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The purpose of this book is to help readers understand the
process by which decisions are made and actions are taken by the U.S. govern-
ment in the field of national security and foreign policy. The views of its
authors have been inspired and influenced by a variety of experiences in the
executive branch—in the Defense Department, in the State Department, and
on the National Security Council—over a period of nearly forty years. Mor-
ton Halperin also has spent many years working with Congress. However, the
book is decidedly not autobiographical. Rather, it is based predominantly on
the published works of other participants in and observers of the national
security bureaucracy. An extensive bibliography of these books and manu-
scripts is included at the end of the book.

The reader will find a number of long quotations. They are meant to be
read. In many cases they are illuminating descriptions of events by a partici-
pant; in a few cases they are analyses of key issues, stated clearly and suc-
cinctly. They are essential to the book’s central themes. Read them.

When this book was first published by the Brookings Institution more
than thirty years ago, it was set firmly in the context of the cold war. The
world has changed dramatically since then, not only through the realignment
of power, alliances, and ideology, but also in how technological advances have
transformed the way we communicate and conduct business, both nationally
and internationally. It is not surprising that those evolutions have affected
some of the structures of national security and foreign policy decisionmak-
ing in the U.S. government and therefore some of the propositions advanced

Preface
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in the original book. Amazingly, however, the original book’s thesis remains
essentially valid today as a tool for explaining how bureaucracy affects policy
decisions and their implementation.

This version of Bureaucratic Politics and Foreign Policy is thus largely a
reaffirmation of its predecessor, incorporating new materials drawn from the
events of the intervening thirty years. We have revised the sections of the
book dealing with those government structures and processes that have
evolved, and we discuss other significant players that have emerged with the
changing policy environment. Most important, a new section has been added
to reflect the expanding role of Congress in the decision process and the com-
plex nature of bureaucratic structures and rules on Capitol Hill.

In addition to the expanding role of Congress, several historical develop-
ments warrant special mention here. First is the degree to which humanitar-
ian values have assumed greater prominence and weight in the foreign policy
process, affecting policy structures, players, and arguments. Second is the
impact of the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 (the Defense Reorganization
Act) on the role of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in national security decisions.
Third is the expansion of the size and role of the White House executive
offices—the National Security Council, the new Office of Homeland Security,
and the Office of the Vice President—and the impact of that expansion on the
president’s role in the policy process. Fourth is the number of additional sig-
nificant actors in the foreign policy process, including essentially domestic
agencies and departments that have developed international concerns, new
agencies like Homeland Security, and new bureaus in the State Department
and Defense Department and nongovernmental organizations. And finally, we
must acknowledge the degree to which new technology has transformed com-
munications within the bureaucracy; communications between Washington
and overseas missions; communications between governments; the influence,
nature, and role of the press; and the sheer volume of real-time information
available to the U.S. government and general public.

We remain grateful to those who provided assistance to us in preparing the
first edition, as explained by Morton H. Halperin in the original preface:

More of this book than I care to acknowledge was taught to me by two of
my professors: Warner Schilling (under whom I studied at Columbia
College in 1956–57) and H. Bradford Westerfield (Yale University,
1958–59). My interest in the subject was rekindled by the formation at
Harvard in 1966 of the “May Group,” which met from time to time to
discuss the role of bureaucracy in the making of national security policy.

viii / preface
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I learned much from the members of that group, which included Gra-
ham T. Allison, Joseph L. Bower, Fred C. Ikle, William W. Kaufman,
Andrew W. Marshall, Ernest R. May, Richard E. Neustadt, Don K. Price,
and Henry S. Rowen.

In July 1966 I went to work in the government, intending to stay for
one year as a “participant-observer”; I stayed for nearly three, but quickly
lost my status as “observer.” I did, however, learn much about how the
bureaucracy functions and about the obligations and responsibilities of a
middle-level in-and-outer. My greatest debt is to the late John T.
McNaughton, in memory of whom this book is dedicated. McNaughton
was killed tragically in an airplane disaster in August 1967 just as he was
preparing to move from his post as Assistant Secretary of Defense for
International Security Affairs to become Secretary of the Navy. From
McNaughton I learned much about how to operate effectively while
maintaining one’s integrity and concentrating on important issues.

I learned also from the two men who served as Secretary of Defense
while I was in the Pentagon—Robert S. McNamara and Clark Clifford—
from my two other bosses, Paul C. Warnke and Henry A. Kissinger, and
from numerous colleagues in the federal government, among them
Philip Farley, Leslie C. Gelb, Haakon Lindjord, Winston Lord, Richard C.
Steadman, Frederick C. Wyle, and Adam Yarmolinsky.

In the years since we collaborated at Brookings on the book’s first edition,
we have both accumulated much more experience inside government. While
the intellectual structure of the book is still essentially academic, its proposi-
tions are now even more informed by firsthand experience. We are grateful to
the many dedicated public officials with whom we practiced the art of poli-
cymaking in the bureaucracy. We also would like to thank Denis McDonough
and Scott Lilly for their help reviewing the chapter on Congress. Finally, we
offer special thanks to Michael Fuchs for research assistance on this edition
and to Arnold Kanter for his important contributions to the first edition and
for carefully reviewing portions of the revised text.

preface / ix
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on the notes in our book

The footnotes pinpoint for the reader where the passages that we quote are
located and the episodes that we cite are described. For that purpose, an
author’s last name, the title or short title of a source, and a page number or
similar designation suffice. The sources in full are identified in the references
and bibliography, which begin on p. 365.

The bibliography includes three sections, each alphabetized separately. Sec-
tion A is a comprehensive list of the memoirs of individuals involved in the
making of U.S. foreign policy during the period from the end of World War
II until the mid–1970s. Some memoirs from the post–cold war period also are
included, but the list is far from comprehensive. Section B, likewise focused
on participants in the policy process, lists a number of interviews conducted,
recorded, and transcribed by the John F. Kennedy Library. Section C—for
“non-memoirs”—includes all other sources that we consulted, whether
quoted or not. Since the source referred to in the first note to chapter 1 (“The
Dynamics of Nuclear Strategy”) is an address rather than a memoir or an
interview, it is entered under the author’s name (Robert S. McNamara) in
section C. In that entry the title of the periodical that printed the complete
address is given (Department of State Bulletin), along with the date of issue
(October 9, 1967).

More than one citation may come from one author, and an author’s writ-
ings may be included in more than one section. McNamara, for example, is
also listed in section A, as the author of The Essence of Security.

xi
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On September 18, 1967, Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara rose to deliver an address entitled “The Dynamics of Nuclear
Strategy” to a meeting of United Press International editors and publishers in
San Francisco. He stressed that neither the United States nor the Soviet Union
had increased their security in any way by deploying strategic nuclear
weapons, and he suggested that the United States had bought many more
weapons than it needed only because of a groundless fear that the Russians
would step up their arms production. Having sketched this general back-
ground, McNamara turned to a subject that was then in the headlines—
namely, the possibility of American deployment of an antiballistic missile
(ABM) system.

He pointed out that the United States had substantially improved its tech-
nological capability. But he emphasized that even an advanced ABM system
could easily be defeated if the Soviet Union simply fired more offensive war-
heads or dummy warheads than there were defensive missiles capable of deal-
ing with them. Proceeding with that line of argument, he asserted:

Were we to deploy a heavy ABM system throughout the United States,
the Soviets would clearly be strongly motivated to increase their offen-
sive capability so as to cancel out our defensive advantage.

It is futile for each of us to spend $4 billion, $40 billion, or $400
billion—and at the end of all the spending, and at the end of all the

chapter one

The ABM Puzzle:

An Introduction to

Politics inside 

Government

1
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deployment, and at the end of all the effort, to be relatively at the same
point of balance on the security scale that we are now.1

Until then the Johnson administration had been resisting substantial pres-
sure to deploy an ABM. The secretary of defense, however, did not conclude
his statement there; rather, he took another tack. He argued that it was impor-
tant to distinguish between an anti-Russian ABM and an ABM system
designed to defend the United States against emerging Chinese nuclear capa-
bility. Reviewing the arguments in favor of a deployment against China, he
announced,“We have decided to go forward with this Chinese-oriented ABM
deployment; and we will begin actual production of such a system at the end
of this year.”2 Before concluding, McNamara returned to his earlier theme:

There is a kind of mad momentum intrinsic to the development of all
new nuclear weaponry. If a weapon system works—and works well—
there is strong pressure from many directions to procure and deploy the
weapon out of all proportion to the prudent level required.

The danger of deploying this relatively light and reliable Chinese-
oriented ABM system is going to be that pressures will develop to expand
it into a heavy Soviet-oriented ABM system.

We must resist that temptation firmly, not because we can for a
moment afford to relax our vigilance against a possible Soviet first strike,
but precisely because our greatest deterrent against such a strike is not a
massive, costly, but highly penetrable ABM shield, but rather a fully cred-
ible offensive assured destruction capability.

The so-called heavy ABM shield—at the present state of technology—
would in effect be no adequate shield at all against a Soviet attack but
rather a strong inducement for the Soviets to vastly increase their own
offensive forces. That, as I have pointed out, would make it necessary for
us to respond in turn; and so the arms race would rush hopelessly on to
no sensible purpose on either side.3

Why had Robert McNamara used a speech that was largely anti-ABM in
tone and substance to announce an ABM deployment? Some Washington
reporters speculated that he had been overruled at the last minute; what he
meant to be an anti-ABM speech had been converted by others in the admin-
istration into a vehicle for announcing an ABM deployment. Others argued
that the speech should be taken at face value: the administration had come to

2 / introduction
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the conclusion that an ABM against Russia was not desirable but that one
against China was necessary.

Those in the audience and the country who had followed the issue won-
dered how the secretary’s speech related to the annual budget message deliv-
ered by President Lyndon Johnson in January 1967. The president had asked
for funds to deploy an ABM system but had stated that he would defer a deci-
sion to start construction pending an effort to begin strategic arms limitation
talks with the Russians. At that time the president was vague about the pur-
pose of the ballistic missile defense but stated that the funds might be used to
deploy an ABM “for such purposes as defense of our offensive weapons sys-
tems.”4 McNamara, in his speech, had briefly mentioned the defense of Min-
uteman missiles only as a possible add-on to the ABM deployment against
China.

The purpose for which the administration was deploying its ABM system
was further clouded in the coming weeks. The Joint Chiefs of Staff and lead-
ing senators, including Richard Russell, chairman of the Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee, described the ABM deployment as the beginning of a large
anti-Russian system, even though McNamara had warned against attempting
one. McNamara himself continued to describe the system as a defense against
China; the president said nothing. As the first steps toward deployment were
made, it appeared that the initial construction was no different from what it
would have been if the purpose were to protect American cities against a large
Russian attack.

These puzzles have usually prompted an all-inclusive question that is
assumed to have a single answer: why did the United States decide to deploy
an anti-Chinese ABM system in the fall of 1967? In trying to explain foreign
policy decisions, most observers assume that decisionmakers are motivated by
a single set of national security images and foreign policy goals. Supposedly,
decisions reflect those goals alone, and actions are presumed to flow directly
from the decisions. Thus,“explanation” consists of identifying the interests of
the nation as seen by its leaders and showing how they determine the decisions
and actions of the government.

With this approach, the explanation offered for the American decision to
deploy an ABM against China would be that the American government
decided that its interests in the Far East required a Chinese-oriented ABM
system but that a system against the Soviet Union made no sense because of
the technological difficulty of building a system against a militarily sophis-
ticated opponent. Sometimes such explanations are sufficient; they provide

introduction / 3
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all that anyone needs to know or wants to know when his interest in an issue
is limited. Often such explanations are the best that can be constructed, given
the data available. This is true not only of the decisions and actions of for-
eign governments, particularly ones with a closed decision system, but also,
unfortunately, of many contemporary American decisions. In cases where
someone seeks more detailed and satisfactory answers, such explanations
are highly inadequate. They often require positing a very unusual set of inter-
ests to explain decisions and actions. In the case of the ABM, one would have
to conjure up a set of interests that explain why different officials of the
American government made conflicting statements about whether or not a
large ABM system against the Soviet Union was a good idea and whether or
not the system to be deployed would be a first step toward an anti-Russian
system.

There is no question that the reality is different. The actions of the Amer-
ican government related to foreign policy result from the interests and behav-
ior of many different groups and individuals in American society. Domestic
politics in the United States, public attitudes, and the international environ-
ment all help to shape decisions and actions. Senators, representatives, and
interest groups are involved to varying degrees, depending on the issue. The
relevant departments of the federal bureaucracy are involved, as is the presi-
dent, at least on major issues. The participants, while sharing some images of
the international scene, see the world in very different ways. Each wants the
government to do different things, and each struggles to secure the decisions
and actions that he or she thinks best.

Here we focus predominantly on part of this process—that involving the
bureaucracy and the president as he deals with the bureaucracy. Bureaucracy,
as the term is used here, refers to civilian career officials and political
appointees, as well as to military officers. For some issues, distinctions between
these groups need to be made and will be made, but most of what we have to
say about the interests and maneuvers of the bureaucracy applies to career
officials, political appointees, and military officers alike. Our attention is
directed primarily to political and military rather than economic issues.

Since our goal is to describe the national security decision process, partic-
ularly that part of it where organizational or personal interests are brought to
bear on the issue at hand, we begin with a discussion of participants. Who is
involved? What interests do they have? How do those interests affect their
stands on particular issues?

Part 1 deals with these questions, concentrating on those parts of the
bureaucracy concerned with political-military affairs: the White House

4 / introduction
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(including the National Security Council), the State Department, and the CIA
and the Defense Department. The discussion of the role of shared images
about what the national security requires is followed by a discussion of orga-
nizational and presidential interests. We then explore the factors that deter-
mine how a participant develops a stand on an issue.

Part 2 considers the process by which participants and organizations strug-
gle to bring about the decisions that they want. It considers how issues arise
and are shaped by the rules of the game. The degree to which participants plan
their maneuvers is considered, and that discussion is followed by a discussion
of information and arguments and the process by which presidential decisions
are made. Finally, Part 2 explores sources of power in the bureaucracy and the
kinds of decisions that emerge. The focus is on issues that work their way up
through the bureaucracy, ultimately requiring a decision by the president.

Part 3 turns to the generally ignored question of what happens after the
government makes a decision. Here we trace the process by which presiden-
tial decisions become government actions. The reader will have to keep in
mind that the events described in each section often occur simultaneously or
in quick succession.

Part 4 explores how Congress views foreign policy issues, and it attempts
to apply the same bureaucratic approach used in the rest of the book to Con-
gress. At the end of the book, in Part 5, we return to the ABM case to show
how the approach used throughout provides a framework for considering
four puzzles that arose with regard to the ABM decisions:

—Why, in January 1967, did President Johnson ask Congress to appropri-
ate the funds to deploy an ABM system but state that he would defer a deci-
sion to initiate the deployment pending an effort to get the Soviets to engage
in talks on limiting the arms race?

—Why was the decision to deploy an ABM announced at the end of a
speech whose main purpose was to explain why an ABM defense against the
Soviet Union was impossible and undesirable?

—Why did Secretary of Defense McNamara describe the system as one
directed against China, while the Joint Chiefs of Staff and senior senators
described it as a first step toward a full-scale defense against the Soviet Union?

—Why was the system authorized for deployment designed and deployed
as if its intent were to protect American cities against a large Russian attack?

The purpose of this analysis—and of the book as a whole—is to help the
reader understand how decisions are made and to predict likely courses of
behavior. The book provides only part of the answer, however, since it focuses
only on that part of the decisionmaking process that involves the bureau-

introduction / 5
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cracy and the relation between the bureaucracy and the president. Since Con-
gress became increasingly involved in the executive branch policymaking
process after the Vietnam experience, we have included a chapter that explores
Congress through the same bureaucratic prism used to understand the exec-
utive branch. However, the role of public opinion is not treated in depth. Fur-
thermore, not every national security decision becomes subject to the pulling
and hauling described in the following chapters. The book seeks to explain
elements of the foreign policy decision process that, for one reason or another,
are often overlooked or at least not taken into account systematically. The
concluding chapter suggests that the analysis has important implications for
U.S. foreign policy. In the end, readers will have to judge for themselves the
utility of the approach.

6 / introduction
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All participants in the national security decisionmaking
process profess to be pursuing the national interest and much of the time
they believe that they are. Nonetheless, they often have differing notions about
what the national security interest is. In forming their definitions, partici-
pants look to common conceptions of the national interest, but they also seek
other clues.

Shared Images 

When participants share a set of global images, those images will decisively
shape the stand they take on particular issues. During the cold war period, a
majority of American officials (as well as the American public) held a set of
widely shared images. At the end of the cold war, however, there was a period
in which there was not a single set of images held by most participants. Then,
after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, a new set of shared images began to emerge.

The shared images of the cold war period may be summarized as follows,
in the language employed at the time.

—The preeminent feature of international politics is the conflict between
communism and the free world.

—Every nation that falls to communism increases the power of the com-
munist bloc in its struggle with the free world.

chapter two

National Security

Interests

9
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—The surest simple guide to U.S. interests in foreign policy is opposition
to communism.

—Russian intentions toward Western Europe are essentially expansionist.
So, too, are Chinese intentions in Asia.

—The main source of unrest, disorder, subversion, and civil war in under-
developed areas is communist influence and support.

—The United States—and only the United States—has the power, ability,
responsibility, and right to defend the free world and maintain international
order. The rest of the free world must contribute as much as possible to the
U.S. effort to defend against aggression.

—The United States has an obligation to aid any people resisting commu-
nism at home or abroad.

—Peace is indivisible. Therefore collective defense is necessary. The new
international order is based primarily on U.S. assumption of responsibility for
other states’ security, in support of which the United States must show itself
ready to resist aggression. Thus any expansion of communist influence must
be resisted.

—Concessions made under pressure constitute appeasement, which only
whets the appetite of aggressors.

—Coalition governments are inevitably taken over by the communists.
—The third world really matters because, first, it is the battleground

between communism and the free world; second, Western capital will gener-
ate economic development and political stability with a minimum of vio-
lence; and third, instability is the great threat to progress in the third world.

—The United States can play an important role in inducing European
integration, which will solve the German problem.

—Military strength is the primary route to national security.
—The United States must maintain military superiority over the Soviet

Union, including the ability to destroy the Soviet Union after a Soviet first
strike.

—Nuclear war would be a great disaster and must be avoided.
—U.S. prosperity depends on the economic health of other developed

nations, a favorable U.S. balance of payments, and the preservation of the
American gold supply.1

The new set of shared images that began to emerge after the terrorist
attacks of September 11 might be characterized as follows:

10 / national security interests

1. This list draws heavily on Allison, “Cool It: The Foreign Policy of Young America,” pp.
144–60. In particular it relies on his chart of what he calls “Axioms of the Postwar Era.” See also
May, “The Nature of Foreign Policy: The Calculated versus the Axiomatic,” pp. 666–67.
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—The collapse of the Soviet Union unleashed centrifugal forces that gave
rise to new security threats in the form of rogue states and international ter-
rorism.

—The preeminent feature of international politics today has become the
conflict between international terrorists and rogue states and the democratic
world.

—The surest simple guide to U.S. interests in foreign policy is opposition
to rogue states and international terrorism.

—The United States—and only the United States—has the power, ability,
responsibility, and right to defend democracy and maintain international
order. Other nations must contribute as much as possible to the U.S. effort to
defeat international terrorism.

—The United States has an obligation to aid any nation fighting interna-
tional terrorism.

—Other nations must contribute as much as possible to the U.S. effort to
defeat international terrorism.

—At the same time, the post–cold war liberalization of trade in advanced
technologies has facilitated the access of poor nations and forces of evil to
some of the most destructive military power available, including nuclear,
chemical, and biological materials.

—These universally available technologies can be used to create “asymmet-
ric” threats by small or medium-sized states to conventional military power,
thereby challenging U.S. ability to apply military force.

—Peace is indivisible. The new international order is based primarily on
U.S. assumption of responsibility for confronting rogue states and interna-
tional terrorism, in support of which the United States must show itself ready
to use force—if necessary, in a preemptive manner.

—Concessions made under pressure constitute appeasement, which only
whets the appetite of aggressors.2

These lists are admittedly oversimplified and are not intended to imply
that all perceptions of national security are naïve. They are meant to illustrate
the sort of common denominator from which more refined perceptions of
national security derive. Naturally, not every participant in the U.S. govern-
ment supported the cold war images, nor does everyone support the post-9/11
set of beliefs.

national security interests / 11

2. This list is drawn in part from Suskind, The Price of Loyalty, pp. 76–77, quoting assump-
tions articulated by Defense Secretary Rumsfeld in 2001.
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Shifting Images

The examples provided above bring us to a discussion of the ways in which
images may shift, in some cases because of something as routine as a change
in personnel. In other cases, events in the outside world may bring about fun-
damental changes in the way American society looks at the world. With the
dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of the cold war in the early 1990s,
the traditional set of shared images quickly became irrelevant, except per-
haps to a small group of conservatives who still saw Russia and China as
strategic threats. The 1990s came to be characterized more by competing
images, which did not provide the broad framework for national security
decisionmaking that had previously guided the process. Concerns about the
developing world came to be based more on human rights, governance, and
trade issues, with groups disagreeing on where to place the emphasis. In the
absence of a clear strategic threat besides the possibility of an accidental
nuclear launch, decisions about the use of U.S. military force became a mat-
ter of restoring regional stability or policing gross injustice, as, for example,
in Somalia, the first Gulf War, and NATO’s spring 1999 attack on Yugoslavia.
U.S. international power came to be identified with economic as much as
military strength. Not until September 11—with the sudden emergence of a
clear threat to U.S. security from international terrorism and weapons of mass
destruction in the hands of rogue states or terrorists—did a new set of shared
images begin to coalesce into consensus.

Changes in personnel also can affect shared images, but the effects usually
are limited more to images of American policy toward particular regions. In
such cases, the set of shared images guiding policy is likely to be held by a rel-
atively small number of individuals whose concerns society as a whole is hardly
aware of. As the Soviet Union fell apart in 1990, a small but very senior group
in the first Bush Administration successfully challenged the prevailing notion
among most Europeans and the European Bureau of the State Department that
a united Germany would destabilize the region.3 The group of “neoconserva-
tives” who came in with the second Bush administration succeeded in promot-
ing the notion that active U.S. military intervention in Iraq was the key to
regional stability in the Middle East and to the war against terrorism.

It sometimes happens that images are shared widely within the bureau-
cracy and among those currently in senior government positions but not
within American society as a whole. In this situation, the introduction of new
participants from outside government (and outside the usual channels of

12 / national security interests
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recruitment) might bring about changes in shared images. It could be argued,
for example, that the shared images of the “neocons” who drove foreign pol-
icy during the first term of the second President Bush did not reflect those of
American society as a whole. When many of them were replaced in the sec-
ond term by appointees whose images of national interest were more reflec-
tive of popular norms, the Bush administration’s approach to foreign policy
became more accommodating.

President Carter, on the other hand, wanted his administration to reflect
popular U.S. concerns about the promotion of human rights, so he brought
a cadre of officials into his administration, particularly in the State Depart-
ment and National Security Council, who made promotion of human rights,
including the effects of U.S. foreign arms sales, a central tenet of U.S. foreign
policy. The human rights position in the State Department was elevated to the
assistant secretary level, and the office was given authority to clear on many
national security decisions. Subsequently, human rights and humanitarian
issues became increasingly embedded in the decisionmaking process with the
demise of the Soviet era.

However, it is rare for the images shared within the government to diverge
radically from those in society as a whole, and the appointment of individu-
als who cannot accept the broader images shared within the bureaucracy is
probably equally rare. Moreover, the socialization process within the govern-
ment is such that individuals who come in with doubts about or in ignorance
of particular aspects of the set of shared images prevalent in the bureaucracy
frequently find themselves quickly coming to support them.

Dramatic changes in the outside world, either at home or abroad, may be
so sharp that they intrude upon the perceptions of even those with fixed ideas
of foreign policy, leading to changes in shared images. At the same time, the
changes in reality that occur at home can affect beliefs about what the public
will stand for or what the public will demand, an important part of the set of
shared images shaping policy in the United States. Arguments about public
mood play a role in internal debate about foreign policy proposals and shift
with reality as that reality becomes manifest. In addition, images of the out-
side world held by government officials bear some relation to the set of shared
images held by the larger foreign policy community and by the electorate at
large. If the gap becomes too large, the political cost of maintaining a policy
dependent on these images will come to appear excessive. Thus, as changes in
national mood lead to changes in the images of the world held by the popu-
lation at large, these changes come to be reflected within the bureaucracy.
The causes of such changes in national mood are complex and varied and lie
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beyond the scope of this book. However, it is important to recognize that
changes in national mood do affect changes in the images shared by the
bureaucracy. This may well be the most important way in which general pub-
lic attitudes affect foreign policy in the United States, although the time that
it takes the bureaucracy to respond can be substantial.

On some occasions, events in the outside world force changes in images.
For example, the proposition that ideology would prevent the Soviet Union
and communist China from ever thinking of each other as potential military
opponents was widely accepted within the American government throughout
much of the postwar period, but it had become an untenable proposition by
the mid-1960s. With the exception perhaps of the September 11th terrorist
attacks, changes in the world usually do not produce unambiguous evidence
of the need to alter images immediately. Most events can be interpreted var-
ious ways, and their effect on U.S. interests and the way in which the world
operates is difficult to assess. Gradually, changes in international reality do
bring about changes in the set of shared images within the American govern-
ment, but the effect is rarely direct and immediate. In some cases, images may
change even though reality does not, or reality may change substantially with-
out bringing about any change in the beliefs of officials. It took years for the
bureaucracy to grasp the transformational impact of the political changes
that President Mikhail Gorbachev was developing in the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe in the late 1980s.

A proposed course of action that can be shown to be unambiguously nec-
essary to preserve a shared objective will be agreed to by all. However, such
agreement is a very rare event. Widely shared images often do lead to agree-
ment on basic objectives and therefore to the exclusion of certain conceivable
courses of action. Thus, confronted with a developing Russian intercontinen-
tal ballistic missile (ICBM) capability and the initial deployment of a Soviet
ABM system, no one suggested that the United States need not be concerned
at all and could sit back and permit the Soviet Union to gain strategic supe-
riority. Nor did anyone openly argue that the United States needed to build a
large ABM system so that it would be in a position to carry out, at a time of
its own choosing, a strategic nuclear attack against the Soviet Union. In the
early and mid-1960s, the debate within the government about ABMs was car-
ried out in the context of a shared belief that American strategic superiority
was necessary as “insurance” and that it could and would be maintained.
Some, including Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, no longer accepted
the value of superiority, but they had to argue as if they did.
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Clues to National Security Interests

There is always great uncertainty about what is going on in the world and
what the effects of alternative courses of action will be. The way that individ-
uals cope with that uncertainty is affected by their background—the personal
experiences, intellectual baggage, and psychological needs that they bring
with them—as well as by their position in the bureaucracy.

All participants, depending on where they sit, see a somewhat different
face of an issue because their perception of the issue is heavily shaded by their
particular concerns. What is primarily a budget issue to one participant is an
issue of foreign relations to a second and of congressional relations to a third.
Those in the Defense Department and the Budget Bureau concerned with
limiting military spending tended to view ABM deployment as a budget issue.
Scientists in the Pentagon and in the so-called defense industry felt ABM
deployment would maintain the technological superiority of the United
States. Officials in the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency viewed the
issue in terms of possible arms control agreements with the Soviet Union. For-
eign Service officers in the Western Europe division of the State Department
were concerned with the effect of ABM deployment on U.S. relations with
European allies and on the cohesion of NATO. Participants sensitive to the
president’s relations with senior congressional leaders who supported the
ABM program saw the issue in terms of future dealings with Congress. Sec-
retary McNamara assessed ABM deployment in terms of decreasing spending
for strategic forces and increasing the prospects for arms control arrange-
ments with the Soviet Union. Army officials saw the issue in terms of the size
of the army budget and maintaining an army role in strategic nuclear deter-
rence. The president, sitting at the top, saw the issue in terms of his own sense
of what national security required, his relations with McNamara and with mil-
itary and congressional leaders, his own desires to keep spending down and
to reach agreement with the Soviet Union, and his desire not to give his polit-
ical opponents an election issue.

Thus each participant may focus on a different face of the issue and sense
different dangers and opportunities. For budget officials, preventing large
expenditures was most important, and the rationale given for any system and
the way that decisions were communicated to foreign governments were mat-
ters of relative indifference. For State Department officials, the cost of the
ABM program was not important, for the funds did not come from the State
Department budget, but the way that the issue was communicated to U.S.
allies and to the Soviet Union was a matter of great concern. Where individ-
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uals sit in the process determines in large part the faces of the issue that they
see and helps to determine the stakes that they see involved and hence the
stand that they take. We thus need to identify briefly who the main partici-
pants are before considering the effects of their personal experience, back-
ground, and official position on the decisions that they make.

Participants

The president stands at the center of the foreign policy process in the United
States. His role in and influence on decisionmaking are qualitatively different
from those of any other participant. In any foreign policy decision widely
believed at the time to be important, the president will almost always be the
principal figure determining the general direction of actions. Thus it was Pres-
ident Lyndon Johnson who made the final decision that the United States
should deploy an ABM system. It was the first President Bush who made the
final decision to launch the Gulf War in January 1991 and the second Presi-
dent Bush who made the decision to attack Iraq in March 2003.

Furthermore, the president serves as the surrogate for the national inter-
est. Many senior participants look to the president as a blueprint for clues to
the national security. His perception and judgment of what is in the national
interest are dominant in the system. A strong president—with a clear sense of
direction and leadership—can have a very strong influence on the images
shared by bureaucrats, Congress, and the public.

Although the president is the principal decisionmaker on important for-
eign policy matters, he does not act alone. He is surrounded by a large num-
ber of participants with whom he consults, partly at his pleasure and partly
by obligation. Other participants are arrayed around the president at varying
distances determined by the probability that he will need to consult them. For
convenience, participants whom he regularly consults are called “senior” par-
ticipants and those who have access to the president only very infrequently or
only through a senior participant are called “junior” participants. It is impor-
tant to note that whether a particular participant is senior or junior is only
imperfectly related to his or her position in the formal hierarchy.

Whom the president consults depends in large part on the nature of the
issue. Regardless of who is president, Cabinet officers and heads of relevant
agencies will be consulted from time to time because of their formal respon-
sibilities and access to information. Law and custom dictate that the Cabinet
officers involved in foreign policy issues almost always include the secretary
of state, the secretary of defense, and the national security adviser and those
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involved in economic matters include the secretary of the treasury as well as
White House economic advisers and sometimes the U.S. trade representa-
tive. The Joint Chiefs of Staff are consulted particularly on military budget
issues and matters concerning the possible use of military force. The director
of national intelligence will be consulted when information about foreign
governments or groups, particularly hostile ones, is viewed as critical.

These officials are routinely influenced by their subordinates, with whom
they in turn consult. The secretary of state usually depends most heavily on
the deputy secretary, the under secretary for political affairs, and the regional
assistant secretary most directly concerned. Bureaus with specialized respon-
sibilities such as policy planning, political-military affairs, arms control, eco-
nomic affairs, counterterrorism, human rights, and congressional relations
also are involved, as are the secretary’s principal assistants, counselors, and the
under secretaries.

On national security issues related to foreign policy, the secretary of defense
is likely to consult with the military services, with his deputy, and with the
under secretary for policy and the assistant secretaries in that office. Particu-
larly on budget matters, he also consults with the comptroller, under secretary
for procurement, and others responsible for systems analysis and research
and development. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and his colleagues,
the service chiefs of staff, are supported by their respective staff. The director
of national intelligence joins with his colleagues from the State Department
and Defense Department to produce formal national intelligence estimates.
The director also consults with his current intelligence and scientific intelli-
gence staffs and, when covert operations are involved, with Central Intelligence
Agency operations staff. In many cases, military commanders in the field
(known as CINCs) and American ambassadors and their staff are involved.
Officials from agencies such as the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment, the Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Trade Representative, the
Department of Commerce, and the Department of the Treasury may become
involved in economic decisions.

Others who may be consulted, depending on the particular president and
his preferences, include members of the White House staff and specialists on
national security or foreign policy as well as political advisers, speechwriters,
and managers of the president’s legislative program. President Kennedy
brought more advisers into the process after the Bay of Pigs incident. All pres-
idents since Nixon have relied heavily on the staff of the national security
adviser. The second President Bush involved his political adviser Karl Rove in
major decisions across the board, thus ensuring that domestic political con-
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siderations were brought strongly to bear on foreign policy and national secu-
rity decisions.

The second President Bush also added another significant entity to his
panoply of sources of advice on national security issues. In response to con-
gressional pressure after 9/11, he created the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity (headed by a secretary with full cabinet status) by combining a number
of existing offices from several departments with overlapping domestic and
international responsibilities. It was the first time in U.S. history that the
Defense Department and related agencies were unable to deal with a primary
security threat on their own. Homeland security staff was added to the White
House Executive Office to incorporate the responsibilities for terrorism that
originally were invested in the National Security Council. Although the
Department of Homeland Security initially had serious problems integrating
its highly disparate parts into an effective single entity, it nonetheless became
a player in the national security policy framework almost immediately because
the terrorist threat, unlike traditional threats to U.S. security, involved not
only external defense but also domestic defense and police agencies.

Some of these participants are career officials; others are “in-and-outers”
who come from careers outside the government for limited periods of govern-
ment service. Often they are lawyers, bankers, businessmen, or experts from
universities or think tanks. Although not formally members of the national
security bureaucracy, individuals outside the executive branch are frequently
consulted by the president and have significant influence on decisionmaking.
Some senators and representatives are senior participants in the sense that
they are routinely contacted by the president for advice and support. They
tend to be the chairperson or a high-ranking member of a congressional com-
mittee with direct responsibility for national security affairs (for example, the
Armed Services, Foreign Relations, Appropriations, and Intelligence Com-
mittees), and they have discretionary power over the federal budget. During
the cold war influential members of Congress were important participants
regardless of their direct legislative responsibilities for national security pol-
icy, but as Congress legislated a more formal policy role for itself as a body,
presidents have turned less and less to individual members outside the formal
process.

Since the end of the cold war, Congress increasingly has taken the initia-
tive to direct foreign policy decisions within the bureaucracy, especially with
regard to foreign economic and military assistance and humanitarian issues.
Because the legislative branch enjoys certain rights to control the operations
and budgets of the executive branch, from time to time the exercise of those
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rights has a very direct effect on either the outcome of a particular decision
or the decisionmaking process itself.

Finally, Congress serves as an important forum for the discussion of
national interests and the shared images that define those interests. On both
the ABM program and issues involving the use of military force in Vietnam,
Iraq, and elsewhere, Congress has played a major role in weighing the argu-
ments and making vital funding decisions. In 1967, members of Congress
applied heavy pressure for an ABM deployment, whereas in 1969 Congress
came within one vote of denying deployment—contrary to the wishes and
beliefs of the president—and at least the broader national security debate
over the ABM program was aired in committee hearings. During the remain-
ing years of the cold war and for long afterward, key members of Congress
continued to keep an ABM development program alive by including funds in
the defense budget, whether the administration requested them or not, and by
keeping pressure on successive administrations to pursue an ABM program.

Sometimes individuals outside government are participants in the national
security policy process. Private citizens who are close personal confidants of
the president are included in this category. Private interest groups, such as
defense contractors affected by foreign policy decisions and nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) with foreign policy agendas, often seek influence;
they may be consulted by the president from time to time, and they are rou-
tinely involved through their contacts with Congress. Other outsiders may be
formally invited to participate in the process, usually for limited periods of
time and with narrowly defined responsibilities. The various presidential
commissions and study groups are examples.4

Determining the Stand Taken on an Issue

With this brief listing of participants, we come back to the question of how
each participant determines which positions are in the national interest.
Given the intellectual difficulty of dealing with uncertainty, it is surprising
that participants do have strongly held positions on particular issues. In part,
that may be the result of what has been called the “51-49 principle.” That is,
participants who judge an issue to be very close and who only with some dif-
ficulty come down on one side or the other by a very narrow margin never-
theless feel obliged to advocate their position as if they believed it 100
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percent. They recognize that if they show great uncertainty, their views will
not be taken seriously.

However, participants usually do not see issues as arbitrary, and they tend
to find strong grounds to favor one position. Participants often employ two
different techniques to simplify the problem of determining what is in the
national interest: first, they employ techniques for choosing among options
less rigorous than those required by an analytic model, and second, they
equate a desirable state of the world beyond the borders of the United States
with a desirable state of the world at home. That is, they come to define the
national security interests of the United States in terms of the health and well-
being of the organization to which they belong, the interests of the president,
or their own personal interests, all of which are discussed in the following
chapters.

Whether they look directly to events in the outside world or to organiza-
tional, presidential, or personal interests as a surrogate for national security
interests, participants need a means of monitoring threats and judging how
to respond to them. We consider first the use of analytic techniques and then
turn to what John Steinbruner calls cognitive processes.

analysis. A “rational” approach assumes that individuals seeking to deter-
mine what is in the national interest of the United States would list a series of
objectives and attempt to put them in hierarchical order; next they would
examine a series of available alternatives and consider the cost and gains of
each alternative in relation to the hierarchy of objectives. They then would
search for additional information that would reduce the range of uncertainty
and permit them to calculate what position was indeed good for the country.
Armed with that analysis, they would take a particular stand on an issue but
would be ready to change that position if additional information or better cal-
culations became available.

Such a mode of thinking, applied directly to national security interests, no
doubt does seem logical to many of the participants. When an analysis or a set
of arguments substantially reduces the range of uncertainty and unambigu-
ously points to the desirability of a particular stand, that position is likely to
be adopted by most, if not all, participants. However, making such calculations
involves enormous costs in time and intellectual resources. Seldom do partic-
ipants, in fact, engage in such research to determine what is in the national
interest. The problems are too difficult, and time is short. Even if a participant
looks to organizational, presidential, or personal interests to make that deter-
mination, analytic processes are likely to prove to be too cumbersome. Thus,
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whatever the source of clues to the national interests, individuals are likely to
use shortcuts in place of an analytic model.

cognitive processes. According to John Steinbruner, in order to avoid
time-consuming analysis, participants focus on a few variables and develop a
set of programmed responses to changes in any one of those variables.5 Events
in the outside world are screened to filter out variables that would create
uncertainty. Moreover, participants tend to respond to changes in each vari-
able separately, producing fragmented responses to each change. Steinbruner
finds that individuals deal with uncertainty in the outside world by using sev-
eral standard techniques:

—Use of pat images and arguments by analogy. Individuals frequently
attempt to determine which previous event, either in international politics or
in their own personal experience, most closely relates to the event at hand, and
then they seek to reason by analogy. Thus the impulse to avoid another
Munich played a major role in shaping the reaction of many government offi-
cials to the Vietnam situation. They did not want to be seen as weak for not
standing up to the enemy.

—Inferences of transformation. This technique, commonly known as “wish-
ful thinking,” involves the assumption that if a problem is recognized, even-
tually it will somehow be solved, in a manner that one cannot specify. Thus
one need not worry about that problem but can focus on others.

—Inferences of impossibility. Using this technique, a participant rules out a
particular option by arguing that a critical premise on which it depends is, in
fact, impossible.

—Negative images. Through this technique, a possible option is ruled out
by predicting dire consequences if that option is implemented. Opponents of
ABM deployment argued that any decision to deploy an ABM system would
inevitably lead to a very large system and eliminate the prospects for any
negotiations with the Soviet Union.

Using these techniques, individuals can resolve uncertainty in deciding
among multiple options and find certainty in support of a particular position.
Steinbruner identified three typical patterns of thinking by which partici-
pants relate their interests to the stands that they take, and each pattern seems
to be typical of a particular set of interests:

—Those who focus directly on national security interests are likely to
exhibit ideological thinking.

—Those who focus on organizational interests reflect grooved thinking.
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—The president’s interests frequently are reflected in uncommitted thinking.
Ideological thinking is characterized by a very abstract and extensive belief

pattern that is internally consistent and tends to be extremely stable. Gener-
ally, the belief pattern is characterized by emphasis on a single value (say,
fighting communism or terrorism, seeking disarmament, or pressing for
human rights) that tends to be pursued independently of reality as others
may perceive it. Officials who hold to such a pattern are frequently known as
“theologians” within the government, and in Anthony Downs’s terms are
“zealots.”6 Individuals whose position is characterized by ideological thinking
use various techniques, such as the selective perception of information, to
maintain their views in the face of conflicting information. Because of the
consistency of their position, they are able to act quickly and with confidence
when others see ambiguity or are uncertain as to how to behave.

Ideological thinking generally characterizes in-and-outers who enter the
government with strong commitments in a particular area. For in-and-
outers and “regulars” alike, commitments often arise out of the first profes-
sional contact with an issue or from a seminal event in their past. For exam-
ple, President Nixon’s view of the Cuban regime seems to have been strongly
affected by his long conversation with Fidel Castro during Castro’s visit to the
United States during the Eisenhower administration.

Ideological thinking also tends to characterize staff members who have
had a long period of involvement in a particular area and become committed
to a particular doctrine, such as the need for American hegemony. It may be
exhibited by military officers or bureau chiefs in small interacting groups
who commit themselves to a particular ideology that enhances the importance
of the activity in which they are engaged.

Those whose approach is dominated by ideological thinking tend to see all
issues in terms of a particular value, to disregard conflicting information and
roadblocks, and to press hard for a solution that would support the dominant
value.

Participants who exhibit grooved thinking tend to focus on a few key vari-
ables and to have a programmed response to those particular variables. They
are repeatedly confronted by the need to respond to particular events and do
so by breaking a complex problem into its parts and responding in a pro-
grammed way to each part. Often such individuals see national security in
terms of organizational interests. For example, a State Department official
responsible for maintaining good relations with an American ally is likely to
focus on reports from the foreign office of that country and statements by the
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country’s leaders. When signals from those sources suggest that there is a
problem, he or she will respond with certain programmed responses, such as
sending the ambassador to talk to the prime minister or requesting that Wash-
ington issue a statement of reassurance. Such individuals tend to ignore sig-
nals for which they have no set response, such as the statements of new
opposition leaders or evidence of growing political or economic unrest.

This pattern of thought is typical of career officials, particularly relatively
low-level officials, who need to act constantly and become accustomed to reg-
ularized patterns of behavior. Many low-ranking Army officials, perhaps even
senior officials, responded to the ABM program in this way. They monitored
Russian activities and typically responded to a Russian deployment by argu-
ing that the United States needed to match that deployment. They also
responded to Russia’s increased offensive capability by arguing that the United
States needed to add a direct defense specifically to deal with that offensive
capability. Grooved thinking tends to produce routine responses to changes
perceived one by one, and it ignores larger factors that might render the
response inappropriate.

Uncommitted thinking characterizes those officials who must deal with
generalized concepts, who are habitually confronted with uncertainty, and
who tap a variety of information channels that stress the importance of dif-
ferent problems and advocate different solutions to problems. Exposed to
alternative patterns of belief designed to bring order to great uncertainties,
individuals exhibiting uncommitted thinking adopt different patterns at dif-
ferent times for the same problem. That may appear to outsiders to be oscil-
lating, because the uncommitted thinker seeks freedom of maneuver by
avoiding the integration of problems that appear to others to be closely
related.

This pattern of thought often characterizes the president, who in dealing
with a particular problem may have little past experience and little firsthand
knowledge. Issues tend to come to him and his closest associates in an abstract
or generalized form, and pressures come from many sides. The White House
tends to relate each theory to its sponsors and to appeal to the allegiance of as
many groups as possible.

President Johnson’s behavior in dealing with the question of the ABM pro-
gram suggests the pattern of uncommitted thinking. Secretary of Defense
McNamara attempted to get him to see the issue in terms of the danger of
stimulating the arms race and of vastly increasing military expenditures.
McNamara argued that the program was unnecessary and would increase the
risk of nuclear war. Senior military officers and leading congressional figures,
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in contrast, attempted to persuade Johnson to see the issue in terms of the
importance of maintaining American strategic nuclear superiority.

Since each of these views appeared sensible on its own terms, Johnson
moved back and forth between supporting and opposing the ABM program.
He probably never made a firm judgment of his own as to which of the two
views was correct. Rather, he responded to short-run pressures in an effort to
keep the participants from breaking out and denouncing his decision. The
president’s behavior appeared to be a form of oscillation because his decision
was characterized by uncommitted thinking in an effort to find a consensus
that would satisfy all of those putting pressure on him.

When a persuasive case is made that a certain stand is required or ruled out
by the interests of the United States, most participants agree to the decision.
Indeed, much of what goes on in the government involves efforts to analyze
an issue from the point of view of shared images and to persuade others that
the requirements of national security, flowing from those shared images,
require that a particular stand be taken. However, despite shared images,
determining the national interest is often an elusive goal, and participants
frequently find it difficult to develop a stand simply by focusing on national
security directly. In such cases they often look to organizational and presiden-
tial interests and explore them in light of their personal interests.
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To the extent that participants in the national security
decisionmaking process come to equate national security with the interests of
their organization, what stands do they tend to take and how do their stands
relate to their organization’s interests? Do organizations always seek to grow
larger and do more things? This chapter attempts to specify in detail the orga-
nizational interests of the Defense Department, the State Department, and the
Central Intelligence Agency and of their components.

Missions, Capabilities, and Influence

Most organizations have a mission to perform, either overseas or at home, and
some organizations need to maintain expensive capabilities in order to per-
form their mission effectively. Most important, in order to fulfill their mission,
all organizations must seek influence.

Organizations are formally charged with specific missions. Some of those
missions can be accomplished entirely at home (such as maintaining good
relations with Congress); others require actions abroad (such as deterring a
Soviet attack on the United States). Participants in making a policy decision
examine any proposal to gauge whether it would help their particular orga-
nization carry out its missions. For example, in examining the ABM deploy-
ment proposal, the Budget Bureau and the Comptroller’s Office in the
Pentagon were concerned with how it would affect their ability to keep down
the military budget. State Department officials were concerned with the
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impact of deployment on relations with European allies and with the Soviet
Union.

