off their competition in order to stimulate creativity and, not incidentally, keep the reins of power firmly in his own hands. “You know I am a juggler,” he told Henry Morgenthau in May 1942, “and I never let my right hand know what my left hand does.” In running the war, FDR dealt directly with his commanders and service chiefs, or left it to key White House aides such as Harry Hopkins and Admiral William Leahy to handle day-to-day coordination. He reserved major strategic decisions to himself. Secretary of State Hull was virtually excluded.

The 1942 landing in North Africa, for example, was ordered by Roosevelt over the strong objection of Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall and of Marshall's chief planner, Brigadier General Dwight D

Eisenhower. For strategic reasons, Roosevelt wanted an early Allied coun-terstroke against Hitler; his commanders thought it a dissipation of effort. (Eisenhower, but not Marshall, later conceded that the president was right.) A key document in which the president conveyed his views to Marshall is signed, “Roosevelt, C-in-C [Commander-in-Chief]”—the only occasion he is known to have done this—to hammer home who was in charge.

Only in late 1944 was a senior committee set up to do important coordinated planning. The State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC), at the assistant secretary level, worked on postwar plans for the occupation of Germany, Austria, and Japan as well as other topics like aid to China. By 1945, also, the secretaries of state, war, and navy had begun holding weekly meetings. Truman, in office only three months when he met at Potsdam with Josef Stalin and Winston Churchill in July, praised the work of the SWNCC in preparing him for the meeting, and before leaving Potsdam he let the three departments know that he liked this system and wanted it to continue.

Another reason the NSC idea was not hugely controversial is that it was caught up in a much bigger battle over unification of the armed services—arguably the most important component of the reforms enshrined in the National Security Act of 1947. Until that act, the secretary of the navy and his Department of the Navy had full cabinet status, equal to that of the secretary of war (that is, the Army). Champions of the Navy worried that unification—including creation of a new secretary of defense above all the services—spelled subordination of the Navy. Some of them became advocates of the new council because they hoped that the gods of unification could perhaps be appeased by a forum that insured better coordination at a more exalted level of national policy-making, obviating the need for consolidation at lower levels.

Truman, in the end, turned the tables on the Navy. By the end of the process he had pocketed the National Security Council and gotten unification of the services, as he had long personally favored. The main issue of contention was: What kind of council? This was the subject of intense negotiations between 1945 and 1947. Some of its early advocates consciously modeled their proposed National Security Council after the British CID, hoping to incorporate some of the collective quality of the British cabinet system. Their theory was that presidential deliberations and decisions made in that framework would be more collective in nature, restraining Rooseveltian impetuosity. Some of Truman's staff are on record as strongly suspecting that an additional motivation was an assumption that the former haberdasher from Missouri, thrust so abruptly into the presidency, was not capable of carrying the burdens of the office without that kind of support.

It was the Bureau of the Budget that weighed in to protect presidential prerogative. This organization, part of the Executive Office of the President since 1939, not only has the job of coordinating departmental budget submissions for the president and assisting him in presenting his national budget to Congress; by that very task it is also a key management arm of the presidency with respect to departmental programs. (President Nixon renamed it the Office of Management and Budget— today's OMB—in 1970, broadening its role as an instrument of presidential control over the government.) During the lengthy negotiation over the National Security Act, the various cabinet departments and military services all knew, or thought they knew, where their interests lay; the only body that zeroed in on the presidential interest was the Budget Bureau.

Key bureau officials alerted Truman to the traps. They squelched a proposal to name the secretary of defense as the stand-in for the president at NSC meetings in the latter's absence, and to house the NSC staff and secretariat in the Pentagon. Budget Bureau officials insured, in addition, that the purely advisory role of the NSC was emphasized throughout the bill and that the president would be clearly free to attend or not as he chose—so as not to be a prisoner in any way of the forum. By 1949, after amendments to the law and a further executive reorganization, it was the vice president who presided in the president's absence, and the staff and structure were formally absorbed and housed in the Executive Office of the President, not the Pentagon.

