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PRAISE FOR RUNNING THE WORLD


“[Rothkopf ’s] insider status . . . serves him well; he seems to know everyone in the foreign policy world and had interviewed most of the former national security advisers, as well as various other heavyweights.”

—New York Times Book Review


 



“[A]nyone interested in the process of foreign policymaking will want this book on his or her shelf.”

—Foreign Affairs


 



“[A]n outstanding history of the NSC. . . . the insights into how this secretive panel operates are authoritative and revealing.”

—International Affairs


 



“Running the World does a masterful job of telling the story of our modern Presidents and their inner circles, using meticulous research, lively writing and his extraordinary access to the key players to bring critical events in recent world history alive. The book offers penetrating analysis, valuable perspectives on where we are headed and the equally important human side of the story, providing an unprecedented view of the relationships, partnerships and rivalries that have shaped and driven the National Security Council for the past 60 years. It is likely to be seen as the definitive history of the NSC.”

—Samuel R. Berger, former U.S. National Security Advisor

 



“Running the World is not only an outstanding history of the NSC, it uniquely portrays the personal chemistry among each president’s most senior advisers and between those advisers and the presidents they served. . . . [T]his is the best—and most readable—book on the history of the NSC I have seen.”

—Robert M. Gates, former Director of the Central Intelligence
 Agency, former Deputy National Security Advisor

 



“An impressively comprehensive, revealing, and insightful examination of the most powerful foreign policy making institution in the U.S. Government and of the key individuals who made it so. Invaluable to scholars, practitioners and concerned citizens.”

—Zbigniew Brzezinski, former U.S. National Security Advisor

 



“Rothkopf expertly captures how the skills and shortcomings of the NSC Staff have over the years translated into America’s successes and failures, with real consequences for people around the world.”

—Richard A. Clarke, author, Against All Enemies,
 former U.S. Counter-Terrorism Czar and senior official
 in the administrations of four U.S. Presidents

 



“At last, a real history of the National Security Council, from its origins after World War II through its transformative Nixon-Kissinger era to its present role at the center of American national security policy-making. As an insider, Rothkopf knows how it works; as a skilled storyteller and historian, he brings it to life, in a book rich with new insights and new information.”

—Richard Holbrooke, former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations






For Adrean, Joanna and Laura, 
the committee in charge of running my world






Good government obtains when those who are near are made happy and those who are far off are attracted.

—Confucius

 



 



I must fairly say, I dread our own power and our own ambition; I dread our being too much dreaded . . . it is ridiculous to say we are not men, and that, as men, we shall never wish to aggrandize ourselves in some way or other . . . we may say that we shall not abuse this astonishing and hitherto unheard of power. But every other nation will think we shall abuse it. It is impossible but that, sooner or later, this state of things must produce a combination against us which may end in our ruin.

—Edmund Burke






Introduction


WE WERE IN a maharajah’s garden in Jodhpur. It was a warm January afternoon. Great purple flowers hung over the walls of the garden and filled the air with their fragrance.

My father and I had come a long way across India during the preceding three weeks, laughing and arguing, eating prodigious amounts of delicious but, in one instance, rather toxic food, and hoping against hope that our driver’s almost impossible luck would hold. He was a slight young man who was undistinguished by anything other than a single long red fingernail and an astonishing lack of aptitude for his chosen profession. We sped in our small beige Ambassador car at mind-numbing speeds down narrow Indian highways that were marked more often by wrecks and wayward cattle than by signs. Every destination was therefore enthusiastically welcomed with one or more Kingfisher beers, a few silent prayers of thanks, and then the kind of animated discussions that come only with survivor’s rush, alcohol, or both.

By the time we got to Jodhpur, several of those discussions blended together to form a kind of intellectual leitmotif for this father-son bonding trip. The central issue: whether men could make a difference in shaping the course of history or whether we were all essentially surfers, riding the tides of our times, acting like we were in charge because we were on top but all the while aware that we could be swept under by any of a countless number of forces beyond our control.

There are a number of reasons why this topic came to dominate our trip. One was that I was relatively young, thirty-three, and my father was sixty-three. I was full of hubris and hope that a chance would come around for me to influence history, to make a mark. My father, an exceptionally accomplished scientist and teacher, had been chastened somewhat by experiences that seemed elemental rather than driven by human choice. He had escaped the Nazis in late 1939 and four years later returned to Europe as a lieutenant in the U.S. field artillery. There he combed through the wreckage of a battered continent, looking for signs of the almost three dozen relatives who had died in the concentration camps. Back in the United States, he conducted scientific research on how we learn, and over the years the course of his research was buffeted by the fads and fashions of the times and the changing funding priorities of the military or of Bell Laboratories, where he worked.

Our India trip also took place during a period of considerable change globally. It was January 1989, the beginning of the end of the Cold War. The first stirrings and demonstrations of Czechoslovakia’s velvet revolution had begun. The Berlin Wall would fall only eleven months later. The Soviet Union was tottering.

Although around us were the trappings of the Raj, we were in an India that was warming to globalization. Two decades earlier, my father had been part of a project to put a television satellite above Gujarat in an effort to bring new channels of education to the impoverished students of that province. By 1989, investment bankers had begun to root around, agitating for reforms that would come over the ensuing decade and help India position itself as a player to be reckoned with in the information age.

Our rambling, trans-India debate was thus in character and in step with the times. And so we jousted, with heat, vindaloo, mysterious ingredients, and East Coast Jewish intellectual dinner battle intensity bringing beads of sweat to our foreheads: Was Gorbachev driving Russian reform or were the exigencies of ruling a faltering empire driving Gorbachev to reform? Were the charming playwright Vaclav Havel or the rough-around-the-edges shipyard worker Lech Walesa people who could actually mobilize a nation or redirect destiny, or were they selected by circumstance—active, visible, contributing—but far less important than greater forces that were harder to put a face on? What about Napoleon, I would ask, or Newton, or Einstein? Wasn’t Napoleon simply a reaction to the French Revolution, just another vainglorious Frenchman seeking to reclaim the crown of Charlemagne? Wasn’t Leibniz inventing the calculus at the same time as Newton? Did Einstein’s wife write his papers? And wasn’t he himself just a symptom of a global cultural movement toward relativism made possible by increased technological capabilities that allowed us to measure things more precisely, see greater distances, see smaller objects, tie theories of the unseen to evidence of what really was?

I fought with a kind of existential intensity on these issues, feeling that  if human beings couldn’t really affect history, then we were doomed not only to effective passivity but also to knowledge of our own helplessness, which was even worse.

To this day, I’m not really sure where my father stands on this question, whether he was just baiting me or whether he was really convinced that we’re merely passengers who can perhaps choose the fish or the meat main course but otherwise have to sit back, relax, and enjoy the flight.

My own feeling that you can make a difference ultimately brought me to Washington, a city full of people who share this belief (or delusion) despite all its history and pathologies, which inevitably confound the efforts of the best intentioned. The question has arisen again and again: In this day and age, can any one individual or any small group of individuals alter the course of history, shape great outcomes, or make a difference?

If any one individual could claim to have decisive impact it ought to be the president of the United States. History has given the United States awesome power and resources, and the U.S. Constitution has given the president an enormous array of rights, privileges, and responsibilities when it comes to wielding that power or drawing on those resources. In a number of areas, of course, the president’s power is constrained by congressional or judiciary checks and balances. But in one area in particular, the management of U.S. foreign policy, the president’s power has always been great, and it has grown over time.

During the Cold War, the power of the United States to act internationally was constrained by the countervailing interests and strengths of the Soviet Union. We could act, but we always had to anticipate and compensate for a reaction from our large adversary. With the demise of the Soviet Union—a historical trend that was unfolding unbeknownst to my father and me as we sat in that maharajah’s garden—the global power of the United States and its leaders grew to unprecedented heights.

Indeed, in the new global environment, not only was the power of the U.S. leadership unprecedented, it was also unanticipated. In a system in which the legitimacy of the leaders derives from the consent of the governed, American leaders were effectively making decisions affecting the lives and fortunes of tens and hundreds of millions, of billions, who did not choose them, did not understand what they were doing or how they were doing it, did not, in many cases, even know who they were. We were the de facto leaders of the global community, crowned by history and circumstances but lacking the confirmation of any global referendum on the matter.

Here in the United States, the president and the small group around him who helped make foreign policy decisions had a unique status in the U.S.  government. Even though our national security apparatus had been devised after the Second World War to help ensure that power was not too concentrated around the president and that it was wielded via a transparent, measured process, even though the Constitution gave Congress the powers to ratify treaties and to declare war, even though the War Powers Act attempted to constrain the president’s ability to undertake hostile actions without congressional approval, even though Congress had budget-approval power and attempted to increase its role in almost every aspect of federal operations—despite all this, the national security advisor and his or her staff remain among the most influential entities in the federal bureaucracy that are not subject to direct congressional oversight. They were part of the Office of the President. The president’s decisions with regard to their policies and actions were considered privileged, part of the authority granted him by the Constitution.

This group also operated, even in the midst of the information age, beyond the understanding of many Americans. The world of the National Security Council is a shadowy one, shrouded in mystery and mystique, the inner sanctum of the most powerful ruler the world has ever known. It is home to some of the president’s most influential partners and collaborators, yet perhaps fewer books have been written about it than any other of the major components of the U.S. government. National security advisors have rivaled secretaries of state and defense in influence for decades, and yet few have been profiled or examined.

Indeed, the term National Security Council itself can be misleading. To some, it is the body created by statute in 1947 to manage U.S. national security policy; this advisory body consists of the president, the vice president, the secretary of state, and the secretary of defense, with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the director of central intelligence as observers. To others, it is the larger group of agency heads sometimes called to NSC meetings. To still others, it is the staff of the NSC—once a tiny support team, now a force unto itself—the organization by which the various views and capabilities of the U.S. government are reconciled, harmonized, and, ideally, knit together to create effective action. To the most knowledgeable, the National Security Council is all these things and it is also the de facto NSC, which is the group of officials and friends of the president, those close to him from family, politics, or other walks of life who are his decision-making collaborators and the implementers of decisions that are made.

This little-understood group is perhaps in the best position of any group of a few human beings anywhere to influence history, to shape our times and our future. The ever-shifting “committee” is the most powerful  the world has known—and yet, paradoxically, to most it is unknown, and even to those who know of it, it is misunderstood. Many of those who participate in it, including notably many presidents, don’t fully understand its importance or know how to make the best use of it, and this failing has had disastrous consequences both domestically and internationally.

I had written about the NSC as a journalist even before my trip with my father to India. Four years later, I found myself invited to Washington to join the Clinton administration and began to have the chance to view it more closely. Indeed, I began to participate in its actions, not as a member of its inner circles, but as someone active at the edges of those circles.

Initially I came to Washington to serve as Deputy Under Secretary of Commerce for International Trade Policy Development—a mouthful, to be sure. As a result of having such a wonderful title, I quickly learned that the longer your title in Washington, the less important you were likely to be.

My first full day on the job, I settled into the very large chair at my very large desk in my very large office in the very large and dusty Commerce Department and waited for the action to come to me. Nothing happened. I looked around the huge office—its drab wood paneling and the two flags that hung limply behind my desk—and I knew that I had really arrived. Still, for a little while nothing happened. Flies buzzed. The lights on the phone did not blink on. And then, a staffer appeared at the door and asked to speak with me.

I beckoned him in and said, “How can I help you?”

“I have a matter that needs your attention, Secretary Rothkopf,” he said. Or at least I recall he said that. As a deputy under secretary I was technically entitled to be addressed as Secretary Rothkopf by staffers but seldom was unless they were really trying to butter me up or we were in some public setting in which they felt it made them look more important. So maybe I just hope he said that. Or maybe I was just hallucinating. But, in any event, he went on: “We have some documents you need to sign.”

I inquired as to what matter of global significance I would now be asked to weigh in on, feeling certain that in just moments I could call my father to tell him that, indeed, I was one of those who would be moving history around, at least in small increments.

“It is a trade sanction issue, Sir,” he said, which sounded good, important, worthy of a big office with flags in it.

“Really?” I intoned because in such situations one intones rather than merely reply. “Give me the background . . .” I said this because it seemed businesslike and because it could be very helpful, since I had absolutely zero experience with trade sanction issues of any type.

And so he laid out what was to be the first great action of my career at the periphery of the center of the most important government in the history of the world. It was, if I recall correctly, a matter pertaining to tiger penises. Yes, penises. Of tigers. Some country was illegally exporting tiger penises. Apparently there is an active market for big-cat genitalia in Asia, where men consider it an aphrodisiac and women no doubt consider it further proof that men are ridiculous.

My first official act as a government official was to sign a memo opining on why the United States needed to impose sanctions against trafficking in the reproductive organs of large animals.

And I learned an important lesson. Government may seem rather institutional and imposing on the outside (and it appears even more gray, institutional, and boring inside the Commerce Department), but on the inside it can be absurd. Not always, of course. Sometimes it is a place where great people struggle to do great things. That happens far more often than you would imagine.

But quickly I learned one of the most important lessons of Washington, namely, that the men and women who occupy important offices are not, as I once thought, all Olympian figures who have it all figured out, who have worldviews and philosophies and who reference Hobbes and Locke in their minds as they calculate how to best serve the greater good. Very often they are just people like you or me (or even worse).

This message was driven home to me shortly after the tiger penis sanctions episode when I was told to attend what my memory tells me was my first meeting of one of the joint deputies committees of the National Security Council and the National Economic Council. The deputies committees are where various deputy secretaries and under secretaries gather to help put together policy formulations and suggestions for their “principals,” the cabinet secretaries they serve. The group of principals then uses this material as the basis of its advice for the president. Often the deputies would bring their own deputies to these lesser but nonetheless important gatherings (I was a deputy to a deputy, which is the bureaucratic equivalent of a double negative).