The missions of some organizations in the national security field encour-
age them to maintain substantial and expensive capabilities that may be
employed abroad. The armed services, for example, are responsible for creat-
ing and maintaining very expensive military forces. Organizations with expen-
sive capabilities see the face of an issue that affects their ability to maintain
what they view as the capability necessary to take a variety of actions.

Organizations with expensive capabilities are particularly concerned about
budget decisions and about the budgeting implications of policy decisions.
Organizations with low-cost capabilities are relatively unconcerned about
budget implications but highly concerned about the immediate implications
of specific policy decisions. That is an important difference, for example,
between the armed services and the State Department. The case of the ABM
proposal illustrates the point. For the U.S. Army, it meant a bigger budget
and a greater role in strategic warfare. State Department officials, on the other
hand, cared much less about costs and capabilities than about how the deci-
sion would affect U.S. relations with allies and potential adversaries. The fact
that an ABM system might cost several billion dollars while an alternative
way of reassuring allies of protection from Soviet nuclear attack might cost
very little did not affect State Department interests, since State neither paid the
costs nor operated the capabilities.

All organizations seek to have greater influence in order to pursue their
other objectives. Those that have large operational capabilities seek influence
on decisions, in part, to maintain the capability to perform their mission.
Some organizations—the office of the under secretary for policy in the
Defense Department, for instance, and the policy planning staff in the State
Department—have neither large capabilities nor stable, clearly defined mis-
sions. Their organizational goal tends to be to gain influence in pursuit of
ideological concerns. Staff members of those organizations share with their
counterparts in other organizations the belief that they can best judge the
nation’s security interests.

In one way or another, the pursuit of influence itself is felt to be in the
national interest. Not only is influence necessary to protect the organization’s
other objectives, but senior members of the organization are considered by
junior members to be especially qualified to advise the president on what the
national interest is. Therefore the stand that a participant takes on an issue is
affected by the desire to maintain influence, and that desire could lead to sup-
port for certain policies that require greater reliance on the organization. Par-
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ticipants prefer courses of action that require information from them or that
they will be asked to implement. They recognize that they gain influence if
such decisions are made. The desire for influence can also lead organizations
to avoid opposing a particular policy in the belief that to do so would reduce
their influence on other issues. To develop a reputation for losing a policy
debate reduces a group’s standing with other groups.

Organizational Essence

Organizations have considerable freedom in defining their missions and the
capabilities that they need to pursue those missions. The organization’s essence
is the view held by the dominant group within the organization of what its
missions and capabilities should be. Related to essence are convictions about
what kinds of people—with what expertise, experience, and knowledge—
should be members of the organization.

Career officials generally have a clear notion of what the essence of their
organization is or should be. In some organizations the same view of the
organization’s essence is shared by all those in the same promotion and career
structure. In other cases there are differences. The differences may concern the
particulars of a broader agreed essence, or they may reflect struggles for dom-
inance. In either case, conflicts often arise among subgroups within a single
career structure to define the essence of the organization. Struggles over
essence and the results for some of the major national security organizations
are discussed below.

Air Force

The dominant view in the Air Force since its inception as a separate service
just after World War II has been that its essence is to fly combat air missions.
Until the end of the cold war the dominant view was that those missions
should focus on the delivery of nuclear weapons against targets in the Soviet
Union. With the Soviet threat gone, Air Force officers debated whether to
continue to focus on delivering nuclear weapons, to stress the value of con-
ventional strategic bombing, or to provide support for ground combat oper-
ations. The debate was won by those emphasizing conventional strategic
bombing with precision munitions. The Air Force argued that such bombing
played a decisive role in the Kosovo campaign and in the first Gulf War.

The struggle within an organization to determine what organizational role
should be stressed is well illustrated by the debate within the Air Force 
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Tactical Air Command (TAC) during the cold war. TAC officers seeking to
enhance the role of their command had a difficult problem. On one hand
they were obliged to pay lip service to TAC’s formal mission—to provide
combat air support for ground forces. On the other hand, they were tempted
to seek to develop capabilities for the role seen as the essence of the Air
Force—namely, the combat delivery of nuclear weapons against the Soviet
Union—by creating what Alain C. Enthoven and K. Wayne Smith described
as a “junior SAC.”1 This dilemma shaped the arguments used by the Air Force
in an effort to get a new tactical airplane, at first called the TFX and in a later
version called the F-111. The officer largely responsible for the design of TAC,
General F. F. Everest, argued that the TFX was essential to meet the three mis-
sions of his command, which were to maintain air superiority, to disrupt
enemy supply lines, and to supply close air support.

However, in a careful study of the TFX decision, the political scientist
Robert J. Art reports that General Everest’s underlying motives were, in fact,
quite different:

These three missions represented TAC’s dogma, to which Everest had to
pay lip service. It appears, however, that he was interested primarily in
having his new aircraft penetrate enemy defenses at a low level at super-
sonic speeds while carrying nuclear weapons. The reason Everest wanted
such an aircraft is self-evident. In the late 1950s American military doc-
trine still concentrated primarily on maintaining a strategic nuclear
retaliatory capability in order to ensure that deterrence was a credible
posture. Under such a doctrine, TAC, as well as the Army, suffered from a
relative lack of funds. The Air Force received a large share of the military
budget; but within that service, the Strategic Air Command (SAC)
received the preponderant portion of those funds. By trying to acquire a
nuclear capability for TAC and by thus providing it with an ability to
deliver nuclear weapons in a way that SAC’S B-52 bombers could not (by
low-level, supersonic interdiction), Everest attempted to protect the pres-
ent identity of and future role for TAC. (The Army did exactly the same
thing when it stressed that the United States lacked an ability to fight
limited conventional wars. It too used doctrinal arguments as a means of
protecting its service identity and share of defense funds.)2

The most successful challenge to the Air Force’s definition of its essence
arose because of the development of ICBMs. Ironically, however, the impetus
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for the development of missiles came largely from outside the Air Force and
was bitterly resisted at first by Air Force officers who continued to give high-
est priority to the development of combat aircraft. Herbert F. York, former
director of Defense Research and Engineering, reported on the resistance
within the Air Force to the decision by the Defense Department to give the
highest priority to the development of ballistic missiles following the Soviet
Union’s successful testing of an ICBM and the launching of Sputnik:

General Curtis E. LeMay, the man with the cigar, was the commander of
the Strategic Air Command (SAC) at the time. As I recall his personal
view of the priorities, he placed the B-52H first (it was then called the B-
52 Squared) and the B-70 second (it was then called the WS-110). The
nuclear airplane (ANP) was somewhere in the middle of his short list,
and the long-range missiles were at the bottom. He and other leading Air
Force generals managed to make it clear to the contractor that they per-
sonally considered the B-70 to be at least as important as the ICBMs,
whatever the official priorities might be, and they ordered first flight by
the end of 1961.3

To LeMay and the Air Force, missiles sitting in silos just could not compare to
flying bombers.

In the 1960s, with the growing emphasis on non-nuclear forces and
increased recognition of the inhibitions against using nuclear weapons, the Air
Force was forced to choose between continued reliance on nuclear delivery
and its ability to play the dominant role as the deliverer of other kinds of
weapons against enemy targets. After considerable initial resistance the Air
Force finally came around to accepting a non-nuclear role, recognizing that
that was the way to maintain its dominance in delivery of weapons by air.4

The part of the Air Force that was least effective in challenging the domi-
nance of SAC was the Military Airlift Command (MAC), charged with move-
ment of men and materiel, primarily for the Army. In the evaluation of
possible alternatives to relieve the blockade of Berlin in 1948, the Air Force bit-
terly resisted the airlift concept because it would use up all of the planes it
believed to be necessary for the combat role of the Air Force.5 After the suc-
cessful airlift, the Air Force failed to exploit the success to enhance its prestige,
and as explained by Paul Y. Hammond, the reasons for not capitalizing on the
episode related to the top officers’ view of the essence of the service:
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Why did the Air Force thus fail fully to exploit the public relations value
of the notable achievement of air power in the Berlin airlift? And why
did the extraordinary and unexpected experience of the airlift have so
little effect upon the developing dispute over roles and missions? Any
answers to these questions must be wholly speculative, but some seem
possible. The airlift was a freight-carrying operation which served to
demonstrate the importance of air transport. But the Air Force has been
paring its transport facilities to a minimum in order to maximize its
strategic bombing forces. Supporters of strategic air power, the predomi-
nant strategic doctrine in the Air Force, might have viewed the airlift as a
potential threat to the primary mission of the Air Force, and feared that
airlift publicity would only give substance to the charges which had often
been voiced in Army circles that the Air Force was neglecting its duty to
provide air transport for Army troops. This answer to the first question
suggests an answer to the second. Since the airlift was more relevant to
Air Force-Army relations than to Air Force-Navy relations, and since the
latter were the ones which were currently raising the inter-service issue
of roles and missions, the airlift had no direct relationship to the aviation
controversy then developing. Moreover, as has been indicated, boasting
about the airlift could have been shared by the British and even the Navy.
Sharing of aviation responsibilities was not what the Air Force was trying
to enlarge.6

Years later, in the mid-1960s, the Air Force did accept procurement of a
large number of C-5A troop-carrying airplanes, but only because the move
was forced on it by civilians. When Air Force officers are given their own way,
their priorities have always been clear: to protect the role of the Air Force in
the strategic delivery of weapons by air. Its other two missions—of close air
support and airlift—are essentially services it provides to the Army. It is the
strategic mission that keeps the Air Force independent from the Army.

Navy

Navy officers agree on the general proposition that the essence of the Navy is
to maintain combat ships whose primary mission is to control the seas against
potential enemies. Unlike the Air Force, where the Strategic Command (SC)
and its predecessor SAC have usually dominated the other commands, the
Navy has been affected by serious disputes among three groups: Navy flyers
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(the brown-shoe Navy), who emphasize carrier-based air units; seapower
advocates (the black-shoe Navy), who stress the surface Navy; and sub-
mariners, who focus on attack submarines. During the cold war a fourth
group came to be identified with the Polaris submarines. No senior Navy offi-
cers see the essence of the Navy as involvement in transport, and that function
has received relatively little attention.

In the early cold war period, the Navy struggled to maintain its capability
despite a tight budget and the rise of the Air Force. Navy aviators were locked
in a struggle with the Air Force over the relative role of supercarriers and B-
36 bombers and, within the Navy, over the relative roles to be accorded to car-
riers, submarines, and conventional ships. Although the carrier admirals
argued with the Air Force that the carriers could do a better job of firing
nuclear weapons against targets in the Soviet Union, their primary interest was
in targets connected with naval warfare, such as submarine bases and air bases
of planes directed at sea operations. Within the Navy, the struggle was about
which kind of force could best dominate the seas. The victory of the carrier
admirals was signified by the offer of the Navy to scrap many ships then cur-
rently under construction if in return the relatively modest Navy budget in the
late 1940s might be used to construct supercarriers for the delivery of nuclear
weapons.7 Such thinking continued to play a large role in Navy calculations,
leading to emphasis on aircraft carriers and their mission long after many
outside observers concluded that carriers had been rendered obsolete by
developments in Soviet naval capabilities.

After the end of the cold war, the Navy kept the aircraft carriers in a cen-
tral role as versatile platforms for both strategic conventional bombing and
close air support in regional conflicts. That posture continued to challenge the
role of the Air Force, which was dependent on land bases, while tacitly con-
ceding that no nation was capable of challenging the United States at sea.

The most serious challenge to the dominant role of the aircraft carriers
came from proposals first suggested by small groups within the Navy to
develop a submarine missile-launching capability. Superficially the two roles
were the same, since both carriers and submarines armed with Polaris missiles
could deliver nuclear weapons against the Soviet Union.

However, the Polaris missiles, besides being “unpiloted,” were directed pri-
marily at the destruction of Soviet cities and played only a very limited role
in control of the seas. Thus, in their opposition to Polaris missiles, which
would deprive them of aircraft, the carrier advocates had the support of much
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of the rest of the Navy. Senator Henry M. Jackson reported on his frustration
in seeking to win support for the Polaris program within the Navy:

I was interested in this program from the very outset, going back many,
many years. I found that in trying to get the Navy to do something about
it, I ran headlong into the competition within the Navy for requirements
in connection with their day-to-day operational needs, whether it was
anti-submarine warfare or limited war requirements; whatever it was. . . .
I was told that this strategic system would just eat away and erode their
limited funds. . . . The result was that Polaris was not pushed hard until
Sputnik came along.8

When the program passed from the research and development stage to
procurement, the Navy’s resistance once again was aroused because of the
large amount of funds necessary to procure a substantial number of Polaris
submarines. In approaching the problem, the Navy took the stand tradition-
ally taken by the services when civilians seek to force programs on them that
they view as contrary to the essence of their activity. As noted by Enthoven and
Smith:

In its budget requests for fiscal years 1961 and 1962, the Navy budgeted
for only three Polaris submarines in each year. One of the first things that
President Kennedy and Secretary McNamara did when they came into
office was to speed up the Polaris program and to authorize the building
of ten Polaris submarines in each of these fiscal years. Nobody, to our
knowledge, has since questioned the necessity or the wisdom of that
action. But at the time, senior Navy officers, when confronted with argu-
ments for increasing the Polaris program based on urgent national need,
replied: Polaris is a national program, not a Navy program. By this was
meant: the Polaris mission is not a traditional Navy mission and therefore
should not be financed out of the Navy’s share of the defense budget.9

Army

Career Army officers agree that the essence of the Army is ground combat
capability. They are less interested in those functions that they view as periph-
eral, such as advisory roles in Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG)
missions, air defense, and the special Green Beret, Delta, or counterinsur-
gency forces.
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In the 1950s, there was considerable dispute among career officers about
the degree to which the Army should be organized primarily for nuclear war-
fare rather than conventional ground combat operations. From the early
1960s, a battle raged concerning the role of Special Forces. Beginning with
President John F. Kennedy’s efforts to enhance the role of the Green Berets,
some officials in the Army, with outside support, struggled to give the role of
Special Forces equal weight with that of conventional armored divisions.

President Kennedy came into office believing that American security would
be challenged by guerilla forces against whom American power would have to
be used in limited and quite special ways. He therefore began an effort to
develop such a capability within the Army. That ran contrary to the Army’s
definition of its essence, which involved ground combat by regular divisions,
and by and large the Army was able to resist Kennedy’s effort. Special Forces
played only a limited role in Vietnam, and the Army disbanded the Green
Berets shortly after Kennedy’s death.

Congress took up the challenge with the Goldwater-Nichols legislation
that created both a Special Forces command with a global reach and an office
within the civilian side of the Department of Defense to champion Special
Forces. Nevertheless, the Army continued to rely primarily on divisional units
in various combat operations, including the first Gulf War and the peace-
keeping operations in Haiti and the Balkans. During the second Bush admin-
istration, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld pressed hard for greater reliance
on Army and other special forces, ensuring that they played a significant role
in both Afghanistan in 2001 and the Iraq invasion of 2003.

Advocates of air and missile defense within the Army have not proclaimed
that the element of warfare that most interests them should become the dom-
inant form of Army activity. They have merely said that it deserves a partial
role, and they have made headway with the argument that the money for air
and missile defense would not come from the Army ground combat forces.
According to air and missile defense advocates, the funds would otherwise be
spent on equivalent programs in the other services. In the 1950s, faced with
growing emphasis on strategic delivery systems, some Army officers sought to
get the Army involved in the deployment of medium-range ballistic missiles.
In the 1960s, such Army efforts focused on ABMs. Although those Army pro-
grams failed to elicit the all-out commitment aroused by issues believed to
affect the organizational essence of the service, there was some steam behind
them. The Army, a more eclectic group with many long and differing histor-
ical traditions, does have greater tolerance for diverse groups even though its
essence remains the conduct of ground combat.
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Central Intelligence Agency

CIA career officials are split into three groups according to their notion of
what the essence of the agency ought to be: intelligence gathering, clandestine
operations, or intelligence analysis. Each group has looked to senior officials
in the agency for support of its own notions.

One group, once headed by Richard Helms, emphasizes intelligence gath-
ering, believing that the primary function of the CIA should be to conduct
operations that are designed primarily to get information about potentially
hostile governments or terrorists and organized crime. During the cold war
period, the group also believed that the CIA should be involved in limited
clandestine operations in foreign countries to support movements such as
labor unions or political parties friendly to the United States. In the post–cold
war environment and especially since 9/11, this group has emphasized clan-
destine gathering of information from human sources from rogue states and
terrorist groups.

In contrast, a second group, once headed by Richard Bissell, Helms’s pre-
decessor as head of the Directorate of Plans at the CIA, believes that the CIA
should actively intervene in events abroad. This group led the CIA during a
period of the cold war when it was involved in relatively large-scale covert
operations in Iran and in Guatemala, as well as when it embarked on the 
U-2 program and the Bay of Pigs invasion. CIA involvement in Laos and in
Vietnam also represented the influence of this group’s notion of what the
agency’s function ought to be. Clandestine operations were constrained in the
1970s and 1980s, however, when Congress and the American public became
concerned about the agency’s motivation and effectiveness. Evolving military
doctrine in the post-9/11 period has revived the popularity of clandestine
operations, particularly in the war on an elusive and highly unconventional
terrorist enemy and in dealing with rogue states. CIA units apparently played
an important role in Afghanistan and in the early stages of the war in Iraq in
2003.

A third group, which has considerably less influence, emphasizes intelli-
gence evaluation. It has often been said that the CIA gets 90 percent of its
information from public sources, and a large part of its staff is involved in the
evaluation of material received from both clandestine and public sources.
Members of the third group believe that the conduct of clandestine activities,
whether for intelligence gathering or for covert operations, jeopardizes the
CIA’s claim to impartiality and reduces its involvement in policy issues. At var-
ious times some members of this group have supported the separation of the
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clandestine service, which performs both covert intelligence gathering and
covert operations, from the rest of the CIA, believing that intelligence analy-
sis will never capture the attention of the top leadership of the agency as long
as the agency is engaged in clandestine operations.

Foreign Service

In contrast to career officials in the military services and in the CIA, Foreign
Service officers are agreed on the essence of their profession. The basic func-
tion of the State Department and hence of the Foreign Service is seen as
reporting on the activities of foreign governments that have relevance to the
United States, general representation of American interests abroad, and nego-
tiation of specific issues when directed by the government.10 Charles W.
Thayer, a former Foreign Service officer, approvingly noted the traditional
views:

Secretary Cordell Hull once said he required four things of his ambassa-
dors: to report what was going on; to represent the United States before
foreign governments and publics; to negotiate United States government
business; and to look after American lives and property.11

Career Foreign Service officers view their enterprise as an elite organization
composed of generalists, and they resist the introduction into the department
of novel functions and of experts who might be needed to perform those func-
tions. In the immediate post–World War II period, Foreign Service officers
were appalled to discover that various agencies had been disbanded and their
personnel assigned to the State Department. They were particularly concerned
about the transfer of propaganda officials and intelligence analysts. Robert
Murphy, a senior Foreign Service officer, commented on the situation:

Meanwhile, in Washington, the weakened Department of State suffered a
postwar influx of manpower from unexpected sources, some of it
dumped by President Harry S. Truman and Secretary Byrnes from liqui-
dated war agencies such as the Office of War Information, the Office of
Strategic Services, and others. The new employees arrived—certainly not
at the request of the Foreign Service—without qualification examination
or security screening, and they created an awkward situation. . . . At the
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same time greatly increased responsibilities were heaped upon the State
Department. Foreign Service officers, no longer limited to orthodox con-
sular and diplomatic activities, were allocated to propaganda, intelli-
gence, and military government, and became involved in many of the
conflicts arising from Soviet expansion.12

Many Foreign Service officers resisted the policy ordained in a letter to
ambassadors from President Kennedy (and renewed by every president since
then) telling them that they would have operational control over all programs
in their bailiwick, including at least some of those of the Central Intelligence
Agency.13 The officers feared that control over such programs might prove to
be embarrassing and would prevent them from focusing on the important func-
tions of reporting and negotiation. A retired Foreign Service officer, Ellis Briggs,
expressed that point of view with regard to the functions of an ambassador:

In theory each ambassador is responsible for all government operations
conducted within his jurisdiction. That is a good thing, but in practice it
would be manifestly impossible for a chief of mission to accomplish, as
ambassador, anything in the way of business with the government to
which he is accredited, if in addition he tried personally to supervise all
the programs operated in the name of the American government within
his bailiwick. Liaison with other agencies is customarily delegated to the
ambassador’s overworked deputy, who in turn must rely on the senior
members of the embassy staff, an appreciable part of whose time is
devoted to preventing the representatives of other agencies, who invari-
ably regard themselves as diplomats, from damaging the delicate
machinery of international relations.14

During the postwar and cold war periods, career Foreign Service officers
viewed the regional bureaus of the State Department—those dealing with
Europe, East Asia, the Near East and South Asia, and Africa and Latin
America—as the heart of State Department operations. They believed that the
assistant secretaries for those regions should be career officials and should
have flexibility in managing relations with the countries included. They resis-
ted the growth of functional bureaus, such as those dealing with economics
and political-military affairs, in part because such bureaus were at that time
dominated by civil servants or in-and-outers rather than by Foreign Service
officers. In the early post–World War II period, State Department officials
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saw a threat from nonregional bureaus, and the United Nations bureau par-
ticularly worried them because of an influx of non-career officers who had
been planning for the establishment of the UN during the war. After a brief
struggle, Foreign Service officers were able to confirm their dominance of the
department and uphold the regional bureaus, particularly the Bureau of Euro-
pean Affairs.15

With the end of the cold war, the State Department changed itself substan-
tially to adapt to a much more complex overseas mission and to comply with
congressional pressure to absorb its subordinate, but autonomous agencies,
the United States Information Agency (USIA) and the Arms Control and Dis-
armament Agency (ACDA). The Foreign Service no longer cultivates its elit-
ist self-image, and officers overseas are now much more involved in operations
and not just in diplomacy and reporting. With the increased emphasis on
human rights, narcotics, terrorism, and other concerns, a plethora of new
reporting requirements, both public and confidential, has been levied on the
State Department and its overseas missions by Congress and the White House.
New functional bureaus have been added to the State Department organiza-
tional structure, along with a layer of under secretaries, creating complex
competing interests at the working level.

As the cold war period drew to a close, the predominance of the regional
bureaus also broke down. While still primarily concerned with managing
bilateral and regional relations, the regional bureaus no longer dominate the
policy process and often are overruled at the under secretary level and above.
Regional and functional assistant secretaries are more often non-career polit-
ical appointees than they are Foreign Service officers. Furthermore, the differ-
ences in the priority of various geographic regions that prevailed during the
cold war have largely disappeared. In the course of their careers Foreign Ser-
vice officers tend to become associated with one or two geographic bureaus
through the regional expertise they acquire in their overseas assignments, and
they may also become associated with a particular functional expertise
through their Washington assignments. However, the strong identification
with competing regional subgroups, such as “Europeanists” or “Arabists,” that
prevailed during the cold war period is no longer so significant. Subgroups in
the State Department do not tend to rally around particular kinds of missions,
as in the case of the CIA or the military services. Rather, they take sides over
the relative attention to be given to different issues, such as human rights,
democracy, or narcotics, in particular in bilateral or regional relations.
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Congress

After the Vietnam War, Congress began to insert itself more formally into the
national security and foreign policy decisionmaking process, partly through
legislation and partly through the activity of its swelling committee staff. As
it became more involved, it also began to acquire many of the characteristics
of the bureaucracy in the way that it related to policy decisions.

It too has players in different positions who see different faces of an issue
and compete to affect outcomes. While much of the competition occurs at the
staff level, it also can represent the interests of elected officials in their domes-
tic constituency. Thus congressional approaches to national security and for-
eign policy often are even more likely to be motivated by domestic politics
than those of the executive branch. (Part 4 of this volume explores the bureau-
cratic aspects of Congress’s approach to foreign policy.) 

Enhancement of the Organization’s Essence

An organization’s image of its essence shapes its conception of its interests.
The concern with essence is manifested in several ways.

—An organization favors policies and strategies that its members believe
will make the organization as they define it more important. For example,
during the 1950s, the Air Force favored the “new look” strategy, which called
for reliance on nuclear weapons, while the Army favored the flexible response
strategy, which implied reliance on conventional ground forces. In the early
post–World War II period, the State Department resisted efforts to rely on the
UN and on economic cooperation if such efforts entailed reliance on experts
outside the Foreign Service. It also fought for a policy that would involve
direct bilateral diplomatic dealings with the Soviet Union and with the coun-
tries of Western Europe.

—An organization struggles hardest for the capabilities that it views as
necessary to the essence of the organization. It seeks autonomy and the funds
needed to pursue the capabilities necessary to fulfill its missions. Thus, long
after most experts had concluded that Skybolt was not technically feasible, the
Air Force continued to seek the missile as a means of preserving the manned
strategic bomber.

—An organization resists efforts to take away the functions that it views as
part of its essence. It seeks to protect those functions by taking on additional
functions if it believes that forgoing the added functions may ultimately jeop-
ardize its sole control over the essence of its activities. The Navy and Air Force,
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for instance, insist on performing the troop transport role for the Army, and
the Air Force rejects the Army’s efforts to perform the close air support role.
If the Army transported its own troops by sea, it might well build ships that
would enable Army troops to come ashore firing—the (not previously dis-
cussed) essence of the Marine Corps’s activity. Dreading such an “infringe-
ment,” the Navy demanded in the 1960s that the Army’s proposed
fast-deployment logistics (FDL) ships be constructed in such a way that they
could not be used for amphibious operations. To cite another example from
the same period, the Air Force, failing to kill the medium-range missile pro-
gram, fought to take on the program itself because it feared that the Army
would use the program as a foot in the door to take on the strategic deterrence
mission.

—An organization is often indifferent to functions not seen as part of its
essence or as necessary to protect its essence. It tends not to initiate new activ-
ities or seek new capabilities even when technology makes them feasible. Thus
the Air Force did not press for the adoption of intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles, and the program had to be forced on it from the outside. Similarly, the
Navy did not seek the role of delivering nuclear weapons from submarines. If
assigned such functions, organizations will devote as few resources to them as
they can; for example, the Air Force and the Navy have devoted limited
resources to techniques for conducting airlifts and sealifts while insisting on
performing the transport function. Ambitious career officers avoid serving in
“unessential” activities. U.S. Army officers in Vietnam, for example, preferred
leading troops in combat and serving on combat staff to taking advisory
assignments.

—Sometimes an organization attempts to push a growing function out of
its domain entirely. It begrudges expenditures on anything but its chosen
activity. It is chary of new personnel with new skills and interests who may
seek to dilute or change the organization’s essence. For example, after World
War II the Army urged the creation of a separate Air Force in the belief that,
if it were not done, flyers would come to dominate the Army, changing the
conception of its role.16 Similarly, Foreign Service officers resisted the assign-
ment of new responsibilities until, during the 1980s and 1990s, Congress cre-
ated new geographic and functional bureaus and forced the State Department
to incorporate USIA and ACDA into its operations, against the advice of
career officers.
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In short, an organization accepts new functions only if it believes that to
refuse to do so would be to jeopardize its position with senior officials or if it
believes that the new function will bring in more funds and give the organi-
zation greater scope to pursue its “own” activities. The military services
describe functions not related to their essence as “national programs” rather
than service programs and demand that the funding for them be counted
outside their regular service budget. For many years, the Navy took that posi-
tion in relation to the submarine-launched missile program, and the Army did
so in relation to the ABM.

Roles and Missions

From what has been said so far, it follows that internal political conflicts over
roles and missions arise constantly within the government. Furthermore,
fights over roles and missions are particularly acute when they have an impact
on the essence of the contending organizations.

Three classic disputes that divided the military services in the 1940s and
afterward illustrate this struggle: the dispute between the Navy and Air Force
over naval aviation, between the Army and Air Force over combat support,
and between the Army and the Marines over Marine participation in ground
combat operations. The first has run its course, but the other two have con-
tinued into the post-9/11 period. Two conflicts involving the CIA also have
persisted: the struggle between the CIA and the armed services over control
of covert combat operations and the conflict among CIA, the State Depart-
ment, and the armed services over the domain of each in intelligence gather-
ing and evaluation. With regard to Congress, there are continuing struggles
among committees over questions of jurisdiction and between Congress and
the executive branch on the question of prerogatives in the conduct of foreign
policy and national security. Because career officials feel so strongly about
the essence of their respective organizations, the conflicts have been intense
and have affected officials’ stands on issues as well as their implementation of
decisions. Each of the conflicts is discussed in turn.

Naval Aviation

The depth of feeling in the Navy and the Air Force about the role of naval avi-
ation is reflected in Secretary of Defense James Forrestal’s report of a conver-
sation that he had with Air Force General Hoyt Vandenberg in 1948:
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I remarked that there were these fundamental psychoses, both revolving
around the use of air power:

(1) The Navy belief, very firmly held and deeply rooted, that the Air
Force wants to get control of all aviation;

(2) The corresponding psychosis of the Air Force that the Navy is try-
ing to encroach upon the strategic air prerogatives of the Air Force.17

The intensity of the disputes comes from the fact that each service sees its
essence as threatened by the presumed intentions of the other. The Air Force
fears that the Navy will seek to expand its air power until it dominates the
strategic offensive mission. On the other hand, the Navy fears that the Air
Force seeks to take over the entire air mission—controlling all airplanes,
whether based at sea or on land—or, at a minimum, all airplanes based on
land, even those involving control of the seas.18

Some Navy aviators trace the fight back to 1925, when the Army Air Force
group headed by General William A. Mitchell sought to take complete con-
trol of all air forces, and the conflict raised its head intermittently throughout
the cold war period. In the post–World War II conflict over unification of the
air forces, the Air Force sought to get control over all land-based air opera-
tions. The struggle was further exacerbated by the fact that naval air enthusi-
asts, having recently won the struggle for dominance within the Navy, were
not prepared to yield anything to the Air Force. In the end, the controversy
over naval aviation became the stumbling block to Navy support for unifica-
tion, which was necessary to get congressional approval. A compromise was
finally reached when President Truman allowed the Navy authority over air-
craft to be used in conjunction with all matters related to control of the sea.

The controversy was not over, however. In 1948, the Air Force argued for
absorption of all naval air functions into its forces, while the Navy went on the
attack by criticizing the effectiveness of Air Force strategic bombers and argu-
ing that supercarriers could perform the strategic bombing mission more
effectively. That led to the famous revolt of the admirals: when the Navy was
denied authority to build supercarriers, several admirals resigned and took
their case to the public.

In the 1950s Navy aviation commanders and the Air Force quarreled about
the proposed nuclear-powered airplane. The Air Force, originally uninter-
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ested in the project, began to be concerned when the Navy pressed for a
nuclear-powered airplane that could fly off aircraft carriers and perform the
strategic mission. From then on both services vied for the nuclear-powered
airplane despite increasing evidence that such an aircraft simply was not tech-
nologically feasible.19 The dispute arose again in connection with the TFX—
a proposed joint fighter. The Air Force sought an airplane that would carry
only nuclear weapons and could carry them over long distances. The Navy
sought a short-takeoff plane with limited range. Robert Art explained:

The Navy was so insistent because of its own perspectives. It had no real
interest in seeing a plane built with such a long ferry range. If missiles
had reduced the strategic and interdiction roles of aircraft, including
naval aircraft, a plane that could fly across the Atlantic, nonstop, without
refueling, and that could be deployed from semi-prepared fields would
be even more injurious to the Navy’s interests: such a plane could only
downgrade the role of the aircraft carrier. If it could fly over oceans,
there would be no need to transport it over them. If it could operate
from semi-prepared fields, there would be less need for carriers to stand
offshore to service it. On the other hand, the Missileer was the ideal air-
craft for the Navy. It would protect the fleet, including the aircraft carri-
ers, from an enemy air attack. It would thereby ensure the safety of
aircraft like the F-4H, which were designed to perform tactical missions
from aircraft carriers.

Each service thus saw its future threatened by the other’s TFX design.
The Air Force wanted to extend the life of the airplane. The Navy wanted
to do the same for the aircraft carrier. Both knew that the TFX program
was going to be costly. Each knew that the supply of defense funds was
limited. Neither wanted its future programs jeopardized by those of the
other. The result of these opposing perspectives was three months of
interminable discussion, delay, and disagreement.20

The controversy has also affected combat operations. In Korea and espe-
cially in Vietnam, the Navy sought as large a role as possible for carrier-based
aircraft in an effort to demonstrate that carriers could operate as effectively,
if not more effectively, than land-based air power. The Air Force, on the other
hand, sought to restrict the role of the Navy, arguing that it could deliver
weapons more effectively and more cheaply. The controversy probably led
each service to exaggerate the effectiveness of its bombing in order to outshine
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the other. After Vietnam, neither service feared for the existence of its air
capability, but they continued to feud over their relative roles; neither service
has any doubt that the other service will always go after a larger share of the
air mission. Inasmuch as both Air Force and the Navy aviators see flying com-
bat air missions as their essence, the conflict between them has been inevitable
and has shaped a good deal of the overall rivalry between the two services,
which has continued through the Gulf War and the war in Iraq.

Combat Air Support

In contrast to the Navy, which opposed unification of the air forces and
favored the status quo, the Army was anxious in the late 1940s to divest itself
of its air units in order to protect the essence of its ground combat mission.
It therefore was in no position to argue very hard about its need to keep some
air capability. Thus the Army came to depend on the Air Force not only for
transport and interdiction but also for combat support—airplanes that fly in
the immediate vicinity of a battle to give support to infantry.

In the 1950s, the Army began to have second thoughts about its decision.
It recognized that the Air Force was giving its highest priority to strategic
bombardment and therefore was neglecting missions of concern to the Army.
The Army considered its autonomy to be at stake, and the Air Force believed
a potential threat to its essence was developing. General Matthew B. Ridgway
described the situation in the following terms in his memoirs:

There is an understandable opposition in the Air Force to the develop-
ment of those types and the procurement of those number of aircraft for
which the Army has so vital a need. The helicopter and the converti-
plane do not now fit into the pattern of the Air Force’s primary missions,
or the limitations of its budget. Nor does the young airman want to fly
the close-support and assault aircraft—the dive bombers, cargo ships,
the transport planes that carry the paratroopers. He wants to fly jets, for
that is where the glamour and the glory lies. And I don’t find it in my
heart to blame him.

But somebody must man these planes and the Army, of course, has
considered seeking to relieve the Air Force of its unwanted burden. Plans
have been advanced whereby the Army would develop its own special-
ized assault aircraft, and recruit and train its own pilots to fly them, and
to a slight degree this has been done. If neither manpower nor dollars
were to be considered, such an idea would be feasible. Since manpower
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and dollars both are very much to be considered, the prospect that the
Army will be able to develop its own aviation in the near future is highly
improbable.

Ridgway concluded:

I think perhaps there is a balance to be found somewhere, a reasonable
compromise. Of one thing, though, I am sure. To do its job on the battle-
field, to gain its objectives in the least time with the least loss of life, the
Army must have the support of combat aircraft that can fly in any kind
of weather, under all conditions incident to enemy interference, both in
the air and from the ground, and deliver its bomb load, or its rockets, on
target with the accuracy of a field gun. If the Air Force should develop
such planes, we would be deeply pleased. If they continue to ignore our
needs in this respect, we eventually will have to develop them ourselves.21

Toward the end of the 1950s, the Army was pressing an all-out assault on
Air Force control of tactical air. After his retirement as Army Chief of Staff,
General Maxwell D. Taylor made public the Army position:

Since 1947, the Army has been dependent upon the Air Force for tactical
air support, tactical air lift, and for long-range air transport. Throughout
this period, the Army has been a dissatisfied customer, feeling that the
Air Force has not fully discharged its obligations undertaken at the time
of unification. The Air Force, having something which the Army wanted,
has been in a position to put a price upon cooperation and to insist
upon acquiescence in Air Force views on such controversial issues as air-
ground support procedures, air re-supply, and control of air space over
the battlefield. As technical improvements in weapons and equipment
offered the Army the possibility of escaping from dependence upon the
Air Force, the latter has vigorously resisted these efforts and has suc-
ceeded in obtaining the support of the Secretary of Defense in imposing
limitations on the size and weight of aircraft procured by the Army, on
the ranges of Army missiles, and on the radius of Army activities in
advance of the front line of combat.

As a result of the controversies arising from the dependence of the
Army on the Air Force, the two services have been constantly at logger-
heads. They have been unable to agree on a doctrine for cooperation in
battle. They are at odds as to the adequacy of levels of Air Force support
for the Army, and as to the suitability of types of Air Force equipment to
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furnish this support. Because of the very high performance of their air-
planes, designed primarily to meet the needs of the air battle today, the
Air Force is not equipped to discharge its responsibilities to the Army in
ground combat. Having witnessed this unhappy state of affairs for over a
decade, I am convinced that the Army must be freed from this tutelage
and receive all the organic means habitually necessary for prompt and
sustained combat on the ground. It should have its own organic tactical
air support and tactical air lift, or rather the new weapons and equip-
ment which will perform the functions presently comprehended under
those two headings.

Special restrictions of size, weight, and in the case of weapons, of
range should be abolished forever and the Army encouraged to exploit
technology to the maximum to improve its weapons and equipment
habitually necessary for prompt and sustained ground combat. It is
essential to end the present fragmentation of the land force function,
particularly at a time when the role of land forces should assume
increased importance under the strategy of Flexible Responses.22

In return, Taylor proposed that the Army cede the continental air defense
mission to the Air Force. Since that was a mission that neither considered
part of its essence, Taylor was not giving up very much, nor would the Air
Force see it as much of a compromise.

The Air Force was nevertheless in a bind. Unwilling to devote substantial
resources to development of tactical air power and unwilling to adapt itself to
the Army’s requirements for tactical air support, the Air Force found itself
without a convincing rebuttal from the national viewpoint.

By the time of Vietnam, the Army was persuading others that it needed to
develop its own combat air support. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara
had been pushing air mobility, thereby getting the Army into helicopters to
carry troops. Improvements in helicopter technology enabled the Army to
begin using support helicopters for combat missions as well as troop transport
and so to reduce its dependence on the Air Force. Despite the increased atten-
tion that the Air Force gave to tactical combat operations in response to the
Army’s encroachment, the Army emerged from the Vietnam War with more
pilots than the Air Force and with even greater determination to develop its
own organic air capability. It has continued to do so, developing major heli-
copter group support capabilities, but it has failed to wrest the fixed-wing
combat role from the Air Force.
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The Role of the Marines

The Marine Corps sees itself as an elite combat unit primarily designed for
amphibious operations—that is, landing shiploads of armed men under com-
bat conditions. Some Marine Corps officers would like to see their service
also take on specialized ground combat operations not involving amphibious
operations. The conflict between the Marine Corps and the Army, like that
between the Navy and the Air Force, goes to the essence of each service. The
controversy about the definition of the functions of the Marines and the size
of the Corps was a major issue in the unification battle of the late 1940s.

Some Marine Corps officers feared that the Army wanted to integrate the
Marines into the Army as a specialized unit. If nothing else, the Army sought
to limit the Marine Corps to the role of auxiliary to the naval fleet. That would
limit the job of the Marine Corps to accompanying landing parties to protect
Americans in wartime and during disturbances in foreign countries and to
providing expeditionary forces to attack bases that were of exclusive interest to
the Navy and that could be overcome by small combat units.23 The principal
area of contention then was large amphibious operations. The Marines argued
that such operations were more clearly within their scope of activity, while the
Army suggested that such operations should come under Army control.

In the mid-1950s, the Army, struggling for control over the limited-war
strategy, feared that the Navy and the Marine Corps together would seek to
take over that mission. The Marines could argue that they were the only inte-
grated force containing its own sea transport and air combat capability and
therefore that they were the most effective unit for limited-war operations.
General Taylor spoke out:

As for the Marines, the Army acknowledges their potential contribution
to limited-war situations occurring on or near the coast but resists vigor-
ously any suggestion that the Marines should become a second Army
and take over any part of the Army’s role of prompt and sustained
ground combat.24

During the Vietnam War, the Marines were assigned to general combat
responsibilities and occupied a critical area close to the demilitarized zone. In
conducting operations in this area, the Marines sought to demonstrate that
they could carry out counterinsurgency operations more effectively than the
Army. The Army, on the other hand, sought to show that Marines, because of
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their independence, could not be effectively fitted into an Army chain of com-
mand. That debate probably affected the Army unwillingness to adopt the
strategy of combined action patrols pioneered by the Marine Corps and may
also have affected the decision by General William Westmoreland to assign the
Marines the highly difficult task of defending the Khe Sanh base, close to the
demilitarized zone.25 The Marines have participated in major combat opera-
tions, including the Gulf War and the war in Iraq, but they have sought to
resist being assigned to peacekeeping missions, including the U.S. occupa-
tion of Iraq.

The Question of the CIA

The CIA frequently collides with the military services over the conduct of
relatively large-scale covert operations and intelligence gathering programs.
Those operations lie at the heart of the CIA mission as conceived by many of
its career personnel, and yet they arouse the misgivings of the Pentagon about
creating an alternative military capability. The debate is largely carried on
behind closed doors, but it came into the open in the controversies surround-
ing the Bay of Pigs invasion, the Cuban missile crisis, U.S. actions in
Indochina, and the war in Iraq in 2003.

The CIA had responsibility for training the Cuban forces to be used in the
Bay of Pigs invasion and for planning the military operations. The Joint Chiefs
of Staff gave only cursory review to the plans and later were in a position to
argue that the operations had been botched by the CIA. As a result, President
Kennedy turned responsibility for such operations over to the Pentagon.26

In the opening days of the Cuban missile crisis, the military services, par-
ticularly the Air Force, challenged the CIA’s control of U-2 flights over Cuba.
As long as U-2s were used in relatively peaceful situations in which the like-
lihood of combat was small, the Air Force was more or less content to have the
CIA manage the program. However, as the possibility of conflict heated up in
the Caribbean, the U-2 forays began to look more and more to the Air Force
like a separate air capability, and a campaign was mounted that ultimately suc-
ceeded in taking that function away from the CIA.

The dispute over U.S. operations in Indochina centered on CIA influence
over the Montagnards and other irregular forces in Laos and South Vietnam.
Early in the 1960s, the military apparently succeeded in having the Special
Forces take over arrangements with the Montagnards, but the CIA seems to
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have counteracted by gaining substantial influence over the Special Forces
themselves.27

This struggle has factored into U.S. strategy in Afghanistan and Iraq, with
the CIA and the military competing for the lead in the covert combat opera-
tions that preceded large-scale operations in both wars and fighting over oper-
ational control of the Predator unmanned aircraft, especially when it is
outfitted to fire munitions.

Other Conflicts

From time to time, new technological developments have produced other
role and mission conflicts among the armed services, often overlapping with
the ongoing disputes described above. In the early post–World War II period,
the development of nuclear weapons produced a fight over which branch
would be assigned the weapons. The Air Force originally had a virtual monop-
oly on nuclear weapons. That control was first challenged successfully by the
Navy on the grounds that its carriers could effectively deliver such weapons;
later the Army introduced tactical nuclear weapons that would be supplied to
ground forces.

The development of strategic missiles also produced controversy over roles
and missions, although it lacked the intensity of the other fights because it did
not threaten the essence of any of the services. The Air Force, however, did see
some infringement on its strategic primacy. It tried for a while, without suc-
cess, to prevent the development of the Polaris submarine force, a program
pushed by civilian analysts and scientists rather than by the Navy itself. The
Air Force was more successful in resisting the Army’s effort to enter into the
strategic offensive realm through the development of medium-range mis-
siles. For a time, both services had medium-range missile programs, but the
Air Force was able to secure authority over the development of such
weapons.28

All three services competed for a role in space exploration, with the Air
Force first getting the upper hand and then losing status to the newly created
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) in 1957. It sought to
recoup that loss by infiltrating NASA with active duty Air Force officers.
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Implications of Roles and Missions

The conflict over roles and missions, particularly as it relates to the essence of
each agency’s activity, produces several characteristic forms of behavior in
the pursuit of organizational interests.

—Disputes over roles and missions affect the information reported to senior
officials. For example, according to a former Air Force intelligence officer, both
the Air Force and the Navy exaggerated the effectiveness of their bombing of
North Vietnam. Both recognized that the postwar dispute over the Navy’s
bombing role would be affected by evaluation of their bombing operations in
Vietnam. Each service, believing (or fearing) that the other would exaggerate,
decided to emphasize the positive in order to protect its position.29

—In implementing missions that they know to be coveted by another orga-
nization, organizations may bend over backward to avoid giving any reason to
increase their bureaucratic competitor’s share of the mission. Townsend Hoopes,
who was then under secretary of the Air Force, reports that he saw this process
at work in the Air Force request for an additional seventeen tactical fighter
squadrons as part of a proposed increase in American forces in Vietnam in
March 1968 following the Tet offensive:

Moreover it was a matter of some delicacy in Army-Air Force relations
because it touched the boundary line between the assigned roles and
missions of the two Services. If the Air Force did not provide close air
support in a ratio satisfactory to the Army, that would strengthen the
Army’s argument for developing its own means of close support.
Already, through the development of helicopter gunships of increasing
power, speed, and sophistication, the Army had pressed against that
boundary.30

—In periods of crisis, career officials calculate how alternative policies and
patterns of action will affect future definitions of roles and missions. Partici-
pants have learned over time that changes in roles and missions frequently
occur during crises. Thus an organization concerned about its mission and
desiring either to expand it or prevent others from expanding theirs at its
expense will be particularly alert to both challenges and opportunities during
a crisis. Because this phenomenon is widely understood, organizations must
be on guard: they cannot trust other organizations not to take advantage of a
crisis. Frequently, an organization whose functions were expanded during a
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crisis tries to argue that it has now established a precedent and should con-
tinue to perform the new function. Thus organizations seldom put forward
options that might lead to changes in roles and missions that are perceived to
be detrimental to their essence. If such options are suggested by other partic-
ipants, they may argue that those options are infeasible. Participants may also
feel obliged to distort information reported to senior officials in order to
guard against the danger that it will affect roles and missions in the future.
Disputes over roles and missions also affect policy stands and the way policy
decisions are implemented.