Truman understood fully what was at issue. In his memoirs, he recounts, with a tinge of sarcasm:


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 …. There is much to this idea— in some ways a Cabinet government is more efficient—but under the British system there is a group responsibility of the Cabinet. Under our system the responsibility rests on one man—the President. To change it, we would have to change the Constitution, and I think we have been doing very well under our Constitution. We will do well to stay with it.



At least one historian has wondered why the State Department did not play a more prominent role in all these interagency negotiations over the role and structure of the NSC system. Especially given the later experience of the 1970 s, when White House national security advisers Henry Kissinger and Zbigniew Brzezinski overshadowed the secretary of state in foreign policy, it might have been foreseen that the new NSC system had large ramifications for the department. In fact, George C. Marshall, now Truman's secretary of state, did see many of these implications. When he was shown a draft in early 1947, he responded with a passionate memorandum to the president on February 7 that warned against several sections of the bill, including the new council. Marshall predicted it would introduce “fundamental changes in the entire question of foreign relations;” it would give the military establishment a role of “predominance” in foreign policy and would “dissipate the constitutional responsibility of the President,” who would become an “automaton” of the council.

Marshall's reaction helped persuade the White House to take over from the Pentagon the negotiations with Congress regarding the draft bill. But there was no sustained involvement by State in the deliberations. Perhaps this was in part because Marshall could count on the Budget Bureau to fix the most obnoxious features of the original plan— namely, the Defense Department's attempts to control the council. For State, presidential control was one thing; Pentagon control would have been truly anathema. In addition, once the new NSC was up and running, the State Department's Policy Planning Staff under George Ken-nan managed to gain the primary role in drafting the papers and setting the agenda for NSC meetings. Neither the NSC staff nor any staff in the Office of the Secretary of Defense had yet developed the institutional capacity to compete with the substantive quality of State's work. Military representatives on the NSC staff tried their hand at broad, muscular global strategy papers on such topics as “Position of the United States with Respect to Soviet-Directed World Communism.” (This was before the era of generals and admirals with Ph.D.s in international relations from major American universities.) In contrast, Ken-nan and his staff proposed more concrete agenda items such as (to take an example from May 1948): “Dhahran, Tsingtao, Austrian Treaty, Japan, Philippines, and Italian Colonies.” Papers on these were more useful, and most NSC meetings were devoted to such specific subjects.

The State Department's problem was more long-term in nature— gradually losing its leadership position as other departments (Defense, Treasury) strengthened their own international roles. The State Department was (and remains) organized in a way that, on its face, suits it for the leadership role in the national security community. It has a bureau of political-military affairs, and it has traditionally had the lead role on policy and budgets with respect to security assistance, police training, and other international political-military issues. It has an under secretary for economic affairs and a bureau devoted to economic and business issues. Nonetheless, other cabinet departments have been less and less willing to submit to State's direction.

Don K. Price, respected dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Public Administration, testified to Senator Henry Jackson's national security subcommittee in 1961 that the State Department simply was not well equipped for leadership over other departments when the United States became a world power and needed to integrate all these different strands of national policy:


The situation we got into at the end of World War II was that a nation that in the 1920's and 1930's had managed to stay pretty isolationist and maintain a Foreign Service that was interested only in very restricted political functions had to take on a tremendous range of military and economic responsibilities and propaganda responsibilities all over the world. The Department of State was consequently not equipped in the slightest degree to take on the direction of those responsibilities.

I think this is what forced the creation by statute of interdepartmental machinery at the Cabinet level to deal with strategy and international security affairs.



The State Department had “abdicated its primacy,” Price continued, and could win it back only by years of building up the “necessary personnel and institutional habits.” Over the postwar decades, as we shall see, there have been strong secretaries of state who have indeed reasserted some dominance over broad international policies—Acheson, John Foster Dulles, Kissinger, for example. But this seems mainly to have been a function of personalities at the top—of the intellectual and physical energy of the cabinet secretary and the support of the president for this arrangement. At other times, State has been outperformed by the NSC staff, or the civilians in the Pentagon, or other cabinet departments.