I will admit that every time I went to one of these meetings during the three years that I was in the government, and every one of the many times I have gone to the White House in the years since, I have been thrilled to be there. You have a sense of history and the grandeur of the place and that doesn’t fade, even in the face of the intrigues, absurdities, and frustrations of working within those halls.

The first meeting I attended of the deputies committee was, I think, co-chaired by Deputy National Security Advisor Sandy Berger, who would later serve as national security advisor, and by Bo Cutter, who was Bob Rubin’s international deputy at the National Economic Council. Present were a variety of senior officials, including, if I recall correctly, Under Secretary of the Treasury (later Treasury Secretary) Larry Summers, Assistant Treasury Secretary (and later Under Secretary) Jeffrey Shafer, Under Secretary of State Joan Spero, Assistant Secretary of State Daniel Tarullo, Deputy U.S. Trade Representative (later U.S. Trade Representative) Ambassador Charlene Barshefsky, and a group of other support players and people whom I have no doubt forgotten.

It was a hot day for autumn, and the room in the Old Executive Office Building was disappointingly dusty and institutional. There was just a beat-up conference table, some file cabinets around the walls, dirty windows with venetian blinds, and, in one corner, an overflowing wastebasket. I cannot remember the subject.

What is remarkable about the meeting and what is relevant to our discussion here is precisely how unremarkable it was. As I looked around the table, I was struck by the fact that while this was a distinguished and intelligent group of people I would come to know as very able public servants, they all looked like people I had gone to high school with. They joked and teased each other like people I went to high school with. They bickered like people I went to high school with. One of them had his shirttails untucked and remnants of what looked like a pretty unappetizing lunch cascading down his shirt, tie, and jacket front. One stared at the ceiling for the whole meeting, mumbling to himself, and later tried to launch an empty soda can into the overstuffed wastebasket from across the room—unsuccessfully, I might add. He did it without any regard for the discussion then going on. I was a bit taken aback, I’ll admit it.

They yawned, they said absolutely inane things, and they talked without moving the issue forward. They made a fairly compelling case for the view my father had argued: If these were people at the pinnacle of power, almost certainly we were all being swept along by events outside human control. In short, they were fairly ordinary people.

Now this may not be a startling revelation to everyone, but it was an eye-opener for someone who had grown up as a kid participating in dinner table discussions in which we referred to Henry Kissinger as a kind of epic character, the way other families might have referred to Babe Ruth or Hank Aaron.

Over the years, in meetings of significantly greater consequence, while I got to understand the enormous strengths of many of my colleagues in  the government and came to know others of exceptional capabilities who had served in other governments, the lesson of this meeting never left me. The people in these high offices were not a breed apart. They were human, prone to foible, sometimes grew tired, sometimes grew tiresome, sometimes were capable of inspired and inspiring acts, and always were changed by their interactions by their other, very human colleagues.

After I left the government, I joined Kissinger Associates, the consulting firm founded by former Secretary of State Kissinger, as a managing director. I actually had the office next to Henry. After that I started a company with another former national security advisor, Tony Lake. In working with them and getting to know many of their peers, I also came to see more closely that even those who have made a lasting impression on history are full of quirks and idiosyncrasies and a panoply of flaws and even endearing traits.

And so the question of how human beings influence history became even more interesting to me because the human beings in question became more human. I have had the opportunity, for over a decade, to view the small clusters of people who comprise this “most powerful committee in the history of the world” especially closely, and to consider how personality and process, structure, and historical context interact.

That is the context for this book. Its goal is to contribute to a better understanding of the nature of the group of American policymakers who are charged with deciding how the world’s greatest nation makes its way in the world at a time when the actions of that group have come under great scrutiny. With some luck it will help bridge the gap between understanding the great import of what is going on and how matters of such import are and can be handled by fairly ordinary people.

Over the past year, I have interviewed over 130 individuals who have played prominent roles in the interagency process that shapes U.S. international policy. Among them are many cabinet secretaries, almost all living national security advisors and their deputies, National Security Council members, policy-level officials from many agencies, and foreign officials who have interacted with them. In recalling excerpts from those interviews, it is my hope thus to collaborate with the members of “the committee” as it evolved during the Cold War to help tell the story of the group, its failures, its strengths, and its development. The primary focus of this story is the post–Cold War period in the life of the National Security Council. What happened earlier is explored to the extent that it affects or informs where we are today.

This account is therefore not a moment-by-moment retelling of the  story of the National Security Council. Rather it is an impressionistic, collaborative portrait of the leaders of the modern world engaged in the politics, court intrigue, and drama of any Shakespeare play. But I hope it is more than that. It also aspires to give a sense of the story of “the committee” and of some of its most interesting and important members and their beliefs, ambitions, conflicts, and downfalls. It is also, however, about more abstract but still important subjects: how power ebbs and flows, how processes evolve and influence outcomes, and how such an organization comes to view itself, its role, its rights, and its responsibilities. In short, it is a story of American leaders grappling with American leadership.

In a way, this story is a small, narrowly focused attempt at answering the question my father and I debated as we made our way across Rajastan. If any human beings are in a position to actually drive history, it is the members of this committee who find themselves in charge of the realities of leading the world. This is a look at them with an eye toward their influence and the factors that have influenced them. Almost certainly it will not resolve the debate between me and my father. But hopefully it will shed a little light on one dimension of it and do so in a way that is beneficial to both policymakers and average citizens who are interested in the nature of power in the modern world.

DAVID ROTHKOPF

Bethesda, Maryland

Spring, 2005
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The Committee in Charge of Running the World


Gentlemen, you can’t fight in here—this is the war room.

—Pres. Muffley in Dr. Strangelove





FOR A COUNTRY that is the world’s greatest democracy—and one that regularly pats itself on the back for this distinction, hawking its native political theories as avidly as it does its soap and its pop stars—it is remarkable how deficient and decaying our political system is. A particularly insidious element of this deficiency is the ignorance of the electorate about their government.

It used to be, in the bygone days of American education, that the teaching of civics was a given and that every child was expected to have a basic understanding of the workings of our government before he or she was sent out into the world. Unfortunately, that is no longer the case, and it is but one symptom of a pernicious epidemic of civic ignorance.

What this means is that just as the world’s most powerful democracy reaches a pinnacle of unchallenged supremacy unmatched in the history of the planet, those who are charged with the fundamental decisions for that democracy—many of which have profound international conclusions—are singularly ill-prepared to thoughtfully consider or even understand those decisions or their implications. In a country in which entire television channels are devoted to the sale of cubic zirconium products but there is not one single hour of mainstream programming devoted to news from the rest of the world, it should not be surprising that even as American troops were waging the first battles of the war against terror in Afghanistan, a National Geographic Society and Roper  Organization survey found that 83 percent of Americans aged eighteen to twenty-four could not find that country on a map. In the same study, more Americans in that age group knew that the island on which a popular reality show took place was in the Pacific than could find Israel on a map. Almost a third of those surveyed estimated that the U.S. population was over a billion people, roughly three times the actual number. Of course, there was some good news in the study. Even though fewer than half the American respondents could find France, the United Kingdom, or Japan on a world map, this is not necessarily a sign of xenophobia—about half could not find New York State on a map of the United States either.1


When you consider what any foreign policy specialist answers when asked what should guide U.S. actions overseas (“the national interest”), and then recognize that only events the public is actually aware of can be addressed in a political debate on that national interest, this sweeping ignorance of the rest of the world becomes a profound constraint on America’s ability to fulfill its responsibilities to itself or to the rest of the world. Who determines the national interests of a disinterested nation? The many can’t, so it is left to the few.

Yet today, most Americans don’t even participate in the basic business of democracy, much less make an effort to understand the workings of the machinery that turns the will of the people into action.

Jay Leno and Howard Stern have their audiences in stitches with the idiotic answers of ordinary Americans who don’t know how many senators there are or how many amendments comprise the Bill of Rights. But they wouldn’t dare ask people what the National Security Council is, because they probably couldn’t find two members of their staff who knew or could agree. In my own informal polling of a couple of dozen folks I met in the street in Bethesda, Maryland, and in downtown Washington, D.C., I got six answers that could roughly be considered correct. More people thought it was a super-secret government spy agency (probably confusing it with the National Security Agency, a big employer in nearby Fort Meade, Maryland), but mostly what I got were mumbles and wild guesses. Several people thought it had something to do with the stock market. Four thought it was the real name for the Department of Homeland Security.

But the fact is that even those in the know are often confused by what they mean when they refer to the NSC. The entity described and created under Title I of the National Security Act of 1947, which was signed into law by President Harry S. Truman on July 26, 1947, was defined thus: 
Sec. 101 (a) There is hereby established a council to be known as the National Security Council (hereinafter in this section referred to as the “Council”).

The President of the United States shall preside over the meetings of the Council: Provided, That in his absence he may designate a member of the Council to preside in his place.

The function of the Council shall be 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 matters involving the national security.

The Council shall be composed of—1. the President;

2. the Vice President;

3. the Secretary of State;

4. the Secretary of Defense;

5. (the original designee is no longer a member);

6. (the original designee is no longer a member); and

7. The Secretaries and Under Secretaries of other executive departments and of the military departments, when appointed by the President by and with the advice and consent of the Senate, to serve at his pleasure.2 







The National Security Act of 1947 went further in its definition of the council. Not only did it include the above positions—the act also created one of those positions, the secretary of defense—it also created the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Central Intelligence Agency. The leaders of both groups, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the director of the CIA, were to serve as advisors to the council.

However, to think that this strict legal definition of the council is what most people in Washington mean when they speak of the NSC would be making an error. First, even the formal meetings of the National Security Council are usually (per item 7 of the act above) attended by other cabinet and sometimes sub-cabinet members at the “pleasure” of the president. While this sounds like an antiquated bit of legal writing style, it actually cuts to the core of the NSC’s identity. It was created to serve the president, and each individual president has tremendous latitude to shape both the institution of the NSC and the formal and informal mechanisms of his or her White House national security apparatus that augment or even compete with it. In this respect, the NSC is built differently than other parts of  the U.S. government, in which the Constitution provided for institutional structures to be more important than the influence of any one person. This one is all about the influence of one person—in fact, its shape is constantly changing as a result of a series of transactions between the president and its members in which he or she offers or withdraws access, trust, influence, and power. Statutes and history are far less important than these transactions, which continuously remake this powerful entity—in each of its several forms, including those that most closely resemble the body created by the National Security Act of 1947 and those that are only loosely based on or related to it.

Of the several shapes taken by the “committee,” formal meetings of the NSC are among the rarest (and in some administrations, they have been exceedingly rare). Consequently, the activities associated with the council are ongoing and extremely influential via a set of apparatuses that grew up in the wake of the 1947 act but were utterly unanticipated by its authors. These include meetings of the sitting members of the council (cabinet members and sometimes without the vice president), who have over time come to be known as the “principals committee” of the NSC. They also include the meetings of sub-cabinet members designed to prepare policy choices for the principals, who have, since the first Bush administration, been known as the “deputies committee.” In the modern operations of the White House, there might be multiple such meetings—on widely divergent subjects—taking place every day. Furthermore, as we shall see, one of the ways new administrations shape their identity is by redefining, early on, the committee structures that determine how the cabinet and other government agencies interact with each other, prepare papers for the president, and create and implement policy. This process is one of Byzantine complexity and produces mind-numbing strings of acronyms and appellations, most of which are designed both to differentiate the current administration from its predecessors and to lock in the bureaucratic pecking order in a way that favors those influencing the drafting of the documents. Such efforts, almost always the first or among the first presidential directives of a new administration, offer instant and deep insights into the likely dynamics of the new team, the outlook of the president, and the soap operas that are likely to ensue.

Beyond even all these meetings, which participants will refer to as NSC meetings even though they are not the formal meetings of the council per se, are the activities of the NSC staff. This staff was initially envisioned as a tiny advisory team, a few professionals, most perhaps military men, who could help support the president in administering the national security  side of the government. Over time—and this is much of the story of the NSC—this group has inexorably gained power. Today it is a formidable government force, with more personnel than some cabinet-level agencies, and vastly more powerful than any of the vastly larger major bureaucracies.

Initially, the manager of this team was thought of as a kind of second-tier (or lower) job. The 1947 act states in paragraph c of the section quoted earlier:
The Council shall have a staff to be headed by a civilian executive secretary who shall be appointed by the president.3






This executive secretary post, however, has been superseded by a more senior position that not only was unanticipated in the act but also is not actually defined in any legislation.4 That person is known today as the assistant to the president for national security affairs or, less formally, the national security advisor. The national security advisor has now achieved cabinet-level status—although he or she does not have to face Senate confirmation, unlike cabinet appointees—and is seen as a peer and sometimes as a “first among equals” on the principals committee of the NSC, chairing those meetings and being the president’s go-to person on day-to-day national security issues. This position was first made well known by Henry Kissinger and subsequently has been occupied by a succession of exceptionally important individuals, including Brent Scowcroft, Zbigniew Brzezinski, Colin Powell, Anthony Lake, Sandy Berger, and Condoleezza Rice. Others in this group include the tragicomic team Robert McFarlane and John Poindexter, who were among the six national security advisors who served during the Reagan years, and the early pioneers of the post, including Robert Cutler, Gordon Gray, and McGeorge Bundy.

Supporting the president’s national security advisor is the National Security Council staff, which has grown to as many 200 members, ranging from very senior policymakers with the clout of cabinet secretaries (one, Richard Clarke, achieved principal-level status during the Clinton years as he led that administration’s counterterrorism experts) to much more junior analysts and support staff. Very often it is this staff that drafts the papers, the speeches, and the letters for the president to sign, that coordinates with other agencies, and that meets with foreign ambassadors, congressional staff, lobbyists, “friends of the president,” and special interest groups. It is this staff that people most frequently refer to as the NSC in Washington.

And none of this refers to the even more influential and more difficult  to pin down “informal” or “ad hoc” national security mechanisms in the White House, the inner circles around the president, many with no formal standing other than the favor of the commander-in-chief, who are often the last and most influential to speak to him before he makes a decision or delivers a speech. This group, which includes First Ladies and other first family members, school friends, girlfriends, occupants of the Lincoln Bedroom, journalists, and others, is constantly shifting, hard to pinpoint, and often of vital importance.