During the Cuban missile crisis, for example, both the CIA and the mili-
tary services were concerned with how intelligence operations during the cri-
sis would affect future definitions of roles and missions. A key episode was
described by Graham Allison:

The ten-day delay between decision [to direct a special flight over west-
ern Cuba] and flight is another organizational story. At the October 4
meeting, where the decision to dispatch the flight over western Cuba was
made, the State Department spelled out the consequences of the loss of a
U-2 over Cuba in the strongest terms. The Defense Department took this
opportunity to raise an issue important to its concerns. Given the
increased danger that a U-2 would be downed, the pilots should be offi-
cers in uniform rather than CIA agents, so the Air Force should assume
responsibility for U-2 flights over Cuba. To the contrary, the CIA argued
that this was an intelligence operation and thus within the CIA’s jurisdic-
tion. Besides, CIA U-2s had been modified in certain ways that gave
them advantages over Air Force U-2s in avoiding Soviet SAMs. Five days
passed while the State Department pressed for less risky alternatives, and
the Air Force (in Department of Defense guise) and the CIA engaged in
territorial disputes. On October 9, COMOR [the Committee on Over-
head Reconnaissance] approved a flight plan over San Cristobal, but, to
the CIA’s dismay, the Air Force rather than the CIA would take charge of
the mission. At this point details become sketchy, but several members of
the intelligence community have speculated that an Air Force pilot in an
Air Force U-2 attempted a high altitude over-flight on October 9 that
“flamed out,” i.e., lost power, and thus had to descend in order to restart
its engine. A second round between Air Force and CIA followed, as a
result of which Air Force pilots were trained to fly CIA U-2s. A successful
over-flight did not take place until October 14.31

50 / organizational interests

31. Allison, Essence of Decision, pp. 122–23.

3409-3 ch03  9/15/06  4:30 PM  Page 50



Autonomy

Career officials of an organization believe that they are in a better position
than others to determine what capabilities they should have and how they
should fulfill their mission. They attach very high priority to controlling
their own resources so that they can use those resources to support the
essence of the organization. They want to spend the money allocated to them
as they choose, to station their manpower as they choose, and to implement
policy in their own fashion. They resist efforts by senior officials to control
their activities.

In particular, priority is attached to maintaining control over budgets.
Organizations are often prepared to accept less money with greater control
rather than more money with less control. Even with fewer funds, they are able
to protect the essence of their activities. The priority attached to autonomy is
shown by the experiences of various secretaries of defense. Robert McNa-
mara caused great consternation in the Pentagon in 1961 by instituting new
decision procedures that reduced the autonomy of the armed services, despite
the fact that he increased defense spending by $6 billion and did not directly
seek to alter their roles and missions. Melvin P. Laird, in contrast, improved
Pentagon morale in 1969 by increasing service autonomy in budget matters
while reducing the defense budget by more than $4 billion. At the start of the
Clinton administration, Secretary Les Aspin caused great concern by suggest-
ing that he would reduce both autonomy and spending. During the early days
of the administration of the second President Bush, the military reacted with
caution to Secretary Rumsfeld because he threatened both the autonomy and
the roles of the services, even as he increased spending.

Organizations also seek total operational control over the forces required
to carry out a mission and are reluctant to undertake shared operations
involving forces of other organizations. To avoid encroachment by other agen-
cies, they seek to report directly to the president, in hopes that that will mean
infrequent interference in their affairs. For example, the Office of Strategic
Services pressed hard at the end of World War II for the creation of the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency, which would no longer be subordinate to the Joint
Chiefs of Staff but would report directly to the president. The quest for auton-
omy also means that organizations resist undertaking operations in which
control is shared with foreign governments; the military services therefore
seek bases under U.S. control and resist integrating forces.

We have already mentioned that the quest for autonomy on the part of the
military services affected the unification struggle in the late 1940s. The drive
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to establish the Air Force as a separate service was fundamentally a quest for
autonomy, and Air Force doctrine and strategy were stated in terms that would
justify autonomy.32 The Navy resisted the unification plan precisely because it
saw the plan as a threat to its autonomy. Fearing that the Air Force would use
the integrated structure in an effort to dominate the other services, the Navy
argued that the secretary of defense should be coordinator of the services but
not have operational control over them. The Army was in a dilemma: it had to
choose between autonomy for its operations by maintaining an integrated air
combat arm or give that up in order to prevent Air Force officers from com-
ing to dominate the Army. It chose to “let the Air Force go” in order to main-
tain autonomy over its favored field of action, ground combat operations. It has
been struggling since then to regain some air capability.

The State Department’s quest for autonomy has led it to reject White
House interference in its ongoing operations and to resist non-career ambas-
sadors as well as special presidential envoys.

The quest for autonomy has a significant impact on the stands and actions
of organizations in general. The following patterns show up repeatedly.

—In negotiations among organizations about desirable actions, each
prefers an agreement that leaves it free to pursue its own interests even if that
appears to an outside observer to lead to an uncoordinated and hence ineffi-
cient policy. Thus both the Air Force and the Navy preferred the situation in
which Polaris missiles were controlled independently of Air Force missiles
and strategic bombers because it allowed each service to develop its own
strategic doctrine and its own targeting objectives. Both services, but especially
the Navy, resisted efforts to create an integrated command, and only with
great reluctance did the Navy acquiesce in a joint strategic targeting organi-
zation set up under intense civilian pressure in the early 1960s. In Vietnam,
the services conducted largely independent combat operations, with each
service getting a share of the target areas. Each preferred that to an overall plan
that would limit its autonomy. While the military services have had to yield
to intense congressional pressure to conduct joint operations, they continue
to support strategies that permit them as much autonomy as possible.

The State Department has frequently maintained its autonomy in the con-
duct of diplomatic negotiations and political relations with foreign govern-
ments by leaving the Treasury Department and the foreign aid agencies free
to conduct their own bilateral negotiations and arrangements on trade and aid
matters. That tendency is reinforced by the preference of other agencies to
conduct their own foreign relations without interference from the State
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Department. In recent years, the proliferation of overseas activities by a wide
variety of Washington agencies has created an expanding management chal-
lenge for the State Department as it tries to house these agencies in embassies
and ensure at least a modicum of policy coordination of their activities.

After 9/11, when many stressed the need for a central office to coordinate
counterterrorism activities, the CIA and the FBI resisted efforts to integrate
the counterterrorism effort as they struggled to expand their roles.

—In devising options for senior officials, organizations tend to agree on
proposals that exclude any joint operations and that leave each free to go its
own way and continue to do what it prefers to do. As one keen student of the
Washington bureaucracy observed:

Over time, each agency has acquired certain “pet projects” which its sen-
ior officials promote. These are often carried out by one agency despite
concern and even mid-level opposition from others, as part of a tacit
trade-off: “We’ll let you do your thing, and you let us do ours.’’ Such
deals, or “non-aggression treaties,” are almost never explicit, but are
nonetheless well understood by the participants. The results from such
arrangements obviously vary. Sometimes programs are in direct conflict.
Waste and duplication are frequent; lack of information about what
one’s colleagues are doing is common. These are all direct costs of the
multi-agency system, which is too large and scattered to come under one
driver.33

In budgetary negotiations, organizations most often seek a compromise
whereby subordinate officials are committed to set limits but are free to spend
money however they see fit within that limit.

—In presenting policy proposals to senior officials, organizations typically
indicate that the proposed course of action is infeasible unless they are given
full freedom to carry it out. During the 1958 Quemoy crisis in the Taiwan
Strait, the Joint Chiefs of Staff repeatedly pressed for freedom to use nuclear
weapons on their own authority and informed the president that they could
guarantee to defend the offshore islands against the Chinese attack only if
granted that autonomy.34 In developing their preferred overseas base struc-
ture, the armed forces are especially concerned with ensuring their freedom
to conduct operations without the interference of allied governments. That
leads them to insist on the need for unambiguous U.S. control over bases, as
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they did in the case of the Trust Territories in the Pacific and for many years
in the case of Okinawa. Where that is not feasible, the armed services press for
bases in countries that they judge to be unlikely to object to any operations
that they wish to conduct. That was apparently a major motive for the mili-
tary’s efforts to develop bases in Spain.35 In the post–cold war period, however,
U.S. military autonomy over bases outside the United States has declined.
The military nonetheless seek to establish bases in countries such as the Cen-
tral Asia “Stans,” whose governments, they believe, are less likely to seek to
impose restrictions on their activities.

—An organization seeks to guard its autonomy by presenting only a sin-
gle option to the president or to Cabinet officials so that they cannot choose
an option that might interfere with the organization’s preferred course of
action. U. Alexis Johnson, for many years the senior State Department Foreign
Service officer, has said that he objected to President Kennedy’s introduction
of procedures that prevented the Secretary of State and the Secretary of
Defense from conferring with each other and arriving at a consensus before
meeting with the president. Since then the role of the national security adviser
has made it much more difficult if not impossible for the two secretaries to
present a single option to the president.36

Organizational Morale

An organization functions effectively only if its personnel are highly moti-
vated. They must believe that what they are doing makes a difference and
promotes the national interest; that the organization’s efforts are appreciated
and that its role in the scheme of things is not diminishing (and preferably
that it is increasing); and that the organization controls its own resources.
Above all, the career official must believe that there is room for advancement
in the organization and that the organization is seeking to protect his or her
opportunities for advancement. In order to keep the possibility of promotion
to top positions open, an organization resists efforts to contract the size of the
organization (unless the contraction is necessary to protect the essence of its
activities). It also strives to ensure that top jobs are held primarily by its own
career officials. Thus the Foreign Service generally opposes the appointment
of non-career ambassadors, although it has learned to accept some non-career
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appointees as inevitable. The military services struggle for the post of chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff as well as positions that put their representa-
tives in charge of integrated commands (such as commander in chief in
Europe and in the Pacific). They oppose efforts to close out functions if doing
so would mean a reduction in the number of senior personnel.

Career personnel are assigned to appear to give everyone a reasonable
chance of promotion rather than to put people in the slots where they are
likely to do the most good. Military officers compete for roles in what is seen
as the essence of a service’s activity rather than in other functions where pro-
motion is less likely. Thus the commander of the ill-fated Pueblo tells us of his
great disappointment at being appointed commander of that ship rather than
of a submarine.37 So, too, Army officers compete for roles in combat organi-
zations rather than advisory missions. Foreign Service officers sought assign-
ments in political sections and on regional desks rather than in economic
sections or in specialized bureaus when such assignments were perceived to
be the key to advancement.

An organization resists functions that it believes may interfere with career
advancement patterns either by bringing in people who would not be eligible
for the top spots or people who would, because of their senior rank, fill the top
spots and foreclose advancement for others. Both considerations affected the
Air Force’s decision not to fight for the air defense mission at the time of the
separation of the Air Force from the Army.38

Organizations also seek to maintain morale by laying down codes of con-
duct for their staff members that seek to avoid conflict within the group.
Andrew M. Scott reports, for example, a series of injunctions about how For-
eign Service officers are to deal with each other: “Play the game, don’t rock the
boat, don’t make waves, minimize risk taking.”39

Organizations may also seek to maintain morale by seeking a homoge-
neous group of career officials. According to research cited by Harold Seid-
man, both the military services and the Foreign Service were relatively
homogeneous during the cold war, although the two groups differed in terms
of the area of the country from which they tended to draw their personnel.40

Because they have learned the vital importance of morale in the effective
functioning of an organization, bureaucrats give close attention to the likely
effects on morale of any change in policy or patterns of action. They shun
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changes that they feel will severely damage morale—even changes that would
probably improve the organization’s effectiveness in carrying out its
mission—and they are especially concerned about the effects on promotion
patterns. Short-run accomplishment of goals and even increases in budgets
take second place to the long-run health of the organization.

For example, almost every observer of U.S. operations in Vietnam con-
cluded that extending the tour of duty of commissioned Army officers from
one year to two or three years would substantially improve the U.S. military
performance. Yet the Army refused to make the change. That was not because
the Army disagreed with the assessment of effectiveness; rather, the Army
believed that there would be immediate adverse effects on morale if officers
were sent to Vietnam for either an indefinite period or a prolonged period
such as three years. In addition, particularly in the early stages of the war,
Army leaders felt that there would be long-range morale problems if only a
small percentage of career Army officers had combat experience in Vietnam,
since those officers who did would have an inside track on promotions. They
believed it desirable not only for morale but also for improving the effective-
ness of the service over the long run to give as many career officers as possi-
ble experience in Vietnam.41

Budgets

Career officials examine any proposal for its effect on their organization’s
budget. All other things being equal, they prefer larger to smaller budgets and
support policy changes that they believe will lead to larger budgets.

There is, however, a substantial asymmetry between the Department of
Defense and the Department of State in regard to the impact of policy issues
on budgets. The State Department budget is relatively small, and few of the
foreign policy matters with which the State Department deals have any direct
effect on its budget. For the military services, most policy issues are likely to
have important budgetary implications. For example, the ABM program had
no implications for the State Department budget, but it had very important
consequences for the budget of the Army and the Defense Department as a
whole.

An organization is usually quick to question whether a proposed change
that generates a new function will in fact lead to a budget increase or merely
add to its responsibilities without any corresponding increase in its budget.
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The calculation of whether a new function will lead to an increased budget
depends in part upon the nature of the budget process. For example, during
the 1950s the budgets for the military services were largely determined by
allocating fixed percentages of an overall budget established by the president.
In general, new responsibilities had to be financed out of existing budgets. By
contrast, during the 1960s there was no explicit budget ceiling. The budget was
determined by the secretary of defense on the basis of functional categories
and responsibilities. Thus the services believed that new functions tended to
mean increased budgets.

Whether a new function leads to new funds (and hence should be desir-
able) or to a reallocation of old funds (and hence may need to be resisted)
depends also in part on whether the new function is seen as closely related to
existing functions. For example, the Army was interested in acquiring respon-
sibility for the deployment of medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) in
the 1950s, in part because doing so would give the Army a strategic nuclear
role that it hoped would justify increasing its existing share of the overall
defense budget. On the other hand, the Air Force recognized that MRBMs
would simply be considered another strategic weapon and that it would be
forced to finance missile development and deployment out of the existing
Air Force budget. Thus, in terms of budget interests, the Army sought the
MRBM role while the Air Force was reluctant to take it on. On the other hand,
the Air Force’s desire to protect its existing roles and missions meant that if
there was to be an MRBM program, the Air Force was determined to have it.

Organizations are vigilant not only about their absolute share of the budget
but also about their relative share of a larger budget. That observation applies
particularly to each of the military services, although it may also apply to var-
ious branches of USAID, the overseas assistance organization. They fear that
once established levels change in an adverse direction, the trend may continue,
leading to a substantial reduction in the activities of a particular service, which
could have substantial effects on morale.

As a precaution, each of the armed services tends to resist proposals that,
although they promise more funds, may lead to a relatively smaller increase
in its budget than in the budgets of other parts of the defense establishment.
The services individually prefer the certainty of a particular share of the
budget to an unknown situation in which budgets may increase but shares
may change. For example, in 1957, the Gaither Committee appointed by Pres-
ident Dwight Eisenhower recommended substantial increases in the budgets
of all three services, arguing the need for secure second-strike retaliatory
forces and for larger limited-war capabilities. However, none of the services
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supported the proposals, in part because none was certain how the expanded
budget would be divided.42

Organizations’ Stands on Issues

Participants who look to organizational interests to define national security
interests seldom feel the need to engage in a full-scale analysis of a particular
issue. Rather, their reactions reflect “grooved thinking”: they respond to a
particular stimulus in a set way. That approach leads to the emergence of a
typical pattern of responses within an organization. We have already referred
to the traditional State Department opposition to negotiations by presiden-
tial emissaries or the president himself and its opposition to proposals that
would appear to require the State Department to involve itself in direct inter-
vention abroad. State Department officials often propose negotiations as the
way to solve a problem and want to keep talks going longer than others might
want in hopes that mutual concessions will lead to a diplomatic agreement.

Each military service supports foreign policies that justify maintaining the
forces that it believes are necessary to maintain the essence of the service and
favors strategies that presume that precisely those forces will be used in the
event of hostilities. Each opposes mixed forces or combined service opera-
tions. The military usually also support proposals that give them new equip-
ment. They tend to emphasize the procurement of forces and overall force
structure even at the cost of combat readiness and real combat capability.43

The military services view issues involving American bases overseas in
terms of the interests of their own organizations. Each service favors the reten-
tion of the bases that it uses and that suit a military strategy that accords with
its force structure. Senior officers are particularly sensitive to possible actions
that might jeopardize their bases. According to Arthur Schlesinger Jr., Secre-
tary of State Dean Rusk discovered that when he proposed that the Bay of Pigs
invasion be transferred to the American naval base at Guantanamo.

He [Rusk] reverted to a suggestion with which he had startled the Joint
Chiefs during one of the meetings. This was that the operation fan out
from Guantanamo with the prospect of retreating to the base in case of
failure. He remarked, “It is interesting to observe the Pentagon people.
They are perfectly willing to put the President’s head on the block, but they
recoil from the idea of doing anything which might risk Guantanamo.”44
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The attitude of the armed services toward military commitments and the
use of force is surprising to observers who expect a bellicose approach. In
general, the military oppose new commitments for the United States and have
in general been opposed to or neutral on postwar American interventions.
(On the other hand, when interventions do occur, the services push for
authority to employ the full range of available forces.)

The services are often reluctant to take on new commitments, feeling that
their forces are already stretched too thin. The military have learned that the
allocations given to them do not necessarily correspond to the number of
commitments that the United States undertakes, and therefore they see new
commitments as adding new obligations without additional forces. Dean
Acheson related a typical example from the era when the French wanted help
to hold on to Indochina:

As the year wore on without much progress and we ourselves became
bogged down in the negotiations at Panmunjom, our sense of frustration
grew. A review of the situation in late August, before I left for a series of
meetings in the autumn of 1951, brought warning from the Joint Chiefs
of Staff against any statement that would commit—or seem to the
French under future eventualities to commit—United States armed
forces to Indochina. We did not waver from this policy.45

On the issue of American military intervention, the armed services have
been in general quite cautious. At different times they have resisted propos-
als for intervention, remained neutral, or asked for authority to use all their
existing forces to make the gamble of involvement less risky if taken at all. Pro-
fessionally they prefer a conservative estimate of the readiness of forces, and
they are sensitive to the danger of using forces where they might be defeated
or where they would be drawn away from the primary theater of operations.
This military attitude first manifested itself during the Berlin crisis of 1948.
General Lucius Clay, who had direct responsibility for Berlin, favored sending
an armed convoy down the road from the American zone of Germany to
Berlin. President Harry S. Truman was prepared to support this proposal if it
won the endorsement of the Joint Chiefs. The Joint Chiefs, however, refused
to recommend such action. Moreover, the Air Force was itself opposed even
to the airlift.46
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At the time of the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950, the military
made no recommendation for intervention. Indeed, the top commanders
were known to believe that though Taiwan was vital to the security of the
United States, Korea was not. Consequently Truman was forced to agree to
defend Taiwan as the price of gaining military acquiescence in the Korean
intervention. The military were not the driving force in planning the Bay of
Pigs operation, which was largely a CIA endeavor. In the case of the possibil-
ity of intervention in Laos in 1961, the military were opposed unless granted
full authority to use all forces. They also pressed for an all-out strike if any
action were to be taken against Cuba in 1962. The services were not the driv-
ing force behind the American involvement in Vietnam.

In the run-up to the Gulf War in 1991, General Colin Powell, the chairman
of the Joint Chiefs, requested a meeting with the president to ensure that he
was giving equal weight to nonmilitary strategies. Powell later explained his
concern, as follows:

War is a deadly game, and I do not believe in spending the lives of Amer-
icans lightly. My responsibility that day was to lay out all options for the
nation’s civilian leadership. However, in our democracy it is the Presi-
dent, not generals, who make decisions about going to war. I had done
my duty. The sanctions clock was ticking down. If the President was
right, if he decided it must be war, then my job was to make sure we were
ready to go in and win.47

However, military reluctance to enter into half-hearted or ill-backed com-
mitments leads to the desire for increased capability to carry out a mission
once intervention begins. As soon as the United States committed itself to the
defense of South Korea, the Joint Chiefs pressed for a rapid buildup of Amer-
ican forces. Similarly in the case of Vietnam, the Joint Chiefs pressed for a
larger, quicker buildup and for attacks on North Vietnam. In the Gulf War, the
military brought the full weight of their conventional forces to bear. Key mil-
itary officers and Colin Powell, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs and
the then current secretary of state, cautioned the second Bush administration
against going to war with Iraq. But once it was clear that the president would
go forward, against their better judgment, they called for larger forces than
Secretary Rumsfeld and his civilian advisers thought necessary.

In the early years of the cold war, the services pressed for the right to use
nuclear weapons in any military conflict. The first such effort came during the
Berlin blockade, when the military, supported by Secretary of Defense James
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Forrestal, pressed the president to agree that the atomic bomb would be used
if necessary.48 President Eisenhower did make a generalized decision that the
armed forces could plan on the use of nuclear weapons in the event of con-
flict,49 but he resisted pressure to delegate authority in any particular crisis.
The military nonetheless continued to press him—for example, during the
Quemoy crisis of 1958.50 The Joint Chiefs pushed hard for advance authority
to use nuclear weapons when the Kennedy administration was considering
intervention in Laos in 1961.51 Since then, however, the military have come to
recognize that presidents are not ready to use nuclear weapons and they have
pressed instead for the authority to use overwhelming conventional force.

This chapter is the longest in the book, and the reader may feel somewhat
uncertain why so much detail has been provided. Recall that our purpose was
to explain organizational interests. Career officials, including those who come
to head organizations such as the Joint Chiefs of Staff, often develop their
position largely by calculating the national interest in terms of the organiza-
tional interests of the career service to which they belong. Even in-and-
outers are sometimes “captured” by the organizations that bring them into
government. It is necessary to understand the details of those interests if one
is to avoid the erroneous notion that organizations simply seek to grow in size.
The details of organizational interests, the essence of groups as defined by the
members, and the competition of groups over roles and missions are likely to
be unfamiliar to readers, and they are important factors in understanding
how a large number of participants come to see issues and what motivates
them to take the stands that they take. Before discussing specifically which par-
ticipants come to rely mainly on organizational interests, we need to consider
a second major class of interests, those of the president.
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If some participants in the national security decisionmak-
ing process, particularly career officials, find their clues to what the national
interest is in their definition of the interests of their own organization, oth-
ers, particularly in-and-outers at high levels, detect clues in their conception
of presidential interests. Presidents and their close associates frequently come
to decide what stand to take largely in relation to the problem of maintaining
power or of getting reelected. Presidents and those concerned with domestic
problems and the domestic economy also may equate national security with
avoiding recession or inflation or promoting specific domestic programs such
as welfare reform or highway construction.

It should be noted at the outset that the consideration in this chapter of the
domestic political factors entering into the stand that a president takes on
foreign policy issues should not be construed as a critical judgment of the
legitimacy of such considerations. Foreign policy and national security deci-
sions are multiple-value choices and are rarely reached on the basis of a sin-
gle, overriding view of any single problem that excludes all other
considerations. Domestic political considerations and personal interests are an
inescapable part of the decisionmaking process, especially at the White House
level. However, they usually are dismissed or not considered at all in formal
analyses of decisionmaking in the area of national security. This chapter is
meant to bring them into focus.

chapter four

Domestic Politics

and Presidential

Interests

62
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Domestic Politics 

There is a very strong and widely held view in the United States that it is
immoral to let domestic political considerations influence decisions that may
affect war and peace. Supposedly, foreign policy should be bipartisan. This
belief is so strongly held that senior officials frequently deny in public—and
even apparently to themselves—that they take domestic politics into account
in making national security decisions.

Richard E. Neustadt offered a historical explanation of this phenomenon,
contrasting the American situation to that of the British:

I have a strong impression that on his [Prime Minister Harold Macmil-
lan’s] side of the water, front-bench politicians of the time could give
party-political concerns free play in foreign policy—to say nothing of
economic policy—with a straightforward consciousness quite inadmissi-
ble, indeed almost unthinkable, for Presidents on our side.

We proceeded then in an inhibiting framework of “bipartisanship”
built by FDR and Truman—and maintained by Eisenhower after his own
fashion—to afford support for a revolution in our foreign relations,
breaching the isolationist tradition. Men who had been bred in that tra-
dition before shifting ground themselves now sought to keep the country
with them on the plea that “politics stops at the water’s edge.” This, for
them, could not be a mere slogan. For them it was a virtual imperative of
personal conduct. Truman tried to live by it and rarely let his conscious
mind admit inevitable lapses. Eisenhower seems to have done the same.1

The reluctance to admit that one is taking domestic political interests into
account means that they are seldom discussed explicitly within the govern-
ment. Officials recognize that for the public to know that domestic political
factors are being openly considered would be extremely damaging because of
the belief that such considerations are immoral. Participants are aware that
somebody opposed to a certain policy in the area of foreign affairs that is
being justified on domestic grounds will almost certainly leak such informa-
tion. David Lilienthal, then head of the Atomic Energy Commission, reported
on a discussion within the Atomic Energy Commission about a sensitive issue
that the military services sought to raise with the president. He noted in his
diary that one member of the commission talked about the “election year
political atmosphere in which this issue would be dealt with, saying this was
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a bad time to raise it.” Lilienthal disapproved. “I thought his point was dan-
gerous because there were some who would then assert that a decision against
the military would simply be a political decision by the President, which could
be quite damaging.”2

Presidents often instruct officials not to take domestic politics into account
in making their recommendations. Thus President Truman is quoted as say-
ing to Secretary of Defense James Forrestal,“Look, Jim, when you take a thing
as serious as this to the American public you should forget about political con-
siderations.”3 Truman also instructed the State Department not to take
account of domestic politics in making its recommendations, and here he
had an additional reason in mind. He believed, as he once said to State Depart-
ment officials,“You fellas in the Department of State don’t know much about
domestic politics.”4 Beneath the surface, of course, domestic politics does
enter into the making of foreign policy. It is incumbent on political scientists
to bring this out even though evidence is relatively hard to come by.

Ted—Have you considered the very real possibility that if we allow Cuba
to complete installation and operational readiness of missile bases, the
next House of Representatives is likely to have a Republican majority?
This would completely paralyze our ability to react sensibly and coher-
ently to further Soviet advances.5

That note, passed by Douglas Dillon to Theodore Sorensen at a meeting of
the so-called ExCom of the National Security Council during the height of the
Cuban missile crisis, is one of the few instances on the public record of a
frank consideration of domestic politics. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that
domestic interests do affect the stand that participants take. In commenting
almost a decade later on the Cuban missile crisis, John Kenneth Galbraith
laid out the choice of conflicting objectives and the rationale for giving con-
sideration to domestic politics:

In the Cuban missile crisis President Kennedy had to balance the danger
of blowing up the planet against the risk of political attack at home for
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appeasing the Communists. This was not an irresponsible choice: to
ignore the domestic opposition was to risk losing initiative or office to
men who wanted an even more dangerous policy.6

Lyndon Johnson’s concern with domestic politics was acute during his
consideration of ABM deployment in 1967. As he considered the military’s
recommendation to initiate deployment and his secretary of defense’s advice
to postpone it, Johnson could not and did not ignore domestic politics. There
could be little doubt in his mind that the Republican presidential nominee,
whether Richard Nixon or Nelson Rockefeller, could well make weaponry a
major issue in the campaign. At the urging of the secretary of defense and
under intense budget pressures, Johnson had permitted the non-Vietnam
portion of the military budget to decline, at least in real terms, and he was reg-
ularly rejecting proposals from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to develop and deploy
a whole array of new weapons systems. Opposition to his defense program
was building, particularly among leaders in the Senate and the House. The
ABM program was rapidly becoming a symbol of “preparedness.” Johnson
had to recognize that, if he did not deploy an ABM, he was open to the polit-
ical charge of failing to take a step that would save American lives in the event
of war. Kennedy had apparently scored effectively against Nixon in 1960 on
the missile gap issue, and Johnson was reluctant to run the risk that the
“defense gap” issue would be used against him.

Former National Security Council (NSC) assistant Richard Clarke has
described the interplay between President Bill Clinton’s preoccupation with
the domestic political uproar over his personal indiscretions and the decision
to launch a military strike on al Qaeda targets in August 1998, after the terror-
ist attacks on two U.S. embassies in Africa. Although the president had ordered
his staff to disregard any domestic political considerations in that decision, the
public perception was that it had been an attempt by the president to divert
attention from his own problems.7

A particularly important reason for searching out domestic political con-
siderations in analyzing the foreign policy process is that many career officials
routinely (if somewhat surreptitiously) take them into account.8 Bureaucrats
have learned that presidents will simply not take seriously proposals that are
totally out of bounds in domestic politics, and they recognize that presidents
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do, in fact, make such calculations. Although domestic considerations are dis-
cussed quietly, they are discussed at all levels of decisionmaking on national
security issues. First, the president and his principal advisers are assumed to
weigh the possible effect of foreign policy issues on elections. Second, they are
assumed to keep the president’s overall program in mind in approaching any
given decision in the area of foreign affairs.

Presidential Elections

There is much debate among political scientists about the effects of foreign
policy issues on presidential elections. Most studies seem to show that foreign
policy issues play a relatively minor role, although the image of a candidate as
being knowledgeable in foreign policy and a man of peace is of value.9 Pres-
idents and potential presidents themselves see a closer link than analysts do
between the stands that they take on foreign policy issues and the outcome of
presidential elections. The range and diversity of issues that presidents believe
can affect their domestic political posture and their chances of reelection are
reflected in a study of Lyndon Johnson’s calculations by Philip L. Geyelin:

At this point, the Johnson reasoning comes full circle and takes on deep
significance in his approach to the major crises of his first two years. For
example, the reasoning would begin with his assessment that it would be
bad politics at home to cave in quickly to Panamanian rioters (even
though he was prepared to be more than generous, by any previous stan-
dards, when the appearance of pressure was removed); that it would be
unpopular to allow the U.S. position to collapse in Vietnam, even into a
“neutralist” solution, because of the “appeasement” stigma this might
carry with it; that even slight risk of “another Cuba” in the Dominican
Republic would be political suicide; that a full cross-section of Congress
was against the MLF [the proposed NATO multilateral nuclear force];
that disarmament proposals or recommendations for easing East-West
trade barriers would stir the cold warriors of Congress at a period of
maximum tension over Vietnam (but not, let it be noted, at other times);
that foreign aid to countries whose citizens burn libraries or whose rulers
denounce U.S. policy in Vietnam or elsewhere is political anathema.10

Presidential calculations about the impact of foreign policy on elections
seem to relate to three goals:
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—generating a popular image of the president among the electorate
—denying a potential opponent a major issue
—appealing to particular interest groups.

generating a popular image of the president. In general, pres-
idential popularity appears to go up—at least in the short run—when the
president is seen as acting vigorously on almost any issue, even though the
consequences of his actions are not yet known. Presidential initiatives in for-
eign policy are frequently seen as desirable because they show that the presi-
dent is in command and seeking solutions to problems.

More specifically, during the cold war presidents and their domestic polit-
ical advisers often believed that the president’s popularity could be increased,
with desirable consequences for the next presidential election, by demon-
strating that he was a man of peace willing to take whatever steps necessary,
short of appeasement, to reduce world tensions. Both James Haggerty, Presi-
dent Eisenhower’s press secretary, and Eric Goldman, a sometime speech
writer for President Johnson, sought to persuade their respective bosses to
undertake a major campaign of speeches and world travel designed to portray
them as men of peace, and both advisers expected such a tour to have a favor-
able influence on the next election. Haggerty was successful in selling the pro-
posal to Eisenhower, which resulted in an extended world trip in 1959 that
many believe helped Richard Nixon in the 1960 election; it certainly was urged
on Eisenhower for that purpose.11 In both cases, the State Department
objected because of its concern with maintaining its autonomy and keeping
the president out of diplomacy. In Eisenhower’s case, with the death of John
Foster Dulles and with the new secretary of state, Christian Herter, exercising
relatively little influence on the president, the State Department’s objections
were overruled. In Johnson’s case, LBJ’s initial approval of the proposal was
changed when Secretary of State Dean Rusk strenuously objected.12 Many
observers have interpreted various moves by President Nixon, including his
visits to Russia and China and the SALT agreement, as aimed in part at creat-
ing an image of himself as a man of peace, an image he exploited with great
skill in his landslide victory in 1972.

After the terrorist attacks of 9/11, executed by an enemy with whom nego-
tiations were not possible, President Bush wanted to be seen as ready to take
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whatever actions were necessary to defeat international terrorism. Former
NSC staffer Clarke wrote:

From within the White House a decision had been made that in the 2002
congressional election and in the 2004 reelection, the Republicans would
wrap themselves in the flag, saying a vote for them was a vote against the
terrorists. “Run on the war” was the direction in 2002.13

Even when the second President Bush’s conduct of the war in Iraq came under
fire in 2004, both major candidates for president still presented themselves as
resolute in the war on terrorism and both believed that the election would
turn in large part on whether the president’s actions were seen as effective in
dealing with the war on terror.

denying potential opponents a key issue. As has been suggested,
President Johnson’s ABM decision may have been influenced by the notion
that if he failed to deploy an ABM system, his opponent in the 1968 election
would use the issue against him. Such considerations affect presidents
throughout their first term, for the four-year period between elections looks
quite short to them. For example, Theodore Sorensen reports that President
Kennedy’s decision to proceed with a civil defense program in 1961 stemmed
partly from the possibility that a “civil defense gap” would be used against him
as he had used the “missile gap” against Richard Nixon.14 Even in a second
term, presidents are concerned about providing an issue to the candidate of
the opposition party. That concern affected President Clinton’s deferral of a
decision about an ABM deployment in 2000.

During the cold war presidents were especially concerned about the effects
of permitting a country to “go communist.” All of them were mindful of the
attacks on President Truman because of his refusal to intervene in the Chinese
civil war and prevent the Chinese communists from coming to power.“Do not
let a country fall to communism” was balanced by a second injunction, “Do
not commit American troops to ground combat.” After President Truman’s
commitment of American troops to battle in the Korean War, the contradic-
tion between the two injunctions created a dilemma for the presidents who
followed him. Roger Hilsman described one instance in which contradictory
pressures were brought to bear on President Kennedy and his White House
advisers in a dramatic and explicit way:
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In the midst of the President’s nicely balanced political and military
moves on Laos, the Republican leadership in Congress chose to make a
public statement opposing an agreement in Laos which would lead to a
coalition government that included Communists. But when the Presi-
dent consulted the leaders of both parties, he found that they were also
united in opposing any commitment of American troops to Laos.15

Some interpretations of U.S. policy in Vietnam have argued that Kennedy
sought to walk the line between not losing a country to communism and not
openly committing ground troops to battle.16

Apprehensions about losing a country to communism were often linked
with fears of reviving McCarthyism—the search for nonexistent communists
or communist sympathizers at the source of American defeats. The most
explicit suggestion of the importance of those factors in shaping U.S. Vietnam
policy is contained in a report by Kenneth O’Donnell, a special assistant to
Kennedy, as corroborated by Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield. O’Don-
nell asserts that Kennedy had decided to withdraw from Vietnam but had put
it off until after the 1964 presidential elections because he believed that he
could not be reelected if he withdrew from Vietnam and permitted the coun-
try to go communist. This is how O’Donnell has told the story:

In the spring of 1963, Mike Mansfield again criticized our military
involvement in Vietnam, this time in front of the congressional leader-
ship at a White House breakfast, much to the President’s annoyance and
embarrassment. Leaving the breakfast the President seized my arm and
said, “Get Mike and have him come into my office.’’ I sat in on part of
their discussion. The President told Mansfield that he had been having
serious second thoughts about Mansfield’s argument and that he now
agreed with the senator’s thinking on the need for a complete military
withdrawal from Vietnam.

“But I can’t do it until 1965—after I’m reelected,” Kennedy told
Mansfield.

President Kennedy felt, and Mansfield agreed with him, that if he
announced a total withdrawal of American military personnel from
Vietnam before the 1964 election, there would be a wild conservative
outcry against returning him to the Presidency for a second term.

After Mansfield left the office, the President told me that he had made
up his mind that after his reelection he would take the risk of unpopu-
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larity and make a complete withdrawal of American forces from Viet-
nam. “In 1965, I’ll be damned everywhere as a Communist appeaser. But
I don’t care. If I tried to pull out completely now, we would have another
Joe McCarthy red scare on our hands, but I can do it after I’m reelected.
So we had better make damned sure that I am reelected.”17

In the wake of the Vietnam experience in the 1970s, Congress and the
American public became highly averse to committing U.S. forces to fight com-
munism in the third world. Therefore, when President Ford and his secretary
of state, Henry Kissinger, became concerned about Soviet attempts to take
over Angola through Cuban surrogate forces and decided to undertake a
covert program of support for the anticommunist opposition leader Savimbi,
they felt caught in a dilemma. “Washington in July 1975 was in a surreal
mood. We were being battered by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn and the conserva-
tives for not being rough enough on Communism and criticized by the lib-
erals (and the African Bureau of the State Department) for being far too
obsessed with Communism. Congressional harassment was guaranteed if we
went ahead and might involve a replay of the Vietnam debate concluded only
a few months earlier.”18 While the conservatives who brought Ronald Reagan
to office in 1980 remained adamant about countering Soviet military power,
the American public’s aversion to foreign military engagement after the coun-
try’s experience in Vietnam limited the president’s options to act against
Soviet encroachment in the third world for the remainder of the cold war
years.

appealing to particular interest groups. Specific decisions can
gain presidents across-the-board support or cost them the support of partic-
ular groups that have a special interest in foreign policy issues. The appeal to
a particular group may be made directly, by public statements or actions
designed to attract them; in other cases, the appeal may be made indirectly.
Individuals who have strong influence with a group may be placated by a par-
ticular foreign policy action that in turn leads them to urge support from the
group at election time.

A celebrated case of the influence of domestic political considerations on
a president’s position on a foreign policy involves President Truman and his
stand on Palestine. One must note that the evidence here is somewhat
ambiguous. Both Richard Neustadt and Dean Acheson concluded that Tru-
man’s decisions were not influenced by domestic political calculations. Ache-

70 / domestic politics and presidential interests

17. O’Donnell, “LBJ and the Kennedys,” pp. 51–52.
18. Kissinger, Years of Renewal, p. 806.

3409-3 ch04  9/15/06  4:30 PM  Page 70



son said flatly: “He [Truman] never took or refused to take a step in our for-
eign relations to benefit his or his party’s fortunes. This he would have
regarded as false to the great office that he venerated and held in sacred
trust.”19 Other advisers had a different view. Some were constantly urging
him to take actions that they believed would solidify the Jewish vote and
secure funds for his election campaign. Both his secretary of defense, James
Forrestal, and his secretaries of state, James Byrnes and George Marshall,
were convinced that Truman’s decisions regarding Israel were largely influ-
enced by the Jewish vote. At a critical meeting to discuss early recognition of
the state of Israel, Truman had invited Clark Clifford, one of his principal
domestic political advisers who also occasionally involved himself in foreign
policy matters. Marshall interpreted Clifford’s attendance as a clear indica-
tion that Truman would decide the issue on domestic political grounds and
was reported to have said, “Mr. President, this is not a matter to be deter-
mined on the basis of politics. Unless politics were involved, Mr. Clifford
would not even be at this conference. This is a very serious matter of foreign
policy determination.”20

One study of the origins of the cold war further suggests that Truman’s
concern about the growing disaffection for the Democratic Party among eth-
nic minority groups with Eastern European attachments was one of the rea-
sons that he took a strong stand against Soviet efforts to dominate such
countries as Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary.21 After the cold war, the
desire to appeal to the same groups influenced President Clinton’s decision to
support NATO expansion, with those countries first on the list of new mem-
bers. The perceived influence of the Cuban exile population on Florida’s vote
in national elections, along with intense Cuban lobbying efforts in Washing-
ton, have effectively constrained all presidents to a position of increasingly
harsh sanctions against Cuba for the lifetime of Fidel Castro.

In some cases, presidents may appoint particular individuals to public
office of one kind or another in the foreign policy field in the hope of gain-
ing their support in a forthcoming election campaign or gaining the support
of ethnic or other minority groups that look to that individual. In his effort
to secure Senator Strom Thurmond’s support within the Republican party for
his presidential election bid, Richard Nixon reportedly promised Thurmond
that if he were elected president, he would negotiate a textile agreement that
would reduce imports of Japanese and other foreign synthetic textiles into the
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United States and that he would support ABM deployment. Upon election,
Nixon apparently felt obligated to meet both of those commitments.22

Presidents may also seek to influence elections by awarding defense con-
tracts that gain the support of particular business organizations and per-
haps bolster employment in key areas. Herbert York, then a senior Defense
Department official, recalled that the contract for a new manned bomber for
the Air Force was in serious trouble in the closing days of the Eisenhower
administration:

Then, during the 1960 campaign for the Presidency, the B-70 was given a
brief new lease on life. Even before the new fiscal year started, on July 1,
1960, about $60 million had been tacked onto the originally planned $75
million. This extra money was supposed to be used for development
work on some of the most critical weapons subsystems; and in combina-
tion with other readjustments in the project, it was to make possible the
construction of a single prototype aircraft. However, a program leading
to only one prototype never made sense, and going through such a step
was nothing more than an exercise in salami tactics. Thus, in August,
another $20 million was added for a second plane. Then, just days before
the Nixon-Kennedy election contest in November, 1960, the Department
of Defense announced that it was bringing the total B-70 budget for the
then current fiscal year up to $265 million. As a result of these increased
funds, the number of airplanes to be built was increased to four for sure,
with eight more possible, and the four were to be prototypes of a “usable
weapon system.” In California, the announcement of this new lease on
life was accompanied by a detailed statement by North American Avia-
tion about the recent sad history of declining employment in southern
California and how these funds would change all that. Although Nixon
did carry California in 1960, Kennedy won nationally, and the B-70’s
new lease on life ran out almost immediately.23

Maintaining Presidential Power

In calculating interests in a foreign policy decision, the president and his
advisers consider how the president’s stand on a particular issue may affect his
ability to accomplish other goals. All presidents learn, as Richard Neustadt has
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explained, that the presidency is simply a license to seek to persuade. Presiden-
tial power must be carefully husbanded and used shrewdly if the president is
to go beyond his role as clerk in terms of his ability to influence events.24 One
basic aim is to avoid the appearance of failure. To seek to accomplish some-
thing and to fail is to signal to others that one can be beaten. Thus presidents
are reluctant to undertake foreign policy programs if they believe that they
have only a modest chance of success.

The president proceeds warily on those issues that arouse major passions
and interests either in the population as a whole or within a significant group
whose support he values on other issues, domestic or foreign. We have already
mentioned the fear in the 1950s and 1960s of turning loose torrents of domes-
tic opposition by appearing to be “soft on communism.” President Kennedy
and his brother Robert, according to the latter’s memoirs, discussed impeach-
ment as a possible penalty for failing to get the Russian missiles out of Cuba.25

Even when the president is confident of weathering opposition, he dislikes
spending his time and energy fighting to regain the initiative. Presidents
attempt to be careful in choosing the issues on which they will fight hard
against sustained domestic opposition. They easily convince themselves that
an action that is necessary to avoid such a fight is in the national interest
because it will leave them free to pursue other programs that are vital to
national security. Lyndon Johnson justified his decision to involve the United
States deeply in Vietnam without making the extent of the commitment obvi-
ous largely on the grounds that doing so would leave him with the time and
the political support necessary to pursue the Great Society program. When he
decided to attack Iraq, the second President Bush was convinced that he could
bring domestic public opinion to accept that his action was essential to the
war on terrorism.

Sometimes the attitude of small groups or even single individuals is as
important to the president as his general popularity. Presidents are particu-
larly concerned about maintaining the support of their predecessors. Ex-
presidents are likely to give such support or at least to refrain from overt
attack on their successors; however, if they threaten to come out of retirement
or if a president feels that his action will bring them out of retirement, he is
likely to move slowly. Nothing would do more to legitimize the opposition
than the support of an ex-president. One of the most dramatic cases on record
of an ex-president (and ex-vice president) seeking to influence the policy of
a successor is the strong stand on the China question taken by both Eisen-
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hower and Nixon in 1960. Eisenhower apparently informed Kennedy that
although he hoped and intended to support the new administration on for-
eign policy issues, he would consider it necessary to return to public life if
communist China threatened to enter the United Nations. In the book he
wrote a few years later, Nixon related with satisfaction that he too pressured
Kennedy to block China:

I then brought up an issue which I told him [Kennedy] was one on
which I had particularly strong views—the recognition of Red China
and its admission to the UN. I did so because just the day before, Sena-
tor George Smathers had told me that Chester Bowles and some of
Kennedy’s other foreign policy advisers were urging him to reappraise
our position on that issue. Kennedy said that he was opposed to recog-
nition of Red China. He indicated, however, that strong arguments had
been presented to him in favor of the so-called “two Chinas policy.”
Under this policy, Nationalist China would retain its seat on the Secu-
rity Council, and Red China would have only a seat in the Assembly.
This would mean that Red China would have only one vote out of
about a hundred in the Assembly and would not be able to block UN
action by veto. Kennedy said that proponents of this policy were con-
tending that Red China could not do any damage in the UN under such
circumstances.

In expressing my strong opposition to this policy, I pointed out that
the issue wasn’t whether Red China had one vote in the Assembly, or
even the veto power. What was really at stake was that admitting Red
China to the United Nations would be a mockery of the provision of the
Charter which limits its membership to “peace-loving nations.” And
what was most disturbing was that it would give respectability to the
Communist regime which would immensely increase its power and pres-
tige in Asia, and probably irreparably weaken the non-Communist gov-
ernments in that area.26

Under those pressures Kennedy backed off and set the China issue aside.
Another group that presidents looked to for support during the cold war

and were reluctant to challenge openly, until Nixon felt forced to do so, was
what was known as the Eastern Foreign Policy Establishment. Joseph Kraft
believed that lack of support from the president’s own party as a whole cre-
ated a need to turn to this group:
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Since they could not count on purely partisan political support, each one
of the four Presidents turned, in putting across foreign policy measures,
to a grouping of prestigious figures from the worlds of law (John
McCloy, Dean Acheson, and John Foster Dulles), finance (Averell Harri-
man, Eugene Black, and Robert Lovett), the press (Henry Luce, Arthur
Hays Sulzberger, and Barry Bingham), and the military (Generals George
Marshall, Bedell Smith, and Lucius Clay). Time after time, when Admin-
istration foreign policy objectives were in hazard before the Congress,
members of this group were wheeled up to cow, cajole, or charm the leg-
islators into submission. Because they were all internationalist in out-
look, generally connected with the East and its bigger schools and
foundations, and usually members of the Council on Foreign Relations
in New York, as the years wore on, the group acquired, from an English
counterpart, the name of the Establishment. And to a large extent, it can
be said that from 1940 through 1965, the United States followed the
Establishment foreign policy.27

The desire to have the support of this group probably influenced Kennedy’s
perception of the Skybolt missile crisis. As his meeting with Prime Minister
Harold Macmillan approached, Kennedy received several phone calls from
leading members of this Establishment, and he was confronted with a lead
editorial in the Washington Post warning him not to jeopardize relations with
the British. Feeling acutely the need for the support of this group of men in
any move to reduce tensions with the Soviet Union, Kennedy felt that he had
to reach some compromise. He could not challenge them on an issue close to
their hearts—good relations with a Conservative leader of Great Britain.