IRONICALLY, while President Truman had asked Congress to create a National Security Council, he never fully overcame his sensitivity with respect to how it might affect his constitutional prerogatives. At the NSC's very first meeting, on September 26, 1947, Truman used the occasion to emphasize in characteristic fashion that it was “his council and that he expected everyone to work harmoniously without any manifestations of prima-donna qualities.” It was decided not to establish any set schedule for NSC meetings, but to arrange them as required. Of the fifty-seven NSC meetings held from this first meeting until the Korean War (June 1950), Truman himself attended only twelve. He was determined to preserve his freedom of action, as he took pains to stress in his memoirs:


I used the National Security Council only as a place for recommendations to be worked out. Like the Cabinet, the Council does not make decisions. The policy itself has to come down from the President, as all final decisions have to be made by him.

A “vote” in the National Security Council is merely a procedural step. It never decides policy. That can be done only with the President's approval and expression of approval to make it an official policy of the United States.



Truman had two outstanding secretaries of state in George Marshall and Dean Acheson, and he tended to deal with them directly rather than through the formal NSC mechanism. He also dealt directly, outside of NSC channels, with his secretary of defense, and continued to rely as well on the Bureau of the Budget. The man he chose as executive secretary of the council, retired Rear Admiral Sidney Souers, was a trusted poker-playing friend. Truman also relied on close White House political assistants, first Clark Clifford and later Averell Harriman, to keep watch over national security affairs.

When the Korean War began in June 1950, however, Truman quickly saw value in the orderly processes of the NSC; he began to attend its meetings more frequently and he took steps to streamline its structure

In wartime, more systematic preparation and deliberation are imperative, and the formality and staff structure enabled this. Of the seventy-one council meetings from June 28, 1950, through January 9, 1953, Truman attended and presided at sixty-two of them (or 87 percent).

Truman's jealous guarding of his prerogative was not directed solely at the new council. Whatever his regard for George Marshall and Dean Acheson, Truman often found himself railing at the indiscipline of the State Department. State's opposition to his decision to recognize the new state of Israel in 1948 triggered this tirade in his memoirs:


Every President in our history has been faced with this problem: how to prevent career men from circumventing presidential policy …. And it has happened in the Department of State …. I wanted to make it plain that the President of the United States, and not the second or third echelon in the State Department, is responsible for making foreign policy, and, furthermore, that no one in any department can sabotage the President's policy. The civil servant, the general or admiral, the foreign service officer has no authority to make policy. They act only as servants of the government, and therefore they must remain in line with the government policy that is established by those who have been chosen by the people to set that policy.



One of Truman's most famous legacies is the image of the thirteen-inch-long painted glass sign stating THE BUCK STOPS HERE, the gift of a friend, which sits to this day on his desk at the Truman Library in Independence, Missouri. Truman wins a fairly good grade from Professor Neustadt with respect to husbanding his presidential authority. Where FDR did this out of an instinct for personal power, Truman did it out of an acute consciousness of the duties of the office. Moreover, says Neustadt, Truman “loved to make decisions”—unlike Eisenhower, who he says tried to keep away from them, and FDR, who inclined to defer them. Using a term that George W Bush would later employ, Neustadt says that Truman's image of the office “made him sensitive to anything that challenged his position as decider and proposer.”

This image of Truman should not be taken, as it sometimes is, to mythological heights. Contrary to Neustadt, there is evidence that like many other presidents he actually did prefer to have his senior subordinates present him a consensus recommendation if possible. “He likes things to run smoothly,” said one intimate. “He doesn't like his advisers to disagree.” Indeed, the fateful decision in the Korean War in October-November 1950 to permit General Douglas MacArthur to charge northward toward the Chinese border—which provoked Chinese military intervention—may have been the product of too much collegiality around the National Security Council table. Acheson's memoirs refer to the deep uneasiness then about where MacArthur's strategy was leading, but which no one was willing or able to express in categorical terms to the president. “I have an unhappy conviction,” Acheson wrote, “that none of us, myself prominently included, served him as he was entitled to be served.” The result was not only a military disaster but a step toward Truman's confrontation with and dismissal of MacArthur, which was one of the biggest domestic political crises of his presidency.