Does all this lead to confusion? Absolutely, even at the innermost core of the organization. For example, when Zbigniew Brzezinski hired a former student to his staff to handle congressional relations, she—one of the first women to serve in this very old-school, male-dominated world—balked, worrying that she would not be doing the kind of policy work that had drawn her, like Brzezinski, an immigrant born in Eastern Europe, into foreign affairs. He responded that she should not get so hung up on her job description that she talk herself out of a job. She was, after all, “on the NSC.” And that was something. So Madeleine Albright stayed, reporting to personnel who inquired what she would be doing. She told them, as Brzezinski had, that she would be “on the NSC.”5 Of course, they argued that wasn’t possible as she, a young staffer, was not actually president, vice president, secretary of state, secretary of defense, or any of the cabinet members President Jimmy Carter had named to his NSC. After some back and forth, it became clear that she meant the NSC staff, and she settled into a job that would help launch a career that ultimately included a seat for her on the statutorily defined National Security Council when she became America’s sixty-fourth secretary of state in 1997.




Stardust in Our Eyes


IF MISCONCEPTIONS about the nature of the several National Security Councils—the statutory one, the standing committees of the council, the council staff, and the informal ad hoc council—are easy to come by among Washington insiders, the problem is compounded for average Americans, who get their information about the world’s most important committee through several very coarse, distorting media filters.

In some respects, our ignorance about issues of foreign policy is trumped by our ignorance of the ways we make foreign policy or the people who conduct our foreign policy. It should go without saying that such a flaw makes it even harder for the body politic to effectively judge those  policies, their authors, and their stewards. This issue becomes more conspicuous at a time when American decisions on whether or not to act internationally have an impact on not only everything from jobs to security on any main street of any community in America, but also on the lives of hundreds of millions and sometimes billions of people around the world.

We are the Goliath of our age. But unlike the biblical Goliath, the debilitating blow to the head that we have suffered is a self-inflicted wound.

Ignorance of the real issues, the real processes, and the real actors is compounded by the surfeit of pseudo-knowledge surrounding the issues and institutions governing our decisions with regard to the most important issues of our day. Some of this is created by the hard-to-authenticate rumors, conspiracy theories, distortions, and misunderstandings of the Internet and its world of blogs, special interest Web sites, and the like. Some of it is created by the perverse processes of modern television programming, in which a caller in a double-wide in Tulsa, Oklahoma, is given network airtime to speculate on the location of Osama bin Laden—as if his opinion on the subject was informed by special insight or mattered in any other way. And, of course, much if not most of it comes from what happens when we get stardust in our eyes, when most of our knowledge of vital entities like the NSC or any of the manifestations of the committee in charge of running the world comes from the entertainment media. At the peak of its success, the 2000 season premiere of NBC’s The West Wing attracted an audience of 38 million people—millions more than the total number of viewers attracted by the three major broadcast networks’ news offerings (which probably devoted less coverage to international issues than did The West Wing). Hence we should probably not be surprised that whatever “knowledge” people do have of the critical inner workings of the U.S. government almost certainly come more from these fictional sources than from other, more reliable sources.

The result are a few stereotypes, a good number of conspiracy theories, and a lot of images of serious men (and a few manlike women) around massive oaken tables in darkened, key-lit rooms passionately pounding on tables, launching air strikes, and occasionally looking up to view the state of the world on high-tech monitors displaying astonishing amounts of detail about distant locations full of evil foreigners. The first movies to contribute to this image include classics like 1964’s Seven Days in May and Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove. In both, the military schemes and attempts to control the civilian government like puppets. In Seven Days in May, despite attempts at verisimilitude that included dressing Kirk Douglas in his costume uniform and surreptitiously filming him walking into the Pentagon (where filming was forbidden), the lasting images are of shadow, of war-mongering, power-hungry military leaders, and of conspiracy. 6



Dr. Strangelove is probably the closest thing there is to a national security classic. It, too, was born amid the nuclear hysteria of the early sixties in the year of Lyndon Johnson’s famous “Daisy” campaign advertisement showing a little girl picking flowers, oblivious to an ominous countdown to Armageddon taking place. While the movie is set in a Hollywood version of the Pentagon’s War Room, the imagery of blustering, medal-laden generals and demented civilian policy advisors has endured for decades. It’s hard for people of a certain generation to forget that dark, smoky room with the gigantic round table and board of illuminated maps—“He’ll see the board!” This movie also gave us the immortal line, “Gentlemen, you can’t fight in here—this is the war room,” which drips with irony for the average viewer and all the more so for people who understand the kind of internecine warfare that is endemic to the upper tiers of the U.S. foreign policymaking process.

Some of those who offer us popular glimpses into this inner sanctum are somewhat better schooled in the realities of the place. Nonetheless, the former staffers who write novels about the White House tend to be the ones who love the drama that infuses life there. In fact, the opening passages of Richard Clarke’s Against All Enemies and even the 9/11 Commission Report make you feel like you are reading a novel, because the issues described are so exceptionally dramatic in nature. Another former NSC staffer who tried his hand at depicting the life he led—well, at least a cleaned up version of it—is that famed “hyperthyroid marine,” Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North.

In his 2002 potboiler Mission Compromised, North recounts the exciting adventures of his hero, a marine officer named Peter Newman, who happens to be newly in charge of the NSC’s “Special Project Offices.” This thinly veiled defense of North’s role in one of the NSC’s darkest hours includes the following fairly accurate description of the workaday NSC:
Notwithstanding rumors Newman had heard to the contrary about this White House administration, the National Security Council’s administrative and security office in the Old Executive Office Building was a hub of efficiency. The people who worked in the third-floor office of this gray stone building next door to the White House were older. He surmised that these were professionals, not political appointees. Unlike others he  had seen that morning in the West Wing, the men were wearing coats and ties instead of jeans, and the women had on dresses and skirts. He noted, as any U.S. Marine would, that the men in this office had what he considered to be decent haircuts, and here, at least, it was the women who wore ponytails and earrings.

A woman who introduced herself as Carol Dayton, and identified herself as the NSC’s administrative and security officer, handed Newman a checklist of offices to visit, forms to fill out, and documents to sign. In less than two hours, the Marine major had taken care of all the obligatory paperwork, been photographed for the treasured blue White House pass, had his retinas scanned, had his fingers printed, had signed reams of nondisclosure agreements for classified security “compartments” he had never known existed, been issued access codes for the White House Situation Room cipher locks, and been taken on a quick, cursory tour of the old structure so he wouldn’t get lost on his way to work.7






In addition to providing this general overview of the NSC offices, North also provides a general description of the Situation Room.


The National Security Advisor was in his shirtsleeves, his suit coat draped over one of the twenty or so chairs in the room where presidents had been meeting with their most trusted advisors since Dwight David Eisenhower. It was, Newman observed, a very small room for so many big decisions.

As they moved into the wood-paneled conference room, Harrod closed the door behind them . . . Newman sat, taking a seat across the smooth, polished mahogany table from Harrod—unaware that the Director of Central Intelligence usually occupied the chair that he had chosen during meetings of the National Security Council.8




And he also describes his old office, which was later occupied by counterterrorism czar Richard Clarke and, during the first term of the George W. Bush administration, was the office of Deputy National Security Advisor for Communications, Jim Wilkinson.


There was a large mahogany desk in the southeast corner beside a window that also overlooked the memorial to the first president. Beside the desk was a built-in counter that, judging by the wires running like spaghetti from fixtures in the wall, once held banks of computer terminals and phones. Against the interior wall was a large circular table with  six chairs around it. . . . “When all the systems are hooked up, this is the best office in the NSC besides my office,” said Harrod, gesturing. “It must have driven the striped-pants peons from State, DOD, and Langley nuts to have this prime piece of real estate occupied by a Marine lieutenant colonel.”9




And in presenting the description that way, it is absolutely clear that it delighted the marine lieutenant colonel to drive the “striped-pants peons” nuts.

But despite the penchant for depicting the scenes that take place in the world of the national security team at the helm of the U.S. government in dark, shadowy images, these fictional depictions, even the best informed of them, shed precious little light on the real dynamics of power within the NSC or their significance. The NSC instead provides a useful setting, a hub of power that draws the storyteller precisely because it is not well understood and thus offers considerable license to authors.

In fact, much of what is important in the workings of this most powerful of all the world’s committees is to be found in the details that exist beyond the view of the general public: in the importance of personal relationships; in the important role that informal meetings, even accidental ones, play in influencing outcomes; in the constraints and the limitations of process; in the political and bureaucratic subtexts that outlive presidencies.

Hence many of the better stories of this world go untold. Some are secret. Some are just invisible. For every Henry Kissinger who becomes an icon recognizable the world over, sometimes even seen in television commercials, there are countless other stories and characters of equal dramatic promise that have yet to be discovered by a public whose interest in this place is limited to times of crisis or depictions that place movie stars in the roles of real-life heroes and villains.

The story of the committee in charge of running the world is the same kind of tale that has entertained people since the beginnings of storytelling: the court drama. In fact, in Our Own Worst Enemy, published in 1984 and written by I.M. Destler, Leslie Gelb, and a man who less than a decade later would be national security advisor, Anthony Lake, there is a description of two classes of actors around the president, “barons” and “courtiers.” A baron by their definition was a “senior official in charge of an important domain within the presidential realm.”10 The authors go on to say, “Like kings in the Middle Ages, Presidents have ‘courtiers’ in the White House who gain influence by responding to both their personal needs and their political priorities. And these courtiers come inevitably into contact  with the barons.”11 With all such rivalries come intrigues, competition, historical animosities, and human follies that undo well-made plans.

Consequently, the modern history of the NSC has a Shakespearean feel to it. Born after the biggest war the world has known and put into place by an accidental ruler who rose to great challenges, the NSC evolved under the reign of a wily and deceptively brilliant great general whose crucial, quiet decisions set the stage for the world order for decades to come. He was succeeded by a young prince who came to office thanks to the dirty dealings of his manipulative courtier of a father and who then surrounded himself with an inner circle that included his own brother and the elites of the land. This young king was murdered and another accidental president was brought into office, one whose own great ambitions were brought down thanks to the entanglements bequeathed to him posthumously by his predecessor.

The leader that followed, our modern King Richard, came to the throne after a brutal career-long struggle to do so. At his side was a brilliant advisor who gained so much power that he began to be seen as a rival to his benefactor. Before the rivalry could reach its inevitable conflict, the king was brought down in the greatest scandal the country had ever known.

What followed was a national struggle for its own identity in which the image of the good nation was so deeply tainted by scandal and the ugly side of war that the country and its leaders were to spend a decade and a half grappling with their own limitations and identity in the world. One of these, himself an actor, undertook that healing but was himself almost undone by assassins and scandal. In the end, he was saved by the collapse of the “evil empire” that was the greatest enemy of the state.

His successor also helped create another Shakespearean chapter in the story when he won a great victory on the world stage but then stopped before deposing his enemy and thereafter lost office. This unfinished business hung in the air, haunting the White House even through the tenure of another president, who brought a remarkable mix of triumph and personal flaws, achievement and low comic scandal to the office, until the earlier president’s son took office and sought to expunge the ghosts of his father’s incomplete agenda by using a national calamity as a pretext to go again to war and to finally defeat his father’s enemy.

Throughout these absolutely Elizabethan goings-on, of course, the business of the court was a rich tapestry woven by a remarkable cast of characters that also would have made Shakespeare proud: James Forrestal, the creator of the modern national security system who would die by his own hand; Robert McNamara, the brilliant secretary of defense whose fate  evokes that of Prometheus as he is forced for decades to suffer the gnawing of his conscience at his innards; Henry Kissinger, who recognized that in modern courts, great diplomats must master the media even as they orchestrate relations with enemies and allies alike; and fierce internecine battles between Kissinger and Melvin Laird or James Schlesinger, between Zbigniew Brzezinski and Cyrus Vance, between George Shultz and Caspar Weinberger, or perhaps worst of all, within the administration of George W. Bush between Colin Powell and Donald Rumsfeld. There is the comic ineptitude of Iran-Contra’s delivery cakes to ayatollahs and secret missions with Ollie North leading to the attempted suicide of yet another national security principal, Robert McFarlane, and convictions for him and many of his colleagues. There are affairs and romances and quashed ambitions and all the stuff hinted at but only superficially revealed in novels or television programs. Heck, there’s even a little sex appeal as Kissinger dates starlets and offers his teutonic rumble about power being the ultimate aphrodisiac. More recently the country singer Steve Earle croons:

Oh Condi, Condi beggin’ on my knees 
Open up your heart and let me in wontcha please 
Got no money but everybody knows 
I love you Condi and I’ll never let you go 
Sweet and dandy pretty as can be 
You be the flower and I’ll be the bumble bee 
Oh she loves me oops she loves me not 
People say you’re cold but I think you’re hot12









Two Degrees of Henry Kissinger


LOVE SONGS TO national security advisors notwithstanding—and thankfully there is only one such song—the impulse in popular literature and media to focus on the human drama, the personal relationships that drive and shape policy decisions, is not so unhealthy, even for the serious student. Indeed, of the few serious policy tomes written about the national security apparatus of the United States, there is vastly too much focus on policy and process and too little on people, their work culture, their philosophies, the psychology of the interaction, and the psychology of their times.

From the more than 130 interviewees for this book who have lived and  breathed inside the U.S. foreign policy apparatus during the last sixty years, it’s apparent that there are five main factors that shape how this apparatus works. Listed in descending order of importance, they are:


Personality and the “sociology” of an administration. This factor begins with and emanates from the president. But it is strongly influenced by the community of decision makers with which he surrounds himself, notably the “inner circle,” those closest to him.