After Vietnam and particularly in the post–cold war years, the Establish-
ment dissipated into several distinct groups of opinion and became much
less influential on the president and Congress. Nongovernmental organiza-
tions (both liberal and conservative) and think tanks began to have more
influence, particularly in Congress and ultimately on the president. The bipar-
tisan nature of the foreign policy establishment was to a large degree shattered
and presidents came to rely on the individuals and organizations associated
with their own party. Because the Establishment was no longer monopolistic,
its influence declined.

Over the years, the leaders of Congress have been perhaps the single most
important group whose support on a range of issues the president has sought.
In cases where congressional action is needed to authorize the expenditure of
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funds or to ratify a treaty, congressional leaders can virtually exercise a veto.
In other cases, the president may have the freedom to act without legislative
authorization but hesitates to do so if he recognizes that a move he makes will
be exceedingly unpopular with Congress and will generate opposition to other
policies, perhaps including policies in the domestic sector.

For example, during the cold war congressional leaders, particularly those
on the Joint Atomic Energy Committee, were concerned about preventing
the sharing of American nuclear information and control of American nuclear
weapons with any foreign power. That concern played a major role in shap-
ing presidential attitudes toward the question, especially in light of presidents’
desire to get the committee’s cooperation in promoting the peaceful uses of
atomic energy.

In some cases, presidents go to Congress not because they believe that con-
gressional authorization is required but to strengthen their position interna-
tionally. Perhaps the most vivid example is the question of congressional
support for the use of military force. In 1973, reacting to the war in Vietnam,
Congress passed the War Powers Resolution to assert its constitutional prerog-
atives with regard to declaring war and to restrict the authority of the presi-
dent to conduct war without congressional approval. Every president since
then—and even some members of Congress—has opposed the resolution on
constitutional grounds and scrupulously avoided invoking it when faced with
the question of deploying U.S. armed forces abroad. At the same time, presi-
dents have felt the need for a clear statement of congressional support before
sending troops into battle. Writing about decisionmaking for the Gulf War in
1991, Brent Scowcroft, national security adviser to the first President Bush,
described it thus:

Although we did explore options for the involvement of Congress, we
never seriously contemplated invoking the War Powers Resolution. We
were confident that the Constitution was on our side when it came to the
president’s discretion to use force if necessary: If we sought congres-
sional involvement, it would not be authority we were after, but
support.28

Ultimately, the House and the Senate passed resolutions authorizing the pres-
ident to use force against Iraq provided that he had exhausted all efforts to get
Saddam Hussein to comply with the UN resolutions. As President Bush
recalled:
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I felt the heavy weight that I might be faced with impeachment lifted
from my shoulders as I heard the results. In truth, even had Congress not
passed the resolutions I would have acted and ordered our troops into
combat. I know it would have caused an outcry, but it was the right thing
to do. I was comfortable in my own mind that I had the constitutional
authority. It had to be done.29

As he contemplated another war against Iraq in 2002, the second President
Bush calculated that, in the aftermath of 9/11, he would have wider congres-
sional support to attack Iraq than his father had in 1990. Although some of his
advisers suggested that he had constitutional authority to go to war without
the support of Congress, he decided to seek a congressional resolution author-
izing the use of force to strengthen his position with Iraq and with the UN
Security Council. (In fact, his domestic political advisers even saw it as a
means of strengthening Republican candidates in the 2002 mid-term elec-
tion.) Administration officials convinced moderates in Congress that strong
support for the resolution would oblige the UN Security Council to make
Saddam Hussein comply with its earlier mandates, and the resolution passed
both the House and Senate with large majorities.30

Presidential Stands

The desire to avoid a major domestic row or to keep the good will of a signif-
icant domestic group may lead presidents to alter their stands on national
security issues in an effort to build a wide consensus or to maintain the
appearance of consistency. Presidents also seek to package their proposals to
gain maximum public support and, when necessary, engage in logrolling.

—Consensus building. Presidents often are not content to put together
merely the minimum coalition necessary to secure adoption of a policy. In
addition to getting particular decisions and actions approved, they have their
overall influence and long-run relations to think about; therefore they seek to
bring as many groups as possible along with a particular decision. Thus they
often are willing to modify and change a proposal even though its advocates
in the bureaucracy tell them that enough support already exists to have the
proposal adopted as it stands. The desire to build a broad consensus is some-
times aimed at bringing a particular group on board that might cause diffi-
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culty for the president on some other issue. Moreover, wide support at the
outset hampers remaining opponents who cannot be won over.

—Maintaining the appearance of consistency. Presidents guard against any
appearance of inconsistency that would give their opponents an opening to
attack them in the political arena. For example, after having successfully resis-
ted strong pressure from the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Republican leaders
of Congress to interpose American forces to defend Taiwan following the
defeat of the Chinese Nationalists on the mainland, President Truman decided
to defend the island when he made the decision to intervene with American
forces in Korea. Truman recognized that to fight against communist expan-
sion in Korea but not in Taiwan would open him to the charge of inconsis-
tency. In order to get the widespread support that he viewed as necessary for
his involvement in Korea, Truman felt obliged to reverse the decision and
involve the United States in the as yet uncompleted Chinese civil war.31

—Packaging policies for public consumption. In order to minimize public
opposition, presidents frequently explain and justify their decisions in rhet-
oric that they believe will secure maximum domestic political support for
their proposals even if it does not precisely reflect the reasoning that led them
to the decisions. They seek an explanation that will draw the widest possible
support and make it difficult for opposition groups to challenge them.

A fateful example is the public rationale given for Truman’s decision to aid
Greece and Turkey in 1947. The British government’s decision that it could no
longer provide aid to Greece and Turkey was conveyed to the American gov-
ernment in 1947, and the reaction of administration officials was swift and
virtually unanimous. Greece and Turkey were seen as states of pivotal impor-
tance to checking Soviet military power in the Mediterranean. With the with-
drawal of British aid it was clear that the two countries would be under severe
pressure unless American aid were given. A task force quickly worked up an
aid package; however, the crucial problem was considered to be congressional
support.

A group of congressional leaders was called to the White House by the pres-
ident for a critical meeting on February 27, 1947. Secretary of State George
Marshall led off by laying out the administration’s case for aid to Greece and
Turkey. Marshall evidently presented the argument in the traditional manner
in which the issue had been considered within the American government.
Greece had been a loyal ally, he asserted, and aid was a matter of humanitari-
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anism. Aid to Turkey could be justified in terms of the importance of maintain-
ing the British position in the Middle East and barring the area to Soviet
advances. According to the accounts provided by both Joseph M. Jones and
Dean Acheson, the presentation did not go down well with congressional lead-
ers preoccupied with the impact of such aid on the budget. Sensing that the dis-
cussion was going rather badly, Dean Acheson moved quickly to try to repair
the situation. The report in his memoirs is succinct and vivid:

In desperation I whispered to him a request to speak. This was my crisis.
For a week I had nurtured it. These congressmen had no conception of
what challenged them; it was my task to bring it home. Both my superi-
ors, equally perturbed, gave me the floor. Never have I spoken under
such a pressing sense that the issue was up to me alone. No time was left
for measured appraisal. In the past eighteen months, I said, Soviet pres-
sure on the Straits, on Iran, and on northern Greece had brought the
Balkans to the point where a highly possible Soviet breakthrough might
open three continents to Soviet penetration. Like apples in a barrel
infected by one rotten one, the corruption of Greece would infect Iran
and all to the east. It would also carry infection to Africa through Asia
Minor and Egypt, and to Europe through Italy and France, already
threatened by the strongest domestic Communist parties in Western
Europe. The Soviet Union was playing one of the greatest gambles in his-
tory at minimal cost. It did not need to win all the possibilities. Even one
or two offered immense gains. We and we alone were in a position to
break up the play. These were the stakes that British withdrawal from the
eastern Mediterranean offered to an eager and ruthless opponent.

According to Acheson, the ploy worked:

A long silence followed. Then Arthur Vandenberg said solemnly, “Mr.
President, if you will say that to the Congress and the country, I will sup-
port you and I believe that most of its members will do the same.” With-
out much further talk the meeting broke up to convene again, enlarged,
in a week to consider a more detailed program of action.32

The president’s public speech calling for aid to Greece and Turkey thus
came to embody the so-called Truman Doctrine, which indicated that the
United States would supply aid to any free people resisting communist sub-
version. As Richard Neustadt has noted, the anti-Russian tone of the case,
while somewhat at variance with the internal thinking of the administration,
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nevertheless helped to crystallize a public and congressional mood that
assured a large consensus of support for the policy.33

Half a century later, the administration of the second President Bush
inflated and slanted intelligence to convince the American public that Iraq was
a direct threat to the United States by virtue of its possession of weapons of
mass destruction and its support for the al Qaeda terrorist group.

In many cases, a president’s appointment of the head of a program is based
on his perception of the need to get wide support for the program. That often
means appointing an individual who, being less committed to the program
than the president, therefore gives skeptics some confidence that the program
will not run away with itself. For example, Truman appointed Paul Hoffman
to run the Marshall Plan as a way of ensuring congressional support for the
program, and he appointed Bernard Baruch to be the American representa-
tive to the UN body seeking to negotiate on nuclear disarmament.34 In other
cases, appointments may be made to ensure general support. For example,
President Eisenhower apparently felt obliged to consult fully with Senator
Robert Taft on his appointment of members to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.35

—Logrolling. In some cases, a president’s interest in a particular issue is
dominated by his desire to get a particular decision on another issue. Presi-
dent Truman’s tenure provides two striking examples of presidential interest
being defined in such terms and leading to decisions of great significance for
relations among the People’s Republic of China, the United States, and Japan.
The first of the examples, to which reference has already been made, was Tru-
man’s decision to defend Taiwan, and the second was his decision to force the
Japanese to recognize the government of Taiwan as the government of China.

In recalling the latter episode, it is necessary to remember that, because
Britain and the United States could not agree whether the government in
Peking or the government in Taipei was the legitimate government of China,
neither government was represented at the San Francisco Peace Conference of
1951, where the peace treaty with Japan was signed. The absence of a Chinese
signature on the peace treaty raised questions in the United States about which
“China” Japan would recognize following independence. The position taken
by John Foster Dulles (who had been appointed especially to negotiate the
peace treaty), Secretary of State Dean Acheson, and President Truman was
conditioned by their desire to see the Senate ratify the treaty. Any question
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about what stand was necessary to secure ratification was removed when fifty-
six members of the Senate sent a letter to the president that read as follows:

As Members of the United States Senate, we are opposed to the recogni-
tion of Communist China by the Government of the United States or its
admission to the United Nations.

Prior to the submission of the Japanese Treaty to the Senate, we desire
to make it clear that we would consider the recognition of Communist
China by Japan or the negotiating of a bilateral treaty with the Commu-
nist Chinese regime to be adverse to the best interests of the people of
both Japan and the United States.36

In an effort to head off a fight over ratification of the treaty, Dulles made
a trip to Tokyo along with Senators Margaret Chase Smith and John Spark-
man. Following their discussions, Japan’s prime minister, Shigeru Yoshida,
agreed to write a letter to Dulles stating Japan’s intention to recognize the
Nationalist Chinese regime. Whatever Yoshida’s own intentions might have
been and whatever the views of the American government officials on the
desirability of the action, this issue was cast in terms of a trade for Senate sup-
port of the peace treaty.

An agreement between President Nixon and Representative Mendel Rivers,
chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, provides another exam-
ple of trading. In 1970 Nixon agreed to increase spending on naval shipbuild-
ing in order to get the support of Rivers for the Safeguard ABM system.
According to reporters, the agreement stipulated that Rivers would go along
with the president’s request for the system provided that the administration
would agree to spend additional funds that Congress would appropriate for
ship modernization.37

In other cases, trading may occur over a domestic political issue and a for-
eign policy issue. The president may change his stand on a foreign policy
question in order to get support for a domestic issue, or he may alter his stand
on a domestic political question in order to get the support of some other
actor, perhaps a congressional leader, on a foreign policy question. An exam-
ple of the former is provided by the decision of the Eisenhower administra-
tion in March 1953 not to cancel development of a nuclear airplane. The
president’s principal science advisers were united in the belief that such an air-
plane was, in the words of a National Security Council decision,“not required
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from the viewpoint of national security.” That judgment, however, came up
against the view of Representative Carl Hinshaw, who was then chairman of
the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy Subcommittee on Research, Develop-
ment, and Radiation. The Eisenhower administration was hoping to get sub-
stantial changes in the Atomic Energy Act in order to allow private industry
to enter the atomic power field. Eisenhower thus saw the issue of the nuclear
airplane in terms of the needed cooperation of the Joint Atomic Energy Com-
mittee on the civilian nuclear power issue, and the nuclear airplane program
was reinstated.38

The range of presidential interests that affect presidents’ stands on national
security issues clearly goes far beyond the dictates of domestic politics dis-
cussed above. Presidents want to do what the national interest demands. Their
perspective of the national interest is, as we have seen, often conditioned by a
set of factors that are entirely different from those that condition the bureau-
cratic perspective. On one hand, a president inevitably becomes conscious of
how his leadership will be assessed in retrospect. On the other, he is con-
stantly faced with a myriad of pressing decisions on both domestic and for-
eign policy, and he must make trade-offs and resolve conflicts among them.
No sector of the national security bureaucracy is faced with either situation.

Those who have observed presidents close at hand have frequently warned
of the great difficulty of putting themselves in the shoes of the president and
determining where he will look for clues to the national security interest.
Theodore C. Sorensen, who was extremely close to President Kennedy,
expressed this traditional diffidence:

A President knows that his name will be the label for a whole era. Text-
books yet unwritten and schoolchildren yet unborn will hold him respon-
sible for all that happens. His program, his power, his prestige, his place in
history, perhaps his reelection, will all be affected by key decisions. His
appointees, however distinguished they may be in their own right, will
rise or fall as he rises or falls. Even his White House aides, who see him
constantly, cannot fully perceive his personal stakes and isolation. And no
amount of tinkering with the presidential machinery, or establishment of
new executive offices, can give anyone else his perspective.39

As Sorensen suggests, a president often becomes preoccupied, particularly
in the later stages of his administration, with how he will be portrayed in the
history books. Presidents during the cold war often wished to be acclaimed as
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men of peace who, through courage and perseverance, reduced the probabil-
ity of war. A president also is aware of his responsibility for the future of the
country and the need to protect it from its enemies. Thus a president must
often simultaneously be a man of peace and a man of strength and courage.
Arguing that American strength and determined American action are the way
to secure lasting peace is, in many respects, an effort to avoid that dilemma.

Because many issues come at him at once and from different directions and
because many pressures are involved, a president’s behavior is characterized,
perhaps to a surprising extent, by what we have called uncommitted thinking.
He often responds at any one time to whichever pressures are momentarily
strongest, whether they come from particular elements in the bureaucracy,
from foreign governments, or from his own domestic political concerns. In the
case of the ABM program, Johnson’s position at any one time may have
reflected the strongest pressures being brought to bear on him at a given
point. At some points he seemed to share the arms control interests of his sec-
retary of defense, at other times the fears of the military, and on other occa-
sions the concerns of his domestic political advisers.

It would be both impossible and irrelevant to describe here the full range
of special presidential interests that affect decisionmaking at the White House.
We believe that the types of presidential interests outlined in this chapter are
those that are most likely to get attention within the national security bureau-
cracy itself. Not only do they shape the president’s own perspective and the
way that he reacts to the bureaucracy, but also many within the bureaucracy
can be persuaded sometimes to view the national security in terms of these
particular presidential interests. Even many of those who are not necessarily
sympathetic to the president’s perspective on national security, particularly
with regard to domestic politics, still take such factors into account in arriv-
ing at their own stand on national security issues or in planning strategies for
getting the desired decisions. With this in mind, we are ready to consider in
full how various participants shape their conception of national security.
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The previous chapters have suggested a number of inter-
ests that officials are predisposed to protect in developing a position on a
matter of national security. Of course efforts are made to determine the nature
of threats and sensible responses to them, but the interpretation of events
inevitably reflects organizational, presidential, and personal interests. For
most participants those interests blur together. Richard Neustadt explained:

For every player, any move toward action brings an element of personal
challenge wrapped in a substantive guise. Of these his stakes are made.
The substance is important, never doubt it, for that is what the game is
all about. But so is the personal element. It makes no difference whether
the move is of his own making or arises from sources outside his control.
Either way, involvement of his job in some degree involves himself.
Attached to his position are assorted expectations in the minds of his
associates, evoked by its requirements and his career. Attached to his
position also are his expectations of himself. Both sorts of expectations
are reflected in his interests. He is man-in-office, with a record to defend
and a future to advance, not least in history. The personal is tightly inter-
woven with the institutional. It is a rare player who can keep the two dis-
tinct, much less view both apart from substance.1

In general a person’s stand derives from his or her personal experiences,
career pattern, and position in the bureaucracy. It is not always profitable to
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look at individuals’ personal experiences for clues to their stand on an issue.
The issue may be one that they have not previously been involved in and that
does not trigger any highly charged cognitive, emotional, or psychological
reaction. Quite often, however, a particular issue evokes a deep personal
response emanating from earlier encounters. An official may have had profes-
sional experience with a related set of issues in the past. Alternatively, the
issue may invoke strong feelings because it seems analogous to a historical
event or a vivid event in his or her private life.

Career Pattern

The career pattern of participants also plays a part in predetermining the
sources to which they look for guidance in determining the interests of
national security. The guides of career officials are likely to differ from those
of in-and-outers with ties in the banking, legal, or think tank communities.
The position that individuals occupy in the bureaucracy also helps to deter-
mine the clues that they select to guide them to the national interest. Officials
with operational responsibilities are likely to be preoccupied with the prob-
lems generated by the activities that their bureau or organization must per-
form. Individuals’ perceptions also are affected by whether they receive
information from a variety of sources that produce conflicting reports about
the outside world or whether, on the contrary, the information comes from a
single source that presents a unified and sharply defined picture. Individuals’
perspectives are further affected by whether their subordinates pull them in
different directions or press them in a single direction. They also are affected
by how they perceive pressures from above and from colleagues in different
agencies and bureaus. In general a person’s position in the bureaucracy deter-
mines what face of an issue he or she sees and what seems important.

Career Officials

Within the context of shared images, career officials’ views are shaped in sub-
stantial part by their desire for promotion. Few career officials expect major
opportunities for their own personal advancement to emerge outside the gov-
ernment bureaucracy, and they quite naturally attach significant importance to
getting ahead within the government. Military officers are concerned about
reaching flag or general officer rank, while State Department officials eye ambas-
sadorships. Members of neither group see any contradiction between their quest
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for advancement and the quest for national security, believing that the govern-
ment and the nation will benefit from their services at higher levels.

The desire for promotion leads career officials to support the interests of
the organization of which they are a member, since they recognize that in
large measure, promotion depends on being seen as advancing the interest of
the organization. They may calculate that if the organization grows, there will
be more room for promotion. To be seen fighting for the organization is seen
as the way to get promoted. President Nixon’s Blue Ribbon Panel on the
Defense Department reached this conclusion and stated it in strong terms:

The fact that promotions are within the exclusive authority of an offi-
cer’s parent Service creates an incentive for an officer, even when serving
on assignments with unified organizations, to adhere closely to the offi-
cial Service position of his parent Service on issues in which he is
involved. This circumstance can influence the objectivity of an officer’s
performance. The extent to which this undesirable incentive motivates
officers cannot be precisely measured, but there can be no question that
many officers are convinced that any evidence of a deviation by them
from their parent Service’s official position will seriously jeopardize their
chance for further promotion.2

In reviewing Foreign Service promotion policies, a Department of State
task force found the situation to be similar:

Under the present system, the key factor in determining whether an offi-
cer will be promoted is the efficiency report written by his immediate
supervisor. The knowledge that the good opinion of his supervisor is
crucial in determining whether an officer advances at a normal rate or
falls behind and is eventually selected out can act as a powerful deterrent
to his forthright expression of views on policy matters which may be at
variance with the views of his supervisor.3

Officials learn that it is important to be liked by their superiors, to render
them personal services, and to demonstrate their ability to get along not only
with superiors but also with colleagues. They conclude that one must behave
prudently in internecine conflicts and avoid showing any personality traits
that could engender disagreements and difficulty.4 A former official in the
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Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) described how the taboo against “making
waves” affected career military officers assigned to that agency:

Imagine, if you will, what the prospect of a tour with DIA looks like to a
military officer. He knows or soon learns that he will be thrust into a
position in which, on occasion, his professional judgment will vary
markedly from that of his parent service. He will be expected to defend a
position that could enrage his Chief of Staff—but officers who do so
more than once get known fast and are accorded an appropriate
“reward” at a later date in terms of promotion and assignment. Consider
also that a tour at DIA—normally two to three years— is very short
when compared to a 20-to-30 year military career. And so most officers
assigned to DIA go through a predictable pattern. They come on board
as “hard-chargers,” ready to set the world on fire. They stick to their
principles through one or two scrapes. Then they become a little more
circumspect, letting individual issues slide by and rationalizing that it
wasn’t a crunch question anyway. Finally, they resign themselves to
“sweating out’’ their tours and playing every situation by ear. They avoid
committing themselves or making decisions. They refuse to tackle the
agency’s long-term organizational ills because doing so would make too
many waves.5

The desire to be promoted can also lead an official to undermine the effec-
tiveness of his or her potential competitors. Such actions must be handled
subtly so that the official does not get a reputation for seeking to hurt others
or reducing the effectiveness of the organization. Yet ways are found. One
observer of the State Department suggested that briefings of one’s superiors
and inferiors are carried out largely with this motive in view.

Take the briefing of colleagues prior to their assumption of new assign-
ments. This is of primary importance, yet it is more neglected than per-
formed. Why? Knowledge is power. The mistakes of one’s competitors
improve one’s own chances of advancement. So one is tempted to brief
one’s colleagues as slightly as possible. This is a subtle means of reducing
competition for promotion, and of course it is employed generally
against non-members of the fraternity. It obviously can have a disastrous
effect on the Department’s performance.

The situation is similar for such an elementary technique for coordi-
nation and stimulation as the staff meeting. An Assistant Secretary, for
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instance, will indeed meet with his subordinates as often as three morn-
ings a week. This sounds impressive as an operating device until one
finds that too generally the Assistant Secretary tends only to pick his col-
leagues’ brains for information and opinions useful to him in his thrice-
weekly meetings with the Secretary, neglecting to make himself useful to
them—by informing them, stimulating them, pitching their thinking
and action to higher, more dynamic levels.

Conversely, most participants in staff meetings are all too often reluc-
tant to bring up matters of real importance. This was pointed out almost
twenty years ago as characteristic of the Under Secretary’s staff meetings. It
is applicable to most meetings today, because few officers wish to appear
less than omniscient or wish to invite poaching on their preserves.6

The desire to be promoted can likewise lead participants to hold back
information that they believe may create domestic political embarrassment
for them and for the organization. During the cold war period, for example,
the negative consequences for Foreign Service officers who reported the weak-
ness of the Chinese Nationalists and the strength of the Chinese Communists
apparently had a substantial impact on perceptions of what was safe to report
if one wished to be promoted. James C. Thomson Jr. discussed a similar sit-
uation with regard to Foreign Service officers’ reports from Vietnam:

In addition, the shadow of the “loss of China” distorted Vietnam report-
ing. Career officers in the Department, and especially those in the field,
had not forgotten the fate of their World War II colleagues who wrote in
frankness from China and were later pilloried by Senate Committees for
critical comments on the Chinese Nationalists. Candid reporting on the
strengths of the Viet Cong and the weakness of the Diem government
was inhibited by the memory. It was also inhibited by some higher offi-
cials, notably Ambassador Nolting in Saigon, who refused to sign off on
such cables.7

Few career officials have any qualms about supporting the interest of the
organization to which they are attached. It is quite natural for individuals
who spend their life within a career service to come to believe that the func-
tions of that organization are vital to national security.

As James G. March and Herbert A. Simon have pointed out, the activities
of a particular organization are much more concrete than the generalized
interest of the government as a whole and hence are felt to be the operational
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way to promote the national interest.8 Moreover, an individual comes to know
his or her organization and to believe that it can do a good job. The individ-
ual is likely to be more aware of the shortcomings of rival organizations and
hence to believe that they will not do their assigned tasks well.

Thus, for career officials the personal interest in promotion merges with
the belief that their organization’s welfare is vital to the national security.
With a clear conscience, they support the interest of their organization and
strive for a privileged position for the subgroup to which they are attached.

In-and-Outers

With less time to work for their goals and with other interests to pursue, in-
and-outers hope for quick results and look to a variety of sources for guidance.
Their view is shaped in part by the shared images held by various subgroups
within society and by the images prevalent in the professional groups with
which they have associated before entering government service and to which
they may return. Those outside reference groups continue to shape their per-
ception of the national interest, and many “temporary” officials have a per-
sonal interest in continuing to be respected by their outside professional peer
group. Personal experiences also are likely to play a major role, separating
those who have a deep involvement in an issue beyond official policy from
others who come to it fresh with only their experiences in the bureaucracy as
a guide. Those with extra government involvement may have a strong attach-
ment to a particular position and exhibit ideological behavior. Some in-and-
outers hold general views about international politics that distance them
somewhat from the preoccupations of any one organization or administra-
tion. Still other in-and-outers contemplate elective office after their employ-
ment in the bureaucracy.

Desire for Involvement and Effectiveness

In-and-outers may be less patient and cautious, but nearly all participants in
the policy process desire to be involved in decisions and actions of major
importance. They wish to see themselves as being effective and influential in
shaping those decisions. The desire to be involved most acutely affects partic-
ipants who are not routinely and inevitably part of the decisionmaking
process. It is difficult for a president not to involve the secretary of state and
the secretary of defense in decisions, and it is difficult in turn for those offi-
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cials to exclude their principal operating officers. Other officials who are on
staff or in advisory or planning positions need to struggle to remain involved.
As both Will Sparks and George E. Reedy, both of whom worked in the White
House, have observed, the problem is particularly acute on the White House
staff. Reedy put it this way:

For other White House assistants there is only one fixed goal in life. It is
somehow to gain and maintain access to the President. This is a process
which resembles nothing else known in the world except possibly the
Japanese game of go, a contest in which there are very few fixed rules and
the playing consists of laying down alternating counters in patterns that
permit flexibility but seek to deny the flexibility to the opponent. The
success of the play depends upon the whim of the President. Conse-
quently, the President’s psychology is studied minutely, and a working
day in the White House is marked by innumerable probes to determine
which routes to the Oval Room are open and which end in a blind alley.9

During the Clinton administration, Robert Rubin, who served first as head
of the National Economic Council in the White House and later as secretary
of the treasury, came to office with a clear strategy for maintaining effective
access to the president. Rubin had been advised as follows by President Rea-
gan’s chief of staff:

He suggested that I always be in the room whenever the chief of staff
spoke to the President about economic policy and also that I shouldn’t go
to see the President unless I had something substantive to say to him. . . .
At the same time, I should make sure to meet with the President
regularly.10

Closely related to the desire to be involved is the desire to be effective, to
have one’s views taken seriously and carry weight with the president. James C.
Thomson Jr. clearly described the nature of what he called the “effectiveness”
trap, as well as two of its consequences—keeping participants from speaking
out or from resigning:

The “effectiveness” trap [is] the trap that keeps men from speaking out, as
clearly or often as they might, within the government. And it is the trap
that keeps men from resigning in protest and airing their dissent outside
the government. The most important asset that a man brings to bureau-
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cratic life is his “effectiveness,” a mysterious combination of training,
style, and connections. The most ominous complaint that can be whis-
pered of a bureaucrat is: “I’m afraid Charlie’s beginning to lose his effec-
tiveness.” To preserve your effectiveness, you must decide where and when
to fight the mainstream of policy; the opportunities range from pillow
talk with your wife, to private drinks with your friends, to meetings with
the Secretary of State or the President. The inclination to remain silent or
to acquiesce in the presence of the great men—to live to fight another
day, to give on this issue so that you can be “effective” on later issues— is
overwhelming. Nor is it the tendency of youth alone; some of our most
senior officials, men of wealth and fame, whose place in history is secure,
have remained silent lest their connection with power be terminated. As
for the disinclination to resign in protest; while not necessarily a Wash-
ington or even American specialty, it seems more true of a government in
which ministers have no parliamentary backbench to which to retreat. In
the absence of such a refuge, it is easy to rationalize the decision to stay
aboard. By doing so, one may be able to prevent a few bad things from
happening and perhaps even make a few good things happen. To exit is to
lose even those marginal chances for “effectiveness.”11

The striving for power and effectiveness predisposes individuals to take
stands in favor of actions that involve them in implementing and monitoring
what is done, and they favor actions for which they are likely to get the credit.
Thus two individuals who agree on objectives may disagree on the means
because of their personal stakes in how a decision is carried out.12 Once an
individual is given a mission, he has a strong desire to “do something” in
order to demonstrate his effectiveness and increase the likelihood that he will
get future assignments. Henry Kissinger has observed that American negotia-
tors, regardless of their previous position, often become advocates for the
maximum range of concessions in negotiations that they are conducting.
They want to claim success.13 Arthur Schlesinger Jr. has maintained that
Arthur Dean, charged with negotiating arms control arrangements with the
Soviet Union by President Kennedy, assumed such a stance, desiring above all
to accomplish something.14
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The desire to remain involved and effective also leads officials whose influ-
ence depends largely on the confidence of the president to faithfully execute
his decisions and take stands that they believe that he would want them to
take. Acheson described in his memoirs the care that he took to maintain the
confidence of the president. Neustadt reported that Dulles was equally moti-
vated by the need to have Eisenhower’s confidence if he was to be involved and
effective:

Eisenhower first appointed Dulles without knowing much of him except
by reputation, and reportedly without much liking him. Dulles took the
post intent on gaining presidential confidence. He hungered to be an
effective Secretary, and he evidently saw no other way to go. Despite
appearances, especially in retrospect, everything I know about their early
years suggests that Dulles did not find it easy going. Temperamentally
there seem to have been few affinities between them. Operationally, the
President had ideas of his own, experience to boot, and an unmatched
acquaintance among foreign statesmen, especially in Europe. As Eisen-
hower took hold of his job he came increasingly to do as other Presidents
had done, picking and choosing among numbers of advisers of whom
Dulles was but one. Dien Bien Phu affords us an example. There are oth-
ers. This reached a peak, reportedly, in preparations for the Summit dur-
ing 1955, where Eisenhower went on Eden’s urging to the cheers of aides
such as Nelson Rockefeller and Harold Stassen, but not Dulles. There the
President assumed the working chairmanship of his own delegation in a
burst of personal activity. Six weeks later he was stricken by a heart
attack. Only after that attack did Dulles win his way into unrivaled emi-
nence as “Mr. Foreign Policy.” He did so by responding scrupulously to
his ailing chief ’s dependence on him.

Thereafter it appears that Dulles kept Eisenhower’s confidence in the
same way he had won it. During the entire Suez crisis, for example, he
apparently cleared every move with Eisenhower in advance, emphatically
including cancellation of the Aswan Dam, and also every phase of SCUA
[Suez Canal Users Association]. As I read the record, Eisenhower was no
“patsy” in this process. Far from it, he was laying down the law: he
wanted peace. Dulles strained to keep it. He had every reason to exert
himself. For in his circumstances all the gains of presidential confidence,
so recently acquired to his satisfaction, would be risked by warfare with
his name on it, with blame, in Eisenhower’s eyes, attached to him.15
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The desire to be involved and influential may also lead participants to hold
back information that they know their boss would find unpleasant or to avoid
issues that they know he or she would rather leave alone.

Hopes for Future Elective Office

One of the things that distinguishes the American system from a parliamen-
tary regime is that most of the president’s principal advisers are not themselves
competitors for his office or indeed for any elective political office. Whereas
senators and representatives take their prospects for reelection into account
in arriving at a stand, most members of the executive branch do not, since they
have no intention of running for public office.

In certain cases, however, such interests do exist and may affect an adviser’s
stand on issues. Sorensen pointed out that presidential advisers with political
ambitions of their own may place their own reputation and record ahead of
that of the president. He noted that such individuals are not necessarily sup-
pressing their conscience or forgetting about the national interest; rather, they
come to believe sincerely that their own future is important to the national
interest.16 Harold Stassen did not abandon his own presidential ambitions
while serving as an aide and disarmament adviser in the Eisenhower White
House. Harry Truman’s first secretary of defense, Louis Johnson, was widely
reported to have presidential aspirations, and it was believed that that affected
his stand on issues.17

Although in recent history very few Cabinet officers have aspired to the
presidency (the first President Bush, who was director of central intelligence
in the Ford administration, and William Cohen, the Republican secretary of
defense in the Clinton administration, being exceptions), a larger number
have sought election to the Senate, and that may well have influenced their
stands on issues. It has been suggested, for example, that in one case Clinton
Anderson enhanced his future political prospects while serving as secretary of
agriculture in the first Truman administration. Anderson was present at a
Cabinet meeting in which the discussion concerned the resignation of Ambas-
sador Patrick J. Hurley as the American representative in China. Hurley had
resigned suddenly, with a blast at the administration, and the question at
hand was what to do and how to replace him. Anderson suggested that the
appointment of George C. Marshall, who had been chief of staff for the Army
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during World War II, would take the headlines away from Hurley’s resigna-
tion. Secretary of Defense Forrestal and Secretary of State Byrnes quickly
agreed with Anderson’s suggestion, and Truman overcame his reluctance to
ask Marshall to serve in a difficult post on short notice by asking him to take
the post as a temporary assignment rather than to serve as ambassador.

Anderson’s intention was indeed to drive Hurley out of the headlines, but
a desire to help President Truman was not necessarily his prime motive.
Byrnes speculated that Anderson was thinking of his own political future:

Later it occurred to me that there might be a touch of political strategy
in Anderson’s suggestion of Marshall. Hurley had been in New Mexico
for some time since his return from China, and the press had reported
that he was considering becoming a Republican candidate for the United
States Senate. It was possible that Anderson, a New Mexico Democrat,
had in mind that the news of Marshall’s appointment would blanket the
report of Hurley’s resignation. It did. Later, Clinton Anderson and Hur-
ley became candidates for a senatorial seat. Mr. Anderson was elected
and has served with distinction.18

Official Position

Position within the bureaucracy also is bound to affect the stance that officials
take—whether they have managerial responsibilities, whether they receive
information from conflicting sources, whether they are exposed to conflict-
ing pressures from subordinates. Where participants sit in relation to channels
of action strongly biases what kind of issues come to seem important to them
and on which they are likely to take a stand and get involved.

A participant’s conception of his or her role (which is, for the individual,
the equivalent of mission for the organization) further predisposes an official
toward a particular view of what constitutes national security. Some in-and-
outers guide themselves by explicit theories of the national interest. Others
define it in terms of loyalty to the president or to a Cabinet officer or another
official who is their immediate boss. Others come to see their loyalties in
terms of the organization that they serve. With in-and-outers specifically, the
answer to the question of what clues they respond to in deciding what serves
national security depends on the variety of personal experiences that they
bring to their job, the variety of positions that they have held in the bureau-
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cracy, and the differences in their conceptions of their role. Several typical pat-
terns can be identified.

Some senior positions and many junior positions involve primarily the
management of programs. Individuals in such positions at high levels include
the civilian heads of the three military services, the secretary of energy, and the
administrator of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID).
Such officials, especially if they have had little previous personal involvement
in a particular issue, are likely to come to reflect the interests of their organi-
zation. Much of their time and attention are taken up in dealing with their
subordinates and solving problems put to them by subordinate officials. Much
of their information comes from those subordinates, and they soon become
keenly aware of the difficulties in operating the program and convinced of its
importance to the national security. In several respects in-and-outers adopt
the outlook of career officials.

Many in-and-outers occupy staff positions. That is to say, they are not in
the direct line of responsibility for the management or operation of pro-
grams; rather, they serve either as personal staff assistants to senior officials or
in staff organizations, such as the State Department’s policy planning staff and
the Defense Department’s policy offices. These individuals frequently are
recruited into such positions because they have had substantial previous pro-
fessional involvement with the relevant substantive issues. Often they come in
with strong views on a particular subject. Such officials are likely to exhibit
ideological thinking, particularly on issues that have previously been of major
concern to them. They focus on one or two key variables and see many issues
in terms of the pursuit of those variables, whether the issue is European inte-
gration, arms control, or fighting terrorism. Here the exchange of attitudes
between careerists and in-and-outers flows the other way. Some career staff
who have spent most of their service in a planning or other staff agency with
continuing attachment to a single set of issues may come to reflect the same
kind of ideological thinking and often may be indistinguishable from in-and-
outers in the same position. Junior officials in staff jobs may worry about
being “sidelined.” Since they have no regular involvement with issues, they feel
that they must fight their way in, and they become conscious of the relation-
ship between the stand that they take and the degree to which they are
involved.

White House staff officials and even presidents often express the hope that
Cabinet officers will take the perspective of the president rather than reflect the
organizational interest of the department that they head. McGeorge Bundy,
who was assistant for national security affairs to President Kennedy and Pres-
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ident Johnson, expressed a typical position when he asserted that “Cabinet
officers are special pleaders” and “should run their part of the government for
the Administration—not run to the Administration for the interest of their
part of the government.’’ But as Harold Seidman observed after quoting
McGeorge Bundy,“One might as well echo Professor Henry Higgins’ plaint in
My Fair Lady, ‘Why can’t a woman be more like a man?’ as ask ‘Why can’t Cab-
inet members act more like Presidents?’”19 The pressures on Cabinet officers
from their subordinates, as well as from outside groups, is so great that they
often come to see themselves as their department’s representative to the pres-
ident. For example, when James Forrestal was secretary of the Navy, he saw his
job explicitly as maintaining the autonomy of the Navy.20

Although Cabinet officers are under strong pressure to support the inter-
ests of their organization, those pressures are by no means the only ones.
Many officers feel countervailing pressures from the president and from their
Cabinet colleagues. Many of them have not had extensive personal experience
with the issues that they are now called upon to confront, and most of their
previous experience was not set in the framework of “the national interest.”
Thus Cabinet officers’ behavior is often characterized by what we have called
uncommitted thinking. They tend to respond to the immediate pressures on
them, whether from the president, their subordinates, or their colleagues, and
their reaction to the push-and-pull of those pressures looks to an outside
observer like inconsistent behavior.

White House political advisers, particularly those without any regular and
routine responsibility for national security matters, often come to see foreign
policy issues largely in terms of domestic politics and the possibilities of their
own involvement. They are likely to take stands on issues that increase the
probability that they will be involved, and they are likely to feel the strongest
pressure from the president’s own concerns.

Thus far we have presented the cast of characters—the participants in the
national security policy process—and attempted to explain where they are
likely to look for clues to the national security. Shared images limit the extent
of disagreement, but within those parameters different experiences and
responsibilities, different modes of thinking, and different reference points
lead participants to different stands on issues. We now explore the process by
which participants struggle to secure the decisions that they want.
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Decisions
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As far as the bureaucratic system is concerned, the main
factors that influence the outcome of the process by which issues are raised are
the standing of the participants, the rules (formal and informal) that guide an
issue through the system, and the information and analysis that participants
use to choose among alternative positions and to argue their case. On many
issues, the disposition of the president is a further determinant.

Our presentation concentrates on decisions made at the presidential level.
That is not meant to imply, however, that decisions made at lower levels are
necessarily less important. Much of the work of the bureaucracy is carried out
at lower levels, and many of the decisions made below the presidential level
actually determine the outcome of decisions that come to the president for
approval.

The bureaucratic system is basically inert; it moves only when pushed hard
and persistently. The majority of bureaucrats prefer to maintain the status
quo, and at any one time only a small group is advocating change. The time
and resources of any one person in the bureaucracy are limited, and when a
participant does desire change, he or she must choose carefully the issues on
which to do battle.

During the cold war period, most policy issues were not new; the same or
similar issues arose time and again. Organizations thus developed well-
understood and predictable positions. Even most senior participants from
“outside” were likely to have encountered the issue in the past and to have a
view on it. In the majority of cases, moreover, the choice was between current
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actions and a single alternative being pushed by participants desiring change.
For most participants, most of the time, the effort to determine what stand to
take on an issue did not involve a canvass of alternatives. Rather, they exam-
ined a particular issue in terms of their own interests and arrived easily at a
stand. Even when an issue was new—or new to particular participants—it was
likely to be presented to them in a way that reflected their own interests, and
they would be able immediately to identify what stand to take. With the end
of the cold war and the dramatic series of changes that the world experienced
over the following decade, culminating in the September 11 terrorist attacks
on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001, the uncertain environ-
ment itself became more of a factor in forcing policy issues to the fore. The
bureaucracy simply could not afford to avoid them, and many of the tradi-
tional cold war stands were no longer relevant or appropriate. Bureaucrats
developed new sets of institutional stands to promote their own interests in
the changing environment. By the end of the first term of the second Presi-
dent Bush in 2004, their stands were in the process of becoming as structured
as those of bureaucrats during the cold war period.

In general, once an issue has been defined and participants have devel-
oped a stand, those desiring change are likely to raise the issue when events,
as they perceive them, either provide opportunities for change theretofore
absent or increase the cost of continuing to operate without change. During
the cold war, it was rare that changes in the environment alone would lead to
changes in participants’ interests or in their judgments about the desirability
of particular decisions. The Army, for example, had been continuously in
favor of an ABM deployment since the mid-1950s, when the concept of the
ABM was developed. However, it began to press seriously for deployment
only in the late 1950s and again in the mid-1960s, when technological inno-
vation, domestic politics, and Soviet action made success seem more likely.
When its efforts were overtaken by the conclusion of an ABM Treaty with the
Soviet Union, the Army had to wait until the Reagan administration, when the
president’s fascination with the concept created an opportunity to revive argu-
ments in favor of ABM deployment. Those arguments were pursued intermit-
tently during successive administrations, when the Army believed that
technological innovation, continuing support from conservative politicians,
and ultimately the rise of the “rogue state” threat made success seem likely.

In some cases, the degree of determination to seek a decision may be
related to a particular event that creates more favorable circumstances, as
with the breakthroughs in technology in the mid-1960s that made an ABM
system seem significantly more attainable. In other cases, ideological thinking
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might be the motivating factor for a group to seek a particular decision. They
watch constantly for an opportunity to present their desired decision as the
solution to a president’s or a secretary’s problem. The neoconservatives in
the second Bush administration saw the removal of Saddam Hussein in Iraq
as the long-term answer to securing a more benign environment for Israel in
the Middle East. They used concerns about the al Qaeda terrorist threat after
9/11 and Saddam’s pursuit of weapons of mass destruction to argue the
urgency of attacking Iraq.

Pressing for Decisions

We have suggested some of the opportunities that lead participants to seek
decisions. Those and other circumstances under which issues enter the deci-
sion process can be categorized as follows.

—Dramatic changes in the actions of other nations or outside actors. Some-
times the proponents of an issue find in the actions of another nation the
rationale for proposing the change that they desire. Events abroad may pro-
vide opportunities to initiate a general policy review, for instance, and during
that review a particular issue can be introduced. The death of Stalin, the
French defeat of the European Defense Community, Castro’s takeover in
Cuba, the collapse of the Berlin Wall, and the terrorist attacks of 9/11 all
allowed officials to argue that the premises for previous decisions had changed
and that a reexamination was in order. Often in such cases, participants seek
the chance to put forward solutions that they have already developed. When
the Soviet Union exploded an atomic bomb, the proponents of a crash 
H-bomb program in the United States used the occasion to argue that the
United States now had to move forward with that program. After 9/11, pro-
ponents of invading Iraq used the new sense of fear to renew their proposal.1 

On the other hand, changes abroad do not guarantee a change in U.S. pol-
icy. Participants who fear that review of an issue will lead to decisions that they
do not desire resist the argument that new decisions are needed. In early 1989,
when pressed by a new administration on the question of German reunifica-
tion, the European Bureau of the State Department advised that “the issue of
German reunification is never far below the surface. However, the Germans
themselves do not wish to increase the salience of this issue at this time. Nor
do the other Europeans. There is no more inflammatory and divisive issue,
and it serves no U.S. interest for us to take the initiative to raise it.”2 
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Some events are so unexpected that they force officials to develop views on
an issue that simply did not exist before. Thus, following the unexpected fall
of the Berlin Wall later in 1989, the State Department was actively pursuing
German reunification less than a year later. Even in such unusual cases, how-
ever, established interests continue to influence perceptions. It also is quite
possible that an issue is foreseen but that no participant has an incentive to
seek a decision before the event occurs. High officials in particular are usually
reluctant to commit themselves on hypothetical situations or to indulge in
serious contingency planning. For example, although the possibility of Russ-
ian missiles in Cuba had been the subject of much debate before the autumn
of 1962, only when there was indisputable evidence that Russian missiles were
in Cuba did senior participants develop their stand on alternative options
designed to get the missiles removed. Similarly, nearly forty years later, senior
officials were inclined to view international terrorism as a threat to U.S. inter-
ests or facilities outside the United States; before September 11, they did not
seriously contemplate or plan for the possibility of a major attack on U.S.
territory.