That decision to authorize MacArthur's northward offensive deserves particular attention; it was a major blunder by an administration that has been justly praised for its wisdom and creativity in shaping America's global policy after World War II. The point worth noting is not the irony that Truman, so often hailed as a great “decider,” was the prisoner of a seeming bureaucratic consensus, a sin usually attributed (unfairly) to Eisenhower. Rather, the event raises a question that will recur in this book: To what extent was this a failure of process, as opposed to simply a failure of policy judgment? One analyst calls it an example of “group-think,” or an object lesson in Peter Drucker's maxim that “the first rule in decision making is that one does not make a decision unless there is disagreement.” Acheson had the same view. “[T]o decide,” he wrote, “one must know the real issues. These have to be found and flushed like birds from a field. The adversary process is the best bird dog.”

On the other hand, there are examples suggesting that while that kind of adversarial process may be necessary, it may not be sufficient. In the Vietnam case fifteen years later, there was a prominent and articulate dissenter, George W. Ball. President Lyndon Johnson heard Ball's views often, but the prevailing judgment of the president and his other advisers was that the risks that Ball called attention to were manageable or were outweighed by risks on the other side of the argument. And in the case of the Iraq War, President George W Bush heard dissents from Secretary of State Colin Powell and was aware of analyses that called attention to risks involved in overthrowing Saddam Hussein. Not only the CIA, but also Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld sent his own memorandum listing things that could go wrong. Yet Bush, like LBJ, had to make his own assessment of competing risks that are always much clearer in hindsight than before the fact. The process of weighing competing risks is not a science; nor is it made easier by counting votes among advisers. Smoking out divergent and dissenting opinions is an excellent starting point, but as we explore this question through later administrations, we need to allow for the possibility that to search for a procedure that assures the right decision is to pursue a mirage.

Eisenhower's “Hidden Hand”

President Dwight Eisenhower was a believer in orderly procedure, and he faulted both Roosevelt and Truman for neglecting it. Truman, he jibed, “didn't know any more about government than a dog knows about religion.” In his memoirs Eisenhower wrote: “Organization cannot make a genius out of an incompetent …. On the other hand, disorganization can scarcely fail to result in inefficiency and can easily lead to disaster.” This was a lesson he absorbed from his military career. Richard Nixon, who watched him closely for eight years as his vice president, described the “team” concept and “staff system” as they worked:


Having chosen his Cabinet and staff on the basis of each man's ability to handle his job, he had confidence in the men working for him, trusted them, and delegated authority to them. Finally though, in the staff system, he received the essence of the problem, the thinking that went into it, and the recommended solution. And then he either approved the decision, rejected it and substituted his own, or sent the problem back for further study.



Eisenhower institutionalized the NSC process, setting up a schedule of weekly meetings. Over his two terms, the council met 366 times; he presided at 329 of them, or about 90 percent.

During his time in the White House, this desire for orderly process led to a conventional caricature of Eisenhower as a weak leader, a prisoner of rigid staff procedures, dependent on the consensus of his advisers, inarticulate, even a bumbler. This was the widely held view among liberal journalists and intellectuals. It was propagated most vigorously by his predecessor, Harry Truman. One pungent example:


In 1959, when Castro came to power down in Cuba, Ike just sat on his ass and acted like if he didn't notice what was going on down there, why, maybe Castro would go away or something. Of course what happened, the Russians didn't sit on their ass, and they got him lined up on their side, which is what you have to expect if you've got a goddam fool in the White House. He was probably waiting there for his Chief of Staff to give him a report, and he'd initial it and put it in his out basket. Because that's the way he operated.



Truman was contemptuous of Eisenhower for having a chief of staff at all: “I said to him, ‘The President of the United States is his own chief of staff …. [T]he people of the United States …. don't elect you to sit around waiting for other people to tell you what to do.’” A more elegant version of the same theme was put forward by Richard Neustadt, whose book Presidential Power was published during Eisenhower's last year in office. As we touched upon earlier, Neustadt believed that Eisenhower's desire to be “above politics” weakened his hand in what is an inherently political game, and that he failed to develop the “power sense” necessary to preserve his personal leverage.