Domestic political context. To wield power, you have to have it first. Consequently, for the all the pronouncements about foreign policy specialists being “above” politics and how politics should be kept out of foreign policymaking, it never happens and it would be naive to expect it. Every key decision in the history of the White House foreign policy apparatus has been shaped in important ways by domestic political considerations. Consequently, understanding those politics and how the U.S. political environment has changed (almost entirely for the worse) is critical to understanding how this process will and can work.


International context. The United States does not act in a vacuum, and despite our unchallenged supremacy among nations in terms of military and economic capabilities at this moment in time, we are not invulnerable, nor are we possessed of unlimited power. In fact, we are simply the leading member of a community. Understanding the dynamics within that community also proves to be essential to understanding U.S. options, actions, and consequences.


Ideology and/or governing philosophy. Although an element of personality and of politics, the ideologies of key players and their political factions and the underlying governing philosophies of individuals, groups, and their eras are important because sometimes they constrain or inform behavior in subtle and powerful ways. Even the most casual observer can see that ideology creates policy handcuffs, that leaders who act on the faith that their worldview is right invite history to offer the nuances they will not or cannot see, and that “purely pragmatic” government actions stripped of underlying philosophy can be as dangerous as those driven by any particular dogma.


Structure and process. It is easy to disdain the wonkish work of those who focus on the structure and process of our policy apparatus, but the reality is that decisions about who is on what committee, what committee makes what decision, who recommends, who implements, how they do it, and what is required to start or stop an action can have a profound impact on events.

In the course of this book, one objective will be to use the observations  of many of the participants in the “court drama” that we will be observing to illustrate and explore these five factors. But to return to the issue of “who” these players are is not only worthwhile because their relationships and beliefs are key drivers behind the actions we are most interested in, but also because in the end it is important to remember that this is not the story of an institution; it is the story of people.

You can find thousands of Web sites today with theories about who those people are and how they are linked. Some of these theories are harmlessly stupid. Some are the old-school, rather banal conspiracy theories of those who fear high-level organizations like the Council on Foreign Relations (I’m a member, I confess) or the Trilateral Commission. Some are more insidious, like the current popular misconception that somehow there is a group of monolithic, lockstep “neocons” driving Bush administration policy (there is not). Yet when one does examine the nature of the people who are members of the inner circles of U.S. international policy-making with an interest in uncovering facts rather than developing theories, some interesting patterns emerge.

These people do have a lot in common—an extraordinary amount—because the world of America’s foreign policy elite, from which the members of this group are drawn, is a very exclusive one. Indeed, like many of the courts of Europe, there is a kind of aristocracy of American foreign policymaking that is more permanent and enduring than any of the rulers who come and go.

Some members of this group “inherit” their place in it. Senator Prescott Bush passes on his seat at the table to his son George H.W. Bush, who in turn passes it on to his son George W. Bush, who may next pass it on to his brother, Florida Governor Jeb Bush. The similar tale of Ambassador Joseph Kennedy, President John F. Kennedy, Senator Robert Kennedy, Senator Edward Kennedy, Representative Joseph Kennedy, Representative Patrick Kennedy, and Lt. Governor Kathleen Kennedy has also been frequently cited. But within the world of the national security elite, similar ties exist. One of the fathers of the modern NSC, the first defense secretary, James Forrestal, did not live to see his son Michael Forrestal serve on the NSC in the 1960s. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles served at the same time as his brother Allen Dulles ran the CIA.

One of the first “official” national security advisors, McGeorge Bundy, worked alongside his brother William, who served at the State Department and had an earlier career at the CIA. Bundy’s deputy and successor Walter Rostow also served at the same time alongside his brother Eugene Rostow. Another senior Clinton political advisor, Harold Ickes, was the  son of the Franklin Roosevelt cabinet secretary of the same name. Former under secretary of defense and career ambassador Frank Wisner Jr. is the son of Frank Wisner Sr., a former senior CIA official who was reputedly involved in the overthrow of the Arbenz regime in Guatemala in 1954 and the Mossadeq regime in Iran in 1953. Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry’s father was a career foreign service officer. Senator John McCain’s father was a commander-in-chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, Admiral John McCain.

But there are other clusters of senior foreign policy officials that are perhaps even more telling about the nature of this elite who rise to be the principal advisors to the president of the United States. For example, they begin their careers in many of the same places. Much has been made of the fact that President George W. Bush and his 2004 challenger John Kerry were two years apart at Yale and that both were members of the Skull and Bones secret society and that Bill Clinton also went to Yale (law school), as did his wife and as did 2000 vice presidential candidate Senator Joseph Lieberman. Vice President Dick Cheney also went there but dropped out. Bush also went to graduate school at Harvard (business school), the same university that was attended by 2000 Democratic nominee Al Gore.

But a look at the roots of the foreign policy elites reveals similar concentrations of leaders attending the same schools. The father of “containment,” George Kennan, attended Princeton, as did Secretary of State George Shultz. At Princeton, future secretaries of defense Frank Carlucci and Donald Rumsfeld were roommates and wrestling teammates. Also in Carlucci’s class of 1952 was future secretary of state James Baker. Wisner also attended Princeton, as did future under secretary of defense Walter Slocombe, who was helping the Bush administration rebuild the Iraqi army in Baghdad while another Princeton grad, Robert Mueller, was handling the home front while running the FBI. Carter administration Deputy National Security Advisor David Aaron, who later served in multiple capacities in the Clinton administration, was at Princeton at the same time as Wisner and Slocombe. Richard Perle got his master’s degree there a few years later. Shortly thereafter, future national security advisor Anthony Lake studied there and, for a while, roomed with future UN ambassador Richard Holbrooke. Senior National Security Council staffers such as David Gompert, Franklin Miller, and Ambassador Karl “Rick” Inderfurth also attended Princeton at roughly the same time in the mid-1970s.

Naturally, there are a few other schools that have also bred large concentrations of leaders. Madeleine Albright studied at Columbia with future national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski as her dissertation  advisor. Future CIA director George Tenet also studied there. Brzezinski taught at Harvard at the same time as Kissinger, and much has been made of their budding academic rivalry at the time. They both studied with William Yandell Elliot there, as did future policy planning official and author of The Clash of Civilizations Samuel Huntington. Among others who got some of their early taste not only of the international issues they would one day cope with but also of the people they would spend their careers working alongside were future defense secretary James Schlesinger, future State Department official and head of the Council on Foreign Relations Leslie Gelb, Kissinger student and future Republican Party foreign policy fixture Peter Rodman, Sandy Berger, Anthony Lake, future treasury secretary Robert Rubin, Berger’s future deputy national security advisor Jim Steinberg, Douglas Feith, future NSC senior director and Ambassador Stephen Sestanovich, and The End of History author Francis Fukuyama. Faculty members include current Harvard president and recent treasury secretary Lawrence Summers; former and current NSC staffers Morton Halperin, Robert Blackwill, Lawrence Lynn, Robert Pastor, and Jessica Stern; and many others. The list goes on and on.

Not surprisingly, once out of school certain career choices increased the likelihood that an individual would remain influential within this community. Names from the career military obviously top this list, including, of course, President General Dwight Eisenhower, President Lieutenant Jimmy Carter, Secretary of State General Colin Powell, former Secretary of State General Alexander Haig, two-time National Security Advisor General Brent Scowcroft, former National Security Advisor Admiral John Poindexter, former National Security Advisor Lieutenant Colonel Robert McFarlane, former presidential staff secretary General Andrew Goodpaster, former National Security Advisor General Robert Cutler, former Deputy National Security Advisor and former Director of the National Security Agency Lieuteuant General William Odom, former Deputy National Security Advisor Admiral Jonathan Howe, and, of course, countless members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, their chairmen, vice chairmen, commanders-in-chief (CINCs), North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Supreme Allied Commanders, military aides, and others of significance.

Career foreign service officers also surface regularly, including influential names from the “permanent” policy community of their eras like former Under Secretary of State Ambassador Thomas Pickering and current Ambassador to Baghdad and former UN Ambassador John Negroponte.

In addition to beginning from a remarkably concentrated list of elite academic institutions and often choosing similar career paths, common  experiences typically forged key clusters of officials into groups that have survived the many changes in Washington and remained at the center of policymaking. Some such groups were created by people who served together in challenging but career-making environments, such as in the Vietnam War or the Gulf War.

Other such groups were formed in each administration as it confirmed another class of senior foreign policy specialists by appointing them to key positions, recruiting rising candidates to assist them, and then passing them on—either through the party-agnostic career path or to one of the two big competing “teams” of the foreign policy community, the Republican or Democratic foreign policy establishments. Within these communities, there is remarkable continuity, with significant crossover among key players among all administrations, and particularly among those of like party affiliation.

Among all such groups, perhaps the most remarkably influential is the group of people who served with or were directly influenced by Henry Kissinger. Kissinger, whose endurance as a national figure is remarkable on many levels, may actually have left his greatest legacy in the degree to which he influenced the attitudes, outlooks, methods, and beliefs of those who worked with him. His influence was especially great because he served both as national security advisor and as secretary of state, and he is the only individual to serve as a national security principal for eight consecutive years (two presidential terms) during the past several decades (although, as of this writing, Condoleezza Rice and Donald Rumsfeld are in a position to equal this accomplishment). The result is that even today, almost thirty years after he left office, we are still being led by those he led or those very close to them.

To illustrate the point, play the game Two Degrees of Henry Kissinger with all the national security advisors who followed him. The objective is simple: identify those who worked for him as aides, on his staff, or directly with him in some capacity (noting his special influence during his time in government, during which he was undoubtedly the “first among equals” on foreign policy), or those who worked directly for such a person. Every single national security advisor since Kissinger is, in fact, within two degrees of Kissinger:
• General Brent Scowcroft: 1 degree—was Kissinger’s deputy national security advisor

• Zbigniew Brzezinski: 1 degree—was on the faculty at Harvard with  Kissinger, served with him on the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB)

• Richard Allen: 1 degree—worked with Kissinger on the Nixon administration transition and then on Nixon’s NSC staff

• Judge William Clark: 2 degrees—worked for former Kissinger aide Alexander Haig at the State Department

• Robert McFarlane: 1 degree—worked with Kissinger on NSC

• Admiral John Poindexter: 2 degrees—was McFarlane’s deputy

• Frank Carlucci: 1 degree—worked with Kissinger during the Nixon administration

• General Colin Powell: 2 degrees—was Carlucci’s deputy

• Scowcroft again: 1 degree—as above

• Anthony Lake: 1 degree—was a Kissinger aide

• Samuel Berger: 2 degrees—was Lake’s deputy

• Condoleezza Rice: 2 degrees—was on Scowcroft’s NSC staff

• Stephen Hadley: 1 degree—worked with Kissinger on NSC





Furthermore, in other senior positions, you find that U.S. foreign policy has been dominated by those within one or two degrees of Kissinger for the past three decades, particularly those in top leadership positions since the end of Cold War.

In the first Bush administration, the president had been the CIA director when Kissinger was secretary of state in the Ford administration. Scowcroft, as noted above, was Kissinger’s deputy. Cheney was White House chief of staff during the Ford administration. Baker had not worked directly with Kissinger, but clearly was surrounded with people who had. In the second Bush administration, we again have Cheney. We have Rumsfeld, who was secretary of defense while Kissinger was secretary of state during the Ford administration and who had worked with  Kissinger during the Nixon administration when he was ambassador to NATO. Powell and Rice, as noted above, had second-degree linkages to Kissinger. Both of Clinton’s national security advisors are noted above. Furthermore, numerous senior Clinton advisors, such as Holbrooke and Slocombe, had first-degree linkages, while others, such as Albright, had second-degree linkages.

The linkage games underscore just how small the pool is from which the NSC is drawn. It could be played with other important central figures, perhaps, but few who combine both the web of linkages and the intellectual influence of Kissinger. Still, any such exercise would emphasize that within the small, one-company town of Washington, D.C., the foreign policy community feels even small, even inbred. All the insiders, all the members of this committee over time know the others well and recognize that they will no doubt deal with one another for their entire lives. Among them are old animosities, extremely complex relationships, friendships that have withstood the test of time, loyalties, knowledge, old school ties, and other deep linkages.

Truly, the committee in charge of running the world, the White House leadership of the American foreign policy establishment, is a world within a world and a world unto itself. Of course, that’s ironic, given that this comparatively insular group is meant to be our interlocutor with the world and our interpreter of it. But before you begin planning your own conspiracy theory Web site, ask yourself: Would you really want it any other way? Would you really want such important decisions made by people with less experience, who didn’t know one another, who had not seen the cycles of recent history unfold?

The only way to begin to answer that question is to consider this group’s record, its strengths, and its shortcomings—to somehow begin to shine a light on the activities that flicker in and out of our field of vision, receding between crises, distorted by media misperceptions and dramatic license, obscured by ignorance and apathy on the part of the American electorate and by the inscrutability of the system to the rest of the world.
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Washington’s Choice


To administer justice to, and receive it from every great power with whom they are connected will, I hope, be always found the most prominent feature in the administration of this country.

—George Washington

 



The responsibility of great states is to serve and not to dominate the world.

—Harry S. Truman




AS THE Second World War drew to a close, the United States was in a position that had never before been seen in the history of the modern world. A great nation, with the power and resources to extend its influence to every corner of the globe, it was without rival. Virtually every other great power or would-be great power of the day—England, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia—had been devastated by the war of the preceding six years. Fifty percent of all world trade passed through the United States. We not only had led an alliance that defeated our enemies, but also had played the dominant role in achieving our victories—and our victories had not just been resounding, they had been complete. We had demanded unconditional surrender from foes that had previously been thought to be at the pinnacle of global power. What is more, isolated by two oceans from the wrack and ruin of industrialized total warfare, we emerged relatively unscathed.