Conventional analyses of foreign policy usually assume that the actions of
other nations are the major stimulus for U.S. foreign policy decisions. We
contend that they are only one stimulus, and not even the more frequent one.
Most decisions are responses to domestic pressures, and the actions of other
nations often figure merely as devices for argument.

—New technology. Changes in technology may open up new possibilities
and force officials to make decisions. Changes may be cited to bolster the
plausibility of the argument for a particular decision and hence lead to a more
intensified effort to secure the desired result. Thus a major change in the
debate about the ABM system occurred in 1965, when breakthroughs in
antiballistic missile technology led many scientists and engineers to argue
that an ABM was now feasible. Before then, the Army’s efforts to press for
ABM deployment could be checked by the testimony of most civilian scien-
tists, who maintained an ABM system simply could not be designed to inter-
cept a large number of incoming missiles. After 1965, expert testimony went
substantially in the other direction, and the Army intensified its efforts to
secure a favorable decision.

—Changes in the shared images of the society or bureaucracy. Changes in the
shared images within the society or within the bureaucracy may be perceived
by participants as an opportunity to reopen issues because the changes signify
a changing domestic mood. For example, efforts to change the China policy
of the United States were intensified in the late 1960s and early 1970s to cap-
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italize on the dramatic change in the public’s attitude toward the “Chinese
threat”—a shift that greatly reduced the cost to the president of seeking to
move into political and economic contact with the People’s Republic of China.
Similarly, in response to domestic pressures, human rights and democratic
values, which were largely a rhetorical issue during the cold war, have become
a fundamental and universal tenet of U.S. foreign policy. Presidents often are
forced by domestic constituencies to emphasize humanitarian issues at the
cost of other interests in U.S. foreign relations. Even if a given policy is not
shaped mainly by domestic political constraints, changes in the domestic sit-
uation may create an opportunity to argue that there are new constraints that
require new decisions. For example, many of those arguing against a contin-
uation of the expansion of the American effort in Vietnam in early 1968 did
so on the premise that further American aggression would have very serious
domestic political costs that would outweigh foreign policy gains.

Even if a change in shared images is restricted to the bureaucracy it may
likewise create an opportunity to present a new set of arguments in favor of
a decision. Within the Nixon administration, opponents of a large ABM sys-
tem were able to take advantage of the new acceptance within the bureaucracy
of the impossibility of maintaining American strategic nuclear superiority.
They could argue that the system was not necessary for maintaining Ameri-
can deterrence—now conceived of in terms of “sufficiency” rather than “supe-
riority”—and hence should be ruled out.

—Routine events. A number of routine events require the American
government—and in some cases the president personally—to state in public
or to foreign governments a definite position on a particular issue. Such rou-
tine events provide at least an opportunity for participants to get an issue to
the president and to press for a new decision. Once again, the case of the
ABM system is illustrative. After Congress first voted funds for a system in
1966, the president was obliged each year to take a stand on ABM deployment
in his annual budget message. Because of the public interest in the issue, there
was an annual debate within the bureaucracy about what stand the president
should take. International conferences may also force such decisions. If the
UN is about to vote on the issue of restrictions on the use of biological
weapons, or if the North Atlantic Council is about to take a stand on the
desirability of a European security conference, the president must make a
decision about what positions his ambassador should take.

In other cases, routine events simply provide an opportunity for raising an
issue. Thus if the president of the United States is to make a speech—an
annual event such as the State of the Union message or a speech to a conven-
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tion—“subjects” may be suggested. Visits of foreign leaders to Washington and
presidential trips abroad also provide such opportunities.

—Changes in personnel. Changes in personnel, particularly shifts among
senior participants, are likely to be viewed as opportunities to seek new deci-
sions. Career officers and junior participants may reopen issues on which
they had previously lost if they believe that their defeat was related to the
position of a departing official. In that spirit, the Joint Chiefs of Staff reopened
a number of issues following the departure of Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara, believing that any other secretary of defense—and perhaps the
new secretary of defense, Clark Clifford, in particular—was more likely to be
sympathetic to their position.

New administrations generally feel obliged to review many of the deci-
sions of the previous administration, and in the process career officials may
try to push ahead with programs held up in the past. In the case of the Bay of
Pigs invasion of Cuba, CIA planners saw an opportunity with the change of
administration to press for a firm decision to proceed with an operation that
they had been unable to get approved by the Eisenhower administration.
When the second Bush administration came to office, political appointees
worked with some career officials to repudiate a number of positions taken
during the two Clinton terms on issues such as the Kyoto Protocol, on green-
house gases; the agreement with North Korea to provide fuel if the govern-
ment stopped pursuing nuclear weapons; the International Criminal Court;
and ultimately, the ABM treaty with Russia.

—Self-generated efforts. In some cases, participants may decide to seek a
decision even in the absence of dramatic changes in the actions of other
nations, breakthroughs in new technology, significant changes in shared
images, or important changes in personnel. Combinations of minor changes
in several of those categories may create the opportunity to seek a new deci-
sion. Alternatively, the cost to an organization of continuing with business as
usual may increase to the point that it is prepared to devote more effort to
seeking change than it did in the past. A new approach to a problem may also
lead participants to believe that they have an opportunity to obtain a new
decision. The cumulative weight of closely spaced events is demonstrated in
Herbert York’s recollection of developments in the fall of 1952. He mentions
“the invention and demonstration of the hydrogen bomb, the election of
Eisenhower and the concomitant extensive personnel changes throughout
the executive branch (the first complete change in twenty years), and the
growing accumulation of intelligence reports which first indicated and then
confirmed that the Soviet Union had already launched a major program for
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the development of large long-range rockets.”3 Out of a reconsideration of the
missile question at that time came six crash programs to develop nuclear-
tipped missiles.

Rules of the Game

Participation in the decisionmaking process does not occur at random. There
are numerous written and unwritten rules governing how an issue may enter
the system, who can become involved, who must be consulted, and so forth.
The rules of the game are devices for ordering how minds are brought to bear
on a problem. Some rules derive from constitutional and legislative delegation
of power; others are spelled out in executive orders and other executive doc-
uments. An unwritten code of ethics determines how a participant must relate
to others in the bureaucracy. This code is constantly evolving, through changes
in the written rules, personnel, and the general environment.

Perhaps the most visible set of rules in the national security bureaucracy
involves the use of the National Security Council (NSC). President Truman,
under whom the council was created, used it relatively infrequently and in an
ad hoc way. President Eisenhower established a very formal National Security
Council system, but it was virtually abolished by the Kennedy administration.
President Johnson almost never used the council. The Nixon administration
reestablished a formal NSC system with a group of subcommittees. Subse-
quent administrations have maintained the formal structure, which has
evolved over time, to give the assistant to the president for national security
affairs and his or her staff a key role in chairing interagency committees. The
9/11 Commission described the NSC in 2004 as follows:

Since 1989 each administration has organized its top NSC bodies in
three layers. At the top is the National Security Council, the formal statu-
tory body whose meetings are chaired by the president. Beneath it is the
Principals Committee, with cabinet-level representatives from agencies.
The Principals Committee is usually chaired by the national security
adviser. Next is the Deputies Committee, where the deputy agency heads
meet under the chairmanship of the deputy national security adviser.
Lower-ranking officials meet in many other working groups or coordi-
nating committees, reporting to the deputies and, through them, to the
principals.4
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However, the attention focused on alternative NSC systems because they
are visible tends to obscure the fact that most business is conducted outside
of those systems. There always are other procedures for handling routine mat-
ters, even those that come before the president, and crises tend to be treated
in different ways whether or not a formal system exists. Thus in contrasting
administrations it is misleading to focus on the various formal NSC proce-
dures. Rather, one must look at the entire range of established procedures
and action channels for moving issues to the president.5

Some writers have argued that procedures make no difference—the partic-
ipants and the setting determine what decisions are made. Procedures indeed
are less important than shared images, the interests of the participants, and
their power. Nevertheless procedures can make some difference. After playing
a part in abolishing a number of formal requirements, including those in the
NSC system, McGeorge Bundy later told an interviewer that he was “less impa-
tient with procedures.”6 President Eisenhower, who received much criticism for
his formal NSC system, made the following observation in his memoirs:

Organization cannot make a genius out of an incompetent; even less can
it, of itself, make the decisions which are required to trigger necessary
action. On the other hand, disorganization can scarcely fail to result in
inefficiency and can easily lead to disaster.7

Colin Powell, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), blamed
staff procedures for making the institution ineffective in the policy process:

The sixteen-hundred-member joint staff that worked for the JCS spent
thousands of man-hours pumping out ponderous, least-common-
denominator documents that every chief would accept but few Secre-
taries of Defense or Presidents found useful. The tortuous routines
worked out for processing this paper flow would have done credit to a
thirteenth-century papal curia— successive white drafts, buff drafts,
green drafts, and finally the sanctified, red-striped decision paper. These
failings in the JCS were more than bureaucratic. In my judgment, this
amorphous setup explained in part why the Joint Chiefs had never spo-
ken out with a clear voice to prevent the deepening morass in Vietnam.8
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Powell welcomed the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act,
which gave the chairman the right to voice his own opinion to the secretary
and the president, leaving the other chiefs free to disagree. There seems to be
little doubt, therefore, that procedures do make a substantial difference in
determining who is involved, in what order, and with what control over the
process.

Where Do Rules Come From?

The rules of the game derive from a number of sources, ranging from law to
tradition. The Constitution itself establishes the basic framework of presi-
dential and congressional responsibilities, as well as limitations on the govern-
ment’s powers. Congress also influences the rules of the game by designing
legislation to limit the powers of the executive branch or by demanding infor-
mation from the executive. Congress has on occasion changed the rules within
the executive branch by insisting that certain kinds of determinations be made
by particular officials, thereby requiring that they be brought into the game
or requiring that certain actions be pushed to the level of that official. Con-
gress’s role in altering the rules of the game is discussed further in part 4.

The president can affect the rules of the game by reorganizing the execu-
tive branch of the government through formal orders or through informal
directives to the Cabinet officials concerned. The first President Bush’s
national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, added a “principals committee” to
the NSC structure to facilitate NSC meetings without the president. The Cab-
inet officers may, in turn, alter the rules within their own departments by the
directives that they issue on procedures for making decisions.

Many of the rules of the game, however, develop over time without any
changes in the constitutional system, legislation, executive orders, or even
orders from department chiefs. They arise from the operational habits and
traditions that evolve in bureaucratic organizations, as described by a former
State Department official:

Once things have happened [in government], no matter how acciden-
tally, they will be regarded as manifestations of an unchangeable Higher
Reason. For every argument inside government that some jerry-built
bureaucratic arrangement should be changed, there are usually twenty
arguments to show that it rests on God’s own Logic, and that tampering
with it will bring down the heavens.9
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How Do Rules Affect the Process?

The rules of the game differ according to what kind of issue is involved. For
example, budgets, legislation, cables, and commitments of military force all
move in different channels under different rules. The rules in each case spec-
ify several things:

—Who has the action? “Having the action,” a term widely used within the
bureaucracy and almost unknown outside, refers to the individual or orga-
nization responsible for moving an issue through the government and for
taking the initiative in drafting whatever papers are to go to the president.
Even if a number of agencies must be consulted, one agency normally has the
action. Within that agency a particular bureau has the action, and it is in
charge of consulting and coordinating with other parts of the same agency.
Within the other agencies to be consulted one particular bureau also has the
action for that agency and is in charge of consulting with others. In a process
that began during the Nixon administration and became more institutional-
ized in the Clinton and second Bush administrations, the NSC staff often has
the action in drafting the memorandum to go to the president for his decision.

—Who must sign off? Before a document is addressed by a senior official,
either a department head or the president, it must have the concurrence not
only of the action bureau but also of a number of other bureaus within the
department. In some cases Cabinet officers will not address a memorandum
unless it has been cleared by other agencies involved. An example of how
extensive the clearance process can become was offered by Richard Holbrooke:

A new Under Secretary of State discovers that a routine cable—the kind
that Under Secretaries are not supposed to see— on the Food for Peace
Program has received 27 clearances before being sent out. No one is able
to convince him that 27 different people needed to agree to the dispatch
of such a message.10

In recent years, as bureaus and offices in the State and Defense Depart-
ments have proliferated and the speed of computers has brought more effi-
ciency to the production of documents, the clearance process has become
even more complex. When an issue moves to the president for his approval,
concurrence frequently is required from a number of different agencies as
well as from one or more individuals on the White House staff. In other cases
the rules permit the national security adviser to take an issue to the president
without informing other agencies or without getting formal clearances on
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the memorandum. That practice became even more widespread during the
second Bush administration.

—How high up must an issue go? The rules generally specify the sorts of
issues that have to go to the president, which ones must go to Cabinet officers,
and which can be signed off at lower levels. Issues brought up in the form of
congressional legislation must receive presidential attention. Executive orders
delegate some of the president’s authority to specific Cabinet officers. More
frequently, however, the operating rules are not written down anywhere but
are understood intuitively by those involved.

—Through what channels does an issue move up to the president? The rules
of the game specify what issues should move through formal National Secu-
rity Council procedures, what issues can move by virtue of a memorandum
from a particular secretary or the national security adviser to the president,
and what issues come through budgetary or other special channels. In many
cases there is some flexibility and leeway at certain points in the process, but
generally a standard procedure is designated for moving a particular issue.

—Can informal channels be used? In almost all cases there are alternative
ways to secure clearances from particular agencies and departments. Clear-
ances occur at varying levels in different departments depending on the infor-
mal network of people who know each other and feel solidarity on a particular
issue. A president usually has at his disposal information that comes to him
informally in what is described in the bureaucracy as “bootleg” copies of
memoranda.11 (Chapter 11 discusses in greater detail the use of informal
channels to the president.)

What varies greatly is the willingness of presidents to act on such informa-
tion. Truman and Kennedy were more prepared to move on the basis of infor-
mation obtained in informal ways, whereas Eisenhower and to a lesser extent
Johnson insisted on more formal channels. Robert Cutler, who served as
Eisenhower’s assistant for national security affairs, described his first and only
effort to move informally to the president:

And, when I was new on the job, Pete Carroll and I suggested to the Pres-
ident trying to save the tottering regime of Premier Mayer of France by
at once telephoning to Churchill to arrange for the announcement of a
U.S.-U.K.-France conference in Bermuda. The President looked at us
quizzically: “You boys think you are Assistant Secretaries of State? Go
talk to Bedell Smith [General Walter Bedell Smith].” We did.12
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However, by the turn of the twenty-first century, presidents were much more
willing to take the advice of the national security adviser and act without
hearing the views of the Cabinet heads.

—In what form does an issue come to the president? For issues that do move
up to the president, the president himself sets the rules that specify either in
general or in relation to the issue at hand whether he is to receive an agreed
recommendation of his principal advisers, alternative recommendations from
each of his principal advisers, or simply a set of stated options from which he
may choose a course of action.

On routine matters all presidents prefer and press for agreed recommen-
dations from their principal advisers. That saves them the trouble of having
to get into the issue to make a decision and also avoids putting them in the
position of overruling their senior associates. However, presidents differ as to
whether they want an agreed recommendation on major issues or their advis-
ers’ separate views. President Nixon, in instituting a new National Security
Council system at the beginning of his administration, emphasized that he
wished to receive from the bureaucracy a series of stated options, regardless
of whether they were being recommended by any of his principal advisers. He
indicated he would then receive the advice of his principal associates on the
various options before making his own decision. President Truman apparently
preferred to get alternative recommendations from his principal associates.
Presidents Clinton, Eisenhower, and Johnson, in contrast, emphasized the
importance of unanimous recommendations from their advisers. Johnson’s
memoirs are replete with references to his efforts to get his principal advisers
to agree with each other and his reluctance to take action unless they did.13

Eisenhower, even on issues of major concern and personal interest to him,
preferred to have agreed recommendations before he acted. Sherman Adams,
after reporting President Eisenhower’s great interest in disarmament,
explained how the issue was handled in the Eisenhower administration:

The President urged Stassen to keep on searching aggressively for a new
way to break the disarmament deadlock at the next United Nations Disar-
mament Subcommittee meeting in London in 1957. Stassen prepared for
presentation in London a long list of proposals. When these ideas were
ready to be discussed, the President went over them in a meeting attended
by Dulles, Stassen, Wilson, Radford, and William Jackson. Stassen wanted
to conduct exploratory talks with the British and needed an agreement
about the subjects for negotiation. Dulles wanted to try an agreement that
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would test the intentions of the Soviets. Radford was wary of any agree-
ment to reduce our strength that would be based on the good faith of the
Soviets. Strauss talked about the difficulty of detecting underground
blasts and of devising a reliable inspection system. Nobody completely
agreed with anybody else. His patience exhausted, the President inter-
rupted the game of musical chairs. “Something has got to be done,” he
declared. “We cannot just drift along or give up. This is a question of sur-
vival and we must put our minds at it until we can find some way of mak-
ing progress. Now that’s all there is to it.” The discussion began again until
it reached the point where the President said to Stassen, “Now take these
things we’ve discussed to Lewis Strauss and the Defense people and get up
a paper on which they can agree.” As everybody arose to leave the room,
Stassen collected his notes and went back to work again. That was how it
went with disarmament talks most of the time.14

Why Are Rules Obeyed?

Incentives to obey the rules of the game derive from law, habit, and organiza-
tional pressures. Some rules must be obeyed on penalty of a jail sentence.
The Comptroller General of the United States monitors the actions of the
executive branch to be sure that they are in conformity with the Constitution
and the laws passed by Congress, particularly with regard to the expenditure
of government funds. The Office of Management and Budget performs a sim-
ilar function for the president, in addition to developing the executive branch
budget. Even more important than legality is the strong sense on the part of
most participants that the rules of the game ought to be obeyed; an individ-
ual who joins an organization implicitly agrees to accept the rules under which
that organization operates. That does not mean, of course, that individuals do
not ignore some of the rules some of the time or seek to change the rules on
occasion to further their own interests and objectives. But in general most par-
ticipants, especially career officials, simply accept the rules of the game as a
matter of course and follow them. Even when habits and legal requirements
are not compelling, participants obey the rules if they feel that the advantages
of disobeying or ignoring them to achieve a particular objective will in the
long run be outweighed by the adverse consequences of having once ignored
the rules. For example, participants may calculate that if they redefine the
rules of the game so as to exclude a particular individual from consideration
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of an issue, he or she may well exclude them from consideration of another
issue when he or she has the action.

Compliance with the rules of the game is further enforced by monitoring
groups within government organizations and by senior officials themselves
who may withhold concurrence or refuse to forward a document. Partici-
pants find that if they do not follow the rules of the game their proposals
simply do not get cleared. Personal relations and anticipated personal reac-
tions also play a role. The probability that an offender or his or her boss will
get an angry phone call as a result of noncompliance with the established
rules is, in most cases, a strong incentive to follow the rules of the game.

Why Do Rules Change?

Changes in rules come about because of personal relationships among partic-
ipants, because particular participants decide to make an effort to change the
rules, or because personnel arrive and depart. The most important of these
factors is the personal relationship between presidents and senior partici-
pants and between senior participants and their key subordinates.

personal relations. When the president is known to rely heavily on the
judgment of a senior Cabinet official and when that official is prepared to
assert him- or herself, the rules may be heavily influenced. Traditionally in for-
eign policy, the most important personal relationship was that between the
president and the secretary of state. Truman’s relationship with Acheson and
Eisenhower’s with Dulles, for example, meant that, regardless of any formal
procedures, the secretary of state could make decisions affecting other depart-
ments and have them obeyed; it also meant that policy issues tended to fun-
nel through the secretary to the president. When the secretary of state is
unwilling to assert him- or herself or is not seen as being the president’s prin-
cipal adviser, access to the president tends to be more diffused. If several sen-
ior participants are equally close to the president, none yields to the others’
judgment. As the role of the national security adviser grew from the 1970s on,
the relationship between the president and secretary of state became some-
what diluted. In the Carter administration the national security adviser, Zbig-
niew Brzezinski, often influenced the president against the advice of Cyrus
Vance, the secretary of state. Vance eventually resigned in protest after Presi-
dent Carter decided to heed Brzezinski’s recommendation to launch a mili-
tary mission to rescue the American hostages being held in Iran and the
attempt failed. During the first Bush presidency, the national security adviser,
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Brent Scowcroft, and Secretary of State James Baker worked in close partner-
ship with the president. President Clinton encouraged many voices to weigh
in on policy decisions and engaged his vice president as a core component of
the process. The second Bush presidency continued the tradition of a strong
vice president but allowed serious differences between Secretary of State Colin
Powell and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld to surface during the first
term and often appeared to play senior cabinet officials against one another.

The determination of who is a senior participant and what rules they
observe depends heavily on the inclination of the president. Some participants
will be senior, regardless of their formal position, because of their personal
standing in the political or intellectual community. Averell Harriman, assis-
tant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs under Kennedy, was a senior par-
ticipant, as was Adlai Stevenson when he was ambassador to the United
Nations, long before the formal rules made the occupant of the position a sen-
ior participant. During the second Bush administration, the position of
ambassador to the UN was downgraded again. In other cases, participants
carry weight (or indeed figure in the making of foreign policy at all) because
of personal relations with the president. That was true not only of Attorneys
General Robert Kennedy and John Mitchell but also of Roger Hilsman, who
as director of intelligence and research in the State Department had the ear of
President Kennedy.

After the cold war period, presidents began to assign increasing responsi-
bility in the policy process to their vice presidents, beginning in the later Rea-
gan administration with Vice President Bush. President Clinton gave Vice
President Al Gore specific areas of responsibility within the policy process,
including leadership of a multiyear program to build wide-ranging bilateral
relations with countries, such as Russia and South Africa, with whom friendly
relations had been out of the question earlier. To meet his expanded respon-
sibilities, Vice President Gore maintained a much larger staff than previous
vice presidents. That structure continued and even expanded under Vice Pres-
ident Cheney, who was given unprecedented authority and even autonomy in
the national security decisionmaking process by the second President Bush.
In the words of one former official, “The Office of the Vice President has rep-
resentatives at the assistant secretary level, deputies level, and principals level.
They are there at every meeting, acting as an independent agency with inde-
pendent views.”15
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The same considerations affect the rules of the game within a department.
The secretary’s style and personal relations with his subordinates affect the
extent to which his deputy’s authority is accepted, who will have access to
him, and the extent to which the formal rules are followed. The fact that Sec-
retary of Defense McNamara had confidence in the techniques of systems
analysis and in the individuals doing systems analysis in the Pentagon meant
that they were consulted and involved in a broad range of issues. Secretary of
Defense Melvin Laird showed less confidence in both the method and the
individuals and tended to rely more heavily on military judgments.16 By
virtue of the trust placed in him by Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger,
Richard Perle, the assistant secretary for international security policy, was
able to insert himself into the highest levels of the policy process, consistently
attempting to scuttle arms control negotiations with the Soviets during the
first Reagan administration.17

assertiveness. Another aspect of the influence of personal relations on the
rules of the game is the effect of maneuvers by participants who succeed in
convincing other participants to involve them in particular actions because it
would be costly not to do so. Individuals who assert their right to be heard on
an issue—who are known to complain to the Cabinet officer involved if they
are not consulted—are likely to be consulted because of the perception that
not to notify them means unnecessary fuss and disagreement, while an indi-
vidual who is passive is less likely to be heard. Thus the rules of the game are
shaped so that some State Department “country directors” are always con-
sulted on economic or scientific matters pertaining to “their” country, while
others are never consulted.

In that way, the role of any particular individual in a particular job can be
influenced by the actions of his predecessors. If previous assistant secretaries
of state for European affairs have asserted the right to be consulted on trade
issues affecting western Europe, then a new incumbent is likely to be con-
sulted, at least until he or she indicates a lack of interest in such issues. Alter-
natively, if his or her predecessors have not been involved in a question, the
new incumbent may have to assert the right to be consulted.

Sometimes senior officials deliberately use aggressive subordinates to push
a reluctant bureaucracy into accepting new policies. Apparently that was the
case during the Clinton administration when the NSC was trying to press
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agencies to take the terrorism threat more seriously. The 9/11 Commission
provided an example of this phenomenon:

Clarke [then chairman of the NSC’s Counterterrorism and Security
Group] was a controversial figure. A career civil servant, he drew wide
praise as someone who called early and consistent attention to the seri-
ousness of the terrorism danger. A skilled operator of the levers of gov-
ernment, he energetically worked the system to address vulnerabilities
and combat terrorists. Some colleagues have described his working style
as abrasive. Some officials told us that Clarke had sometimes misled
them about presidential decisions or interfered in their chain of com-
mand. National Security Adviser Berger told us that several of his col-
leagues had wanted Clarke fired. But Berger’s net assessment was that
Clarke fulfilled an important role in pushing the interagency process to
fight bin Laden. As Berger put it, ‘I wanted a pile driver.’”18

maneuvering to change rules. Although most participants obey the
established rules most of the time, maneuvers to change rules occur fairly
frequently. Participants often believe that they can change the rules in ways
that will increase their influence or result in particular decisions that they
desire. They think carefully about change if the existing rules have resulted in
a bad decision or failure to focus proper attention on an issue. President
Kennedy made a number of changes in the rules of the game as a result of the
Bay of Pigs fiasco. A new president or a new Cabinet officer may seek to
change rules because of a preferred style of behavior or because he believes
that things were not done properly under his predecessor. Other changes
occur as a result of cumulative frustrations. Thus President Eisenhower
devoted a substantial amount of time in the last few years of his administra-
tion to changing the decisionmaking procedures within the Department of
Defense, and he did so expressly because of his belief that the United States
was continuing to spend too much money on defense and getting inefficiently
designed forces.19

There are a number of ways that participants can alter the rules. Presi-
dents frequently readjust the procedures for making major national security
policy decisions, including the form in which they receive suggested options
and alternatives. That may drastically affect the degree to which the rules
require unanimity among the departments. In some cases, rather than seek-
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ing to change the system in general, key participants establish a unique set of
rules for a particular activity. General George Marshall, for example, when
sent on a mission to China to seek to negotiate a compromise between the
Communists and the Nationalists, arranged with Truman for a unique deci-
sionmaking arrangement that involved sending his reports and recommenda-
tions to under secretary of state Acheson, who in turn carried them directly
to the president.20

When he feels that a particular approach has not been included in analyz-
ing a set of issues, the president may create a new office and install in it an
individual whom he expects to bring to bear the desired expertise and
approach to policy issues.21 Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld created a new
intelligence office, the Policy Counterterrorism Evaluation Group, in the Pen-
tagon during the second Bush presidency to produce intelligence analysis that
would support the president’s desire to stage a preventive attack on Saddam
Hussein.22 Instead of creating a new position, however, the president may
simply direct that certain individuals be brought in who were not previously
involved in a particular range of issues; alternatively, a participant can be told
that he or she is no longer to be involved.

Changing the rules may involve the creation of a new channel for moving
issues to decision, or it may simply involve moving an issue from one existing
channel to another. For example, the ABM question was moved by President
Nixon from the channel of direct bilateral relations between the president and
the secretary of defense into the National Security Council, where a number of
other agencies would be consulted. George F. Kennan reports that the role of
the Planning Council in the Department of State was substantially changed
when he was told he could no longer present papers to the secretary without
the concurrence of the relevant regional assistant secretary.23

new participants. Changes in personnel probably account for a substan-
tial part of the changes in the rules of the game, even when that may not be
the intention. The replacement of Clark Clifford by Charles Murphy as spe-
cial counsel to the president in the fall of 1949 altered the involvement of the
White House staff on national security matters. Clifford had been especially
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interested in such matters and had developed a wide range of contacts with
officials in various agencies. Murphy, who was not especially interested, had
not developed comparable contacts and consequently played a negligible role
in such matters, reducing the likelihood that the president would receive
information informally.24

Similarly, changes in personnel bring about changed conceptions of par-
ticular roles in the bureaucracy. That can have a major effect on rules, espe-
cially where senior participants are concerned. For example, Secretary of
Defense McNamara explicitly saw his role not only as arbitrator among the
armed services and manager of the Defense Department but also as innova-
tor in strategy and weapons procurement. Thus the rules of the game on
defense budget issues and strategy issues were quite different under McNa-
mara than they had been under his predecessors, particularly Charles Wilson
and Neil McElroy. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld played a similar
role in the second Bush presidency.

If the change in personnel consists of promotion of a career official to fill
a job previously occupied by another career official, the results are likely to be
considerably less dramatic. That is especially frustrating when one hopes to
find a career official who will challenge the interests of his organization as
defined by that organization. President Eisenhower tried to appoint an Army
chief of staff who would accept his strategy of massive retaliation—a strategy
that entailed a severe cut in the size of the Army because of its all-out empha-
sis on nuclear weapons. He was, however, constrained to choose among the
senior officers of the Army, and both of the men he appointed to the position,
General Matthew Ridgway and General Maxwell Taylor, ultimately resigned
and publicly denounced the policy. When the issue turns on debate within a
branch of the armed services as to its essence, then promotion of particular
individuals can make a difference. Thus both sides in the struggle within the
Army over whether heavy emphasis should be given to an Army medium-
range missile program sought to put their men into the right positions.25

Senior participants, and even some at lower levels, have wide scope within
which they can define the nature of their job and their interests. The rules of
the game very quickly adjust to the interests of senior participants and the
standing of those officials with the president. Each new administration tends
to produce its own set of rules. When Arms Control and Disarmament Agency
(ACDA) director Eugene Rostow succeeded in getting President Reagan to
appoint Paul Nitze chief negotiator for intermediate-range nuclear forces
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early in the Reagan administration, he set the stage for serious arms control
negotiations with the Soviet Union in an administration that appeared oth-
erwise determined to repudiate arms control.26

What we have referred to as the rules of the game are often described as the
structure of national security decisionmaking or the organizational arrange-
ments of the foreign affairs bureaucracy. Much attention is given to changes
in those structures and in particular to the varying ways in which presidents
use the National Security Council and its apparatus. The premise of this book
is that the rules do not dominate the process, although, to the extent that they
structure the game, they do make a difference. That still leaves considerable
room for participants to maneuver. We have seen them maneuvering to
change the rules in their favor. We turn now to how participants plan their
moves within whatever framework of rules exists—plan, that is, to get the
decisions that they want.
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We use the term “planning” here to describe the process
of systematically working out a strategy designed to secure a desired govern-
ment decision and action.1 Usually planning focuses on the president, because
often the decision wanted is one that only the president can make. (Sometimes
planning in our sense may involve keeping an issue from getting to the pres-
ident.) Frequently, the central problem in planning is to determine how one
can get the issue to the president, put him in a position where he believes he
has to make a decision, and then get him to decide in one’s favor. That involves
structuring the issue and affecting who participates in the process. Of course,
the president himself may initiate or engage in planning.

Defining the Issue

Once a participant or coalition of participants reaches the conclusion that the
time is right to seek a decision, those parts of the bureaucracy with a direct
interest in the issue usually become aware of the move toward a change. Ini-
tial efforts to head off the reopening of an issue sometimes succeed. If not,
however, most officials with an interest at stake come to accept that an issue
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is being reviewed and that there is, according to their view, either danger of or
opportunity for a new presidential decision. That recognition often occurs
sequentially. More and more organizations and participants come to recognize
that a presidential decision may in fact be made. In some cases, recognition
moves from the top of the government downward, particularly if it is the
president who is initiating policy review, or it may move upward, from lower
levels of the government.

Most issues are not new, having already been defined in terms of the inter-
ests involved. However, when an issue is revived or when a novel proposal is
being made, some participants analyze the implications for their view of
national security and for their own interests. Those who feel the need for
such analysis are likely to be those less affected by the outcome than other
participants. Often these relatively open-minded participants are the ones
whose allegiance is fought over in the struggle to secure the desired presiden-
tial decision.

Once participants recognize that an issue is under review, they must deter-
mine just what kind of decisions they want and what changes and actions they
expect to follow. They also must determine what bad decisions they are most
anxious to avoid and, finally, consider what compromises they are prepared
to make.

After defining the end goal of their actions, participants must determine in
what order to present the elements to be decided. Often they seek a decision
in principle or a decision that they believe will lead to the ultimate decision
desired. They try to get the president to make what seems like the easier
choices before raising more difficult issues on which the president is less likely
to decide in their favor. In February 1968, when General Earle Wheeler, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and General William Westmoreland, chief of
American military forces in Vietnam, concluded that the United States should
invade Laos and Cambodia, they also concluded that, in order to do so, they
needed a substantial increase in American forces in Vietnam. General Wheeler
decided to take the decisions one step at a time. After a meeting with West-
moreland in Saigon, Wheeler returned to Washington and presented his
famous request for 205,000 additional troops.2 He did not tell the president
or other participants in Washington that the troops were wanted so that the
United States could invade Cambodia and Laos. As he later explained:

Back in Washington I emphasized how Westy’s forces were very badly
stretched, that he had no capability to redress threats except by moving
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troops around. I emphasized the threat in the I Corps. More attacks on
the cities were, I said, a possibility. I argued that Westy needed flexibility
and capability. I talked about going on the offensive and taking offensive
operations, but I didn’t necessarily spell out the strategic options [that is,
that the troops were to be used to invade Cambodia and Laos].3

Sometimes decision strategies are designed from the top down. Philip
Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, who were on the NSC staff in the first Bush
presidency, described White House planning in the early days of the admin-
istration to extract policy decisions from a reluctant bureaucracy to demon-
strate American leadership in response to the rapid political evolution then
under way in Europe:

Still lacking, in March 1989, any significant policy initiatives to use in
launching such a diplomatic offensive, the White House had decided to
create action-forcing events, including presidential trips and speeches
that would oblige the government to develop policies.4

Having made the calculations about their operational goals and the
sequence in which to pursue them, participants must develop a concrete plan
of action. They must determine in what form to raise the issue, what kinds of
policy analyses are likely to be needed, who should be brought in and how,
who should be kept out and how, and how high up to go. Will the president
come down on the “right” side, or should the issue be kept out of the presi-
dential purview? The participant developing a plan also needs to determine
which argument to use with which other participants, when and how. He or
she needs to consider the strategy likely to be adopted by opponents and to
develop, at least on a contingency basis, plans for meeting them. Finally, peri-
odically during the process, he or she needs to reassess where the plan is
going—whether the strategy should be changed or the effort to get a favorable
decision (or to resist an unfavorable one) should be abandoned.

Who Is Involved?

A participant seeking a decision or seeking to block one is wise to ask him- or
herself who else is likely to be involved in the process. Perhaps the key issue is
to determine who is likely to be particularly influential with the president on
the range of issues involved. Neustadt has said that perhaps the most active
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game in Washington is seeking to determine who has influence with the pres-
ident on what issues.

Since officials and advisers often have a choice of whether or not to get
involved, the participant planning the strategy needs to consider who, per-
haps, could be persuaded to stay out. He or she recognizes that some partic-
ipants are natural allies who, for their own reasons, are prepared to support
the desired decision. Others are potential converts, who might be brought
along by either persuasion or bargaining. Still others are probably neutral.
Finally, there are those participants whose goals are incompatible and whose
opposition will have to be overcome. Perhaps the “balance of forces” can be
altered by convincing an individual or faction not to participate.

Opting In or Out

Whether to become actively involved is a critical choice for each potential
participant if the rules of the game have not already settled the question. In
general, being “in the game” is the more desirable option for most partici-
pants, but there are times when some will find it more advantageous to opt
out. In some cases the rules of the game make it almost impossible for some
officials to remain totally out of a particular struggle, since their views are
almost certain to be requested by the president or by a Cabinet officer. Even
in such cases, however, they can temporize if they choose. Thus the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) carried out only the most perfunctory evaluation of the
CIA plan for the invasion of Cuba in 1961 and made it clear that responsibil-
ity rested with the CIA. Dean Rusk, secretary of state in the Kennedy and
Johnson administrations, often managed to avoid involvement in key issues.
For example, aware that his presence in Nassau at a meeting with U.K. lead-
ers in 1962 might be interpreted by some State Department officers as a form
of support for their desire to eliminate the British nuclear force and con-
vinced that the outcome of the Nassau talks would be the opposite (which he
himself desired), Rusk chose to honor a long-standing commitment at a
diplomatic dinner rather than accompany President Kennedy to Nassau to
meet Harold Macmillan.5 Cabinet officers may find that they must at least
appear not to be involved, in order to throw the public off the scent of a cri-
sis issue that has not yet reached decision. Other officials find that their
responsibilities do not routinely involve them in an issue but do give them an
opportunity to fight to be involved; they then have to weigh the advantages of
involvement against the cost of fighting their way in.
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Such calculations and others can be summed up in a hypothetical check-
list that a prudent official might draw up for himself to judge whether to get
involved in an impending decision.

—Time and energy. An analysis of a particular decision frequently misses
the fact that no matter how important the issue may appear to an observer in
retrospect, it was only one of a large number of issues confronting any senior
participant at the time. Participants are concerned about a great many things.
The importance of particular issues is impressed upon them by their subor-
dinates, and they must pick and choose. They have neither the time nor the
energy to fight every issue brought to their attention, no matter how impor-
tant it may seem to their subordinates or to an outside observer. Henry
Kissinger offered this explanation of Secretary of Defense McNamara’s failure
to get involved in a number of early debates about Vietnam strategy:

McNamara’s profundity in analysis had to give way to a very practical
problem: how many times a month could he go to the mat with the JCS?
He had to decide very deliberately which issues he could confront them
with. If one wants to explain why it is that McNamara’s theories about
the war in Vietnam were not always matched by implementation, espe-
cially toward the end, the primary reason was that he felt that confronted
with issues of ABM, troop deployment, force levels, renewal of the strate-
gic force, and Vietnam strategy, he could only handle so many of these
cases simultaneously. He picked those which he thought were crucial at
the moment.6

—Reputation with the president. Senior participants value their reputation
with the president highly, and they carefully assess how involvement in any
particular issue may affect their relationship. They want to “win” with the
president, they want to impress colleagues, and they want what they recom-
mend to work if their advice is taken. Secretary of Defense McNamara, for
example, was reluctant to get involved in the issue of how to fight the war in
Vietnam, for he did not believe that his competence on that issue was greater
than that of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.7 Secretary of State George C. Marshall
refused to endorse JCS efforts to get a substantial increase in the military
budget in 1949 because he did not believe that the chiefs would spend the
money in a sensible way that would increase American security.8 Senior par-
ticipants are reluctant to come to the president with what they know is unwel-
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come advice and risk an argument or quarrel with him. They recognize that
any president will tune out senior participants who frequently come to him
with counsel that he finds uncongenial, and therefore they save such attempts
for issues on which they feel very strongly. It was such a calculation that kept
Joseph Califano from involving himself in Vietnam issues when, during the
Johnson administration, he moved from the Pentagon to the White House to
become a principal adviser to the president on domestic policy issues.9 Desir-
ing to protect their reputation with the president, senior participants are
reluctant to challenge him on issues where he does not view them as having
expertise or competence. That concern heavily influenced what issues Secre-
tary of State John Foster Dulles chose to get involved in:

Dulles saw himself as Eisenhower’s exclusive advisor on foreign policy
and went to great lengths to protect this position. But the consequence of
this was that the more an issue moved away from the center of foreign
policy, the more carefully Dulles would pick his ground before asserting
himself with the President. Dulles was very conscious of Ike’s military
background, and he knew that Ike had a lot of respect for Admiral Rad-
ford [Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff]. And on economic matters,
he watched what Humphrey would do first. He also thought it was haz-
ardous to guess what Congress wanted.10

Senior participants are equally concerned with what their colleagues will
think if their advice is rejected by the president. They recognize that their
ability to operate effectively in the bureaucracy on issues of paramount con-
cern to them depends on being known by other participants for effectiveness
with the president. Dean Acheson and John Foster Dulles both guarded their
reputations carefully, and that is part of the explanation for Dulles’s unwill-
ingness to get involved in military budget issues and economic issues. If he lost
on those issues, people would begin to wonder whether he would indeed
always win on diplomatic issues.

In 1948, Secretary of Defense James Forrestal had to decide whether to get
involved in what was shaping up as a major confrontation between the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission, David
Lilienthal. At that time, the Atomic Energy Commission had complete custody
and control of all nuclear weapons; contingency plans called for them to be
turned over to the military only after the president had authorized their use.
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The Joint Chiefs, unhappy about the situation because it denied them com-
plete autonomy over the weapons, pressed for a change that would have the
weapons turned over to military custody as soon as they were operational.
Lilienthal, with the support of members of the White House staff, vigorously
resisted such a move. Forrestal openly succumbed to pressure from the mili-
tary and weighed in on their side, after he had rejected the advice of Lewis L.
Strauss, who was then a member of the Atomic Energy Commission and later
became its chairman. As the latter related it:

“Don’t do it, Jim,” I urged. “The President will decide against you.”
“Why should he?” he asked.
“For the same reason,” I answered, “that the public still fears the

‘trigger-happy Colonel.’ Don’t get yourself into a position where, for the
first time in your dealing with him, the President will overrule you. If he
does, the fact can’t be kept secret. It’s bound to leak. An important ele-
ment in your authority is that the President has always backed you up in
everything concerned with national defense.”11

Despite Forrestal’s intervention, Truman sided with Lilienthal, and Forrestal’s
influence declined, as Strauss had warned.

—Account with the president. Senior participants find that they can get the
president to support them from time to time simply by making an issue of
personal privilege. Unless there are overriding reasons not to, presidents tend
to give in when their principal advisers feel very strongly about something.
However, such influence must be carefully husbanded. If a senior participant
draws upon his or her personal account with the president too frequently, he
or she may come up short on influence when a matter of great importance
comes along. In addition, senior participants discover that when they ask the
president for something, he asks them for something in return. Are they pre-
pared to pay the price?

—Antagonizing others. The principle of avoiding involvement for fear of
losing to other senior participants is taken one step further in the principle of
avoiding conflict with other participants lest they enter battle against “the
troublemaker.” Secretary of State Dulles was careful to stay out of areas where
the powerful secretary of the treasury, George Humphrey, considered his
responsibilities to be paramount. In return he expected Humphrey to stay
out of foreign policy issues. Dulles drew the line very carefully, and that influ-
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enced how far he was prepared to go in fighting for the Development Loan
Fund and for aid to the British at the time of the Suez crisis.12

—Concept of one’s role. Some participants may stay out of an issue simply
because they do not view it as part of their responsibility. For example, Charles
Wilson and Neil McElroy, Eisenhower’s secretaries of defense, both viewed
their job as being managers of the Pentagon and did not involve themselves
in foreign policy or strategic disputes.13 Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s con-
ception of his role under Kennedy and Johnson required that he not engage
in controversy with his colleagues, either in front of the president or else-
where. He viewed his role as private adviser to the president and thus did not
involve himself when issues were argued out in other forums.14 Similarly, in
late 2002, Secretary of State Colin Powell met privately with President Bush
to express his concerns about the consequences of precipitating war in Iraq,
rather than speaking frankly in front of other senior advisers who were press-
ing forward with battle plans.15

Often several of the motives listed above combine to explain the absence
of a major figure’s involvement in an important controversy. Such was the case
for Henry Kissinger’s failure to try to prevent starvation in Biafra following its
capture and reincorporation into Nigeria:

A major question is where the President and Henry Kissinger were
through all of this. It appears that Kissinger was informed of the contro-
versy in detail, and was deeply concerned, and backed his staff in its
efforts to change State Department policy. But Kissinger is one of the
busiest men in Washington, and he had other wars, literal and bureau-
cratic, to fight. Any official must decide his priorities, the issues on which
he chooses to spend his capital, and the Nigerian case was not as impor-
tant to him as were some others. Moreover, Kissinger’s relationship with
Richardson appears to have been an important factor. Because of the
power that Kissinger has accrued, and because of Rogers’ own relaxed
approach to his job, the Secretary of State has become a largely irrelevant
figure in the making of foreign policy. The relationship between
Kissinger and Rogers is, from several accounts, strained. The axis of
power and policy runs from Kissinger to Undersecretary Richardson, a
cool, bright, and able man who is Kissinger’s close friend. The two men
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have lunch once a week, and talk on the telephone several times a day.
Richardson had charge of Nigerian policy, and Kissinger has confidence
in him. Finally, the form in which the issue came up was incompatible
with Kissinger’s chosen role: he is the foreign policy conceptualizer, the
grand strategist; this was an operational issue of a rather mundane
sort—malnutrition statistics, trucks, food tonnages.16

Drawing the Circle

We have spoken of how officials judge whether it is in their interest to get
involved in an issue. We also have spoken of their calculations as to possible
allies and possible enemies. Once they become involved and once the calcu-
lations are made, a set of maneuvers for including certain participants and
excluding opponents comes into play. Those efforts are constrained by the
rules of the game, but within those rules there is considerable scope for
maneuver, particularly by the president, to reduce the circle, widen the circle,
or even change personnel.

reducing the circle. We have mentioned the technique of persuading
an uncommitted official that, given his interests, he should not get involved.
If that fails, it may be possible to structure the procedure leading to a decision
so that some potential participants are left out.

The usual rationale for excluding particular participants generally makes
use of the argument that “security” must be maintained so that the planned
course of action is not revealed prematurely through information given to
allied governments or leaked to the press. As George Reedy explained, such
arguments are likely to be received with sympathy at the White House:

The environment of deference, approaching sycophancy, helps to foster
another insidious factor. It is a belief that the president and a few of his
most trusted advisers are possessed of a special knowledge which must
be closely held within a small group lest the plans and the designs of the
United States be anticipated and frustrated by enemies. It is a knowledge
which is thought to be endangered in geometrical proportion to the
number of other men to whom it is passed. Therefore, the most vital
national projects can be worked out only within a select coterie, or there
will be a “leak” which will disadvantage the country’s security.17
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Such arguments were used effectively in the case of the Bay of Pigs inva-
sion. Kennedy was informed by the CIA that information about covert oper-
ations of that kind should be restricted to a very tight circle of those who had
“a need to know.’’ On that basis, most of those involved in the analysis of for-
eign events in the CIA and the Department of State were excluded from con-
sideration of the Bay of Pigs operation. During the second Bush presidency,
Defense Secretary Rumsfeld, in the interests of secrecy, ensured that planning
for the 2003 attack on Iraq was restricted to a very small circle in the Defense
Department and the most senior national security officials surrounding the
president, cutting out any advisers or analysts who would have raised the
question of political consequences. Even when it came to postwar planning,
Rumsfeld refused to allow State Department officials to participate, because
he believed that they were not supportive.18

The second set of standard arguments for excluding potential participants
relates to the notion that only those with responsibility for a particular issue
need to be consulted. To an extent, exclusion can be accomplished in the way
an issue is defined. In the case of the ABM program, McNamara, in effect,
argued that it was a matter that concerned only his department and therefore
should be settled bilaterally between the president and the secretary of
defense, with only minimal consultation with other officials.