By the late 1960 s, however, a revisionist view of Eisenhower began to appear in some circles of those who had disparaged him. It began with an article by liberal writer Murray Kempton in Esquire magazine in September 1967 entitled, “The Underestimation of Dwight D. Eisenhower;” three years later, Garry Wills included a fresh assessment of Eisenhower in a biography of Richard Nixon (Nixon Agonistes). This change of attitude may have come in part because, amidst the turmoil of the late 1960 s, the relative tranquillity of the 1950 s began to look in retrospect like a not inconsiderable achievement. But both Kempton and Wills were also influenced by a unique inside account that Nixon published in 1962. Nixon recounted among his “six crises” the chilling experience of Eisenhower's hinting in both 1952 and 1956 at Nixon's removal from the ticket. In 1952 it was because of the supposed scandal over an alleged slush fund, and in 1956 it was a more opaque suggestion by Eisenhower that, nevertheless, caused Nixon great anguish. Nixon's overall assessment of his patron is the portrait of a shrewd, cold, even calculating leader who treated his vice president at arm's length and is without doubt the dominating figure of the era. In a classic Nixonian turn of phrase, Nixon calls Eisenhower “a far more complex and devious man than most people realized, and in the best sense of those words.” From Richard Nixon, this is, if not high praise, then at the very least an authoritative assessment by one battle-hardened practitioner of politics of the handiwork of another. Eisenhower does not come across as one who was unconscious of his personal political power or of how to use it. Nixon goes on:


Not shackled to a one-track mind, he always applied two, three, or four lines of reasoning to a single problem and he usually preferred the indirect approach where it would serve him better than the direct attack on a problem. His mind was quick and facile. His thoughts far outraced his speech and this gave rise to his frequent “scrambled syntax” which more perceptive critics should have recognized as the mark of a far-ranging and versatile mind rather than an indication of poor training in grammar.



Kempton and Wills also both cite an episode in Eisenhower's own memoirs in which, just before a presidential news conference during the Quemoy-Matsu crisis in the Taiwan Strait in 1955, his press secretary, James Hagerty, advised him that the State Department preferred that he not comment on the delicate issue. “‘Don't worry, Jim,’ I told him as we went out the door of my office, ‘if that question comes up, I'll just confuse them.’” This anecdote, minor as it is, seemed to both Kempton and Wills first of all to bespeak a healthy self-awareness and, second, to confirm Nixon's observation that Eisenhower's much derided syntax at news conferences might not indicate such a deficient intelligence after all.

A full-blown revisionist assessment came in 1982 when Princeton professor Fred I. Greenstein published The Hidden-Hand Presidency, a book that fleshed out, on the basis of memoirs and newly opened archives, that indeed Eisenhower was a much more dominant figure in his administration than the caricature had it. Greenstein portrays a leader who exploited his “above-politics” image as a deliberate political strategy to maximize his influence; thus by choice, not lack of ability, he eschewed the image of the “skilled, tough politician” that is Neustadt's model. “Artlessness and art” is Greenstein's description of Eisenhower's style. Where Truman had a desk ornament proclaiming THE BUCK STOPS HERE, Eisenhower had one displaying the Latin motto Suaviter in modo, fortiter in re (pleasantly in manner, powerfully in deed).

The most important point is that NSC meetings were hardly the only means by which Eisenhower operated. Whatever the regularity of NSC procedures, a State Department official history of the National Security Council dismisses the idea that the president was a prisoner of them:


In fact, Eisenhower was actively in command of his administration, and the NSC system met his instincts and requirements. There is substance in the criticism that the Eisenhower NSC became to some extent the prisoner of a rigidly bureaucratic process, but the criticism misses the point that Eisenhower and [Secretary of State John Foster] Dulles did not attempt to manage fast-breaking crises or day-to-day foreign policy through the NSC apparatus. An examination of several of the major foreign policy problems that confronted the Eisenhower administration reveals that the NSC system was used to manage some and was virtually bypassed in others …. Crisis situations …. such as the Suez crisis of 1956, the off-shore island [Taiwan Strait] crises of 1955 and 1958, and the Lebanon crisis of 1958, were typically managed through telephone conversations between Eisenhower, Dulles, and other principal advisers, and through small meetings with the President in the White House.