As a consequence of its unequaled power, unequaled reputation, and unmatched resources, the United States had a profound choice to make.  Would it use its unprecedented power to build an empire, as earlier great powers had? Or would it choose a different path, one more consistent with its arguments that it was liberating enslaved countries, that it was attempting to spread the principle of self-determination and the American ideals of international conduct that had evolved from Washington’s Farewell Address through Wilson and Roosevelt? And what role would it play in the global community whose destiny it would shape? Engaged and active? Or would it simply return to within its shores and once again avoid the “entangling alliances” that Thomas Jefferson warned against in his inaugural address? It was a choice of such moment that its ramifications still resonate throughout the world today.




General George Washington: One Individual’s Choice


BY 1783 General George Washington’s stature was unequaled within the fledgling nation he had battled to bring into existence. He achieved one of history’s great military victories while leading a small, underprovisioned army against the British Empire, then the greatest military force in the world. He had done so with dignity and while earning the utmost respect from his men. The reality, indistinguishable between the Washington of myth and the Washington of fact, is that Washington could very likely have had any role he sought in the life of the new country.

Yet, Washington chose a remarkable path. He traveled to Annapolis and resigned the first commission ever given out by the government of this new country. And he made his way along the forty-odd miles of road that separated the country’s legislature on the banks of the Chesapeake to his home at Mount Vernon on the banks of the Potomac River.

Throughout history, victors in war had sought power in exchange for their labors. Cromwell and Marlborough were but two relatively recent examples from British history that had illustrated this point. But Washington, like the often-cited example of the Roman farmer-soldier Cincinnatus, chose to return to his fields and his family.

Of course, he knew what he was doing. On the one hand, by retiring and urging his soldiers to return to their prewar roles, he was underscoring his commitment to the preeminence of civil authority. On the other, he knew that he was cementing a reputation that mattered to him greatly. Even King George III, perhaps with some self-interest, said that if Washington went through with his plans to retire, “he will be the greatest man in the world.”1 The famous painter John Trumbull wrote that this master of strategic retreat’s final retreat from public life “excites the astonishment and admiration of this part of the world. ’Tis a conduct so novel, so unconceivable to people, who, far from giving up powers they possess are willing to convulse the empire to acquire more.”2


Thus, Washington solidified his reputation for being a great man not with a spectacular accomplishment but by a simple choice, to give up personal gain for a greater good that he valued more.

When called to return and ultimately to assume the presidency, which Washington did with predictable modesty, resistance, and graceful acquiescence to the public will, he was obligated, through his actions, to establish the parameters, tone, and precedents for a presidency where none existed before.

The presidency was an idea that some viewed with suspicion because of the potential for a strong president to play a despotic role. Indeed, when it was proposed at the Constitutional Convention that the role be filled by a single person, there was palpable unease in the room. But despite admonitions to the contrary, a strong presidency was embraced as a direct consequence of the fact that many expected the former commanding general to fulfill the role. In other words, without the existence of a man like Washington, the job of president as we currently conceive it very well might not exist. Even dyed-in-the-wool republicans like Jefferson believed that with Washington in the office, it might well amount to an appointment for life, with the president playing a role much like that of a king. John Adams, in some respects the ur-revolutionary, himself began to refer in speeches and writings to the idea of the country becoming some kind of a republican monarchy. This was partially and paradoxically a tribute to America’s great leader of the day.

And so, in this environment, Washington stepped into the uncharted waters of the presidency and acquitted himself with the same grace and desire to place the institutions of government above any individual that had marked his departure from military service six years earlier. He acted with dignity and reserve, bringing to the role necessary formality. But he also eschewed any suggestions of monarchy, taking pains to ensure that people knew he had no desire to pass the role on to his children and that he intended to retire at the end of his term, and expressing relief when the House of Representatives proffered on him the fairly simple title of “Mr. President” rather than some of the more resplendent options that had been bruited about.

Notably—and this example is worth remembering when we consider the case of some of his more recent successors in the presidency—Washington tolerated and actually embraced a wide range of views in his cabinet, a division that began with the fierce struggle between Jefferson, his secretary of state, and Hamilton, his secretary of the treasury. While this rivalry was symbolic of the party split between Jefferson’s Republicans and Hamilton’s Federalists, and of the divide between pro-French elements (led by Jefferson) and pro-British elements (led by Hamilton), a more imperially inclined leader might have demanded adherence to his views above all others. Rather, the general listened to his advisors and their strong disagreements; weighed them, often taking much more time to do so than they would have liked; and then made solid decisions that he expected to be enforced. He did not tolerate backbiting and division. He sought a range of views within his councils but demanded that the government speak with a single voice. Indeed, the esteem in which he was held grew as his role as an honest broker, a conciliator, and a true leader in his new job became clearer. The result was that to virtually all contemporary and subsequent historians there is a single view: the character of this man became the glue that held a new administration together and the foundation on which a stable republic was built. Again, had he chosen self-aggrandizement, personal reward, and placing himself above the law when Congress disagreed with him, as he easily could have and as many if not most might have done, the outcome would have been very different. Instead Washington carefully, repeatedly, and very publicly invested his hard-earned political capital back into the government he had helped found, into its laws and its institutions.

He ensured that the Constitution was interpreted properly and made a number of momentous choices along the way. He could have chosen to make his vice president a kind of prime minister, but did not, thinking that such a move, not inconsistent with the wording of the Constitution, undercut its intent. He established traditions for seeking the advice and consent of the Senate and constraining the role of the House on international matters. He also did not tolerate it when, on one visit to the Senate to address such matters, the senators’ queries and comments went far beyond what he felt was appropriate, infringing on his role as chief executive, or, as he often put it, chief magistrate. He invented the concept of cabinet that essentially remains in place today. He also understood the need to communicate what he was doing and went across the country to do so.

Then, after this record of remarkable achievement in which he secured  the stability and viability of the new government, he once again demonstrated the maxim that a great exit reveals more about a great actor than a great entrance. After an abortive attempt to leave office after one term was thwarted by the fragility of the government in 1792, four years later, he retired once again to Mount Vernon. The tradition set a precedent that was violated only once in the history of the country—by Roosevelt in the midst of a global crisis that he felt warranted his staying on—and that was then enshrined in the Constitution by the Twenty-second Amendment more than a century and a half after Washington left office. Of course, it was more than a tradition; it was the clearest and most powerful statement that anyone could make that, no matter how great the power of the presidency might become, the power resides with the office and not with the man in it, and that the people who elect our leaders are the ultimate power and the leaders themselves only their servants.

Had not the greatest man in the country, the one who could have taken any path, the one to whom virtually no one would stand up, chosen the course he did, it is substantially less likely that the republic would be here today or that democracy would have taken root and spread so successfully worldwide. Thus, Washington’s great choice was not simply the choice not to be king; it was a string of decisions, including the choices to peacefully leave the offices of commander of the army and later of president, the choice to place himself beneath the law and at the will of the people, and above all, the choice to serve rather than dominate. The subordination of his own personal fortunes to the greater good of the society he sought to build sent a message that the American Revolution was not, like so many others, simply an excuse to enable one group to wrest power away from another but truly was a watershed, the birth of a new system founded on philosophies that had grown out of frustration with centuries of abuse by aristocracies and others for whom the objectives of government and the self-interests of the governors were inextricably interwoven.




The Choices Confronting Washington’s Political Heirs


REVERBERATIONS AND echoes of Washington’s choice have been visited on the city that now bears his name many times over the past two centuries, but perhaps never with consequences for so many as during the two peaks in America’s global power: our victory at the conclusion of the Second World War and our victory in the Cold War  sixty years later. At both times, America’s position in the world was analogous to Washington’s position in America at the end of the Revolution. We were the unassailable, unchallenged leader among all nations. Indeed, in the wake of the Cold War victory, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright chose to characterize the United States as the “indispensable nation,” a term that echoed the title of James Thomas Flexner’s four-volume biography of Washington, The Indispensable Man.

Washington wrote the words that appear at the beginning of this chapter in a letter early during his presidency. But in his Farewell Address he added that his vision of America’s future on the international stage was “for a free, enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great Nation, to give mankind the too novel example of a People always guided by exalted justice and benevolence. . . . Can it be that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a nation with its virtue?”3


These comments suggest that Washington envisioned a day in which a larger, more powerful United States, finally immune to becoming a pawn in the games played between the old powers of Europe, would entertain a foreign policy in which justice rather than narrow self-interest was seen as the driver of our international actions. Indeed, he echoed on one particular front the current policy ambitions of Democrats and Republicans alike to be seen as an example of the success of republican government and thus to become its greatest advocate in the world. As Patrick Garrity wrote in The National Interest in the fall of 1996, as we were grappling with the confusing new realities of the post–Cold War era, while “Washington’s general remedy for keeping America on an even keel was to stress the proper role of interest in foreign policy . . . ‘no nation is to be trusted farther than it is bound by its interest; and no prudent statesman or politician will venture to depart from it.’”4 Garrity goes on to say that in his Farewell Address Washington “argued that America’s pursuit of its legitimate national interests in the world—especially when it came to questions of war or peace—ought to be ‘guided by our justice.’”5


Garrity also notes that
Washington did not act according to the modern dichotomy between “realism” and “idealism” in the formulation of foreign policy. He agreed with both Hamilton (the supposed realist) that nations act solely out of their own interest; and with Jefferson (the supposed idealist) that there is but one standard of morality for men and for nations. . . . And even though he dearly hoped that America would soon develop its own, distinct national character (which would help liberate it from the enticements of both the French and the English and the divisions they sought to foster), he added the admonition that we required “a decent respect for the opinions of mankind.”6






In the wake of the Second World War, our role was much like that of Washington at the time of the Constitutional Convention of 1787. If there was to be a chance for peace and stability, we had to play an active role not only in winning the war but also in establishing the peace through creating a global civil society. We had to set aside the compelling lure of attending only to domestic issues and recognize that if we did not apply our talents, resources, and particular view of “our justice” to the establishment, funding, management, and cultivation of that greater community, we would very likely face the kinds of problems we had in the 1930s. We had to make the same choice that Washington did, to harness our power for the greater good—and even then, we had to do as he did and resist the temptations to create a global community that was too self-serving, to rig the system too much (and the fact that some would argue we rigged it plenty while others would argue we didn’t go far enough suggests that we did manage to strike some sort of balance, if not a happy one). We had the military, political, and economic power to dominate, and instead we chose to invest in rebuilding even our enemies and then engaging them and others through a global civic architecture that surpassed anything ever before seen on the planet.

In the remarkable period of institutional creativity that followed the Second World War, not only did we create global institutions such as the United Nations, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the International Labor Organization, the seeds of the World Trade Organization, and international courts of justice plus great military alliances like NATO and the administrative structures that implemented the Marshall Plan and oversaw the rebuilding of Europe (which led indirectly to the establishment of what became the European Community) and Japan, we also created a number of important domestic institutions to help manage our role in this new global community.

Among these were the institutions created as part of the National Security Act of 1947, which included the National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Department of the Air Force. As we shall see, many factors played into the creation of these agencies and departments, but their over-all goal was to ensure the security of the United States and to preserve our interests internationally through the effective management of the resources available to the U.S. government. Of particular importance was learning  from the experiences of the Second World War to ensure that we could balance our political and diplomatic interests and capabilities with our military and intelligence interests and capabilities. This was essential because another new feature of the postwar era was the specter of the Cold War and the likelihood that we would be engaged in a new kind of global competition, one that would forever end the notion that America existed apart from the world and could retreat to its own shores and turn off “foreign entanglements” like they were programs on that other postwar development of considerable importance to our story: the television.

Of these new institutions, over the almost six decades since they were created, the National Security Council has come to be the hub of all U.S. international engagement, the place where formal policies are adopted, agencies offer alternative choices to the president, and the president decides on the world’s most powerful nation’s course of action with (or without) regard to the rest of the planet. It became both the policy creation mechanism and the policy implementation mechanism that helped harness and coordinate the actions of an increasingly complex government in an increasingly complex world.

Consequently, and ironically, after the ups and downs of the Cold War and a long, torturous period of American self-doubt that reached its nadir in the days of Vietnam and Watergate, it was this product of America’s greatest moment of institutional creativity—of its highest embodiment of the principles and ideals underlying “Washington’s Choice”—that played a central role in revisiting that choice with the birth of a new era on September 11, 2001. It also led to the present-day leaders of the United States reaching a stunningly different set of conclusions about what to do with American power and prestige.

Indeed, in the years since the end of the Cold War in 1991, the National Security Council and the policy arms of the government that connect to it have been the hub of an ongoing debate concerning what America should do now that we once again attained the heights of power last seen in 1945 and the years immediately after the Second World War. This time, we were the only superpower remaining standing, dominant militarily and economically. What is more, we were the dominant power of a new age, one in which new technologies of telecommunications and transportation made it possible for us to project force or the power of our ideas to any corner of the world at a moment’s notice. While our relative power may not have been as great as it was in 1945, our reach was certainly far greater.

Once again, the challenge for the United States was what to do with that power to best advance our national interests. It was a debate that would  take the better part of a decade to coalesce into a clear set of ideas. During the Clinton years, it seemed as though the direction would be more Tru-manesque, more oriented toward the further development of an international community in which we would play a leading role. But after the stunning attacks of the first year of the new century, there was a sudden change in the tone of that debate and in the driving philosophies shaping America’s choices.

This time, frustrated with the inability and unwillingness of the sixty-year-old institutions of the international community to respond to our requests for support in avenging the September 11 attacks, our leaders chose a different course. Rather than investing our power and prestige into civil institutions of the global community in which we found ourselves playing the decisive leadership role, they chose to go it alone, to use our power and resources to advance our interests as they defined them. And rather than showing a “decent respect for the opinions of mankind,” we set aside past notions of “our justice” and consequently rejected the path that had distinguished the country and its leaders at our birth and at the previous moment of our greatest triumph. The words from Truman’s first address as president to a joint session of Congress—that the “responsibility of great states is to serve and not to dominate the world”—were drowned out by concepts like preemption and unilateralism, ideas that were more founded in raw power than they were on the philosophies of America’s founders. Advancing democracy may have been our ultimate objective, but we certainly did not choose to achieve it via the strengthening of the global laws or institutions we had once established for just such a purpose. Even if one result of our effort proves to be a net positive in the context of one region, such as the Middle East—and as of this writing the jury is still out on that point—achieving it by placing ourselves above and beyond the influence of global institutions or the rule of law will only serve to seriously damage the international order that we have sought to build since the end of World War II.