If the president is firmly committed to moving in a particular direction, the
argument can be made to him that individuals who are likely to oppose the
action or to raise objections should be excluded. The president may feel that
he is thoroughly familiar with the arguments on both sides and does not want
to waste time or to be bogged down hearing objections or pleas for consulta-
tion with allies. President Carter deliberately excluded State Department
experts from his preparations to normalize relations with China. As he
explained,

Secretary Vance was conversant with every dispatch we sent and had
constant access to me, so I did not give much weight to his disgruntled
subordinates in the State Department, some of whom had been a con-
stant source of complaints to the news media regarding the national
security adviser’s having too much influence over foreign policy. If these
assistants at the State Department felt excluded from the China normal-
ization process . . . it was because of my orders to hold information
closely so that our efforts would not be subverted.19
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One tactic used on those to be excluded is simply not to inform them that
a decision is under consideration. Obviously officials kept in the dark are not
in a position even to volunteer advice or information. President Nixon appar-
ently did not inform a number of officials of his plan to invade Cambodia in
April 1970. Even more tightly held was the decision at the same time to engage
in limited bombing of North Vietnam. In that case, according to the journal-
ist Hugh Sidey, the secretary of defense was not informed of the full extent of
the planned bombing operations, and the secretary of state was not informed
at all.20

The second President Bush allowed Vice President Cheney to cut EPA
director Christine Todd Whitman completely out of the White House decision
to withdraw from the Kyoto Protocol on global warming in 2001. According
to the biographer of former treasury secretary Paul O’Neill, the vice president
got a member of Congress to send a letter requesting clarification of the new
administration’s policy on global warming in order to give the White House,
not the EPA, the initiative in articulating policy in its response to the letter.
The response, drafted by Cheney, announced the president’s decision to with-
draw from the Kyoto Protocol, abruptly rejecting Whitman’s inclination to
work with the international community.21

Although it is quite irregular to deny Cabinet officers information about
impending decisions, officials at lower levels often are excluded. The chief of
intelligence in the Department of State and the CIA’s deputy director for intel-
ligence were not informed of the impending invasion of Cuba in 1961. Refusal
to inform officials can sometimes be carried to the extreme of not telling
them “officially” about something that they have already caught wind of. That
occurred when the senior officials of the United States Information Agency
(USIA) learned from a reporter that the United States was planning to invade
Cuba. Donald M. Wilson, who was then deputy Director of USIA, described
the bizarre episode:

I had little to do with the Bay of Pigs operation. USIA was not informed,
and I found out about it before it happened in a strange way. I was called
on the telephone by Tad Szulc of the New York Times. He had been down
in Florida and insisted that I join him for breakfast at his father-in-law’s
house in Georgetown, at which point he revealed all he had found in
Florida—only some of which he printed in the New York Times—and
said that he was convinced that an invasion was about to take place, and
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I think he talked to me because I was a friend of his and he didn’t quite
know what to do with it. So I went to Ed Murrow, who was my boss, and
Murrow promptly called up Allen Dulles. Murrow and I went over to see
Allen Dulles and told him everything Szulc had told me. Allen Dulles
didn’t give us a thing. He was very bland and he didn’t admit that any of
it was true and of course we knew it was by then—you could just tell—
and Murrow was angry in a way but he was a loyal soldier and he real-
ized, I guess, that he wasn’t supposed to know about it. So we went back
to USIA and pretty much operated in the dark during the Bay of Pigs
thing. It was very unfortunate and poorly handled from all points of
view and certainly from the propaganda point of view.22

Even when officials are informed or have become aware of a particular
issue, they may be denied the right to comment or to prepare a study on the
question involved. For example, after Roger Hilsman, who was director of
the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, inadvertently
learned about the planned invasion of Cuba, he confronted Secretary of State
Rusk and asked for permission to have his Cuban experts prepare an analysis
of the situation. Hilsman was denied permission to do the study.23

Preventing the circulation of documents is a tactic to forestall potential par-
ticipants from drawing in officials on their staff to prepare careful comments
on a proposal. Often documents are handed out at a White House meeting but
then participants are refused permission to take copies back to their own agen-
cies. That was in fact done during the Bay of Pigs preparations.24

Efforts also can be made to restrict the circle by failing to invite a particu-
lar participant to a key meeting. The White House staff, believing that Eisen-
hower was unduly influenced by the hard-line views of John Foster Dulles,
tried from time to time to get Eisenhower committed to a particular course
of action before the secretary of state was brought into the picture. Perhaps
the most spectacular attempt occurred when Washington was informed that
the Russian leader, Joseph Stalin, was dying. Robert Cutler, the president’s
assistant for national security, called a meeting with the president, a group of
White House officials, and Allen Dulles, director of the CIA. It was decided at
the meeting that the President should address a message to the Russian peo-
ple. John Foster Dulles arrived at the White House after the meeting and
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expressed serious reservations in an apparent effort to change the president’s
mind, but to no avail.25

While individual officials might be selectively excluded from the decision-
making process, presidents also often form informal groups of top advisers to
handle particular issues. President Jimmy Carter handled sensitive issues and
issues still in a preliminary stage in an inner circle consisting of the secretary
of state, secretary of defense, national security adviser, vice president, and
select White House staff, which met regularly on Fridays.26

NSC adviser Brent Scrowcroft described how the decision circle around the
president was reduced during the first Bush administration.

It was becoming apparent to me that a full-blown NSC gathering was
not always the place for a no-holds-barred discussion among the Presi-
dent’s top advisors. Some might be inhibited from expressing themselves
frankly with staff present and the constant possibility of leaks. I sug-
gested that [an] opening session take place informally, in the Oval Office,
and with only a select group present, in this case Quayle, Baker, Cheney,
myself, Eagleburger, Gates, and Sununu. The President liked the sugges-
tion, and it worked. This marked the beginning of a new pattern for top-
level meetings (the “core group”) during the rest of the Administration.
While we continued to hold formal NSC meetings, an informal group
became the rule rather than the exception for practical decision-
making.27

widening the circle. Presidents, who sometimes try to reduce the cir-
cle themselves when they are sure what they wish to do, have methods to
check such maneuvers by subordinates. Often they expand the circle precisely
to keep certain protagonists from excluding critics. The basic argument used
for enlarging the number of participants is the doctrine that the president
should hear all points of view. More concretely it can be argued that others
whose areas of responsibility are affected by a decision ought to be consulted
and that the president should also hear “disinterested” individuals who do not
have any bureaucratic responsibilities in the area under consideration. For
example, following the Bay of Pigs fiasco, President Kennedy often consulted
outside advisers as well as his brother Robert, then serving as Attorney Gen-
eral. President Johnson often consulted Clark Clifford and Abe Fortas, the
former a lawyer practicing in Washington at the time and the latter then serv-
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ing as an associate justice of the Supreme Court. Sometimes the argument that
an individual should be included relates not to the likelihood that he or she
will provide information or options that the president will find of value but
rather to the fear that his or her exclusion will entail political costs because of
the belief of others, frequently others outside the executive branch, that the
individual should be consulted. Presidents often feel pressure, particularly
from senior members of Congress, to consult military leaders on matters con-
cerning defense budgets or the employment of military force. For that reason
General Earle Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was ultimately
included in the Tuesday lunch at which President Johnson made his major
Vietnam decisions.28 Pressure may come from other senators and representa-
tives to include other viewpoints. Members of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, for example, often probe the administration as to whether offi-
cials of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency were consulted before
decisions were made. Though an individual may be brought into a discussion
merely so it can be said that he or she was consulted, that individual, once
involved, may affect the outcome.

There are a number of different ways in which individuals can be brought
into the process. Doing so is easier when the individual concerned is anxious
or at least willing to be involved, although some techniques can be effective in
drawing in a participant who would prefer to remain aloof.

In some cases it is sufficient to inform participants that a decision is about
to be made if they have no hesitation about being involved and the rules of the
game clearly provide for their involvement. For example, State Department
opponents of a proposed sale of American military aircraft to South Africa
were able to block the sale by informing the U.S. ambassador to the United
Nations, Arthur Goldberg, of the impending decision. Goldberg phoned
under secretary of state Thomas Mann and was able to persuade him to can-
cel the sale.29

Another means of expanding the circle is to secure an invitation for a cer-
tain individual to participate in an existing forum. As indicated above, in
1966 President Johnson invited General Wheeler to participate in the Tuesday
lunch discussions at which Vietnam matters were being debated. An alterna-
tive technique is to seek to move an issue into a new forum. Often those desir-

132 / planning a decision strategy

28. Sidey, A Very Personal Presidency, pp. 204–6. Sidey suggests that the president did not
particularly value Wheeler’s advice and acceded to this request only to please Congress. Pres-
ident Johnson in his memoirs did not deal with this question, but there is evidence to suggest
that he took the military position more seriously following the major escalation of the war in
Vietnam.

29. Beichman, The “Other” State Department, pp. 97–98.

3409-3 ch07  9/15/06  4:34 PM  Page 132



ing to have a large number of individuals examine a question seek to move it
into a formal NSC process, which typically involves a number of agencies. In
general, the more formal the process, the larger the number of participants.

The number of participants also can be expanded by persuading the pres-
ident to appoint an ad hoc committee, of either executive branch officials or
outsiders, to examine an issue that he normally would treat by dealing directly
with the principal operating agency concerned. When participants seeking a
particular decision find themselves unable to obtain what they want by
expanding the circle within the executive branch, they often go beyond it to
bring in members of Congress or outside individuals. Often the problem is
primarily to alert outside parties to an impending decision. That can be done
either by providing information privately to a senator or representative, by
leaking information to the press, or by arranging to have a senator or repre-
sentative ask a question that can be answered in a way that provides him or
her with information with which to fight presidential preferences. The latter
technique is particularly effective with military officers, since Congress asserts
the right to ask military leaders for their “personal” opinions on military
issues. That right is jealously guarded by Congress.30

Congressional involvement can be used to bring pressure to bear directly
on the president on the substance of the issue, or it can be used to expand the
circle. If congressional pressure is not sufficient, people from the private sec-
tor who for one reason or another have influence with the president may be
pulled in. Harry Truman remembered one episode when his former haber-
dashery partner was brought into the process in an effort to overturn a pres-
idential decision:

As the pressure mounted, I found it necessary to give instructions that I
did not want to be approached by any more spokesmen for the extreme
Zionist cause. I was even so disturbed that I put off seeing Dr. Chaim
Weizmann, who had returned to the United States and had asked for an
interview with me. My old friend, Eddie Jacobson, called on me at the
White House and urged me to receive Dr. Weizmann at the earliest possi-
ble moment. Eddie, who had been with me through the hard days of
World War I, had never been a Zionist. In all my years in Washington he
had never asked me for anything for himself. He was of the Jewish faith
and was deeply moved by the sufferings of the Jewish people abroad. He
had spoken to me on occasion, both before and after I became President,
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about some specific hardship cases that he happened to know about, but
he did this rarely. On March 13 he called at the White House.

I was always glad to see him. Not only had we shared so much in the
past, but I have always had the warmest feelings toward him. It would be
hard to find a truer friend. Eddie said that he wanted to talk about Pales-
tine. I told him that I would rather he did not and that I wanted to let
the matter run its course in the United Nations.

I do not believe that in all our thirty years of friendship a sharp word
had ever passed between Eddie and me, and I was sorry that Eddie had
brought up the subject.

Eddie was becoming self-conscious, but he kept on talking. He asked
me to bear in mind that some of the pro-Zionists who had approached
me were only individuals and did not speak for any responsible leader-
ship. I told him that I respected Dr. Weizmann, but if I saw him, it would
only result in more wrong interpretations.

Eddie waved toward a small replica of an Andrew Jackson statue that
was in my office.

“He’s been your hero all your life, hasn’t he?” he said. “You have prob-
ably read every book there is on Andrew Jackson. I remember when we
had the store that you were always reading books and pamphlets, and a
lot of them were about Jackson. You put this statue in front of the Jack-
son County Courthouse in Kansas City when you built it.”

I did not know what he was leading up to, but he went on.
“I have never met the man who has been my hero all my life,” he con-

tinued. “But I have studied his past as you have studied Jackson’s. He is
the greatest Jew alive, perhaps the greatest Jew who ever lived. You your-
self have told me that he is a great statesman and a fine gentleman. I am
talking about Dr. Chaim Weizmann. He is an old man and a very sick
man. He has traveled thousands of miles to see you, and now you are
putting off seeing him. That isn’t like you.”

When Eddie left, I gave instructions to have Dr. Weizmann come to
the White House as soon as it could be arranged. However, the visit was
to be entirely off the record. Dr. Weizmann, by my specific instructions,
was to be brought in through the East Gate. There was to be no press
coverage of his visit and no public announcement.31

When an official is reluctant to get involved in an issue but it is believed
that if he does he will support a particular decision, participants favoring that
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decision seek to force him to become involved. They may do so by urging the
president to consult with him, or they may seek to establish on the record that
the concerns of his agency are affected. Secretary of Defense Forrestal made
a substantial effort to get Secretary of State Marshall involved in a struggle
with the president over the size of the military budget in 1948. Forrestal
believed that if Marshall were somehow drawn into the process, he would
inevitably support a larger budget. He thus sent Marshall a letter in which he
raised three questions:

(a) Has there been an improvement in the international picture which
would warrant a substantial reduction in the military forces we had
planned to have in being by the end of the current fiscal year?

(b) Has the situation worsened since last Spring, and should we,
therefore, be considering an augmentation of the forces that we were
planning at that time?

(c) Is the situation about the same—that is, neither better nor worse?32

The ploy failed because Marshall was unwilling to get involved in opposing the
president. Later, in fact, Truman brought him in on his side in the campaign
to keep down defense spending.

Who Plans?

The range of options available to any participants and the degree to which
they can plan depend on their position and the kind of issue involved. Every
participant is constrained by the amount of time, energy, and resources avail-
able to carry out a particular objective. Some participants seem to plan often,
others almost never. In general, staffs without formal operational responsibil-
ity have more time and are more likely to be involved in maneuvers to obtain
a certain policy. Thus planning of the kind suggested here (to induce a deci-
sion) is often done by a “planning staff” in the second sense. For example, a
small group of officials connected primarily with the policy planning staff of
the State Department favored the multilateral nuclear force (MLF) and
engaged extensively in systematic efforts to “sell” it to the administration.
Henry Kissinger noted:

The MLF was put over by five or six highly motivated, highly intelligent
individuals, in a government where a considerable number of people
were indifferent and nobody was really opposed. The process by which it
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was done involved, at least in its early phases, a fairly deliberate manipu-
lation by the bureaucracy of the senior executives. For example, sen-
tences were put into a Presidential speech which in themselves were
perfectly sensible, but the full import of which was perhaps not under-
stood. These were then used to start study groups which were subse-
quently used to present a new claim for a little more progress, and so on
until the point where the prestige of the United States had become heav-
ily committed to something the implications of which, in my judgment,
had never been submitted to the adversary procedure.33

Organizations as such are most likely to carry out conscious planning in
relation to matters affecting their essence. Michael Armacost reported that
both the Army and the Air Force engaged in considerable systematic planning
in their struggle for medium-range missile deployments.34

Although most senior officials are in general too busy to plan, evidence
suggests that presidents and Cabinet officers do plan on a few items of very
high priority. McNamara seems to have engaged in some systematic planning
to prevent large-scale ABM deployment. Richard Neustadt’s description of the
way in which Truman succeeded in getting the Marshall Plan approved by
Congress suggests a considerable amount of conscious planning on Truman’s
part:

The crucial thing to note about this case is that despite compatibility of
views on public policy, Truman got no help he did not pay for (except
Stalin’s). Bevin scarcely could have seized on Marshall’s words had Mar-
shall not been plainly backed by Truman. Marshall’s interest would not
have comported with the exploitation of his prestige by a President who
undercut him openly, or subtly, or even inadvertently, at any point. Van-
denberg, presumably, could not have backed proposals by a White House
which begrudged him deference and access gratifying to his fellow-
partisans (and satisfying to himself). Prominent Republicans in private
life would not have found it easy to promote a cause identified with Tru-
man’s claims in 1948—and neither would the prominent New Dealers
then engaged in searching for a substitute.

Truman paid the price required for their services. So far as the record
shows, the White House did not falter once in firm support for Marshall
and the Marshall Plan. Truman backed his Secretary’s gamble on an invi-
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tation to all Europe. He made the plan his own in a well-timed address to
the Canadians. He lost no opportunity to widen the involvements of his
own official family in the cause. Averell Harriman the Secretary of Com-
merce, Julius Krug the Secretary of the Interior, Edwin Nourse the Eco-
nomic Council Chairman, James Webb the Director of the Budget—all
were made responsible for studies and reports contributing directly to
the legislative presentation. Thus these men were committed in advance.
Besides, the President continually emphasized to everyone in reach that
he did not have doubts, did not desire complications and would fore-
close all he could. Reportedly, his emphasis was felt at the Treasury, with
good effect. And Truman was at special pains to smooth the way for Van-
denberg. The Senator insisted on “no politics” from the Administration
side; there was none. He thought a survey of American resources and
capacity essential; he got it in the Krug and Harriman reports. Vanden-
berg expected advance consultation; he received it, step by step, in fre-
quent meetings with the President and weekly conferences with
Marshall. He asked for an effective liaison between Congress and agen-
cies concerned; Lovett and others gave him what he wanted. When the
Senator decided on the need to change financing and administrative fea-
tures of the legislation, Truman disregarded Budget Bureau grumbling
and acquiesced with grace. When, finally, Vandenberg desired a Republi-
can to head the new administering agency, his candidate, Paul Hoffman,
was appointed despite the President’s own preference for another. In all
of these ways Truman employed the sparse advantages his “powers” and
his status then accorded him to gain the sort of help he had to have.35

Perhaps the most striking example of presidential planning, however, was
the deliberate, inexorable march by the second President Bush to war in Iraq
in 2003, as documented in several accounts, including most notably that by
Bob Woodward. Apparently from the moment he took office, the president
and several of his close advisers had made “regime change” in Iraq a central
objective of his presidency, setting their plans into full gear in the wake of the
terrorist attack of September 2001, which they used to insinuate a direct threat
to the United States from Saddam’s Iraq.36
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The Limits of Planning

As Neustadt suggests, even presidents have to engage in considerable persua-
sion, bargaining, and coercion if they are to be able to make the kinds of deci-
sions that they wish to make, particularly when they need congressional
concurrence. In the next two chapters, we consider the way in which all par-
ticipants struggle to affect decisions by persuading other participants to sup-
port them or by maneuvers aimed at bargaining or coercion.37 Before leaving
the subject of planning, however, we wish to reiterate that planning is a vari-
able in bureaucratic behavior. It may or may not be present in any given strug-
gle, and it may or may not be efficacious.

The reader should keep in mind that everything described in the next
chapter occurs at the same time. Moreover, it occurs while participants are
dealing with a great many other issues. Some of the participants spend a con-
siderable amount of time on a particular issue; others devote almost no time
to it and simply involve themselves episodically. Some carry out well-
formulated plans. Most react on a day-to-day basis to particular events and to
pressures and deadlines. Thus what might be described in retrospect as a
maneuver may not actually be consciously thought out by the participants.
Moreover, any effort to describe the process involves the great risk of suggest-
ing much greater order, uniformity, and regularity than exists. Indeed,
observers who have been involved in government are unanimous in empha-
sizing the confusion, the great pressure of deadlines, the importance of acci-
dent, misunderstandings, and lack of information in determining what
occurs. If the reader keeps all of that in mind, we may proceed first to consider
efforts at persuasion and then to consider maneuvering aimed at bargaining
and coercion.
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Recall from chapter 2 that participants in the foreign pol-
icy process believe that the United States should do what is required for
national security as they define it. But they become aware that their own view
of national interests, shaped as it is by organizational, presidential, or personal
interests, is not necessarily shared by other participants. They therefore rec-
ognize the need to present positive, “impartial” evidence in favor of their
position. Often they seek to convince other participants by putting forward
information and arguments designed to demonstrate that what they advocate
is objectively in the interest of the United States. Generally they relate their
arguments to concepts that appeal to the majority and avoid explaining the
process of reasoning and the particular interests that led to their stand.

Arguments in favor of a decision are the most important form in which
information reaches the president and other senior participants. Normally a
proposal for a presidential decision moves through the bureaucracy accom-
panied by a set of arguments initially drafted by advocates and revised to take
account of criticisms and to get as many participants as possible on board.
Arguments presented formally and in writing must relate to national security
in the context of the shared images and rules then operating within the gov-
ernment.

Arguments accompanying a proposal are those that participants believe
will lead others to adopt a desired position. That does not mean that they use
arguments that they know to be false; rather, they choose from the wide range
of plausible arguments those that seem likely to convince others. For exam-
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ple, in commenting in his journal on his successful effort to persuade Presi-
dent Truman not to turn physical control of nuclear weapons over to the mil-
itary, Atomic Energy Commission chairman David Lilienthal wrote: “I had
guessed right on the kind of argument that would appeal to him in his pres-
ent frame of mind, and his sanguine temperament.”1 Under secretary of
defense Paul Wolfowitz, a leading advocate of the invasion of Iraq in 2003,
explained that he relied on the argument that Iraqi’s weapons of mass destruc-
tion needed to be destroyed because that was the argument on which consen-
sus could be reached.2

Other arguments designed to influence particular participants must be
made privately and usually orally. It is possible that arguments designed to
convince one organization that a proposal is in its organizational interest will
turn off other participants; hence such arguments are made privately and
directly to the organization concerned. There is the fear that foreign policy
arguments that relate to domestic interests will be leaked to the press in an
effort to undermine a proposal by showing that it is being put forward only
for domestic political purposes.

Those who are exposed to arguments frequently support a recommended
decision without accepting the reasoning with which it is put forward. In
many cases they see no purpose in explaining their own motivations. Orga-
nizational calculations are best kept within the organization. Highly techni-
cal considerations are meaningful to some participants, unimportant to
others. Senior participants and the president are likely to be concerned with
very generalized kinds of national security arguments and (discreetly) with
domestic political considerations rather than with the arguments put for-
ward in memoranda. Thus gaps frequently develop between the arguments
that the writer and the reader each find persuasive and those that appear in
the memorandum proposing a decision.

Despite the fact that arguments put forward may bear very little relation to
the motives of either those advocating a policy change or the senior partici-
pants who make the decision, such arguments may take on a life of their own.
Frequently they are incorporated into presentations made to congressional
leaders and into public statements used to justify a policy.
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Purposes of Arguments

The arguments accompanying a proposal through the bureaucracy serve a
number of different purposes in addition to attempting to persuade other
participants that the proposed course of action is indeed in the national inter-
est. To indicate that policy arguments may have other purposes is not to pre-
judge the intellectual merits of the arguments or their soundness in terms of
policy analysis. Five such purposes may be noted.

—To fill in the blanks. The rules of the game require that any proposal to
change policy must be accompanied by arguments supporting the change.
Participants advocating a change in policy must state some argument in favor
of the change even if they do not feel free to state either the reasons that led
them to favor the new policy or those that they believe would persuade oth-
ers in private. Participants wish to avoid arguments that could be used against
them in other situations; consequently they sometimes employ standard argu-
ments, referred to as “boilerplate” in the bureaucracy. Such arguments are
simply stated and exploit widely shared values and images. For example, dur-
ing the cold war, the boilerplate artist might have written,“This action is nec-
essary to stop the spread of Communism.” After 9/11 an action might be
justified as necessary in the fight against terrorism.

—To demonstrate that there is a national security argument. Senior players
are likely to be more reluctant to support a proposal solely for organizational,
personal, or domestic reasons. They must be persuaded that such a stand is
also in the interest of the country. Thus one purpose of arguments is to
demonstrate to those players that something that they wish to support for
other reasons can be supported on national interest grounds. National inter-
est arguments need not be totally persuasive or irrefutable; they simply must
demonstrate that it is possible to support a certain outcome on national inter-
ests grounds.

For example, the service secretaries are under tremendous pressure to sup-
port the most highly valued proposals of their service. A secretary of the Air
Force who opposed the construction of a new manned strategic bomber
would find it very difficult to get the cooperation of his uniformed officers on
other issues. Hence he would like to support a manned bomber, but he would
be reluctant to do so unless he could be persuaded that a case could be made
that it served the national interest. Air Force officers would thus give him
such arguments as could be made with reference to the national interest and
could be advanced before congressional committees and the secretary of
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defense. Only if the secretary can be convinced that such arguments are
respectable will he support the proposal.

—To signal policy preferences. Some arguments simply predict the conse-
quences of changes in policy or patterns of action without making a specific
recommendation. Arguments relating only to consequences are used by par-
ticipants to signal policy preferences, and those who hear arguments relating
to consequences read policy preferences into them.

That function of arguments is particularly important to the intelligence
community, which, under the rules of the game, is limited to predicting con-
sequences of alternative policies and is not permitted to recommend policies.
Thus only by shaping arguments about policy consequences can members of
the intelligence community signal what policy they think should be adopted.
In the second Bush administration, a group close to the president used intel-
ligence estimates selectively in order to justify a U.S. attack on Iraq by claim-
ing that Saddam Hussein posed an imminent threat to national security
because he had weapons of mass destruction that he intended to employ.
Other participants also find that their policy views are read into their predic-
tions of consequences, and they choose their words accordingly. Karl Rankin,
the American ambassador to Nationalist China during the 1950s, explained
why he felt it necessary to exaggerate his arguments in order to accomplish his
objectives:

Some of these excerpts may sound unwarrantedly alarming or seem to
support unduly the side of Nationalist China. This was done deliberately,
for my pervading purpose was to assist those in Washington who shared
my own sense of urgency about China and the Far East in general and who
believed that a positive and active American strategy was indispensable.

The milder presentation of so grave a situation could have given com-
fort in quarters favoring disengagement. With American responsibilities
so heavy and widespread, I could not place those with whom I agreed in
a position to be told, “What are you worrying about? Our man on the
spot doesn’t seem alarmed.”3

—To signal the degree of concern. Participants, including the president, not
only weigh the arguments but also take note of who makes them and how
strongly the various parties feel. The arguments used are a way of indicating
how strongly a participant feels about a proposed outcome. To say, for exam-
ple, that a proposal is on balance probably not worth the risk signals a certain
attitude; to say that the action suggested would gravely threaten the national
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interest signals quite a different attitude. Participants, recognizing that others
read into arguments the intensity of commitment, tailor their presentation
appropriately.

—To report a consensus. When participants agree on a desired outcome,
they wish to appear to agree also on the reasons why the outcome is desirable.
Senior participants are more likely to be persuaded to support a change in
policy if they believe that there is agreement down the line. Thus participants
seek to draft arguments to which all can subscribe. Because other participants
will be gauging concern, such arguments must represent a “highest common
denominator”—that is, they must reflect not only consensus but the serious-
ness with which each of the participants feels that a change in policy is either
necessary or dangerous. The pressure to formulate statements to which all can
subscribe frequently leads to the use of broad generalizations as arguments. As
noted above, that imperative apparently led officials supporting a U.S. attack
on Iraq in 2003 to stress the need to destroy weapons of mass destruction and
to thwart terrorism rather than other arguments, such as that relating to
democracy in the Middle East, which would not have had broad support.

When President Reagan insisted on making the Strategic Defense Initiative
(SDI), a missile defense system designed to intercept nuclear weapons
launched at the United States, the centerpiece of his security policy, it created
sharp divisions both inside and outside government for and against SDI. To
avoid challenging the president’s position, to finesse sharp divisions of opin-
ion within the administration, and to rationalize SDI with the administra-
tion’s other programs, senior Defense Department officials and arms control
negotiators identified three criteria with which all could agree to guide SDI
deployment: effectiveness, survivability, and cost-effectiveness.4

Constraints on Information and Arguments

In their efforts to influence others, participants are constrained by the proce-
dures through which organizations gather and report information; the need
to protect numerous long-run interests that may outweigh current issues; the
need to defer to experts within the government; and shared images.

Organizational Procedures and Programs

Most of the information and options laid before senior participants are pre-
pared by large organizations such as the Central Intelligence Agency, the Joint
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Chiefs of Staff, and the State Department and its Foreign Service bureau-
cracy. Key information may be gathered by a number of different agencies and
individuals, some of them located in Washington and some overseas. In order
for information about many countries and a variety of different issues to be
disseminated to a number of different people in several large organizations,
it is necessary to adopt standard operating procedures for gathering and trans-
mitting it. Graham Allison commented on the delay, loss of detail, and filter-
ing out that occur in the process:

Information does not pass from the tentacle to the top of the organiza-
tion instantaneously. Facts can be “in the system” without being available
to the head of the organization. Information must be winnowed at every
step up the organizational hierarchy, since the number of minutes in each
day limits the number of bits of information each individual can absorb.
It is impossible for men at the top to examine every report from sources
in 100 nations (25 of which had as high a priority as Cuba). But those
who decide which information their boss shall see rarely see their bosses’
problem. Finally, facts that with hindsight are clear signals are frequently
indistinguishable from surrounding “noise” before the occurrence.5

In his careful study of the Cuban missile crisis, Allison provides a system-
atic and detailed explanation of how information was gathered about the
possible presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba and the way that information was
processed within the various organs of the intelligence community. His
description, filled with fascinating details, is worth quoting at length:

Information about Soviet missiles in Cuba came to the attention of the
President on October 14 rather than three weeks earlier, or a week later,
as a consequence of the routines and procedures of the organizations
that make up the U.S. intelligence community. . . .

The available record permits a fairly reliable reconstruction of the
major features of the organizational behavior that resulted in discovery
of the Soviet missiles. Intelligence on activities within Cuba came from
four primary sources: shipping intelligence, refugees, agents within
Cuba, and U-2 overflights. Intelligence on all ships going to Cuba pro-
vided a catalogue of information on the number of Soviet shipments to
Cuba (eighty-five by October 3), the character of these ships (size, reg-
istry, and the fact that several of the large-hatch lumber ships were used),
and the character of their cargoes (transport, electronic, and construc-
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tion equipment, SAMs, MiGs, patrol boats, and Soviet technicians).
Refugees from Cuba brought innumerable distorted reports of Soviet
missiles, Chinese soldiers, etc. For 1959—before the Soviet Union had
begun sending any arms whatever to Cuba—the CIA file of reports
devoted solely to missiles in Cuba was five inches thick. The low reliabil-
ity of these reports made their collection and processing of marginal
value. Nevertheless, a staff of CIA professionals at Opa Locka, Florida,
collected, collated, and compared the results of interrogations of
refugees—though often with a lag, since refugees numbered in the thou-
sands. Reports from agents in Cuba produced information about the
evacuation of Cubans from the port of Mariel and the secrecy that sur-
rounded unloading and transport of equipment (trucks were lowered
into the holds, loaded, and hoisted out covered with tarpaulins), a sight-
ing and sketch of the rear profile of a missile on a Cuban highway head-
ing west, and a report of missile activity in the Pinar del Rio province.
But this information had to be transferred from sub-agent to master-
agent and then to the United States, a procedure that usually meant a lag
of ten days between a sighting and arrival of the information in Wash-
ington. The U-2 camera recorded the highest-quality U.S. intelligence.
Photographs taken from a height of fourteen miles allowed analysts to
distinguish painted lines on a parking lot, or to recognize a new kind of
cannon on the wing of an airplane. U-2s flew over Cuba on August 29,
September 5, 17, 26, 29, and October 5 and 7 before the October 14 flight
that discovered the missiles. These earlier flights gathered information
on SAM sites, coastal defense missile sites, MiGs, missile patrol boats,
and IL-28 light bombers.

Intelligence experts in Washington processed information received
from these four sources and produced estimates of certain contingencies.
Hindsight highlights several bits of evidence in the intelligence system
that might have suggested the presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba. Yet the
notorious “September estimate” concluded that the Soviet Union would
not introduce offensive missiles into Cuba. No U-2 flight was directed
over the western end of Cuba between September 5 and October 4. No
U-2 flew over the western end of Cuba until the flight that discovered the
Soviet missiles on October 14. Can these “failures” be accounted for in
organizational terms?

On September 19, when the highest assembly of the American intelli-
gence community, the United States Intelligence Board (USIB), met to
consider the question of Cuba, the “system” contained the following
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information: (1) shipping intelligence about the arrival in Cuba of two
large-hatch Soviet lumber ships, the Omsk and the Poltava, which the
intelligence report also noted were riding high in the water; ( 2 ) refugee
reports of countless sighting[s] of missiles, plus a report that Castro’s
private pilot, after a night of drinking in Havana, had boasted: “We will
fight to the death and perhaps we can win because we have everything,
including atomic weapons”; (3) a sighting by a CIA agent of the rear
profile of a strategic missile; (4) U-2 photos from flights on August 29
and September 5 and 17, showing the construction of a number of SAM
sites and other defensive missiles.

Not all of this information, however, was on the desk of the estima-
tors . . .

Intelligence about large-hatch ships riding high in the water did not
go unremarked. Shipping intelligence experts spelled out the implica-
tion: the ships must be carrying “space consuming” cargo. These details
were carefully included in the catalogue of intelligence on shipping. For
experts alert to the Soviet Union’s pressing requirement for ships, how-
ever, neither the facts nor the implication carried a special signal. The
refugee report of Castro’s pilot’s remark had been received at Opa Locka
along with reams of inaccurate and even deliberately false reports spread
by the refugee community. That report and a thousand others had to be
checked and compared before being sent to Washington. The two weeks
required for initial processing could have been shortened by a large
increase in resources devoted to this source of information. But the yield
of this source was already quite marginal, and there was little reason to
expect that a change in procedures, reducing transmission time to one
week, would be worth the cost. The CIA agent’s sighting of the rear pro-
file of a strategic missile had occurred on September 12; transmission
time from agent sighting to arrival of the report in Washington typically
took nine to twelve days. That report arrived at CIA headquarters on
September 21, two days after the USIB meeting. Shortening the trans-
mission time would have imposed severe cost in terms of danger to sub-
agents, agents, and communication networks.

U-2 flights had produced no hard indication of the presence of offen-
sive missiles. The flight over western Cuba on September 5 revealed SAM
installations approaching completion. Then on September 9, a U-2 on
“loan” to the Chinese Nationalists was shot down over mainland China.
Recalling the outcry that followed the downing of Francis Gary Powers’
U-2 over the Soviet Union on May 1, 1960, the intelligence community
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feared lest this incident trigger an international stage show that could
force the abandonment of U-2 flights, eliminating its most reliable
source of information. The Committee on Overhead Reconnaissance
(COMOR), which approved each U-2 flight pattern, was quickly con-
vened. The State Department pressed arguments about the political con-
sequences if another U-2 should be shot down, for example, over Cuba.
As a result, COMOR decided that rather than flying up one side of the
island and down the other, future flights should “dip into” Cuban air-
space and peer as much as possible from the periphery. COMOR also
decided at this meeting that flights should concentrate on the eastern
half of Cuba rather than on the western tip, where SAMs were known to
be approaching operational readiness.

Given the information available to them on September 19, then, the
chiefs of intelligence made a reasonable judgment in predicting that the
Soviets would not introduce offensive missiles into Cuba. And the infor-
mation available to them included everything that they could reasonably
expect.6

More than forty years later, despite dramatic advances in the technology of
intelligence gathering, the same weaknesses in intelligence processing, shar-
ing among agencies, and interpretation by analysts and senior policymakers
were found to have contributed to the failure to foresee the terrorist attacks
of 9/11 and misreading signs of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. The
National Commission on Terrorist Threats to the United States (known as the
9/11 Commission) concluded that decision processes and rules had seriously
obstructed intelligence gathering and analysis in the lead-up to the terrorist
attacks of 9/11, as well as previous terrorist activity.7 A former senior intelli-
gence officer has described the “politicization” of intelligence that occurred
when the second Bush administration was making the case for deposing Iraq’s
Saddam Hussein.8

Standard operating procedures influence the relative weight given to items
of information that enter an organization. For example, in the early stages of
the Vietnam War there was a tendency to take reports from South Vietnamese
officials seriously. The supposition seemed to be that they were trying as hard
as American officials were to get accurate information. Almost no one stud-
ied the possibility that the South Vietnamese were supplying information that
they hoped would lead the United States to do what the government of South
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Vietnam wanted.9 Similarly, in the lead-up to the attack on Iraq in 2003, infor-
mation provided by Iraqi exiles and dissidents was often presented as hard evi-
dence in intelligence briefs, with no verification of its accuracy.

Standard operating procedures tend also to produce a mass of papers
unlikely to hold the attention of senior participants or the president, partic-
ularly when routine items must compete with reports of individual visitors
and the news media. George Kennan explained:

The regular governmental machinery was designed to serve the President
and the Secretary of State in two ways: first, as a source of information,
stimulus, and recommendation with relation to the exercise of their
responsibility, and, secondly, as a channel for the implementation of
their decisions.

So far as the first of these purposes is concerned, it is plain that the
contribution the regular apparatus is capable of making bears no proper
relation to its size and to the enormity of its effort. This is partly the
result of the very limited time the senior officials have in which to absorb
information and impulses of all sorts brought to them through the regu-
lar channels; but it is also partly a consequence of the inferior form in
which this information is produced—inferior, that is, from the stand-
point of its effectiveness in engaging and impressing the mind of anyone
so busy, so overwhelmed with ulterior preoccupations, and so consti-
tuted by education and intellect as most presidents and most secretaries
of state are apt to be. On countless occasions subordinates have been
surprised and disappointed—sometimes even personally hurt—to find
that the Secretary or the President has been more decisively influenced
by some chance outside contact or experience than by the information
and advice offered to him through the regular channels. Either he has
talked with someone from outside whose statements seemed somehow
simpler and more striking and appealing than anything he had heard
from his own subordinates, or the same effect has been produced upon
him by some newspaper or magazine article he read or by something he
heard on the radio or saw on the news-reels or on television.

There is, admittedly, a real injustice here in most instances. The state-
ments of the fascinating outsider often prove in retrospect to have been
less sound and balanced than the final product of official judgment, and
the items purveyed by the mass media are found to be dangerously over-
simplified and inadequate as a basis for official action.
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But the regular subordinates are inclined to forget or ignore the dead-
ening effect of the bureaucracy on all forms of communication, oral and
written. Whereas the products of the mass media are designed to strike
and to hold briefly the attention of busy people, and whereas the state-
ments of the outside visitor are apt to have at least the charm of the
expression of a single human mind, with all its directness and freshness,
the products of the official machinery are almost invariably dull and
pedestrian, drafted or spoken in the usual abominable governmentese,
and even, in many instances, intellectually inferior by virtue of the exten-
sive compromising of language which has preceded their final formula-
tion. In short, the busy senior executive frequently finds more useful and
meaningful to him the product of the individual mind than the product
of a tortured collective effort; and it is only the latter that he gets from
his assistants.10

Protecting Other Interests

Participants concerned about organizational and personal interests see the
face of an issue that affects those interests; that, in turn, guides their choice of
what information to report or not report because of its possible effects on
those interests.

Concern with organizational interests inclines participants to refuse to
report or to concede facts that might be damaging in another context. The
problem can be particularly acute when it involves competing parts of a par-
ticular service. Enthoven and Smith, former senior civilian officials in the
Office of Systems Analysis in the Pentagon, report that trying to determine the
so-called probability of kill (PK) of existing naval antisubmarine warfare
(ASW) forces was quite difficult because of the struggle within the Navy
between the submarine and surface faction and the aircraft faction. They
explained:

Our effort to come up with a convincing analysis of ASW forces, one
that everyone would accept and agree upon, failed. It failed, in part,
because the U.S. Navy is made up of three competing branches, each
proud of its own capabilities and traditions: a submarine Navy, a surface
Navy, and an aircraft Navy. The Navy conducted ASW studies by com-
mittee, with representatives from all three branches present. When it
came time to gather assumptions on which to base the PK’s of the vari-
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ous Navy forces, each branch competed with the others in overstating
performance claims for its own preferred weapon systems. Each feared
that if it did not, future studies would show that all or most of the Soviet
submarine force was being destroyed by one of the other branches,
which might then get more of the total Navy budget. Also, each branch
felt obliged, when stating the PK’s of its particular weapons, to use the
numbers that it had earlier claimed would be achieved when it justified
the R&D programs for these weapons. Thus, if a branch did not claim a
high effectiveness for its proposed new weapons, it stood in danger of
having its R&D budget cut back.

When all these inflated claims for PK’s were put together and run
through a total-fleet war game, the results were, predictably, that our side
won handsomely with the forces already approved by the Secretary of
Defense; in fact, we won not only decisively but within a very few weeks.
Indeed, it often appeared that we could have won the war quickly
enough with even smaller forces. Given the high PK’s, it was apparent
that the programmed forces were entirely adequate to do the job.11

Intelligence officials in the various services and agencies wish to demon-
strate that they are doing a good job and that competing organizations in the
intelligence field are less effective. That may lead to a determination to down-
grade information provided by other agencies. One observer of the State
Department has suggested that the career Foreign Service officers tend to
“downgrade or ignore some of CIA’S more alarming news, particularly if it did
not corroborate their own.”12

Organizations constantly hedge against unforeseen consequences and the
possibility that their private estimates are wrong. Such concerns lead intelli-
gence organizations to predict crises continually, for when a crisis does occur,
they can then point out that they predicted it. General Westmoreland, the
commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, was reported to have a favorite story
that he recited whenever an intelligence officer told him that he, the officer,
had accurately predicted a forthcoming enemy move. Westmoreland, visiting
a unit badly hit by the Viet Cong, demanded to know why there had been no
warning. The unit’s intelligence officer asserted that he had predicted an attack
for that day.“Yeah, he’s right,” interjected the weary unit commander,“but he
also predicted an attack for ninety-nine straight days before—and nothing
happened.”13
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Operating agencies tend to hedge by asking for larger forces or more auton-
omy than they believe that they need. That may make an operation look much
more expensive or much more difficult than they actually believe it to be. Yet
hedging of that kind is held down somewhat by the wariness of officials not
in the intelligence community about developing a reputation for false predic-
tions. Joseph de Rivera put the point well:

Within the government, the intelligence service places a high cost on fail-
ure to report a signal. Since nobody wants to be blamed for an intelli-
gence failure, far too many false leads swamp the information channels
at a high level in the State Department and elsewhere. On the other
hand, at the Assistant Secretary level, there is a high cost placed on falsely
reporting a signal to be present when actually nothing is there. No one
wants to bother a Secretary of State or a President with false informa-
tion. Unfortunately, the result is a filter which may be at the wrong place
in the system. While central decision makers have a broader view of
world events, persons nearer the source of intelligence might be better
judges of the accuracy and importance of information mainly relevant to
one nation.14

Personal interest can also affect information that officials are prepared to
report. Career officials concerned about promotion may be unwilling to
report facts that undercut the stand taken by the organization controlling
their promotion. People appointed to the White House staff find it extremely
difficult to bring “bad news” to the President or to take positions that they
know go against the President’s own desires. George Reedy, who was Lyndon
Johnson’s press secretary, reports the great difficulty of saying no to a strong
President. “You know that nobody is strong minded around a President; let’s
get that thing established right now. It just doesn’t exist. As far as the President
is concerned, it is always: ‘yes sir,’ ‘no sir’ (the ‘no sir’ comes when he asks
whether you’re dissatisfied).”15

Deference to Expertise

One notion that affects the kind of arguments that can be put forward within
the American government is the view that one should defer to expertise. In
some respects that notion complements the use of standard operating proce-
dures. No one else need bother with a subject or area routinely “covered” by
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an expert. When a policy move brings the area to the fore, the expert is relied
upon to suggest the means for reaching whatever goal is decided upon. Robert
A. Lovett, who served in the State Department and the Defense Department,
believed strongly in bureaucratic specialization. As he expressed it:

Civilian and military executives alike should stick to the fields in which
they have special training and aptitudes: if they do, the chance of making
the machinery work well is excellent. One of the few humans as exasper-
ating as a civilian businessman who suddenly becomes an expert on mil-
itary strategy and tactics is the military adviser who magically becomes
an expert in some highly sophisticated production problem in which he
has no background or experience.16

Many in-and-outers defer to expertise in the expectation that they will be
deferred to in their own specialty. Senior business executives brought into
the Defense Department as management experts have deferred to the military
on what they view as strategic questions and to the State Department on
political questions, the assumption being that they in turn deserve the last
word on business management issues. In-and-outers without any formally
defined expertise have tended to be much more skeptical of expert advice
and much more willing to challenge it.

Career officials have a very strong tendency to defer to expertise. Their
own involvement and influence depend in large part on other officials defer-
ring to their expertise. To challenge the expertise of another career group is to
risk retaliation. Thus Foreign Service officers have been extremely reluctant to
challenge the military on strategic questions or to challenge Treasury officials
on economic matters.17

The great difficulty in challenging what is viewed as expert advice can be
seen in the debate in the ExCom (executive committee) of the National Secu-
rity Council during the first week of the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 over the
option of a “surgical strike” against the missile sites being constructed in
Cuba. The idea of a surgical strike was appealing to a number of senior civil-
ian officials. They were unwilling to recommend an all-out invasion, but they
doubted that a blockade would be effective when the missiles were already in
Cuba and undergoing deployment. The military services were thus pressed
very hard to come up with a plan for a surgical strike. Nevertheless, their
assertion that such a strike was impossible settled the issue and moved that
option off the feasible list. President Kennedy, however, not completely satis-
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fied with that information, met with the commander of the Tactical Air Com-
mand, who assured him that a surgical strike was indeed impossible. Dean
Acheson, serving as an ad hoc member of ExCom, strongly favored a surgical
strike and experienced great frustration in trying to overcome the military
judgment that such a strike was infeasible. He was only one of many.18

Deference to expert opinion is based on the belief that the calculation and
process of reasoning by which experts reach their conclusion is extremely
complicated and impenetrable by outsiders. Frequently, however, that belief
is erroneous. Expert judgments may be based on simple rules of thumb, stan-
dard operating procedures of the organization, compromises among experts
determined to present a unanimous report, and in some cases guesswork.