The Suez crisis may have been the clearest example of Eisenhower's personal dominance. Eisenhower felt strongly that the British-French-Israeli attempt to seize the Suez Canal by force was objectionable on moral, legal, and political grounds; he wanted the United States to be respected in the Middle East as a mediator and friend of the Arab world, not to be tarred with the colonialist brush. He insisted on significant U.S. political and economic pressure on the three allies to force them to halt their military action. One analyst records that, after Foster Dulles was hospitalized for colon cancer in late October:


Eisenhower took personal charge of the Middle East crisis by supervising his State Department and United Nations delegations directly from the Oval Office, holding consultations with his military and intelligence brass, and conducting intensive diplomatic maneuvering with cables and transatlantic phone calls to pressure [British Prime Minister Anthony] Eden and the French to disengage.



The recently published transcript of one such telephone conversation with Eden during the peak of the fighting reveals an insistent president (“Anthony, this is the way I feel about it …. “) succeeding in imposing his will on an exhausted prime minister (“We are going to cease firing tonight”).

There is evidence to suggest that both Foster Dulles and his brother, CIA director Allen Dulles, were rooting for the three allies to succeed in seizing the canal before the U.S. pressure kicked in. While the crisis was under way, Allen Dulles sent a message via his station chief in London that the British should either accept a cease-fire or go ahead with the invasion: “Either way, we'll back ‘em up if they do it fast.” After the crisis was over, a bedridden Foster Dulles, at Walter Reed Army Hospital, stunned visiting British and French leaders by asking: “Why did you stop? Why didn't you go through with it and get [Egyptian president Gamal Abdel] Nasser down?” “If ever there was an occasion when one could have been knocked down by the proverbial feather, this was it,” one of the visitors (Selwyn Lloyd) later wrote. It might have been some consolation to the Dulles brothers to know that, a decade later, Eisenhower told at least two interlocutors that he had changed his mind about Suez. It had been his biggest foreign policy mistake, he concluded; U.S. policy in 1956 had only strengthened Nasser as a radical force in the Middle East and weakened the will of our best allies. But at the time, he was without doubt the driver of a very different policy.

Eisenhower's institutionalization of the NSC system included one change that was to grow in significance in future years. It was he who created the post of special assistant to the president for national security affairs. The man he chose was Robert Cutler, who had been a Boston banker, wartime aide to George Marshall, and adviser to the Truman NSC; Cutler's background and conduct of the office established the “honest broker” paradigm later exemplified by Brent Scow-croft in the administrations of Gerald Ford and George H. W Bush. However, for all the formality of the Eisenhower machinery, the very creation of the position was another step in the strengthening of the president's hand over it.

Kennedy and Johnson

The inauguration of John F. Kennedy in 1961 brought with it two further milestones in the evolution of these institutions—one admirable, the other less so. The less admirable one is the continuation of the pattern of incoming presidents repudiating the practices of their predecessors, sometimes on the basis of politicized misimpressions of what exactly those practices were. We have seen that creation of the NSC under Truman was in part a rebuke to FDR. Then Eisenhower revamped the NSC system as a rebuke to both Truman and FDR. Kennedy carried this to a new level in reaction to the perceived deficiencies of Eisenhower. And we shall see in later chapters that Kennedy was not the last in this chain.

Learning lessons from the experiences of one's predecessors, positive and negative, is a healthy thing—indeed it is the very purpose of this book. But the rejection of one's predecessor's arrangements should derive from some dispassionate analysis of what works the best; it should not be a political reflex. Astute observers such as I. M. Destler, Leslie Gelb, and Anthony Lake have pointed out the disservice that politicization of these matters can do to the national interest, especially when it is based on misperception and overreaction. The day may come when our political leaders will outgrow this habit. But that day may not come soon: The misadventures of George W. Bush's administration will undoubtedly lead his successors to emphasize changes in management methods and practices. Let us hope they will be the right ones.

Kennedy and his team accepted completely the then conventional view of Eisenhower as a poor leader. They agreed with Neustadt's portrayal of Ike as imprisoned in procedures and weak with respect to husbanding his political leverage over his government. Kennedy told a British television audience in April 1961 that the staff system “[occasionally, in the past, I think …. has been used to getting a pre-arranged agreement which is only confirmed at the President's desk, and that I don't agree with.” As we saw in the quotations from Sorensen and Bundy
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