Understanding what role human behaviors and the character of individuals play in determining the character of a nation like the United States—how the choices of our leaders become the pivotal choices of our eras for global society—is one of the principal objectives of this book. When we examine the evolution of the national security apparatus of the U.S. government from 1947 to the present, we discover that no other factor is more central to determining whether we succeed or fail in preserving or advancing our national interests and ideals than the character of the people we put in the positions to lead us.

Many aspects of character are no longer emphasized as they were in Washington’s day. It has often been said that the miracle of the American Revolution was the coincidental appearance of so many remarkable minds at a single time and at a single place in history. As a class they are distinguished from today’s leaders in that they actually believed that philosophy was a discipline they should study and contemplate. They were not only the heirs of Locke, Hobbes, Rousseau, and Burke, but they also knew who these thinkers were. They discussed their writings and they debated the prevailing views of enlightenment Europe.

Today such debates are considered the province of smoky French television programs and irredeemable academics. In place of philosophy, which involves developing a system of belief based on questioning and reasoning, many of our modern leaders have embraced ideology, which is based on having a system of beliefs essentially stripped of the questions. Indeed, doubt and introspection are frowned on as offering the appearance of indecision. It is likely that the deliberate, slow reasoning of Washington, which many of his subordinates regarded as rather painful to watch, would be seen as weakness today. Certainly, painstaking debates on the philosophy of our government and the responsibility of that government to those people it rules over would simply not be tolerated. Yet, we live at a time of such change in the global community that many fundamental philosophical ideas, such as the social contract or the relationship between individuals in one country and the governments of another country whose daily actions have an impact on their lives, ought to be the subject of open debate. Absent that debate, the characters of all our leaders and our groups of leaders are diminished and unnecessarily constrained. And absent having philosophy as a driver of decisions, a greater role is given to expediency, politics, personal relationships, bureaucratic imperatives, and other factors, which, although important in a practical sense, are less likely to elevate outcomes or align them with ideas of justice or long-term national interests.

Virtually every administration in the past sixty years has had a moment in which circumstances have taken the measure of its character, a turning point at which the true nature of the president and his closest advisers is revealed. In these crucibles of crisis or slower pressure cookers of unfolding events, we repeatedly watch veneers crumble and even careerlong characteristics fall away and we discover the core nature of the key actors. For some administrations, like that of Harry Truman, there were a number of such moments—beginning with his succeeding Roosevelt, his deciding whether to use the atomic bomb, his deciding whether to  acknowledge the new state of Israel, and his embarking on the Korean War and the Cold War. For Eisenhower, it was almost certainly fending off the pressures to bring the Cold War to a head. For Kennedy, it was his two Cuban crises. For Johnson and Nixon it was Vietnam—and Nixon, of course, also had another test of his own devising. Ford’s was to heal the nation. Carter’s took place in Afghanistan and neighboring Iran. For Reagan, character was revealed in how he managed his confrontation with the “Evil Empire” and how he was very nearly undone by his inattention to the details of his own administration. For the first Bush, it was the Gulf War and managing the world as the Cold War wound down. For Clinton, it was searching for a post–Cold War paradigm and a crisis of personal behavior. For the second Bush, it was responding to the September 11 attacks and waging the war on terrorism.

These crises not only revealed the character of our leaders—and certainly, in each of these cases, the character of the president’s team was almost as important to determining the outcome as was the character of the leader himself—but they also helped shape public perceptions worldwide of the character and reputation of America.

As in Washington’s day, it is a circle. Events call out for great men. Great men rise up and then, as Heraclitus prophesied, “character determines fate.”

With George Washington, the United States and the world were lucky. The modern era has been bounded by tests against the standard he set. America’s moment of greatest glory came when, in the era of the “greatest generation,” we rose to that challenge and emulated him. Today, our futures hang in the balance because we have not followed the path set by our first leader 200 years ago. Where we go from here will be determined by whether we understand the contrast between our actions in these two great moments in recent history and their implications for the world of the future.
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Greatness Thrust Upon Them


We have learned that we cannot live alone, at peace: that our own well-being is dependent on the well-being of other nations, far away. We have learned that we must live as men, and not as ostriches nor as dogs in the manger. We have learned to be citizens of the world, members of the human community.

—Franklin Delano Roosevelt




AFTER A LIFETIME observing history in the making as a television news anchor, Tom Brokaw conjured up what will be a lasting legacy of his own with his phrase “the greatest generation.” It resonated perfectly with the nation’s sense of those men and women who saw us through the most brutal conflict the world had ever known and, in so doing, both defeated evil incarnate and, at the same time, acted with what seemed great nobility and commitment to the global greater good. These people were also our fathers and mothers, grandfathers and grandmothers, and it elevates us all to think that we actually come from greatness.

Not surprisingly, the underlying truth of America’s role in the Second World War is not fully depicted in heartfelt hagiographies like Brokaw’s or in the burnished images of our memories or in The Longest Day. It doesn’t diminish the greatness of what was achieved to acknowledge these underlying truths either. Human beings are flawed. Our triumphs are all that much greater because they are not only victories over our enemies but also over ourselves.

Just as understanding the horrific nature of Nazism is not possible unless we accept the reality that all Germans were not monsters but that they were in fact ordinary people like us—who enabled monstrous behavior, supported it, and sometimes committed it—many of America’s most  magnificent actions during and immediately after the Second World War and the leadership of a few exceptional individuals is best understood in the context of the flaws, mistakes, and very dark decisions that also were part of the story of Washington at war.

The largest of these flawed acts—ignoring the evidence of the Holocaust and turning their backs on the Jews and other victims of the Nazis or opting for brutal onslaughts against civilian targets such as the firebombing of Dresden—and the most controversial actions of the government—such as the nuclear attacks on Japan to end the war—overshadow some of the lesser known or discussed problems that were obvious to observers. But these lesser problems reveal much about both the character of the individuals involved and what was working and not working in our government as we closed that chapter in our history. Consequently, they loomed large in the minds of those who were contemplating the next stages of America’s growth and its role in the world.

Two important problems could be considered central on many levels: one concerned dysfunction at the center of our government, and the other had to do with U.S. public attitudes and opinions.

Franklin Roosevelt is among our most mythologized presidents today. He is seen as a political and diplomatic colossus who overcame his personal handicaps to rescue the country from depression and then save America and the world from the darkest, most remorseless enemies we have ever faced. During his presidency, he was quite successful at what today would be called “spinning” the press and shaping his image, and he did so in a way that perfectly suited the prejudices of the times—hiding his disability and managing to be seen both as a champion of the common man and as a member of the ruling class all at once. This last bit of political legerdemain is of special importance in American political history; it was first accomplished by Washington, Adams, and Jefferson, and more recently, by John F. Kennedy and George W. Bush.

Yet Roosevelt was no master administrator of the American government, nor was he a leader who embodied terribly democratic impulses when it came to decision making. Instead, he preferred to keep information to himself, to operate secretively, to work primarily with a very small group of advisors, and, quite often, to cement his hold on the reins of power and confuse his enemies by offering contradictory, confusing views and directives. Unfortunately, this tended to confuse his colleagues in the U.S. government as well.

In the words of Arthur Schlesinger, as quoted by Robert Dallek in his excellent biography of Roosevelt, Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 1932–1945, Roosevelt “deliberately organized—or disorganized—his system of command to insure that important decisions were passed on to the top. His favorite technique was to keep grants of authority incomplete, jurisdictions uncertain, charters overlapping. The result of this competitive theory of administration was often confusion and exasperation on the operating level; but no other method could reliably insure that in a large bureaucracy filled with ambitious men eager for power the decisions, and the power to make them, would remain with the President.”1


The president’s closest advisors were well aware of his approach. Secretary of War Henry Stimson, seventy-four at the time of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and a senior statesman among Roosevelt’s senior statesmen, had little patience for it. Stimson wrote in his diary “about Roosevelt’s ‘indecision’ over Germany: ‘Never has anything I witnessed over the last four years shown such instance of the bad effect of our chaotic administration and its utter failure to treat matters in a well organized way.’”2 He lambasted Roosevelt’s “looseness” in running his government and his eagerness to “sign any paper” that one advisor presented him “without waiting for the criticism and counsel of the others.”3 Roosevelt even boasted of this “technique” of managing government to another cabinet member, Henry Morgenthau: “I am a juggler, and I never let my right hand know what my left one does.”4


Other members of the administration shared these concerns, some more acutely than others. Foremost on this list was Harry Truman, who must be seen as one of the most egregious victims of the Roosevelt treatment at the time of his ascension to the presidency on April 12, 1945. Truman entered the nation’s highest office utterly unprepared for it by his 1944 running mate. The two had met formally only twice between January 1945, when Truman took the oath of office as vice president, and Roosevelt’s death in April. Truman was not briefed on the details of the atomic bomb, the Yalta summit, or the secret agreements Roosevelt had reached with other world leaders before assuming office.

Along with the new president, others in the government had seen the consequences of Roosevelt’s management style and determined that something needed to be done so that should the U.S. ever again face similar crises, the system of government would ensure a better process, capturing the views of more of the best minds available before decisions were to be made. Leading this group was Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal, an intense and exceptionally capable bureaucrat who had fought his war in the trenches separating the army, the navy, the State Department, the White House, and our allies.

Coming out of the war, the weaknesses of Roosevelt’s approach to managing the team he had administering U.S. foreign policy were not, of course, the only things on the minds of Truman and his colleagues in the government. There was the rebuilding of a planet devastated by conflict, the potential threat posed by the Soviet Union, and, taking precedence above both of these, the question of what America’s role in the postwar world would be. America was, historically, a nation that had taken Washington and Jefferson’s admonitions to avoid “entangling alliances” to heart. In July 1941, with Europe at war, only 17 percent of the American people felt we should have become involved in it. Without the attack on Pearl Harbor, we would almost certainly have let the cancer of war spread farther without action.

In the wake of the First World War, American isolationism crushed Wilson’s dreams of a functioning League of Nations and, in part, contributed to the conditions that allowed the rise of Hitler’s Germany, Mussolini’s Italy, and Emperor Hirohito’s Japan. By 1945, after four bloody years of brutal conflict abroad, the same voices were heard again calling for a withdrawal to our shores, to domestic issues, and away from the dangerously foreign.

Republican Senator Robert Taft, one of the most influential members of the Senate and a member of one of America’s most important political dynasties, denounced the Marshall Plan in March 1948 as “European TVA,” comparing it to the Depression-era make-work initiatives of the Tennessee Valley Authority—poison to Republicans, as it was a Roosevelt signature program.5 Another Republican leader, Representative Charles Halleck, responded to the watershed ideas of the Truman Doctrine by asserting, “The people don’t like it.”6 Other such comments in support of keeping America out of the world’s business and the world out of America’s business were as commonplace then as they are today.

In short, in light of the management style and priorities of the recently departed but nonetheless iconic wartime president, his predilection against process and openness in domestic and international dealings, and the nation’s predisposition against internationalism, the explosion of internationalist institutional creativity that followed the Second World War was by no means a foregone conclusion. Rather, that creative explosion was driven by the fortunate coincidence of a group of remarkable men in positions of power in the United States when we needed them the most, a coincidence that itself harkens back to a similar one at the founding of the republic.

Those men—Harry Truman, George Marshall, Dean Acheson, George Kennan, Clark Clifford, James Forrestal, W. Averell Harriman, Arthur Vandenburg and a secondary cast that included Dwight Eisenhower, John  McCloy, Robert Lovett, Charles Bohlen, and Ferdinand Eberstadt among others—laid the foundations for the institutions that today bind the world community and ensure the United States a permanent and unrivaled place within that community.

The sweep and scope of that transformation was stunning. Within a decade of the Pearl Harbor attack, the United States had led the Allies to victory in the Second World War; signed the United Nations Charter with nearly unanimous approval from the Senate; implemented the Marshall Plan; fulfilled the promise of the Truman Doctrine with substantial peacetime aid to Greece, Turkey, Western Europe, and Japan; and committed itself to the North Atlantic Alliance, the Military Defense Assistance Program, the creation of the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the International Labor Organization, the foundations of what was to become the World Trade Organization, the Far Eastern programs of the Economic Cooperation Administration, the Mutual Security Program, and the Point IV Program. In addition, to manage what it saw as its permanent role in executing those programs, it transformed its national security apparatus, modernizing its military and creating the Department of Defense, the modern Joint Chiefs of Staff, the U.S. Air Force, and two potentially powerful new agencies to focus exclusively on ensuring successful management of our world affairs: the Central Intelligence Agency and the National Security Council.

It was one of the few occasions when what came out of a transformation was as stunning as the transformation itself. And there is plenty of reason to believe that much of it might not have happened if Roosevelt had lived to complete his fourth term as president.

[image: 002]


Man has learned long ago that it is impossible to live unto himself. This same basic principle applies today to nations. We were not isolated during the war. We dare not become isolated in peace.

All will conclude that in order to have good neighbors, we must also be good neighbors. That applies in every field of human endeavor.

—Harry S. Truman at the San Francisco UN conference7





EVEN BEFORE the institutional structures that we recognize today were in place, a group of men found themselves the de facto members of a “committee in charge of running the world” with  America’s assumption of world leadership at the end of the Second World War. And, not surprisingly, this first ad hoc grouping of leaders shares many characteristics with those who were to follow. First, many of them were drawn from privileged backgrounds, from the eastern establishment or the military elite. Second, many had been working with one another in some capacity for quite some time. Third, institutional and historical rivalries and personal ambitions divided the group. Fourth, proximity to the president was vitally important to success in the group (Clark Clifford, a junior officer at the end of the war, developed more influence with Truman on some issues—such as recognition for the new Jewish state in the Middle East—than men like General George Marshall, who was, in the eyes of much of the nation, a kind of demigod). Fifth, ad hoc groupings based on common interest almost always trumped institutional groupings that were dictated by law or custom. Relationships based on comfort brought about by the alignment of interests and demonstrable loyalty drove the committee much as they drive its successors to this day.