Debate over the surgical air strike illustrates several of those points. The
calculations done by the Tactical Air Command and by the Joint Chiefs of
Staff were apparently based on the assumption that the Soviet missiles in
Cuba were “mobile”—meaning that they could be moved within a few min-
utes or a few hours. In fact, the Soviet missiles were “movable” only in the
sense that in weeks or days they could be moved to a new location and set up
again. Once that mistake was discovered, after President Kennedy’s speech
announcing a quarantine of Cuba, the surgical air strike option was put back
on the list of feasible options. The Tactical Air Command’s original calcula-
tion that a surgical strike was not feasible was based also on the standard mil-
itary doctrine that if one goes after a military target, one goes all out. TAC
calculated that in the event of an attack on missile sites the enemy might send
bombers and fighters aloft, and thus it would be necessary to simultaneously
hit air bases. Since air bases were going to be attacked, tactical air defense
sites would have to be hit as well. Moreover, the military planners felt that an
invasion would probably have to follow a large air strike. Thus landing sites
and other targets of relevance to a landing should be hit in the first place. In
brief, the standard operating procedures by which the military gauged the
feasibility of a surgical strike were heavily weighted against the kind of oper-
ation supposedly being studied.

The limitations of expert advice can be illustrated by examining the basis
upon which a distinguished group of scientists set the performance goals of
the first-generation American intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs).
They were to have “a one-megaton-warhead explosive yield, 5,500 nautical
miles range, and five miles or better accuracy.” As Herbert York has reported,
military officers and others took these goals seriously, and the goals in fact
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determined the shape and size of the American program.19 As is usually the
case, the assumption was that those numbers could be “derived from complex
mathematical formulae connecting explosive yield, damage radius, target vul-
nerability and other numerically defined quantities.” In fact, the reality was
quite different. York, who was a member of the missile science committee
and served as the chief scientist in the Pentagon, revealed that the criterion of
one megaton and the other numbers were picked arbitrarily through a sort of
primitive reflex:

So, why 1.0 megaton? The answer is because and only because one mil-
lion is a particularly round number in our culture. We picked a one-
megaton yield for the Atlas warhead for the same reason that everyone
speaks of rich men as being millionaires and never as being tenmillion-
aires or one-hundred-thousandaires. It really was that mystical, and I
was one of the mystics. Thus, the actual physical size of the first Atlas
warhead and the number of people it would kill were determined by the
fact that human beings have two hands with five fingers each and there-
fore count by tens.

What if we had had six fingers on each hand and therefore counted by
twelves instead of tens? As any school child who takes modern math
knows, the number one-million in base twelve is fully three times as big
as the number one-million in base ten. Thus, if evolution had given us
six fingers on each hand, our first ICBM warhead would have had to be
three times as big, the rockets to deliver them would have threatened the
lives of up to three times as many human beings, and it would have
taken one or two years longer to carry out their development program.
Similarly, if we had had only four fingers, like some comic-strip charac-
ters, the first warheads and missiles would have been only one-fourth as
large, we could have built them somewhat sooner, and the present
overkill problem would not be nearly as serious as it is. The only funny
thing about this story is that it is true. It really was that arbitrary, and
what’s more, that same arbitrariness has stayed with us.20

The other two numbers were almost equally arbitrary. The 5,500 nautical
miles simply made the target area equal to one quarter of the earth’s surface,
and the five miles or better accuracy was a compromise between those who
believed that one could do much better and those who thought that five miles
would be doing well. It was thus simply “a conservative estimate.”
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The reluctance of policymakers to go behind the numbers in analyses pro-
duced by experts can be found not only in military and scientific affairs but
sometimes also in the case of “information” put forth by the intelligence com-
munity. David Lilienthal recorded in his journals his amazement at discover-
ing the process by which estimates were made about when the Soviet Union
would have atomic weapons:

The thing that rather chills one’s blood is to observe what is nothing less
than lack of integrity in the way the intelligence agencies deal with the
meager stuff they have. It is chiefly a matter of reasoning from our own
American experience, guessing from that how much longer it will take
Russia using our methods and based upon our own problems of achiev-
ing weapons. But when this is put into a report, the reader, e.g., Congres-
sional committee, is given the impression, and deliberately, that behind
the estimates lies specific knowledge, knowledge so important and deli-
cate that its nature and sources cannot be disclosed or hinted at.21

When U.S. forces failed to find weapons of mass destruction after they
invaded Iraq in 2003, it became clear that U.S. decisionmakers, particularly the
president, had been presented with flawed intelligence estimates for many
years. While the Clinton administration had not found the intelligence suffi-
cient to justify unilateral U.S. action, it nonetheless believed that Iraq had
weapons of mass destruction and pressed hard for Security Council resolu-
tions and vigorous UN inspections based on that intelligence.

Expert advice is likely to be challenged only when the policy conclusions
that derive from it are strongly inconsistent with the interests of participants
in the policy process. Then standard maneuvers come into play. One way to
challenge expert advice is to argue that there is an overlapping body of expert
opinion that renders invalid the judgment of the particular experts being
challenged. Thus military judgments about the proper size of the defense
budget are undercut by advice from economists and bankers that the pro-
posed expenditures would bankrupt the government and play into the hands
of our enemies. In other cases, advocates of a certain policy charge that the
experts have exceeded the bounds of their expertise. For example, military
men often argue that scientific advice has gone beyond the realm of science
into military questions. When experts disagree, then one is of course free to
choose advice that fits best with the stand that one already has taken.
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Shared Images

By definition, most participants share the images that predominate within the
government at any one time. However, even those who do not are constrained
by the knowledge that the shared images influence others, and that knowledge
affects the kind of arguments they put forward.

Participants have considerable difficulty getting the ordinary administra-
tor or politician to believe facts that go against the shared images. Officials
react as all individuals do to evidence that goes against their strongly held
beliefs: they either ignore the evidence or reinterpret it so as to change what
it seems to mean. That problem affected American perceptions of what the
Soviet Union was up to in Cuba before the Cuban missile crisis. There was a
widely shared view, held by the Russia experts in the Central Intelligence
Agency, the State Department, and elsewhere, that the Soviet Union would
never ship nuclear weapons or nuclear delivery systems beyond its borders. To
the best of the knowledge of American officials at the time, the Soviet Union
had never done so, even to East European countries contiguous with the
Soviet Union. The shipment of missiles and nuclear warheads abroad meant
running the risk that they would be taken over by unfriendly forces. In view
of the Russian government’s known caution about dispersing nuclear
weapons and the emphasis on maintaining tight command and control over
weapons even in the Soviet Union, it seemed wildly implausible to U.S. experts
that the Soviet Union would ship missiles and weapons across the seas to
Cuba, where they would be particularly vulnerable to an American effort to
capture them. Thus evidence that the Soviet Union was installing missiles in
Cuba tended to be ignored. John McCone, then the director of central intel-
ligence, did not have an extensive background in Soviet behavior and did not
himself subscribe to the notion that the Soviet Union was extremely cautious
in the dispersal of nuclear weapons. Hence McCone, looking at the evidence,
saw a pattern and came to believe that the Soviet Union was in fact in the
process of installing missiles in Cuba. However, he was unable to convince
anyone else that that was indeed the case.22

Colin Powell, the national security adviser in 1988, during the last year of
the Reagan administration, recalled that the shared images that had guided
Kremlinologists during the cold war were now hindering their ability to ana-
lyze events in Moscow accurately:

CIA Soviet specialists told me about an upcoming meeting of the Com-
munist Party Central Committee at which, this time for sure, the hard-
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liners would hand Gorbachev his head. The meeting was held, and after-
ward Gorbachev fired a dozen or so generals and hard-liners. I felt sym-
pathy for our Kremlinologists. The world they had studied and had
known so well for forty years was losing its structure and rules. With all
their expertise, they could no longer anticipate events much better than a
layman watching television.23

During the long cold war period, shared images were so firmly entrenched
that participants learned that it was not productive to put forward a proposal
or to take a stand in such a way that its acceptance required rejecting shared
images. For example, to reinforce his argument against an invasion or other
military action against Cuba in the opening days of the debate over how to
react to the Russian missiles, Secretary of Defense McNamara at first sug-
gested that it simply did not matter that the Soviet Union was putting missiles
in Cuba. He asserted that “a missile is a missile” and that the Russians could
threaten the United States just as effectively from the Soviet Union. That asser-
tion went against the widely shared belief that the establishment of a military
base by a hostile outside power in Latin America, especially in the Caribbean,
posed a vital threat to the security of the United States, and it met with instant
and firm rebuttal. McNamara quickly recognized that by arguing against the
national security images held by the great majority of the group he ran the risk
of entirely undercutting his credibility as an opponent of an invasion, which
was being proposed by Dean Acheson and others. He switched without delay
to different arguments.24

With the end of the cold war, the power of shared images diminished, as
successive administrations coped with a rapidly changing world that required
greater policy flexibility and innovation. The first President Bush and his
national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, deliberately encouraged debate
between moderate and conservative views among senior officials in the
administration to make sure that they were considering all possible motives
behind the Soviets’ increasingly unpredictable behavior.25 In the aftermath of
the terrorist attacks on 9/11, however, the second Bush presidency returned to
a set of shared images about the threat of terrorism that were similar to those
about the threat of communism during the cold war.

Many participants believe that their influence and even their tenure in
office depend on their endorsement or seeming endorsement of shared
images. Even those who appear invulnerable to opposition may zealously
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guard their reputation for accepting shared images. A number of observers
suggest, for example, that officials felt the need to go along with the use of mil-
itary power in Vietnam because of the danger that they would otherwise
appear to be rejecting the shared image that the United States had to assume
the burden of “world responsibility” and hence had to be willing to use power
to oppose “international communism.”26 Officials of the second Bush presi-
dency may have supported the war in Iraq for similar reasons.

Although fears about nonconformity may be exaggerated and are perhaps
self-fulfilling, they are not groundless. John Kenneth Galbraith maintains
with good reason that his ability to influence Vietnam policy was substantially
reduced by the fact that he was largely recognized as not sharing the belief that
the United States had to be willing to use military force against international
communism. He confided to his diary in 1961 that McGeorge Bundy “thinks
there is no occasion when I would urge the use of force. I have to admit that
my enthusiasm for it is always very low.”27 Similarly, when George W. Ball, the
under secretary of state, in 1964 warned his close colleagues against an esca-
lation of U.S. involvement in Vietnam, his challenge appears to have been
considered more as the interesting view of a skeptic than as a viable alterna-
tive to escalation.28 President Kennedy himself had been largely responsible for
sanctifying the widely held belief that the United States had to use force
against local insurgency because behind it lay international communism.
Having established the doctrine that native guerrilla movements backed by
Russia and China were now the threat and had to be opposed by military
force, he created a situation in which other officials felt pressure to indicate
their support for that doctrine. As students of the period, Kalb and Abel con-
cluded that “if a high official expressed skepticism about the significance or
newness ascribed to this style of warfare, it was said, he risked shortening his
tenure in office. McNamara, Taylor, and Rostow became early converts, and
their White House standing soared.”29

As a result of the conditions, lessons, and fears discussed here, a disingen-
uous style of argument prevails. It can become more complicated and more
wearing than the substantive issues themselves.

—Participants shape arguments in terms of the shared images of the society
and the government even if they do not believe that those images are an accurate
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reflection of the world. Galbraith, for example, attempting to keep himself
involved in the Vietnam debate, argued that his proposals for diplomatic and
economic moves would be more effective in preventing the spread of commu-
nism than proposals for the use of military force. He presented those argu-
ments despite the fact that he did not really believe that there was much
danger of the spread of communism anyway or that increased communist
influence in Indochina would threaten American security interests.

—Since participants seldom challenge shared images, regardless of their ulti-
mate policy position, the president is rarely exposed to fresh and provocative
arguments. In the ABM debate, for instance, President Johnson was not con-
fronted with the argument that simple numerical nuclear superiority was
irrelevant, that the United States did not need any sort of an ABM system no
matter what the Russians might do. In opposing the system, McNamara did
not challenge the conventional notion of American superiority. He merely
attempted to show that the ABM system might increase the probability of
nuclear war without saving any American lives.

—If participants believe that taking a certain stand that they think wise will
be interpreted as a deviation from shared images, they will take the opposite
stand for fear of losing influence or indeed their position in the government.
Arthur Schlesinger Jr. suggests that that was in fact part of the motivation for
the failure of State Department officials to oppose the Bay of Pigs invasion
despite their anticipation of its disastrous international consequences.“I could
not help feeling,” he writes, “that the desire to prove to the CIA and the Joint
Chiefs that they were not soft-headed idealists but were really tough guys,
too, influenced State’s representatives at the cabinet table.”30

George Ball related a similar episode that occurred during his tenure as
under secretary of state. In early 1965, Ball found himself the acting secretary
when the decision was being made to begin the bombing of North Vietnam.
He recognized that the other participants believed that the United States
needed to prevent South Vietnam from being ruled by a communist govern-
ment and could do so by using force against North Vietnam. To oppose the
decision to begin the bombing, was, Ball believed, to sacrifice all future influ-
ence on the Vietnam issue. Thus, as he explained it later, he supported the ini-
tiation of bombing.31

—In some cases, a devil’s advocate is designated or emerges who is known not
to accept the shared images that shape a policy or at least agrees to act as if he or
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she does not accept it. George Reedy, who served in the Johnson White House,
explained the phenomenon of token opposition:

Of course, within these councils there was always at least one “devil’s
advocate.” But an official dissenter always starts with half his battle lost. It
is assumed that he is bringing up arguments solely because arguing is his
official role. It is well understood that he is not going to press his points
harshly or stridently. Therefore, his objections and cautions are dis-
counted before they are delivered. They are actually welcomed because
they prove for the record that decision was preceded by controversy.32

George Ball, although he did not press his dissent from the set of images
guiding Vietnam policy, was soon cast into that role, according to an account
written by James Thomson:

Once Mr. Ball began to express doubts, he was warmly institutionalized:
he was encouraged to become the in-house devil’s advocate on Vietnam.
The upshot was inevitable: the process of escalation allowed for periodic
requests to Mr. Ball to speak his piece; Ball felt good, I assume (he had
fought for righteousness); the others felt good (they had given a full
hearing to the dovish option); and there was minimal unpleasantness.
The club remained intact; and it is of course possible that matters would
have gotten worse faster if Mr. Ball had kept silent, or left before his final
departure in the fall of 1966.33

Secretary of State Colin Powell was institutionalized in the role of dis-
senter by the second President Bush, as he prepared for the attack on Iraq.
While Powell succeeded at least briefly in drawing the administration back
into negotiations at the UN in the months before the attack, he did not have
any influence on the president when he described the dilemmas the United
States would face in taking responsibility for a post-Saddam Iraq. Powell’s
arguments, however, made it possible for the president to say that he had
considered the potential negative consequences thoroughly.

Challenging Shared Images

As seen in chapter 2, sometimes changes in personnel or changes in percep-
tions of reality either at home or abroad lead to changes in shared images
without any participant deliberately setting about to create change. It also
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happens on occasion that a few audacious participants tire of framing every
argument in terms of some well-worn orthodoxy. Certain officials conclude
that they can get the decisions they want from the government by changing
the set of images by which the government operates. If they feel that they
have built up sufficient credibility as reputable and reasonable participants in
the policy process, they may launch a deliberate effort to change others’ inter-
pretations of reality. One such episode occurred in late 1949 and the first
months of 1950. It involved an effort to convince American officials that the
serious military threat from the Soviet bloc required a major buildup in Amer-
ican military forces. In order to bring about a substantial increase in military
spending, it was necessary also to destroy the conviction that the United States
could not afford to spend more than $15 billion a year on defense. President
Truman was persuaded to appoint a special committee within the National
Security Council system to examine threats to the United States in light of the
changing international environment and to recommend the action to be
taken. The committee worked slowly to form a consensus within the govern-
ment. Its members made a deliberate decision to exaggerate possible dangers
so that officials who discounted such documents would still feel sufficient
concern to accept a change. Economic officials, particularly those on the
Council of Economic Advisers, were recruited to counteract the notion that
the United States could not afford to increase military spending. As Dean
Acheson later explained:

The purpose of NSC-68 was to so bludgeon the mass mind of “top gov-
ernment” that not only could the President make a decision but that the
decision could be carried out. Even so, it is doubtful whether anything
like what happened in the next few years could have been done had not
the Russians been stupid enough to have instigated the attack against
South Korea and opened the “hate America” campaign.34

A similar effort was made by Robert McNamara in seeking to prevent
deployment of an American ballistic missile defense system. McNamara rec-
ognized that the prevailing set of images within the American government
stressed the importance to the United States of maintaining strategic superi-
ority over the Soviet Union. Such superiority was believed to be politically
important to the United States, giving it advantages in diplomatic dealings and
in crisis bargaining with the Soviet Union. Superiority was seen as requiring
an American countermove to any Soviet military system and American
matching of any Soviet deployment. Thus an ABM system was thought to be
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necessary because the Soviet Union had such a system and because the Rus-
sians were building a large fleet of intercontinental ballistic missiles; the
United States needed a defense against such an attack. McNamara, both in his
public statements and within the government, sought a fundamental change
in the images that guided participants’ thoughts about nuclear weapons.
Though he had hesitated to challenge the standard images in the Cuban mis-
sile crisis, by 1967 he was arguing openly that the concept of nuclear superi-
ority was essentially meaningless. If both sides have the capability to destroy
each other, the only benefit that one can get from nuclear weapons is to deter
a nuclear attack. He argued that it was useless to try to defend against Russ-
ian missiles, for the Russians could easily build additional missiles, fully off-
setting the value of the defense. Finally, he argued that the United States did
not need to match every Soviet deployment. If the Russians were wasting
money on an ineffective ABM system, it did not mean that the Americans
needed to do so as well. However, at the same time that he was putting forward
those arguments, McNamara recognized that the prevailing sentiment in favor
of superiority was so comforting to so many people that he would lose his case
if it rested solely on the spuriousness of the concept. Thus he compromised
by arguing that the United States was maintaining its “superiority” with the
multiple, separately controllable warheads known as MIRVs.

Although McNamara ultimately lost the battle and the ABM deployment
went forward, his arguments triggered a reassessment of strategic doctrine.
The changes in images that he sought came to fruition in the early years of the
Nixon administration, leading to President Nixon’s espousal of the doctrine
of nuclear sufficiency and his specific assertion that the United States would
not seek to counter Soviet offensive and defensive moves in a way that might
threaten the Soviet deterrent.

President Reagan later challenged the accepted orthodoxy of mutual
assured destruction during his second term by introducing the concept of
strategic defense, aimed at the eventual elimination of nuclear weapons, into
arms control negotiations with the Soviet Union. Although many experts
believed that Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative—dubbed “Star Wars”—
was unrealistic and technologically unachievable, Reagan’s personal commit-
ment to the program became a central theme in his approach to strategic
arms control. It led almost inadvertently to the major negotiating break-
throughs that came at the end of his second term, in which the two superpow-
ers agreed to eliminate medium-range nuclear weapons and greatly reduce
their strategic nuclear arsenals.35
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With the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990, the set of shared
images and accepted orthodoxy that had governed U.S. policymaking for
forty years, especially in Europe, began to break down. It became much eas-
ier for senior participants, particularly those coming in from outside, to estab-
lish new decision frameworks and make them credible. That was perhaps
nowhere more apparent than in the case of German reunification. When the
first President Bush came to office in early 1989, the accepted wisdom was that
German reunification would destabilize Europe, it would be unacceptable to
the Soviet Union, and it was probably impossible to contemplate in the near
term, despite decades of lip service to the goal of reunification. When the
Berlin Wall fell later that year, President Bush came to the conclusion that it
was time to follow through on the long-standing pledge of reunification and
that it was the role of the United States to guide reluctant Europeans through
the process. Over the coming months, he worked systematically with Euro-
pean leaders and his own Cabinet to overcome their apprehensions. Within a
year, against the background of rapid political evolution in Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union, German reunification became the accepted, logical
course of action.36

It is now time to pass on to another facet of information. Assembling infor-
mation to prove that what one wants to do is required by the national inter-
est in light of shared images is only one aspect of the problem. The second is
getting that information to the right people and keeping “misleading informa-
tion” away from them. That sort of maneuvering is described in the next
chapter.
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A great deal of the information that reaches the president
and other senior participants has been selected because it confirms the posi-
tion of the officials who report it. Higher-ups in turn may digest the informa-
tion at their disposal in such a way as to support a given policy line, or they
may seek to “recover” facts that have been filtered out. In this chapter we focus
on maneuvers commonly used at all levels to affect information in favor of a
given decision.

Tactics for Selecting Information

—Report only those facts that support the stand that you are taking. For any
complicated foreign policy issue there are a large number of facts that might
be relevant in judging what should be done. A participant favoring a partic-
ular stand can and frequently does choose among facts, reporting those that
back up his or her position and ignoring those that do not. Harlan Cleveland,
who was the U.S. ambassador to NATO in the 1960s, reported how the issue
of whether the United States could rely on a conventional defense was affected
by the selective reporting of information. One example he cited had to do with
the aircraft capabilities of the NATO powers compared with those of the War-
saw Pact forces:

Similarly in air power, it is not just how many aircraft each side has on
hand, but how good they are, how accurate are their maintenance crews,
how well trained are their pilots, how sophisticated are the air defenses
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they have to penetrate, what stocks of ammunition are within easy reach,
what reserves and replacements are quickly available, how vulnerable are
the airfields they propose to use, and above all how the commanders and
pilots rate themselves and their opposition. If an F-4 Phantom is likely to
shoot down three or four MiG-21s before it gets hit—or, what is less
likely, vice versa—what does it mean to compare the numbers of
strike/attack aircraft?

Yet sober and honest officers will tell you the Warsaw Pact has twice as
many first-line planes as NATO and forget to mention that most of the
discrepancy is in air defense, not in strike/attack aircraft. They will
describe the Warsaw Pact “threat” to the central front as more than a mil-
lion men, against perhaps three-quarters of a million for NATO, without
reminding you of the War College dictum that the attacker needs two or
three times as many men as the defender. (This conventional wisdom
applies to conventional war; nobody knows about nuclear war.) They
will speak of NATO manpower without explaining that the Western
allies have committed to NATO varying proportions of their men under
arms; some of those armed but uncommitted men, ranging from one-
fifth to four-fifths of national totals, would surely be available in a real
pinch.1

A former senior intelligence officer described another form of information
manipulation that was used to bolster the case for attacking Iraq:

In the case of Iraq, there was also the matter of sheer quantity of out-
put—not just what the intelligence community said, but how many
times it said it. On any given subject, the intelligence community faces
what is in effect a field of rocks, and it lacks the resources to turn over
every one to see what threats to national security may lurk underneath.
In an unpoliticized environment, intelligence officers decide which rocks
to turn over based on past patterns and their own judgments. But when
policymakers repeatedly urge the intelligence community to turn over
only certain rocks, the process becomes biased. The community
responds by concentrating its resources on those rocks, eventually pro-
ducing a body of reporting and analysis that, thanks to quantity and
emphasis, leaves the impression that what lies under those same rocks is
a bigger part of the problem than it really is.

That is what happened when the Bush administration repeatedly
called on the intelligence community to uncover more material that
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would contribute to the case for war. The Bush team approached the
community again and again and pushed it to look harder at the sup-
posed Saddam–al Qaeda relationship—calling on analysts not only to
turn over additional Iraqi rocks, but also to turn over ones already exam-
ined and to scratch the dirt to see if there might be something there after
all. The result was an intelligence output that— because the question
being investigated was never put in context—obscured rather than
enhanced understanding of al Qaeda’s actual sources of strength and
support.2

—Structure reporting of information so that senior participants see what you
want them to see and not other information. The quantity of intelligence infor-
mation produced in the American government each day is overwhelming.
Cables arrive from more than a hundred nations, field reports are sent in by
military commands throughout the world, intelligence units in Washington
produce long reports. Some of that information, such as the daily intelligence
report for the president and the State Department summary of major cables,
almost inevitably reaches the president. Other information, such as reports
about country economic and social conditions sent from embassies, are
unlikely to reach any senior participants at all. A participant can put informa-
tion that he or she wants to reach the president into special channels that
ensure that it gets to the top. Other information can be reported in more rou-
tine ways, which almost guarantees that it will not surface before senior par-
ticipants. Thus one can hedge against being accused of not reporting
undesired information while reporting desired information so that it reaches
senior participants.

According to an official then serving in the Defense Intelligence Agency in
the Pentagon, that technique was used by the U.S. military commanders in
Vietnam to signal either optimism or pessimism:

From 1964–65, when U.S. involvement in Vietnam began to be consider-
able, until late 1966 or early 1967, the generals in Saigon worked to build
up U.S. troop strength. Therefore, they wanted every bit of evidence
brought to the fore that could show that infiltration was increasing. DIA
obliged and also emphasized in all reports the enemy’s capability to
recruit forces from the South Vietnamese population. In 1967 a second
period began. The high priests of Saigon decided that we were “win-
ning.” Then the paramount interest became to show the enemy’s reduced
capability to recruit and a slowdown in infiltration due to our bombing.
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The tone and emphasis of reports from the field changed radically, and
so did those put out by DIA.

It should not be concluded that anyone suppressed evidence. No one
did. The military in Saigon sent all the facts back to Washington eventu-
ally. During the buildup period, infiltration data and recruitment data
came in via General Westmoreland‘s daily cablegram. Data from field
contact with enemy units came amid the more mundane cables or by
courier up to five weeks later. Cables from Westmoreland, of course, were
given higher priority in Washington. When we started “winning,”
detailed reports highlighting “body counts” and statistics on how many
villages were pacified were cabled with Westmoreland‘s signature;
recruitment studies were pouched or cabled with the reports on the fluc-
tuating price of rice. It was all a matter of emphasis.3

—Do not report facts that show danger. The experts in charge of a program
or an operation are frequently the only ones knowledgeable enough to report
the dangers and difficulties inherent in an operation. If they are pressing for
approval of a weapons system or an operation, they may well be reluctant to
gratuitously inform top leaders of dangers that those leaders would otherwise
not be aware of. President Eisenhower’s discussion of the U-2 flights over the
Soviet Union, for example, suggests that he was not informed of the increas-
ing concern that Soviet missiles would be able to bring down a high-flying
intruder in the relatively near future.4

In the case of the Bay of Pigs, President Kennedy was informed that if the
landing failed to establish a beachhead, the invading forces would move to the
nearby mountains. No mention was made of the fact that there was a virtu-
ally impassable swamp between the landing site and the mountain sanctuary.5

—Prepare a careful and detailed study to present facts in what appears to be
an authoritative manner and uncover new facts that may bolster your position.
Participants conduct within their own organization a detailed study of a pro-
posed decision. In most cases they do so knowing in advance which position
they support and seeking to enhance the credibility of that position by pre-
senting in a formal and detailed manner the results of a study based on exten-
sive expert research and careful analysis.

maneuvers to affect information / 167

3. McGarvey, “The Culture of Bureaucracy,” pp. 71–72.
4. Compare the account in Eisenhower, Waging Peace, pp. 544–59, with the discussion in

Powers, Operation Overflight, p. 353.
5. Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, p. 293; Johnson, The Bay of Pigs, pp. 68–69, 224; Sorensen,

Kennedy, p. 302.

3409-3 ch09  9/15/06  4:35 PM  Page 167



General Matthew Ridgway reports, for example, that in his efforts to pre-
vent a decision by the Eisenhower administration to intervene in Indochina
in 1954 he had Army staff prepare a detailed study based on trips to the field
and an analysis of requirements for intervention. Ridgway indicates that the
study enabled him to be somewhat more persuasive with the president in
arguing against allied intervention to save the French in Indochina.6

—Request a study from those who will give you the desired conclusions. In
many cases it is much more effective to ask for a study from an ostensibly
impartial or external body, knowing in advance that it will produce facts that
support the desired stand. The United States intelligence community has a
procedure to produce what is known as a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE)
or a Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE). The estimates are pro-
duced in crises or in case of unexpected developments to evaluate possible
American courses of action. In some cases officials impartially request such
studies. Often, however, there is a debate within the government about
whether an SNIE should be requested, whether it is appropriate in the given
circumstances. Frequently those arguing in favor of an SNIE have reason to
believe that the Intelligence Board, which approves such estimates, will take a
position favorable to the stand they are advocating, whereas those arguing
against it have reason to doubt that they will be supported by the intelligence
community. For example, those who believed that the United States was not
doing well in Vietnam and who favored a retrenchment argued in 1968 that
the intelligence community should be asked to prepare an SNIE on the paci-
fication program. They knew that those who would be responsible for draft-
ing the estimate believed that the pacification program was not going well. On
the other hand, officials who felt that such pessimistic information would
hurt their position argued that pacification was an allied program and hence
should be evaluated by the operators in the field and not by the intelligence
community. In the closing days of the Johnson administration an SNIE was
finally produced, and it took the pessimistic position that those seeking the
estimate believed that it would.

Authoritative advice can also be sought from an ad hoc group of presiden-
tial advisers or from a formal presidential commission. In some cases the
president himself uses the device to build support within his administration
and within Congress for a desired program. For example, President Eisen-
hower, desiring a new trade policy for the United States, appointed a carefully
selected commission under Clarence Randall, who had recently retired as
chairman of Inland Steel Company. Sherman Adams, Eisenhower’s principal
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assistant, explains that Randall was selected not because anyone wished to
know whether free trade was a good idea but because Randall was likely to be
effective in advocating free trade. “Randall’s position as a capitalist was unas-
sailable,” Adams writes. “He was also a brilliantly intelligent man who had
traveled widely around the world and shared Eisenhower’s convictions about
the need for free trade as a peace weapon. He had remarkable ability in an
argument to explain a complex proposition with clear simplicity and to stick
to a position with calm control.”7

When the president’s mind is not made up, one or more of his advisers may
recommend a convening of a presidential panel in hopes that its recommen-
dation will persuade him to take the desired direction. Thus during March
1968, in an effort to get President Johnson to cut back on the U.S. involvement
in Vietnam, Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford proposed convening a panel
of the “Wise Men.” They were a group that Johnson had consulted from time
to time on Vietnam, and Clifford had reason to believe that the group had
moved substantially from the hawkish position that it had reported to the
president some months before. After convening and listening to government
briefings, the group did urge the president to “de-escalate.” (In this case, LBJ
said later, he discounted their views because they were based on the pes-
simistic mood in the United States rather than on the detailed reports that the
president was receiving from the field.)8

Similarly, Strobe Talbott described the creation of “Team B” in 1976 as an
effort by George H. W. Bush, then the director of central intelligence, to co-
opt hard-liners, who were arguing that the American intelligence community
had been underestimating the Soviet threat.

In June 1976, President Ford’s new Director of Central Intelligence,
George Bush, created a kind of visiting committee of outsiders to carry
out an exercise in “competitive analysis.” This meant offering a critique
of, and alternative to, the CIA’s assessment of Soviet capabilities and
intentions. This exercise, known as Team B, was Bush’s attempt to help
the Administration fend off the challenge from the right, particularly
from Ronald Reagan, who was doing well in the Republican primaries
and piling up delegates to the party’s nominating convention later that
summer.9
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In other situations advisory committees may be appointed at lower levels
within the departments in the hopes that their prestigious conclusions will
serve to influence the president and his principal counselors. For example, in
an effort to get the strategic missile program moving over the opposition of
the Air Force (which was more concerned with bombers), the civilian direc-
tor of the program in the Pentagon, Trevor Gardner, created a Strategic Mis-
siles Evaluation Group whose members were appointed on the basis of their
commitment to ICBMs and their influence with senior officials.10

—Keep away from senior participants those who might report facts one wishes
to have suppressed. White House officials are sometimes able to control a brief-
ing presented to the president, and they use that power to keep out undesir-
able information. In other cases participants maneuver to exclude individuals
who are likely to report information that they do not wish to have presented
to the president. Thus in the case of the Bay of Pigs, both the State Department
Bureau of Intelligence and Research and the CIA’s Intelligence Branch were
not informed of the impending invasion and were thus unable to report to the
president their own view that an invasion was unlikely to spark the uprising
in Cuba that the operations branch of the CIA was promising.

Strobe Talbott described how, after arms negotiator Paul Nitze had devel-
oped a new formula for an intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) reduction
in Europe during his 1982 “walk in the woods” with Soviet negotiator Kvitsin-
sky, officials opposed to the formula maneuvered to suppress information
going to the president that they considered to be harmful to their views.

The White House “tasked” the Joint Chiefs of Staff to study the question
of whether, from a strictly military standpoint, the security of the United
States and NATO would still be served by an INF deal that excluded the
Pershing II. The Chiefs warned that there were risks in giving up the Per-
shing II, especially if cancellation of that particular program established
the precedent that the United States would never, under any circum-
stances, be able to deploy long-range ballistic missiles in Europe. But the
Chiefs also concluded that precisely because the Pershing II was a ballis-
tic missile much feared by the Soviets, it was the principal source of
leverage for the United States in the negotiations. The chairman, General
John Vessey, and the Air Force chief of staff, Charles Gabriel, went one
step further: They felt that while giving up the Pershing II was a large
price to pay, it was a price worth paying for a major reduction of SS-20s
in Europe and a limit on them in Asia. While the Chiefs’ final report was
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carefully hedged and stopped short of a clear recommendation, it might
have provided the basis for a presidential decision to proceed with the
walk-in-the-woods formula.

However, the Chiefs’ answer never reached the White House. Perle
and Weinberger intercepted it, squelched it, and sent in its place one of
their own which unequivocally reiterated Perle’s own denunciation of
the deal.11

Exclusion of those with contrary views was virtually a hallmark of the very
highest level of the second Bush administration. As senior officials were
preparing to attack Iraq, for example, State Department analysis concluding
that Iraq would have to build infrastructure and political experience before it
could sustain democracy was discarded by the vice president and senior Pen-
tagon officials, who insisted that the president’s vision of Iraqi democracy
was the only alternative to be considered. State Department officials were
largely excluded from the planning for postwar occupation and reconstruc-
tion of Iraq.12

—Expose participants informally to those who hold the correct views. Maneu-
vers may also be planned to see to it that senior participants are exposed to the
views of those who speak authoritatively for the favored position from a dif-
ferent frame of reference. President Eisenhower, for example, was reported to
be anxious to have all the Joint Chiefs attend National Security Council meet-
ings because he had also invited his secretary of the treasury, George
Humphrey. Eisenhower believed that Humphrey might be effective in con-
vincing the Joint Chiefs that the fiscal requirements of the nation meant that
the military spending had to be reduced.13

George Kennan reported an elaborate plot on the part of Kennedy to have
Kennan in attendance at the White House when some senior members of
Congress were present so that the president could casually introduce Kennan
to them and have him explain his position on aid to Yugoslavia.14

—Get other governments to report facts that are believed to be valuable. Offi-
cials seeking to convince the president that the facts that they have reported
are correct may try to get a foreign government to convey the same informa-
tion to the United States. Proponents of the multilateral force (a plan for a
NATO multilateral nuclear force in the 1960s), for example, used that tech-
nique to counter doubts about the intensity with which governments in
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Europe favored the American plan for a multilateral nuclear force by per-
suading a number of foreign officials to express support for the proposal.15 In
other cases an effort may be made to get foreign governments to share in the
evaluation of a situation in a third country.

—Advise other participants on what to say. When they recognize that other
senior participants are looking to a particular official or organization for
authoritative judgment on a question, participants attempt to get that official
or organization to say the right thing. If one is not certain that the other par-
ticipant shares one’s stand, the effort may be subtle. For example, in the case
of the 1965 U.S. intervention in the Dominican Republic, the acting U.S.
ambassador, W. Tapley Bennett, received strong hints from Washington that
it would like him to report that “a rebel victory would probably lead to a pro-
Communist government.” The hints were conveyed to Bennett by Secretary of
State Rusk and Secretary of Defense McNamara, who both asked him by tele-
phone if he did not agree with that conclusion, which had been reached in
Washington. Bennett, who favored intervention to put a pro-American gov-
ernment in power, was quick to pick up the clue and report that there was
danger of communists coming to power.16

In some cases, career officials may have to be bludgeoned into presenting
the desired information by reminding them that their parent organization
controls their promotion. A former Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) offi-
cial recalls how General Westmoreland and other officers were able to influ-
ence the estimates prepared by the Defense Intelligence Agency, their leverage
being the control that the armed services wielded over their representatives in
the agency. According to that official:

In one instance the Air Force Chief of Intelligence called my boss at DIA
about a nearly completed estimate on U.S. bombing in Laos. He told him
that he was sending a team down to change the wording of the estimate
and that my boss had better remember what color his uniform was. Of
course it was the same as the General’s, blue. The team arrived, and, over
the protests of the DIA analysts, a compromise was reached.

The classic example of command influence on intelligence matters
occurred just after the Tet Offensive in January 1968. In the early weeks
of February, the JCS insisted that the offensive was total military defeat
for the enemy—General Westmoreland told them so in his daily cables.
DIA didn’t agree with this interpretation, but it watered down every
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paper it wrote on this subject so that its position was impossible to
determine. Then General WheeIer went to Saigon and came back with
Westmoreland’s request for 206,000 troops to “clean up” the “defeated”
enemy. Suddenly it was legitimate to say that the Tet Offensive had really
“set us back.” Everybody on the service staffs, with DIA leading the pack,
started writing gloomy estimates with unaccustomed forthrightness and
clarity.17

—Circumvent formal channels. So-called back channel messages are an
effective way to tell an already committed participant what line to take. Mil-
itary and Foreign Service officials in Washington often send private messages
to the field so that officials there will know the best way to answer questions
put to them from Washington. Roger Hilsman reports one such episode. At a
National Security Council meeting it was decided to pose a series of questions
to General Paul D. Harkins, then the U.S. commander in Vietnam. A back
channel Pentagon message advised Harkins of the most effective answers to
the questions. In that case President Kennedy and State Department officials
discovered the maneuver, but often it goes undetected.18

In some cases the problem is to get information to the president and other
senior participants that one cannot move through formal channels. If mem-
bers of the intelligence community refuse to accept information developed at
lower levels within their organization or if Cabinet officers are reluctant to
bring information to the attention of the president, it may still come to him
informally, often through members of the White House staff. Arthur Larson,
who served on Eisenhower’s staff, reports that Foreign Service officers unable
to get information past their ambassadors into Washington would often send
him frantic appeals, such as one from an American official in a Southeast Asian
country, which said: “For God sakes, tell John Foster Dulles that Ambassador
X is backing the wrong horse here and that the situation is about to blow up!”19

The armed services frequently use military assistants in the White House
to get information informally to the President. Dean Acheson described an
episode when he was secretary of state in which information from the presi-
dent’s naval attaché went directly to President Truman, who in turn raised the
matter with British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden:

After dinner the President and Prime Minister withdrew to the aft saloon
while the table was being cleared, in a few minutes sending for Mr. Eden
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and me. The President opened by a complaint that I instantly recognized
as coming from a persistent and infuriating practice of the Navy.
Through his naval aide the President would be given what was known in
the trade as “raw intelligence,” reports not analyzed and appraised in
accordance with required procedure—in this case a list of British ships,
with the gross (not cargo) tonnages, said to have called at Chinese ports
over the past year. The practice, as in this case, resulted in extreme and
unsupportable conclusions being drawn and caused considerable trouble
until the ounce or two of truth had been extracted from the blubber. Our
guests were understandably disturbed by possible conclusions. I pointed
out that the matter had not been brought to my attention, as it should
have been, and asked that it be left to Mr. Eden and me to investigate.
When fully analyzed and put together with other data, including known
trade between Hong Kong and the mainland, this Navy bombshell
amounted to very little.20

—Distort the facts if necessary (if you can get away with it). Participants
seem to strain very hard not to say anything that they know to be false, either
in internal argument or publicly. Nevertheless, when it appears necessary to
secure approval of a project, they are sometimes prepared not only to use
each of the maneuvers described above but also to distort the facts. Francis
Gary Powers, the pilot of the ill-fated U-2, believes that Eisenhower was
deceived about the ability of the aircraft that he flew over the Soviet Union to
destroy itself. Eisenhower wrote in his memoirs:

There was, to be sure, reason for deep concern and sadness over the
probable loss of the pilot, but not for immediate alarm about the equip-
ment. I had been assured that if a plane were to go down it would be
destroyed either in the air or on impact, so that proof of espionage
would be lacking. Self-destroying mechanisms were built in.21

Powers, after quoting this paragraph, asserted:

If Eisenhower was told this, he was deceived. Had we been carrying ten
times the two-and-a-half-pound explosive charge, there would have been
no guarantee that the entire plane and all its contents would have been
destroyed. Nor was the single mechanism “self-destroying.” It would have
to be activated by the pilot.22
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A combination of the maneuvers enumerated above can lead to a substan-
tial distortion of the information available to the president. When there are
advocates of different positions within the administration and when partici-
pants on all sides have their own access to sources of information, the presi-
dent tends to be informed of the problems and difficulties of various
alternative positions. When, however, the advocates of a certain policy are
able to keep out of the process those with alternative sources of information
and expertise, the distortions can be very great. The Bay of Pigs invasion pro-
vides an example of obvious distortion of the information available to the
president when making a critical decision. Sorensen, in writing about the
episode, summed up the number of ways in which the president was either
misled or deceived about the facts:

1. The President thought he was approving a quiet, even though large-
scale, reinfiltration of fourteen hundred Cuban exiles back into their home-
land. . . . Their landing was, in fact, highly publicized in advance and
deliberately and grossly overstated.

2. The President thought he was approving a plan whereby the exiles,
should they fail to hold and expand a beachhead, could take up guerrilla
warfare with other rebels in the mountains. . . . The immediate area was
not suitable for guerrilla warfare, as the President had been assured; the
vast majority of brigade members had not been given guerrilla training,
as he had been assured. . . . [A move to the mountains] was never even
planned by the CIA officers in charge of the operation, and they neither
told the President they thought this option was out nor told the exiles
that this was the President’s plan.

3. The President thought he was permitting the Cuban exiles, as repre-
sented by their Revolutionary Council and brigade leaders, to decide
whether they wished to risk their own lives and liberty for the liberty of
their country without any overt American support. Most members of the
brigade were in fact under the mistaken impression, apparently from
their CIA contacts, that American armed forces would openly and
directly assist them, if necessary, to neutralize the air (presumably with
jets), make certain of their ammunition, and prevent their defeat.

4. President Kennedy thought he was approving a plan calculated to suc-
ceed with the help of the Cuban underground, military desertions, and in
time an uprising of a rebellious population. In fact, both Castro’s popular-
ity and his police state measures, aided by the mass arrests which
promptly followed the bombing and landing, proved far stronger than
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the operation’s planners had claimed. The planners, moreover, had no
way to alert the underground without alerting Castro’s forces. . . . As a
result . . . no coordinated uprising or underground effort was really
planned or possible.

5. The President thought he was approving a plan rushed into execution
on the grounds that Castro would later acquire the military capability to
defeat it. Castro, in fact, already possessed that capability.23

Presidential Efforts to Expand Information

The president has available some of the same devices listed above for getting
information to certain participants in order to persuade them to agree with
his position on an issue. He, too, can arrange to expose other participants
informally to views of persuasive individuals, and he can seek to influence
what field commanders, ambassadors, or even other countries report to Wash-
ington. He can seek to suppress facts or to keep certain participants out of a
particular dispute.

Presidents find, however, that the real test of their ability is to expand their
own information, because they learn that the information being provided to
them by subordinates is designed not so much to enlighten them as to con-
vince them to adopt certain positions. Sometimes it may take a president a
year or more to discover that he cannot rely on the information he is being
given. Only by 1965 did Lyndon Johnson begin to understand that the opti-
mistic statistics being reported to him from Vietnam were meaningless.24 It
was not until the spring of 1962 that Kennedy, addressing a group of Foreign
Service officers in the State Department auditorium, remarked: “Winston
Churchill once said that the secret of the survival of the British Empire was
that they never trusted the judgment of the man on the spot. I never under-
stood that until recently.”25

When he is dissatisfied with the information reaching him, the president
can do a number of things:

—Instruct the White House staff to seek alternative sources of information on
critical issues. Every postwar American president has come to see the White
House staff as a means of getting information that the departments would not
wish him to have. That function was drastically expanded after the Bay of
Pigs operation, when Kennedy, believing that the White House staff was not
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in a position to keep him fully informed, instructed McGeorge Bundy, his
assistant for national security affairs, to increase staff capacity substantially
and to see that the president was fully briefed. As a result, Bundy arranged to
have much of the raw material coming in from the field, including State
Department, CIA, and military cables, sent directly to the White House situ-
ation room. Prior to that time only those cables that the departments chose
to send over reached the White House. Since 1962, the White House staff has
been in a much more effective position to monitor information coming into
Washington and report it to the president. It is more difficult for the White
House to get access to information that does not come into Washington or
reaches Washington through informal channels and back channels.

—Create new channels of reliable information. When the president feels
that he has fully tapped existing sources of information and is still receiving
biased reports, he may find it convenient to create an entirely new vehicle for
gathering and processing information on national security issues. President
Truman proposed the creation of a centralized intelligence system to eliminate
conflicting and self-serving intelligence reports from each agency.26 President
Nixon, twenty-five years later, believing that the national estimates now being
produced by a centralized apparatus had become sterile bureaucratic compro-
mises, created special panels to evaluate weapons problems and events in
Vietnam.27 Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, believing that the presi-
dent’s intelligence reports on Iraq did not accurately reflect Saddam’s links to
al Qaeda, established an office to review raw intelligence reports and draw its
own conclusions. According to one observer, that office “was dedicated to
finding every possible link between Saddam and al Qaeda, and its briefings
accused the intelligence community of faulty analysis for failing to see the sup-
posed alliance.”28

—Surround himself with divergent views. To guard against biased informa-
tion, a president may surround himself with individuals who have divergent
views on particular issues and who are likely to call attention to facts support-
ing different positions.