To understand how the group worked, it is essential to spend a little time among the key players.

Such discussions must begin with Harry Truman. He entered office as if ascending, like a drab, bespectacled, droopy-suited version of Botticelli’s Venus, from what his vice-presidential predecessor John Nance Garner had characterized as a “bucket of warm spit,” the vice presidency itself.8 He was stunned to become president. David McCullough recounts vividly the famous anecdote of Truman’s stupefied silence after learning of Roosevelt’s demise. When he was finally able to talk he turned to Eleanor Roosevelt and asked whether there was anything he could do for her. She responded, “Is there anything we can do for you? For you are the one who is in trouble now.”9 However she, like most of the nation, underestimated the man.

Within days Truman had begun to convince the senior staff around him, the men who would be his collaborators in the invention of the modern world, that there was much more to Harry Truman than the wry Missouri senator and former haberdasher portrayed in the dismissive newspaper stories of the day. He immediately ordered a written report summarizing the diplomatic problems in Europe. Within less than a week Averell Harriman, Charles Bohlen, and their State Department colleague Joseph Grew were briefing Truman on the growing Soviet threat, and they found him an exceptional student. He was an avid reader of history, and his knowledge manifested itself in briefings and had to be recognized even by those on his team who were initially skeptical. Dean Acheson recounted a  briefing during one particularly hot day in August 1945 when Truman “awed” him with a virtuoso display of strategic knowledge of the issues of the eastern Mediterranean during a discussion of aid for Greece and Turkey. Acheson commented, “When he finished, none of us doubted he understood fully the implications of our recommendations.”10


However, Truman also won the respect of doubters because he quickly established a management style that was strikingly different from that of his predecessor. He delegated authority and often followed the recommendations of his trusted advisors. He knew his stuff—but he also knew what he did not know. He was more disciplined and had a greater appreciation for process than his predecessor. As an old Senate hand, he knew how to translate policy ideas into political action, and this won him even more adherents. Finally, of course, he was tenacious. Even as those in the top echelons of the U.S. government came to understand his strengths, the American people, weary of war, seeking a change, missing the glamour of Roosevelt and the adrenaline-driven urgency of his era, suddenly cooled to the president. Many of his achievements, such as the signing and implementation of the National Security Act of 1947, took place when he was hitting historic lows in public acceptance and undertaking initiatives that were often politically unpopular while at the same time rebuilding his political base well enough to win election again in 1948.

Perhaps most important, Truman truly believed that America had a set of global responsibilities and that, as he said in his first address to Congress, on April 16, 1945, just days after assuming office and with the nation (and, no doubt, the occupant of its highest office) still in shock, the “responsibility of a great state is to serve and not to dominate the world.”11 It was a credo that he not only believed fervently—he believed it early. Although he did not play a direct role in drafting the Senate resolution for the creation of the UN in 1943, he was, according to McCullough, the “acknowledged guiding spirit.”12 Although still just a senator, he recognized that “the United States could not possibly avoid the assumption of world leadership [after the Second World War].”13 That same year, he revealed the roots of this conviction in the experience of watching, after returning from his time as an artillery officer during the First World War, as efforts to win that peace failed: “History has bestowed on us,” he said, “a solemn responsibility. . . . We failed before to give a genuine peace—we dare not fail this time. We must not repeat the blunders of the past.”14


As career diplomat Dennis Ross, Mideast negotiator for Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton, would tell me, “Every administration has its own sociology—its own culture. And it always emanates from the  president.”15 Truman’s appreciation for history, his tenacity, his career within and respect for institutions of government, and his innate character of openness and honesty drove the interactions of the constellation of policymakers around him. To some, like General George Marshall, he showed great deference and patience, even when pushed to the limits by the soldier-statesman’s hauteur. Yet he stood his ground with such men and even stood them down, as he did with General Douglas MacArthur when he recalled him from the Pacific. To some, like Acheson and Harriman, he forged the best relationship possible between “a simple fellow” from Missouri and products of the eastern elites. And with some, with his true intimates, those closest to him in the White House, such as Clark Clifford, he played cards, took vacations, and had the relaxed, candid exchanges that are so essential to virtually all effective leaders. In short, he had the ability of the practiced politician to adapt to his audiences, to actually hear them and be made better by them, but always to advance his personal agenda.

How he worked with the team around him is well illustrated by his effectiveness at managing the processes around the development of the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan in which others, such as Acheson, were given a clear lead and the chance to play a formative role in the development of the initiatives—but in all cases where the end result was a policy that was consistent with and advanced Truman’s core beliefs.

Two related policy processes that unfolded during Truman’s first term had implications for decades to come. The first concerned the greatest emerging threat the United States faced in the postwar environment, the Soviet Union. This single threat led to the creation of the central organizing principle around which all U.S. foreign policy was shaped for almost half a century. That was followed by the domestic-institution-building process that led to the National Security Act of 1947 and the creation of an apparatus designed to manage the foreign policy created largely in response to the perceived growing threat from the Soviets. A future implication of these actions was that this system—designed largely around addressing one concern—would undergo a significant identity crisis once that concern disappeared.

In an American government that can hardly keep one thought in its head at any one time, it is remarkable to think of the welter of activity within the Truman administration in those first couple of years after the war. Consider that it was in a span of four months that Truman delivered his doctrine, Marshall unveiled “his” plan, and the National Security Act of 1947, which laid the groundwork for the modern national security  mechanisms of the U.S. government, was signed into law. In something like 120 days, the United States took the foreign policy stance that would define its role in the world through almost the end of the century.

Clark Clifford, in his memoir of the period, cites British historian Arnold Toynbee’s observation that “it was not the discovery of atomic energy, but the solicitude of the world’s most privileged people for its less privileged as vested in Truman’s Point IV and the Marshall Plan . . . that will be remembered as the signal achievement of our age.”16 It’s a noble sentiment, and certainly, on some level, it is true. But there is more to it than that. Clifford’s own comment that these policies helped “the President and the United States, in the period from 1945 and 1950, [save] the free world” hints at that additional element.17


Truman’s words, as he stepped up to the rostrum before a joint session of the House of Representatives and the Senate at lunchtime on March 12, 1947, give a sense of what he had in mind:
At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one . . .

I believe that it must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.

I believe that we must assist free peoples to work out their own destinies in their own way.

I believe that our help should be primarily through economic and financial aid which is essential to economic stability and orderly political processes.18






Or consider the words spoken before the graduates at Harvard’s Tercentenary Theater beneath sunny skies by the former general, now secretary of state, George Marshall, who stood before them in his plain gray sack suit, white shirt, and blue necktie:
The truth of the matter is that Europe’s requirements for the next three or four years of foreign food and other essential products—principally from America—are so much greater than her present ability to pay that she must have substantial additional help or face economic, social, and political deterioration of a very grave character. It is logical that the United States should do whatever it is able to assist in return of normal economic health in the world, without which there can be no political stability or assured peace. Our policy is directed not against any country or doctrine, but against  hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos. Its purpose should be the revival of a working economy in the world so as to permit the emergence of political and social conditions in which free institutions can exist.19






Like all such speeches, these are well-crafted blends of the underlying truth and the impression the speakers sought to give. In both, there is a real theme of altruism and defense of important ideals. But both are also absolutely clear in their language, the first’s pledge to assist “free” peoples against “outside pressures” and the second’s transparent lie that “our policy is not directed against any country or doctrine.” The battle lines for the Cold War were being laid in the way we oversaw the rebuilding of the world after the war that had just ended.

America’s commitment to playing a leading role in the world was driven by the lessons of the failures to “win the peace” that followed the First World War. This was an entire generation for whom those failures were still fresh in the imagination. And, just as the failures of Vietnam would haunt advisors to the president into the twenty-first century, and indeed become a centerpiece of the 2004 presidential election, these failures to come up with a viable postwar order in the 1920s were crucial to determining policy in the late 1940s. One element of the lessons of those failures was the need for an institutional structure for the global community and an investment of political capital into the structure by the powers that mattered. But another lesson was recognizing that from the rubble and frustration of wars grows the next generation of enemies. This in turn led to a desire to rebuild Germany and Japan in ways that provided opportunities for growth within the new international system rather than incentives to ignore, deceive, or work around that system.

This idea is a central one to understanding many of the issues of the twenty-first century, from the phenomenon of terrorism to that of political unrest in failed states or the inability of new institutions within countries to gain traction. In all these situations, the critical analysis that needs to be made concerns a national or regional stability threshold. The stability threshold in any political system, from your local community to the emerging global system, turns on whether the majority of key players within that system—those with the power to make the system work or to disrupt it—believe that working within the system is more likely to produce a better future for themselves, their families, or the units of society they represent than working outside of the system. Even if there are some stragglers or those who resist the system, if the majority are thus invested in it, it will work, and it will resist attempts to upset it—provided the system also has  effective mechanisms for dealing with such attempts and for avoiding the pitfalls of “tyranny of the majority.” Awareness of this “stability threshold” is important, whether one is evaluating the progress of national development or building larger institutional structures worldwide.

It was clear in 1945 that there was disagreement around the world about the nature of the system that would be in the best interests of most people. A fundamental ideological divide about the organizing principles of society split the nations of the “free world” and the totalitarian states of the communist world. To some informed and perceptive members of the policy community around President Truman—and to Truman himself as he came to know Stalin and the Soviets—it was clear that the international system could not reach the desired stability threshold, because the Soviets saw it as in their interests to have it organized around a different set of ideas and ideals, ranging from their ideological views on the distribution of wealth and the various threats capitalism posed to the Soviet Union and its ruling class, to their much longer-standing views about empire and Russia’s role in the world.

Professionally, Truman and the small cluster of advisors around him were steeled by the war and the urgency of purpose that war brings. The historical developments of their lifetimes, which included the two world wars, shaped their approach to problem solving, interaction, and the advice they gave the new president. Particularly for those who saw the rise of the Soviet Union up close, such as U.S. Ambassador Averell Harriman and his deputy, George Kennan, the application of these life lessons to the Soviets’ apparent desire to play fast and loose with their commitments to the postwar order made at the Yalta summit and before resulted in an ever-grimmer set of conclusions.

As noted earlier, within days of assuming office, Truman had received a briefing on the Soviet Union from his top diplomats, including Harriman, Dean Acheson, future vice president Nelson Rockefeller, State Department liaison to the White House Charles Bohlen, and Under Secretary of State Joseph Grew. For Truman, it was critical now to remedy the information blackout that Roosevelt’s neglect and secretiveness had imposed on him. Harriman was one of several Soviet hands in the government who had come to be increasingly concerned about the direction that country was taking. Another, William Bullitt, a former ambassador to Moscow, had recently written a series of articles in Life magazine that described the dark realities of Soviet power. According to one account of the meeting, Harriman spoke about Soviet expansionism, global ambitions, and the “barbarian invasion” that threatened Europe. Truman was intent, and he  asked many questions. He wondered how to interact with senior Soviet officials and noted, perhaps somewhat optimistically, and perhaps naively, “The Russians need us more than we need them.”20


The meeting was a watershed in U.S. policy. While Harriman repeatedly stressed that he was “not pessimistic” and that he hoped to find a workable solution with the Soviets, he also sounded the first alarms for Truman. When Truman met a few weeks later with Stalin’s foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, his tone was dramatically tougher than Roosevelt’s had been at Yalta during his last meeting with the Soviets. Some speculated that Roosevelt, too, had been losing patience with Moscow, but none believed that he would have been as direct and tough as Truman was with Molotov in confronting him over the Soviets’ apparent inclination to disregard promises they made at Yalta and to take steps to undermine an independent Poland in favor of one that was more in a Soviet orbit.21 Indeed, Molotov complained that he had never been spoken to as Truman was speaking to him, to which the new president replied curtly that the best way to avoid the situation was for the Soviets to live up to their promises in the future.

This interaction, triggered by the April 19 briefing and another on the 23rd, contributed to Truman’s own hardening attitude toward the Soviets. But the president’s attitude was being formed in a harried atmosphere, and, working with a very small staff in the White House and having regular contact with perhaps a dozen or two senior State Department, War Department, and senior military officers, he would hear repeatedly from the same members of this small group; their own views were reinforced so often that it would have been hard to know where unvarnished fact left off and analysis began.

Note, however, that even in the simpler, smaller-government days of Truman, the size of the group the president regularly came into contact with was much the same as it is today; given the demands of the president’s schedule, it would be difficult for him to have regular contact with more people than that. Consequently, in White House after White House, we see a group of perhaps a half dozen to at most a dozen or so who constitute the inner circle of advisors and decision makers. This group, which after all is much like the small group around Roosevelt that caused such consternation among members of his administration, remains the most important component of any administration’s national security process, because it is called for not by an act of Congress but by human nature. Trust and rapport are, in the day-to-day operations of any government, much more important than the formal mechanisms of governing.

One of Truman’s “wise men,” one of the great pillars of the American  establishment, John J. McCloy, was then serving in the War Department. Just a few days after the Russia briefings, he sent a memo to Truman detailing what he had recently witnessed during a tour of Europe. “There is complete economic, social and political collapse going on in central Europe,” he wrote, “the extent of which is unparalleled in history unless one goes back to the collapse of the Roman empire.”22 In a follow-up meeting with the president, McCloy offered his conclusions about what this state of affairs augured. The tragedy of European conditions were “likely to be followed by political revolution and communist infiltration.”23 This sentiment was underscored in a July 1946 joint memo from McCloy and his boss, Secretary of War Stimson, contending that the destruction of German industry could produce an “infection which might well destroy all hope we have of encouraging democratic thinking and practices in Europe.”24 This in turn—and not the undistilled altruism usually credited for the subsequent policies—led the two to support a plan to support and revitalize Europe economically, the first time such a plan was introduced into policy discussions involving the president. It is noteworthy today that this recommendation regarding rebuilding, this seed of the Marshall Plan, came out of the War Department and not out of the State Department. Then as now, sixty years and many similar situations later, no agency of the U.S. government is really devoted to postconflict economic reconstruction, even though there is probably no single, repeating area of U.S. activity of greater importance in our recent history, nor one in which our performance has been so consistently underwhelming, with the exception of the Marshall Plan. In the wake of the debacle in Iraq, it may be said that the provenance of this proposal also undercuts the idea, made popular during the Rumsfeld era, that the Defense Department is utterly incompetent to take the lead in conceiving such efforts to win the peace.

Warnings such as those from McCloy and Stimson would have rung false without the “cooperation” of the Soviets. On a bitterly cold night in early February 1946, while standing on the stage of Moscow’s fabled Bolshoi Theater at an election rally, Stalin threw down the gauntlet as never before. He asserted that the differences between communist ideals and capitalist corruption would lead to another major world war in the 1950s, a war he predicted would come with America in a depression following its postwar bubble. A month later, on March 2, the Soviets ignored yet another of their promises by failing to withdraw from Iran on schedule. Because Iran had never been part of the Soviet or Russian empires before, this was further evidence of expansionism and a desire to continually test the limits of U.S. and Western acceptance of Soviet ambitions.

It was in this atmosphere that George Kennan, one of the most skeptical members of America’s foreign policy inner circle when it came to the Soviet Union, dispatched his famous “long telegram.” Although Kennan was stationed in Moscow throughout this period, he had a great deal of influence because of his incisive mind and the great respect he engendered in his colleagues. His 8,000-word analysis of Soviet intentions and their implications for the United States concluded that the Soviets were largely driven by their own insecurities and that a Western alliance was required to prevent Soviet expansion. Although this was not the first time Kennan had offered such a view, this time, he felt, he had struck the “bell at which I aimed—squarely and set it vibrating.”25 The analysis, reaching a White House charged with mounting concerns about the Soviet intentions, had a galvanizing effect on postwar U.S. foreign policy.

Among those most struck by Kennan’s telegram was Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal. He made the document required reading for his senior staff and for the top officers in the navy. Later, as we shall see, it was his sense of the potential threat posed by the Soviets and of the need to improve the ability of the United States to wage a total war against them—given the shortcomings he had seen in Roosevelt’s management of the conflict during the Second World War—that led Forrestal to become one of the principal forces behind the National Security Act of 1947, the NSC, and the modern U.S. national security apparatus.

Others were equally influenced by Kennan’s views. Acheson later said, “The year 1946 was for the most part a year of learning that minds in the Kremlin worked very much as George F. Kennan had predicted they would.”26 In the midst of this steady drumbeat of news and analysis about the Soviets and their worrisome intentions, another report appeared, this one prepared by Clark Clifford, the lanky, affable, deceptively shrewd lawyer from Missouri who had worked his hometown connections into a job as naval aide to the president and later as his counselor. Clifford would become a trusted advisor to four Democratic presidents (Truman, Kennedy, Johnson, and Carter) and, through the way he served Truman, would set some precedents for the role that would ultimately be played by the national security advisor.

Like many such future policy memos produced for modern presidents, the Clifford-Elsey report “American Relations with the Soviet Union” was not the view of just one man or two, but an interagency survey of views, incorporating perspectives from top officials in the State Department, the War Department, and the military services.27 In fact, it was the first interagency foreign policy review of U.S.-Soviet relations and, as such, set many  important precedents. It argued that forming an integrated policy and a coherent strategy to resist Soviet expansionism was a matter of national security. It also singled out the “crossroads of Europe”—Turkey, Greece, and related issues—as being particularly volatile and important in the near term (facts that would later be reflected in the focus of the Truman Doctrine).28 The report’s final recommendations were these:
In conclusion, as long as the Soviet Union adheres to its present policy, the United States should maintain military forces powerful enough to restrain the Soviet Union and to confine Soviet influence to its present area. All nations not now within the Soviet sphere should be given generous economic assistance and political support in their opposition to Soviet penetration. Economic aid may also be given to the Soviet Union [as well as] private trade with the U.S.S.R. . . . Even though Soviet leaders profess to believe that the conflict between Capitalism and Communism is irreconcilable and must eventually be resolved by the triumph of the latter, it is our hope that they will change their minds and work out with us a fair and equitable settlement when they realize that we are too strong to be beaten and too determined to be frightened.29






Truman responded to the Clifford-Elsey report by demanding all copies that had been made of the document and immediately locking them away for fear that their release would “blow the roof off the Kremlin” (which was to be, ironically, the implicit objective of all U.S. foreign policy for more than forty years to follow).30 Although the Clifford-Elsey report is a good deal less famous than Kennan’s telegram for several reasons,31 the study seems to have had a greater impact on Truman than some of the other briefings and documents he received because it underscored, illustrated, and detailed a consensus among his top foreign policy advisors—including Forrestal, Acheson, and Kennan—that the Soviet threat needed to be contained and that containing it proactively needed to be the centerpiece of U.S. foreign policy from then on. The Clifford-Elsey report also shows the power of proximity—how members of the president’s personal staff regularly have influence disproportionate to their protocol rank in Washington.

Within weeks the theory was tested as the Soviets demanded a joint Soviet-Turkish defense system for the strategically located Dardanelle Straits. This latest example of Soviet expansionism and designs on Turkey triggered a joint effort among Truman aides, including Acheson and Forrestal, to send a swift and clear message to the Soviets that their moves  would not be tolerated. They wrote a memo stating that “Turkey must be preserved if we do not wish to see other bulwarks in Western Europe and the Far East crumbling at a fast rate.”32 A day later, on August 15, they briefed the president. Acheson, formerly one of the least hawkish members of the team, argued that the “only thing that will deter the Russians will be the conviction that the U.S. is prepared, if necessary to meet aggression with force of arms.”33 Truman agreed, saying, “We might as well find out . . . whether the Russians are bent on world conquest.”34 A tough message was sent to Moscow. Almost immediately, the president got a reply. The Soviets capitulated and agreed to shelve the issue. The new U.S. Cold War foreign policy was being put into action.

In the late spring of 1947, Secretary of State Marshall traveled to Moscow to a foreign ministers’ meeting. The meeting left him frustrated by the lack of progress he was able to make with the Soviets. Stalin treated him indifferently and was unresponsive to his efforts to break the stalemate between the two sides. Marshall returned to the United States convinced that chaos in Europe was working to the advantage of the Soviet Union and that something had to be done to stabilize the situation. Shortly after his return, on April 29, he summoned George Kennan and told him to begin working on a plan to help restore Europe’s economy. He noted that this was not a plan to “combat communism,” which presaged the disingenuous nature of similar affirmations in the speech he would later give announcing the plan. Almost the entire inner circle of Truman’s foreign policy team worked on shaping the plan, including Forrestal, Clifford, Acheson, Kennan, and, of course, Marshall.

With a different group, at a different time, under a different president, some other outcome might have been possible. Had they not witnessed the aftermath of halfway measures in the wake of the First World War, the plan might have been narrower. Had they not come through a resounding victory and been so confident, the plan might not have been so sweeping or generous. Had they not seen the Soviets as such a threat, it might not have been imbued with such urgency. Had they not been so committed to America’s ongoing engagement in the world, it might not have been produced at all. In short, their collective experiences and the close nature of their collaboration—not to mention the remarkable nature of the group involved—produced a watershed program that was part of a string of postwar policy initiatives that laid the groundwork for policy and process for much of what was to follow. Marshall’s military training and expectations and what he felt a staff could provide led him to create the policy planning shop at the State Department. Similar military views on what a  staff could achieve were held by Marshall’s contemporary Eisenhower when he was president and would shape the first effective use of the NSC.

[image: 003]

Truman and his men were the first group in history to make international policy for a legitimate global superpower. Wilson’s and Roosevelt’s teams had to establish America’s preeminence. The Axis leadership aspired to such a role. But Truman’s group had it whether they wanted it or not. And not only were they essentially improvising a global system as they went along, they were working without precedent.

Coordination between the Department of State and the Department of War as well as among the separate and still powerful branches of the military had been a real challenge during the Second World War. At the same time, enabling the president to effectively use all the tools in his geopolitical toolbox and giving him the benefit of the collective and often divergent views of the departments responsible for those tools was seen to be increasingly essential.

As with many of the lessons of the Second World War, there were illustrations from the First World War of ineffective responses to the same problems. It is probably fair to say that it actually took two world wars to convince the American people that active international engagement was their destiny—one war was simply not enough to break 150-year-old prejudices.

Coordination among agencies at the time of the First World War consisted of little more than letter writing among cabinet secretaries. Of course, the government was much smaller then, and virtually the entire group of top policymakers could be gathered in a single room. Government being what it is, they seldom were. Precursor coordinating groups, such as the Joint Board of the Army and the Navy, which coordinated activities between then-separate departments, and the Joint State and Navy Neutrality Board, which was formed to help provide advice on issues of diplomacy and international law, were initially specialized groups with fairly narrow missions.

Men of vision and a sense of what was possible did offer alternatives. One of them was the young, handsome, ambitious, well-bred assistant secretary of the navy, a cousin of a former president himself. On May 1, 1919, Franklin Roosevelt wrote to the secretary of state:
It is a fundamental principle that the foreign policy of our government is  in the hands of the State Department. It is also an accepted fact that the foreign policy of a government depends for its acceptance by other nations upon the naval and military force that is behind it. . . . Hence, it is submitted for the framing of our policies, it is necessary for the State Department to know how much they will cost to maintain by force in order to assign them their relative importance. Conversely, it is necessary for the Navy Department to know what policies it may be called upon to uphold by force in order to formulate plans and building programs.35






Having thus laid out his premise, Roosevelt submitted his proposal for a permanent policy coordination mechanism that included a carefully prepared chart (essential for all good government reorganization schemes even today) showing lines of communication and respective duties for the army, the navy, and the State Department. It was a big plan that had at its center a Joint Plan Making Body.

Roosevelt was no doubt disappointed when he received no response from the secretary of state. However, as it turns out, the grand and visionary plan ended up a victim of the malfunctioning bureaucracy it was designed to help repair. Through what at least one historian characterizes as a “mistake,” but which seems a little convenient to be just a mistake, the proposal was accidentally delivered not to the secretary of state but to the State Department’s Division of Latin American Affairs, where it sat, unopened, through not only Wilson’s tenure in office but also through Harding’s, Hoover’s, and even Roosevelt’s.36


A similar proposal surfaced in 1921, twenty years to the day before the attack on Pearl Harbor, this one authored by both the secretary of the navy and the secretary of war. Again, indicating the relative independence of the various agencies and State’s status as the senior agency, this one too went down in flames, dispatched into Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes’s outbox with a notation that “this appears to me to be in substance a suggestion that at least provisionally matters of foreign policy be submitted to the Joint Board. I question the advisability of this.”37 In other words, turf wins again.

As war loomed in the late 1930s, and with Roosevelt now president, Secretary of State Cordell Hull sought to open communications among agencies by creating a Standing Liaison Committee that would have representatives appointed to it from State, the Navy Department, and the War Department. State’s representative was an under secretary. The chief of naval operations and the army chief of staff were their services’ representatives. This group, the first U.S. government entity designed to facilitate  foreign policy consultation, then fell victim to one of the first laws of Washington: “Where you stand depends on where you sit.”

Whereas the young Franklin Roosevelt, as assistant secretary of the navy, saw a personal advantage to greater interagency coordination—a chance to broaden his own scope of interests and to advance the interests of the Department of the Navy—President Franklin Roosevelt was, as noted earlier, much less interested in interagency coordination when it only interfered with his prerogatives as commander-in-chief. As a result, during the war he consulted directly with service chiefs and with the small group of his closest advisors, such as Harry Hopkins and Averell Harriman, and with key Allied leaders, such as Churchill and Stalin. The State Department became of secondary importance to him, and the Standing Liaison Committee faded away in the middle of the war.

Two years later, when the focus of U.S. government efforts included complex surrender negotiations and the shifting of attention to postwar needs and diplomacy, Roosevelt acknowledged this new situation with the creation of the State-War-Navy-Coordinating Committee, an assistant secretary-level group. As a midlevel organization, the committee had to clear its decisions with the Joint Chiefs of Staff and then seek the approval of the secretary of state and then the president. Consequently, its direct influence was limited, but it did play an important role in shaping postwar policies and became the direct antecedent to the National Security Council.

The shape of the reforms that led to the NSC was influenced not only by circumstances but also by the dispositions of three central actors. One was Truman. In his memoirs, he wrote, “One of the strongest convictions which I brought to the office of President was that the antiquated defense setup of the United States had to be reorganized quickly as a step toward insuring our future safety and preserving peace.”38 Before becoming the nation’s chief executive, Truman had worked actively for defense reform; he had even gone so far as to publish a magazine article in late 1944 advocating the consolidation of the army and navy on the grounds that two separate and uncoordinated military departments would inevitably be inefficient. This outlook, which makes sense even today, was fought vigorously by those with vested interests in one or the other service.

During the war and immediately afterward, Truman would say that the United States was “damn lucky” to have won the Second World War, given its weak military organization. On more than one occasion he remarked to Clifford that “if the Army and the Navy had fought our enemies as hard as they fought each other, the war would have ended much earlier.”39 Similarly, Robert Kimmitt, who was on the National Security Councils of  Presidents Ford, Carter, and Reagan, noted, referring to the National Security Act of 1947, “I think what the Act said was that we’re growing up as a country, and we have to recognize a worldwide responsibility. While the results of World War II were successful, the way we went about getting there was not a model for how we would act in the future. You needed to begin to recognize these varying strands of national security decision making, and you had to bring them together in a way that gave responsibility for each of the areas to the appropriate department or agency. But the Act recognized, I think really presciently, the cross-cutting nature of what we do today.”40
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