—Ask for the separate views of each adviser. The president frequently presses
his advisers for a unanimous judgment as to what should be done. However,
when he has doubts about the information being presented, he may ask each
adviser to give a separate view, in an effort to uncover hidden differences.
Kennedy resorted to this technique when confronted with the question of
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whether to intervene in Laos. “Thank God the Bay of Pigs happened when it
did,” he told Sorensen on the eve of a UN address.“Otherwise we would be in
Laos by now—and that would be a hundred times worse.”29 Anxious in that
case to discover whether his advisers did in fact all agree, he had pressed for
the separate views of each of the Joint Chiefs. After hearing them, he discov-
ered that they in fact had very divergent notions as to what was going on in
Laos, what American forces would be needed, and what the danger of Chinese
intervention was.

—Encourage adversary proceedings. A refinement of the techniques of
developing new channels and discovering divergent views is for the president,
when he feels that he needs to hear all sides of an issue, to have a group of par-
ticipants with different interests and direct stakes in the issue sit down and
fight it out in front of him. Presidents Truman and Kennedy frequently
resorted to this technique.30 The first President Bush also encouraged adver-
sary proceedings when there were serious policy divisions. “Sometimes cabi-
net members might still have deep differences of opinion, or rival departments
would feel strongly about an issue. Brent [Scowcroft] always made sure the
views of every ‘player’ were understood by him and by me. If he could not
resolve the impasse separately, then the principals would sort it out with me.”31

—Call middle-level officials and permit them to call. In an effort to go
beyond the information provided formally by the senior participants who
have direct access to him, the president can seek to establish informal chan-
nels of communication with middle-level officials. In most cases, that is done
through the White House staff. A substantial part of its job in ferreting out
additional information for the president is to maintain informal contact with
middle-level officials in various departments whose views are unlikely to get
through the filter of each agency. In some cases, however, the president him-
self seeks to establish such contact. Kennedy appears to have done that more
than any other president since World War II. He frequently would telephone
middle-level officials or bring them into White House meetings. Often
Kennedy would call the person that he thought had written the memo that
came to him under the signature of the secretary of state.32 President Clinton

178 / maneuvers to affect information

29. Sorensen, Kennedy, p. 644.
30. George, in “The Case for Multiple Advocacy in Making Foreign Policy,” pp. 751–85,

expands this point into a scheme that he believes might overcome the liabilities of bureaucratic
politics in the foreign policy process. In essence, he prescribes a system in which all the argu-
ments bearing on an issue are brought into focus and fought out under the direction of a dis-
interested “custodian” at the special assistant level.

31. Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, p. 35.
32. See the numerous references to this technique in the Oral History Interviews in the John

F. Kennedy Library cited in part B of the bibliography.

3409-3 ch09  9/15/06  4:35 PM  Page 178



also liked to reach down to mid-level officials and National Security Council
staff in his informal foreign policy deliberations to ensure that he was consid-
ering every possible angle.

—Contact ambassadors directly. Presidents sometimes encourage their
ambassadors to communicate directly with them or through the White House
staff in addition to using formal State Department channels of communica-
tion. Again, Kennedy seems to have favored this technique more often than
any other recent president, making it a point to see ambassadors when they
were in Washington and encouraging them to write directly to him.33 Ambas-
sadors, of course, are interested in establishing that kind of direct communi-
cation, because they often feel that their side of a story does not get beyond
the country desk in the State Department.34

—Send representatives to the field. Sometimes presidents come to distrust the
information being sent to them through formal channels. In that case, they may
send their personal emissary to the field for a direct assessment of the situation.
Cabinet officials are sometimes chosen to perform that role, but, because their
views are likely to be affected by the stands and interests of their organization,
they are more often passed over in favor of White House officials or ad hoc per-
sonal advisers. Thus during the long history of the Vietnam War a number of
different presidential emissaries were sent to assess the situation. President
Nixon, for example, once sent the British counterinsurgency expert Sir Robert
Thompson, and President Johnson sent Maxwell Taylor on such a mission. In
one of the earliest instances, President Kennedy sent a Foreign Service officer
and a general to Vietnam on an inspection trip together. The civil official came
back with a deeply pessimistic report, and the military officer came back greatly
encouraged by what he had seen. That led to the famous presidential response:
“Were you two gentlemen in the same country?”35

Kennedy’s dilemma in that case reflects a frequent presidential problem. If
an individual with a lack of prior experience or involvement in the issue goes
out, it is difficult for him to penetrate beyond the formal briefings. If, on the
other hand, a career official intimately involved is sent to the field, he is likely
to report back whatever serves the interests of his organization. In the days
before his authorization of the Bay of Pigs invasion, President Kennedy asked
a Marine colonel who was an old friend to evaluate the situation. His enthu-
siastic concurrence in the optimism of the CIA was apparently important in
overcoming Kennedy’s doubts.36
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The use of special envoys became even more common, for example, in
communications with the Soviet Union during the final years of the cold war
and for a variety of purposes in the post–cold war period. Presidents often
reach outside the formal structures of government to demonstrate that spe-
cial attention is being devoted to a particular problem through the appoint-
ment of a special envoy, as the second President Bush did in both Afghanistan
and Iraq.

—Go outside the government. Finally, a president has the option of expand-
ing his base of information by seeking opinions outside the executive branch
and outside the government. One of the most common methods of getting
information from beyond the confines of the bureaucracy is the presidential
commission. Presidents often consult with representatives and senators from
relevant committees, with former government officials, and with academic
experts, and they confer with foreign ambassadors stationed in Washington.

One of the most important ways in which both the president and the other
participants maneuver to affect information is by seeking to influence what is
reported in the press and other news media about any particular subject. That
maneuver receives more detailed treatment in the following chapter.
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Information that appears in the American press (including
television and the Internet) plays a central role in shaping presidential deci-
sions. Much of the information available to senior participants on any issue
consists of what they encounter in the media, particularly with the recent
explosion of electronic information, because the news media often set the
agenda by being first on the scene. Most of the information reaches the press
routinely or through the persistence of reporters, but some is put there by par-
ticipants in an effort to influence presidential decisions. This chapter explores
the techniques that bureaucrats employ in using the press. We do not suggest
that “leaking” is the only or even the most important way that information
gets into print, but we wish to discuss the use of leaks as a standard bureau-
cratic maneuver.

Releasing Information

Most of the news about national security issues that reaches the press concerns
formal government decisions. A decision is made, and then as a matter of
routine it is announced to the press either because that is part of the process
of implementation (to be discussed in the following section) or because it is
simply assumed that the public should be informed about major presidential
or Cabinet-level decisions and should not have to learn about them by observ-
ing implementation. However, a substantial fraction of what appears in the
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press is there for other reasons, some of which are related to efforts to affect
presidential decisions.1

Most of the information about national security issues that reaches the
press is released by participants in the executive branch, either in official hand-
outs at meetings or in press conferences. Often such press conferences are on
the record: that is, journalists are free to report that the conference was held
and to identify and directly quote the officials who spoke to them. In other
cases, the press conference is on a “background” basis, whereby reporters may
use the information but instead of quoting directly must attribute it to some
vague source, such as “senior administration officials” or “State Department
officials.” Only senior participants are in a position to call press conferences,
whether on the record or for background, although occasionally they spon-
sor one conducted by a relatively junior official. During the Kennedy and
Johnson administrations, Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Secretary of
Defense Robert McNamara held background briefings weekly.2 Presidential
adviser Henry Kissinger frequently held background briefings following a
major presidential speech or in the midst of a foreign policy crisis. Usually a
conference is open to all reporters, but in some cases a specific group of jour-
nalists hold a luncheon or breakfast to which they invite an official and ask for
a background briefing. Though the material given in a background press con-
ference normally can be attributed to “senior officials,” in some cases a con-
ference is designated “deep background,” and the reporter must write the
information on his own initiative without attributing it to any official source.
President Kennedy, for example, held such deep backgrounders at the end of
each year, leading to a series of stories saying, “The President is known to
believe that. . . .”3

Apart from such official forms of release, an important fraction of the
material supplied to the press by participants in the executive branch is in the
form of “leaks.” Leaking is accomplished in many ways, such as private and
off-the-record interviews, vague tips to reporters to look into a particular
subject, or actually handing official papers to a reporter surreptitiously.
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Most White House leaks occur at the president’s initiative. However, some
reporters seek to establish a general relationship with the White House so
that they may be provided with leaks in return for a promise to report the
information in a way that will accomplish the objectives of the president in
leaking the material. Joseph Alsop, a Washington syndicated columnist, was
frequently successful in establishing such relations and apparently took the
initiative in seeking to do so. Robert Cutler, President Eisenhower’s special
assistant for national security affairs, reported being approached by Alsop
early in the Eisenhower administration in an attempt to set up such an
arrangement.4 Bob Woodward of the Washington Post seems to have enjoyed
a position of trust with the second President Bush after he published a book
lauding Bush’s post-9/11 leadership in Afghanistan.

Another ploy reporters use on their own initiative is to call officials, act as
if they know that something has occurred, and get implied confirmation from
them, often in the form of a refusal to discuss the subject. Thus on one occa-
sion, alerted almost inadvertently by McGeorge Bundy to the fact that there was
a major news story waiting to be discovered, Chalmers Roberts and Murray
Marder of the Washington Post began calling administration officials and ask-
ing them, “What was in the message from Khrushchev to Kennedy about the
I1-28s?” On one call Roberts finally got the response, “For Crissakes, how did
you know about that? I can’t tell you what was in the message.”5 On that basis,
the Post was able to print a story indicating that Khrushchev had sent a mes-
sage to Kennedy on the I1-28s in the closing days of the Cuban missile crisis.

Less often, officials describe a document in detail to favored journalists or
actually let them see the document or take a copy away—with or without
their superior’s knowledge. Presidential assistant Walt Rostow, for example,
would frequently call in a group of reporters on Johnson’s orders and permit
them to read intelligence reports on the Vietnam situation.6 Following the
Indo-Pakistani war of late 1971, some officials gave to Jack Anderson, a syn-
dicated columnist, the full text of a number of documents, including three
reports of meetings of the Washington Special Actions Group, a senior-level
group chaired by Henry Kissinger.7

Leaks come from many different sources, but it is the judgment of most
reporters that the greatest single source of leaks is the White House.8 Reporters
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themselves have told of receiving highly sensitive information directly from
the president. Both Max Frankel and Benjamin Bradlee were briefed by Pres-
ident Kennedy on his meeting with Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna in 1961.9 In
other cases the source of a story may be Congress or a foreign embassy.10 For
example, one of the most famous leaks of the Johnson administration, of the
fact that General Westmoreland had requested an additional 206,000 troops
to be sent to Vietnam following the Tet offensive, was apparently leaked to the
press from Capitol Hill.11

Senior officials have a choice of revealing information through leaks, back-
ground press conferences, or on-the-record statements. They may choose to
use a background press conference or a leak because they do not have author-
ity from the president to reveal the information and they fear being fired or,
more likely, cut out from the circle of participants involved in a particular
issue. Because of the same fears, junior participants take elaborate precautions
to protect themselves when they leak material. Another reason for resorting
to leaks or background press conferences is to conceal the source of informa-
tion so as to make it appear to be some more authoritative or expert source.
In other cases, a participant is concerned about “multiple audiences.” He or
she may desire to make clear to a domestic American audience or to the
bureaucracy what the position is without making a formal statement to a for-
eign government, or he or she may wish to launch a trial balloon or to give
guidance to the bureaucracy without making a formal commitment on the
part of the president. For all those reasons, officials resort to leaking, back-
ground press conferences, and other techniques of putting information into
the press without first securing the president’s agreement that such material
should be released. What specifically do participants hope to accomplish in
providing material to the press?

Why Information Is Leaked

In general, information is provided to the press either to affect bureaucratic
maneuvers directly or to alert and bring into the process participants from
outside the bureaucracy. A leak, for example, can inspire further investigative
reporting or attention from members of Congress. Leaking is a time-honored
means of getting information to the president outside formal channels.
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—To get the message through. Providing material to the press is often
designed to expose senior participants to a certain view of what is happening
and the likelihood of certain developments. Much of the information about
the world that reaches senior participants comes through the press. The feel-
ing is that “everyone” in Washington reads the New York Times and the Wash-
ington Post. They also follow CNN and TV network news. The reality reflected
in newspapers and on radio, television, and the Internet helps shape the way
senior participants see the world. Therefore participants may talk to reporters
in a manner designed to get them to present their stories in a particular light,
hoping that the daily reading of the press and electronic media gradually
leads senior participants to interpret an issue in a given way. For example, dur-
ing the early 1960s different officials in Saigon leaked conflicting reports about
the Vietnam War to American reporters in the hope of convincing senior par-
ticipants in Washington either that the war was a civil war or that it was essen-
tially an invasion from the north. Those conflicting notions of what was going
on in South Vietnam implied quite different policy stands.12

—To undermine rivals. Leaks often are used in an effort to drive a partici-
pant entirely from the executive branch or to reduce his or her influence sub-
stantially by trying in a variety of ways to bring his or her behavior into
question. One technique is to try to show that a participant is in favor of a pol-
icy that lacks any support in the country. Following the Cuban missile crisis,
opponents of UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson hinted to reporters that
Stevenson had favored appeasement of the Soviet Union by advocating a trade
of missiles in Cuba for missiles in Turkey. The intent was to show that Steven-
son was so “soft” that his views could not be taken seriously. If that could be
shown, Stevenson’s enemies believed, then President Kennedy would feel
pressed to remove him from office or to ignore him.13

A closely related technique is to try to have the press portray a particular
participant as not being a loyal supporter of the president. As with other
aspects of leaking information to the press, the machinations can become
quite involved. Following the Bay of Pigs invasion, news stories appeared indi-
cating that Chester Bowles, the under secretary of state, was one of the few
officials who had opposed the operation. Opponents of Bowles charged that
he had deliberately leaked the story in order to ingratiate himself with the left
wing of the Democratic party but that in doing so he had undercut the pres-
ident’s effort to maintain a united front. It is not impossible that the initial sto-

uses of the press / 185

12. Hilsman, To Move a Nation, p. 499.
13. Beichman, The “Other” State Department, pp. 146–47; Schlesinger, A Thousand Days,

p. 835.

3409-3 ch10  9/18/06  10:32 AM  Page 185



ries were leaked by opponents of Bowles in order to put them in a position to
make the charge.

Secretary of State Colin Powell was subjected to similar innuendo during
the second Bush administration when he was seen to be contradicting Vice
President Cheney in stating the president’s position on war with Iraq. Powell
had told the BBC that the president was in favor of getting the UN weapons
inspectors back into Iraq. Cheney then gave a major speech to press the case
for attacking Iraq, arguing that a return of inspectors was futile, if not danger-
ous. Shortly thereafter, “stories began appearing that Powell was contradict-
ing Cheney. He was accused of disloyalty, and he counted seven editorials
calling for his resignation or implying that he should quit. How can I be dis-
loyal, he wondered, when I’m giving the President’s stated position?”14

Leaks also may be designed to show that a particular participant is incom-
petent or doing a poor job. Such leaks frequently occur when two senior par-
ticipants are in a feud with each other and each is prepared to use any available
means to undercut the other’s position. Thus when Harold Stassen and John
Foster Dulles competed for the ear of the president on disarmament matters
and when Secretary of State Dean Acheson and Secretary of Defense Louis
Johnson feuded, the press was full of stories about the positions of each of
those officials.15 The running policy feuds between National Security Coun-
cil adviser Brzezinski and Secretary of State Vance during the Carter admin-
istration and between Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld and Secretary of State
Powell during the second Bush administration were often reflected in press
accounts inspired by one against the other. Participants may also seek to
undercut the position of an opponent by showing that he does not have the
support of the president. Often the president himself engages in such leaks as
a way of advising other participants that they need not take the views of a par-
ticular individual or organization as seriously as they had in the past. James
F. Byrnes, Truman’s first secretary of state, believed that he was subjected to
such a move on the part of the president.16 President Kennedy sought to
undercut the position of the Joint Chiefs of Staff following the Bay of Pigs
operation by telling Arthur Krock, the Washington correspondent of the New
York Times, that he had “lost confidence” in the Joint Chiefs and permitting
Krock to publish that statement on his own authority.17

Leaks may be utilized to indicate that a participant has lied to the public,
thereby making it an embarrassment to the president to keep him in office.
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That was one explanation offered for the leak of documents relating to Amer-
ican policy during the Indo-Pakistani war of 1971. The leaks seemed to show
that presidential assistant Henry Kissinger had lied to the press in describing
American policy, and some observers believed that the purpose of the leak was
to discredit Kissinger.18

Accusing an official of leaking something is itself a way of discrediting his
reputation within the bureaucracy. John Mecklin, the U.S. public affairs
adviser in Vietnam in the early 1960s, reports that because he was friendly
with two reporters, Neil Sheehan of UPI and David Halberstam of the New
York Times, he was accused of leaking stories to them. Such complaints were
conveyed by Secretary of State Dean Rusk and CIA director John McCone to
the head of the U.S. Information Agency. Mecklin concluded that “the dam-
age done to my reputation at such a level also severely compromised my future
with the government.”19

Machiavellian use of the press to discredit one’s opponents attains its high-
est levels within the White House staff itself. George Reedy described the
atmosphere:

The only aspect of “palace-guard” politics which requires subtlety is the
use of the press. The inexperienced courtier may make the mistake of
using his press contacts (which it takes a positive effort of will not to
acquire) to secure favorable mention of his name in public. But the wil-
ier practitioners of the art of palace knife-fighting take a different tack.
They seek to feature their competitors’ names in a context which will dis-
please the man who holds the real power. This reverse-thrust technique
is somewhat more complex than it appears on first glance. It is not
inconceivable, for example, that a newspaper story speculating on the
promotion of an assistant to higher office may be the death knell of that
assistant’s governmental career. It all depends upon the psychology of
the president, but whatever that psychology, there will always be people
around him who are willing to play it for whatever it is worth.20

Leaks to the press can be designed to affect relations between organizations
as well as individuals when that is believed necessary to attain a desired out-
come. The Army, attempting to get permission for development of a medium-
range missile, at one point sought to cement an alliance with the Navy by
inflaming relations between the Navy and the Air Force. Army colonels leaked
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to the Pentagon reporter of the New York Times an Air Force staff paper that
deprecated the contribution of Forrestal-class carriers to the overall strategic
mission. The aim was to deceive the Navy into thinking that the Air Force was
leaking papers prejudicial to the Navy’s interest.21

—To attract the attention of the president. Getting a story into the news
media sometimes is a way of bringing issues to the attention of the president.
As one former official observed: “The amount of high-level interest in an
issue varies with potential press interest.”22 Particularly when preparing for a
press conference, the president is informed by his aides regarding what ques-
tions reporters are likely to raise. In the process he may learn of issues that
would otherwise remain buried in the bureaucracy. One clue that aides use in
determining what questions reporters are likely to raise are leaked stories that
have recently appeared in the press. Thus an official anxious to bring an issue
to the attention of the president may plant a story with the expectation that
the subject will then come up in the preparation for a press conference.

—To build support. Presidents may use press leaks to issue what bureaucrats
call a “hunting license”—meaning that they let their inclination in favor of a
particular proposal be known as it is winding its way through the bureaucracy.
By having reporters write stories saying that the president favors moving in a
particular direction, the White House strengthens the hand of those advocat-
ing that move. Advocates point to the story as an indication of presidential
concern justifying movement.

—To ensure implementation. Many times a leak follows a presidential deci-
sion and is designed to enforce implementation. This aspect of leaking is dis-
cussed in Part 3.

—To alert foreign governments. In some instances, press leaks are used to
bring the influence of foreign governments to bear on a policy question. Dur-
ing the cold war period, NATO countries were likely targets for such opera-
tions. Officials in those countries read the American press carefully and were
sensitive to American actions that they thought might undercut the NATO
alliance. George Kennan explained in his memoirs how a leak, by a person still
unknown, was used to kill a plan for a partial withdrawal of American forces
from Europe in the period immediately after World War II.23 Maxwell Taylor
stated that a leak also undercut a plan by Admiral Arthur Radford during the
latter’s term as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to withdraw a substan-
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tial number of American forces from Europe. The report in the press that
such a plan was afoot led German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer to send the
chief of the German armed forces to Washington to express Germany’s great
concern24 and resulted in intense complaints from other European allies, forc-
ing the U.S. government to suspend consideration of a reduction of forces.
One of the first notorious leaks of the Kennedy administration involved such
a maneuver. Secretary of State Rusk had sent a memorandum to Secretary of
Defense McNamara on February 15, 1961, outlining the American military
forces that he believed were required to support the proper foreign policy
objectives. In the course of the memorandum Rusk emphasized the need for
general-purpose forces, an emphasis that could be construed as supporting
the Army’s budget against that of the Air Force. The memorandum was leaked
to the press within two weeks in a badly distorted form, suggesting that Rusk
favored abandonment of the nuclear deterrent in Europe. The episode was
typical in that what finally reached the press was a distorted version designed
to create the maximum sense of fear in the intended audience.25

Going Outside the Executive Branch

Most leaks are designed to put information into the public domain that would
not otherwise be available, and the purpose of putting it there is to influence
Congress or the public as a whole and thereby to influence presidential deci-
sions. The decision to leak information to the press is taken by those who are
dissatisfied with the decisions being made within the executive branch and
who have reason to believe that public attitudes are likely to be more favor-
able to their position. Participants who recognize that public and congres-
sional views are likely to be even more opposed to their position have no
incentive to alert the news media despite the expectation of an adverse pres-
idential decision. Thus the sort of information disclosed changes from time
to time in light of the executive branch’s views of public and congressional
attitudes. Leaks may be designed simply to alert participants outside the exec-
utive branch in order to enable them to bring influence to bear, or they may
be designed to affect the information that Congress and the public have and
to lead them to make up their mind in a particular way on a particular issue.
Frequently the stand that a particular group or individual has taken on an
issue is made known through leaks when it is believed that knowledge of that
stand will affect the attitudes of leading members of Congress and important

uses of the press / 189

24. Taylor, The Uncertain Trumpet, pp. 41–42.
25. Kraft, Profiles in Power, pp. 115–18; Cater, Power in Washington, p. 48.

3409-3 ch10  9/18/06  10:32 AM  Page 189



groups. Finally, leaks related to domestic politics may be designed to create the
expectation that something that is favored by important segments of the pub-
lic will in fact occur.

Alerting Outside Supporters

In some situations participants recognize that a number of supporters of their
position hold key congressional positions or belong to influential interest
groups. The problem is simply that those potential allies are not aware of the
fact that a presidential decision is about to be made. In such instances, the pur-
pose of leaks is to inform the individuals that an issue is up for decision, so
that they can make their views known. Officials find it more difficult to act to
the contrary after they have been informed in advance about the strong views
of individuals whose support they need on a wide range of issues. Roger Hils-
man, who was then the director of the Bureau of Intelligence and Research
(INR) at the State Department, described an episode in which he had the
agreement of State Department officials to transfer to the Central Intelligence
Agency what he viewed as certain peripheral functions then being performed
by INR with funds transferred from the CIA:

But I had not reckoned on Congress. I had Rusk’s approval, but before
the decision was final I had to touch base with the Bureau of the Budget,
the CIA, and others. Before I could complete the rounds, there was—
inevitably—a leak, and a leak designed to block the move. A national
newsmagazine reported that I was about to sell half the personnel of the
bureau “up the river”—literally up the Potomac River to the CIA head-
quarters at Langley, Virginia. Wayne Hayes, Chairman of the Subcom-
mittee on State Department Organization, and the entire membership of
the House Foreign Affairs Committee were furious at what they thought
was a further enhancement of the power of CIA. For the Foreign Affairs
Committee shared many of the State Department’s resentments of the
CIA, and for many of the same reasons. Knowledgeable and sensitive to
the political considerations in our dealings abroad because of their work
on the committee, the members decried the growth of the CIA, its ubiq-
uitousness, and the political handicaps which the United States’ seem-
ingly excessive reliance on secret agents and cloak-and-dagger techniques
brought in their wake. They also resented the fact that the CIA had a spe-
cial relationship with a secret subcommittee consisting of members from
the Appropriations Committee and the Armed Services Committee—
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bypassing the Foreign Affairs Committee on a number of matters they
considered their proper responsibility. I was ordered to appear before the
subcommittee the next day.26

If outside opponents of a favored line of action are known to exist, stren-
uous efforts are made to keep a matter from leaking before a presidential
decision is announced. For example, in planning his trip to Peking, President
Nixon went to great lengths to keep the matter from leaking to supporters of
the Chinese Nationalist regime in the United States until he could announce
that he had accepted an invitation from Chairman Mao. Similarly, great efforts
were made to prevent any leaks of the proposed American plans to support an
invasion of Cuba in 1961.27 The Clinton administration later went to great
lengths to conceal the secret negotiations between Cuba and the United States
leading to an agreement that Cuba would accept the return of Cubans seek-
ing to enter the United States illegally.

Affecting Public Information

In other cases the problem is more complicated. Participants believe that there
is potential support for their position among the public but that they need to
focus that support by providing information that will make clear why their
position is important to national security. In such cases the leaks, besides
alerting the public to the fact that an issue is up for debate, must also present
information that will galvanize outsiders into action. The information leaked
to the press may be designed to warn the public of the great dangers that
would flow from a decision that participants fear the president will make.
Their aim is to increase the domestic political cost of the decision to the pres-
ident by generating public fears. Admiral Arthur Radford may have resorted
to this technique as part of the campaign to get Eisenhower to approve mili-
tary intervention in Vietnam in 1954. According to one study:

An important section of the military led by Admiral Arthur Radford, the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, increasingly identified the
Indochina War with centralized Communist planning in Moscow and
Peking. The French, in this view, were fighting to defend the free world,
to hold back the yellow hordes of Communist-indoctrinated peasant
guerrillas bent on conquering all of Asia—first China, then Vietnam, and
which country next? The analogy of a line of falling dominoes was used
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to illustrate the danger confronting the American defense system based
on a chain of islands from Japan to Formosa and the Philippines. It was
argued that intervention to meet the threat, either alone or in concert,
was preferable to a negotiated surrender. As the New York Times put it in
a dispatch printed on May 2, the Radford school argued that there
should be “no agreement to cease firing or to an armistice or to any set-
tlement that will permit the Communist Viet Minh to build up their
strength and resume fighting more effectively later.” The article con-
cluded that “In essence, any solution in Indochina short of outright mili-
tary defeat of the Viet Minh rebels is opposed by the men responsible for
the military security of the United States.”28

Many leaks relate to supposed “enemy” capabilities. The military services
seek to generate support for their proposed weapons systems by leaking infor-
mation to the press about enemy capabilities. In some cases the estimates
leaked may be wildly exaggerated or even totally false. One example of the lat-
ter was the story put out surreptitiously by the military that the Soviet Union
had tested a nuclear-powered bomber. In fact no such test had taken place, and
no information existed that suggested that it would.29 Many leaks relating to
Russia’s capabilities occurred during the SALT and subsequent arms control
negotiations.

Other leaks are aimed at extolling the virtues of one military capability
opposed to another. These show up especially when the services are develop-
ing two closely related systems, such as the Polaris and Minuteman missiles.30

Leaks are also devised to emphasize “gaps” in U.S. capabilities if it is thought
that the gaps may then be “overcome” to the advantage of the armed forces.
Thus when the military were denied operational control over nuclear weapons
by President Truman, they leaked the fact to the press along with hints that his
decision interfered with the operational readiness of the Air Force.31

Informing a Constituency

Matters of allegiance and personality sometimes lie behind leaks. The position
taken by a key individual or organization on a particular issue may be made
known through a leak if important groups outside the executive branch take
their cues from the stands of specific participants within the executive branch.
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If participants have no following, their position is rarely leaked. Thus one
seldom learns what the career officials in the various State Department
regional bureaus think about an issue. When, however, groups with prestige
outside the executive branch fear that the president will not accept their posi-
tions, they are likely to see to it that their supporters know what is happening.
In some cases the leak originates with other officials anxious to get the sup-
port that may come from letting it be known that a prestigious group has sup-
ported their position.

Because of the prestigious position that the military services have had in
most of the period since World War II, their views on a number of issues are
leaked to the press in an effort to increase the domestic cost to the president
of overruling the military. For example, in the early postwar period the fact
that the Joint Chiefs of Staff favored German rearmament was made known
to Congress in an effort to pressure the State Department to support that
position.32 The objections of the services to limitations imposed by a president
on defense budgets are also frequently reported in the press. The views of
particularly prestigious military leaders also may be made known. General
Douglas MacArthur frequently resorted to this technique in an effort to pres-
sure President Truman. MacArthur, rather than resorting to leaks, simply
made public statements, on one occasion announcing plans to withdraw a
substantial number of American military forces from the occupation of Japan
and in another announcing that he thought a Japanese peace treaty could
come fairly soon.33 During the Korean conflict, MacArthur revealed in a let-
ter to Representative Joseph Martin, which the latter made public, that he
favored an expansion of the war.34

Leaking the views of one prestigious group or individual can be countered
by leaking the position of another. Counter-leaking was a key part of the
effort to use the press to influence a decision by President Nixon in the spring
of 1971 on the number of troops that he would withdraw from Vietnam. The
maneuvering began on March 16, 1971, with Secretary of Defense Melvin
Laird asserting that the Nixon administration was committed to continuing
its current rate of withdrawal from Vietnam through late 1972. Laird was
quoted in the next day’s newspapers as saying that the president would with-
draw at least 12,500 men a month from Vietnam “from now on.”35 Two days
later, the New York Times published a story out of Saigon reporting the con-
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cern felt by the U.S. military command in Vietnam that budget restraints and
troop force ceilings were forcing withdrawals from Vietnam faster than would
be dictated by the president’s “Vietnamization” program.36

As the leaking and counter-leaking continued over the next month, Pres-
ident Nixon faced a dilemma. If he acceded to the Joint Chiefs’ request to
delay troop withdrawals, he would do so with the public knowing that his own
Secretary of Defense believed that troop withdrawals would go forward on
schedule. Thus the doves would be aroused. On the other hand, if he
announced that he was withdrawing troops on the current schedule, it would
be known that he was doing so over the strong recommendations of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and of the American commander in Vietnam. Thus the hawks
would be aroused. The president pulled a rabbit out of the hat by announc-
ing the withdrawal of 150,000 men from Vietnam over the next twelve months
(thus maintaining the current rate of withdrawal) but then apparently agree-
ing privately with the military that they could postpone any withdrawals dur-
ing the first sixty days of the twelve-month period.37

The arms control talks with the Soviet Union during President Reagan’s
administration provided fertile ground for warring factions to engage in
bureaucratic maneuvering, which often broke out in the press as they fought
over the future of the Strategic Defense Initiative and the ABM treaty. Strobe
Talbott chronicled the cross fire that took place on the eve of the Geneva
Summit in November 1985:

Every presidential mention of the ABM treaty [in public] was a point for
Shultz, McFarlane, and Nitze in their struggle against Weinberger and
Perle. Now they were about to carry that struggle to the summit. With
the help of the White House chief of staff, Donald Regan, Shultz and
McFarlane arranged for Weinberger to be left out of the entourage that
would accompany the President to Geneva.

On the very eve of the meeting, the Pentagon struck back. The New
York Times and the Washington Post carried front-page articles about a
letter drafted by Perle and sent to Reagan over Weinberger’s signature,
recommending that the President not commit the United States to con-
tinued compliance with the ABM treaty. The letter rehearsed the case
that the Pentagon had been making for the broad interpretation of the
ABM treaty: “In Geneva, you will almost certainly come under great
pressure . . . to agree formally to limit SDI research development and
testing to only that research allowed under the most restrictive interpre-
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tation of the ABM treaty, even though you have determined that a less
restrictive interpretation is justified legally.”

Acceding to such pressure—which the letter implied would come not
just from the Soviets but from the State Department—would be to play
into the hands of SDI opponents on Capitol Hill: “The Soviets doubtless
will seek assurances that you will continue to be bound to such tight lim-
its on SDI development and testing that would discourage Congress
from making any but token appropriations.”

As the President set off for his first meeting with the leader of the
Soviet Union, the letter was a dramatic display of dissension within the
ranks of his Administration. McFarlane, in the guise of an unnamed offi-
cial aboard Air Force One who was quoted in the newspapers the next
day, fumed that “someone” was trying to “sabotage” the summit. He left
no doubt that Perle was the leading suspect. In Geneva, Perle denied the
charge and suggested that the State Department had leaked the letter to
make the Pentagon look bad.38

Announcing a Policy

The press can be used to create the impression that a decision has been made.
If the news is well received by the public, the president must go along or else
appear in the unwelcome role of an executive reversing a popular policy. The
announcement of a policy in hopes of pressuring the president to accept it
may be done in a backgrounder or in a press leak, but it is much more effec-
tive when done on the record.

The technique is limited to senior participants such as Cabinet officers
who are in a position to call a press conference. When maneuvering in this
way, a senior participant announces to the press on the record that the gov-
ernment has made a particular decision. He does so only if he has tried and
failed to get the president to make that decision, only if he feels very strongly
that the proposed decision is in the national interest, and only if he thinks that
by publicly announcing the policy he can change the consequences for the
president sufficiently so that the president will not publicly challenge him or
otherwise revert to the previous decision.

Naturally, also, the official who tries this ploy must choose a time when
there is strong and widespread public support for the decision that he or she
announces.
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Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford used this maneuver in the spring of
1968 after he had sought and failed to get President Lyndon Johnson to change
his Vietnam policy in several respects. Clifford had recommended to the pres-
ident that the United States declare that it would send no additional troops to
Vietnam. During March 1968 the president decided not to meet General
Westmoreland’s specific request for 206,000 men, but he was unwilling to
announce categorically that no additional troops would be sent.

Nevertheless, in the weeks following President Johnson’s March 31 speech,
Clifford announced to the press (largely in response to reporters’ questions,
so there was no prepared text that had to be cleared in advance) that the
United States had decided to put a ceiling on its effort in Vietnam, that it
would no longer pour troops into a bottomless pit, and that as a matter of fact
it did not intend to send any additional troops to Vietnam.

Obviously, in rejecting Clifford’s advice that he announce such a decision,
the president sensed the great domestic popularity the announcement would
have, but he apparently felt that the adverse consequences for national secu-
rity outweighed the possible domestic gains. However, once Clifford
announced the policy, the president’s choice was either to go along or to pub-
licly engage in a hassle with his secretary of defense over the question of
whether he would send additional troops to Vietnam. Having said that he
had renounced another term as president to work for peace in Vietnam, John-
son was not in a very strong position to argue in public that additional troops
might have to be sent to Indochina. Clifford’s maneuver changed the domes-
tic political consequences for President Johnson to the point that they out-
weighed his estimate of foreign policy consequences, and he went along with
the change in policy.39

Trial Balloons

In some situations the press is used in an attempt to learn more about the
likely domestic consequences of a proposed course of action. Thus what is
known as a trial balloon may be floated, on the record by a Cabinet officer, in
a background briefing, or through a leak. The public debate generated by the
news that a proposed decision is under consideration gives the president addi-
tional information regarding its likely domestic consequences. Often after a
decision has been made, the press is used to test various ways of softening
feared adverse domestic consequences.
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Presidential Speeches

The president himself can use each of the techniques listed above. He can
command much more press attention than anyone else, whether he is speak-
ing on the record or offering background information or carefully leaking
something. Presidents often obtain press coverage by delivering a major for-
eign policy speech.

The great advantage of this device for a president is that he can in effect
implement decisions himself soon after making them. Presidents often find
that the most effective way to settle an ongoing bureaucratic squabble is with
a public statement. “Faced with an administrative machine which is both
elaborate and fragmented,” Henry Kissinger has written, “the executive is
forced into essentially lateral means of control.”40 Thus many public speeches,
though ostensibly directed to outsiders, may perform a more important role
in laying down guidelines for the bureaucracy. The chief significance of a for-
eign policy speech by the president may be that it settles an internal debate in
Washington. A public statement is more useful for that purpose than an
administrative memorandum because it is harder to reverse.

In some cases the president may be unwilling to settle a bureaucratic con-
flict definitively but may wish to give a hunting license to a particular group.
To do that he may give a speech that indicates his general support for a par-
ticular policy approach. He thereby avoids putting himself in the position of
having definitively overruled a major part of the bureaucracy, while he
increases the probability of getting the outcome that he desires. The hunting
license serves the purpose only if important elements in the bureaucracy
attach high priority to the proposal to which the president has given impetus
and are prepared to pick up his hunting license and move with him.

In some cases the president seeks in a speech not to settle an ongoing
bureaucratic dispute or to issue a specific hunting license but to set an entirely
new direction for the foreign policy of his administration. He realizes that he
is going to be moving against the strongly held views of a number of factions
in his bureaucracy. Many presidents have made such speeches, and they have
followed a strikingly similar pattern. Avoiding the usual procedure of inform-
ing the bureaucracy that the president plans to give a major speech and
requesting inputs to it, the White House keeps to itself the fact that a speech
is being contemplated. A draft is put on paper in secret, after consultation
among a few key White House advisers. Only after the draft is discussed with
the president and he has given it his approval is any effort made to notify the
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bureaucracy. At that time, the coordination usually takes place at very high
levels. A senior White House official conveys the speech to the secretary of
state and the secretary of defense, informing them that the president has
already approved the text and that he plans to give the speech in a very few
days. Under obligation not to show the text to their subordinates, key officials
almost always go along with the president’s proposed text, because any sug-
gestion for change means challenging a presidential decision that has already
been made. Thus speeches clear quickly at high levels.41

Early in their respective administrations President Reagan and the second
President Bush seized on the device of speeches to set a clear tone for their atti-
tudes toward perceived enemies. With his famous “Evil Empire” and “Star
Wars” speeches, Reagan served notice that he was not prepared to accept the
concept of mutual assured destruction and he embarked on an ambitious
program to intercept ballistic missiles by asking one question: “What if free
people could live secure in the knowledge that their security did not rest upon
the threat of instant retaliation to deter a Soviet attack, that we could inter-
cept and destroy strategic ballistic missiles before they reached our own soil
or that of our allies?”42 Remembering the power of the simplicity of Reagan’s
phraseology, the second President Bush used his first State of the Union
address, only six months after the 9/11 attack, to coin a phrase of his own that
would set the mood of his administration. Singling out North Korea, Iran, and
Iraq, he said, “States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of
evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass
destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger.”43

Senior participants and representatives of organizations quickly come to
recognize the importance of major presidential speeches. Those who are frus-
trated in their efforts to get the bureaucracy to adopt a policy frequently rec-
ommend that the president give a “new directions” speech. Others seek to
slip a key idea into a paragraph of a speech being drafted. They hope to affect
future decisions within the bureaucracy by being able to cite a presidential
source for endorsement. The aim, for example, may be to set the tone of delib-
erations on an issue that is up for decision, such as the American stand in an
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ongoing negotiation. George Kennan related just such an episode, which
occurred after he was appointed to chair an interdepartmental committee to
try to settle differences between Treasury Secretary John Snyder and the State
Department about how to deal with a British request for a substantial loan
shortly after the end of World War II:

Three days later, while my interdepartmental committee was still at
work, the department received the draft of a speech the President pro-
posed shortly to give which included a paragraph addressed to the forth-
coming arrival of the British statesmen. It seemed to me cold and wholly
devoid of sympathy or understanding for the British position. I therefore
dictated a paragraph for inclusion in it; the Secretary read this over the
phone to Clark Clifford in the White House; and to my own surprise it
found its way into the speech. It was to the effect that the British states-
men would find the usual warm welcome in our country; that we would
not forget our wartime associations with Britain or the strains and
stresses to which the British people had been subject in the postwar
years; that we would regard the matters under discussion as a common
problem and would sit down to the discussions in a spirit of friendliness
and helpfulness. When this speech appeared in the papers, on August 30,
the general reception was highly favorable, but I later heard that it was
the occasion of much anguish, and even phone calls of protest to the
President, on the part of Secretary Snyder, to whom a friendly word of
this sort appeared to harbor sinister dangers.44

Because officials are always on the lookout for opportunities to insert in the
president’s speeches statements that they can later cite to serve their special pur-
poses, he must be wary.“The executive thus finds himself confronted by propos-
als for public declarations,” Henry Kissinger wrote, “which may be innocuous
in themselves—and whose bureaucratic significance may be anything but
obvious—but which can be used by some agency or department to launch a
study or program which will restrict his freedom of decision later on.”45

George Ball, under secretary of state in the Kennedy administration and
one of those in favor of creating a multilateral nuclear force, related one
episode that demonstrates the high value placed on even the most tenuous
presidential hunting license inserted into a speech. In May 1961, when a
speech by Kennedy was scheduled, there was much opposition within the
government to the American proposals for creating an interallied nuclear
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force. Thus the best that Ball and his colleagues were able to get was a presi-
dential statement that “beyond this we look to the possibility of eventually
establishing a NATO seaborne force, which would be truly multilateral in
ownership and control, if this should be desired and found feasible by other
allies, once NATO’s nonnuclear goals have been achieved [emphasis added].”46

Opponents of the MLF viewed that statement as entirely innocuous, since
everyone understood that NATO’s nonnuclear goals would in fact never be
achieved. Nevertheless, as Ball himself explains, the statement was exploited
as a presidential “mandate” and formed the basis for an effort by Ball and his
colleagues within the State Department to convince the Europeans to support
the MLF proposal.47

Astute bureaucrats thus view major presidential speeches both as a danger
and as an opportunity. Dean Acheson, writing from the vantage point of his
experience as secretary of state, summed up the perspective of the senior par-
ticipants on this aspect of maneuvering within the government:

The Secretary, if he is wise, will join the fray himself, with his own draft,
and try to guide and direct it. He can carry more weight than any of his
associates, particularly in the final stages when the President himself, as I
knew the procedure, joins the group and makes the final decisions.

It may seem absurd—and doubtless is—for a Secretary of State to be
spending his time as a member of a Presidential speech-writing group.
But this is often where policy is made, regardless of where it is supposed
to be made. The despised speech, often agreed to be made months
beforehand without thought of subject, a nuisance to prepare and
annoyance to deliver, has often proved the vehicle for statements of far-
reaching effect for good or ill. As both a junior and a senior official, I
have fought this guerrilla warfare; sometimes to get things done which
would otherwise be stopped, and sometimes to prevent others from
doing the same thing.48

In some cases, the White House may view presidential speeches as a means
of formulating policy in the absence of timely recommendations from the
cumbersome foreign policy bureaucracy. Early in the first Bush administra-
tion, the White House became concerned about mounting criticism of its
seeming failure to find new policy responses to the rapid political change
engulfing Eastern Europe. Recognizing that the formal policy reviews initiated
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at the beginning of the administration were not going to provide a creative
basis for new approaches, the president turned instead to a small core group
of senior officials to work out a new strategic framework. The NSC decided
to lay out that framework in a series of four presidential commencement
speeches during the late spring, effectively preempting the formal policy
process and setting the administration’s agenda for addressing the new Euro-
pean order.49

Implications for Decisions

At the top levels of the American government the belief is that anything of
importance, especially if it touches on domestic political interests, will be
leaked to the press by some participant unhappy with the drift of a presiden-
tial decision. Because that belief is so widely held, it tends to influence signif-
icantly the way that issues are handled in the executive branch. Often an
option under consideration is rejected on the grounds that to be effective, it
has to be implemented before it is leaked, but it is likely to be leaked before it
is implemented.

The extremes to which a president may conclude he has to go to keep
things from leaking is illustrated by the preparations for the trip by presiden-
tial assistant Henry Kissinger to Peking to arrange a visit by Nixon. Apparently
no more than four or five Americans, inside or outside the government, at any
level, were aware of the preparations. All the departments of the government,
including the State Department (with the possible exception of the secretary
of state himself), were kept in the dark. Although the secret was kept, it
entailed a substantial cost. The president was denied the expertise of the
bureaucracy in designing the probe toward China, and allied governments
could not be informed, an omission that caused a crisis in American relations
with Japan. This secret probe was possible only because the president had
great confidence in his national security adviser and therefore was prepared
to move without the advice of the State Department and the intelligence agen-
cies and only because the action to be carried out was one that could be per-
formed by a very small number of people. Ironically, when President Carter
was preparing to normalize relations with China several years later, he came
to the same conclusion as President Nixon: that the move was best entrusted
to his national security adviser without the advice of the State Department.

In some situations the calculation that a leak will occur and would be dis-
astrous leads a president and other senior participants to reject proposed
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courses of action. Knowing of the fear of leaks, participants opposed to a par-
ticular course of action sometimes seek to prevent it by warning participants
higher up that, if the action is taken, it will quickly be leaked, with detrimen-
tal effects. For example, during the Indo-Pakistani war of 1971, the White
House was pressing for an anti-Indian position, which was being resisted by
the bureaucracy. When Henry Kissinger informed the senior USAID official
that the president wished to tightly restrict aid to India, the following
exchange took place:

Kissinger: The President wants no more irrevocable letters of credit
issued under the ninety-nine million credit. He wants the seventy-two
million PL 480 credit also held.

Williams: Word will soon get around when we do this. Does the
President understand that?

Kissinger: That is his order, but I will check with the President again. . . .50

The threat is always made in impersonal terms: not “I will leak it,” but “It will
leak.” When they feared that President Kennedy might cancel the Bay of Pigs
invasion, CIA officials pressed him very hard with the argument that, if the
invasion were called off, the fact would certainly leak from the Cuban refugees,
who would provide a highly distorted view of the probability of success of the
operation and the American reasons for cancellation. Arthur Schlesinger
reported the arguments as they were put to the president:

As [Allen] Dulles said at the March 11 meeting, “Don’t forget that we
have a disposal problem. If we have to take these men out of Guatemala,
we will have to transfer them to the United States, and we can’t have
them wandering around the country telling everyone what they have
been doing.”51

Since a president believes that anything of importance may leak, he is con-
cerned about the possibility of a leak even if no explicit threat is made or the
possibility is not pointed out by other participants. Apparently one of Presi-
dent Johnson’s concerns in considering whether to continue with the Vietnam
policy that he inherited from President Kennedy was the fear that if he
changed course, his advisers—whom he also inherited and who had framed
the policy in the first place—would contrive leaks to imply that the new pres-
ident was jeopardizing the security of the United States.52

202 / uses of the press

50. Washington Post, January 5, 1972.
51. Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, p. 242.
52. Wicker, JFK and LBJ, pp. 203–4; Halberstam, “The Very Expensive Education of Mc-

George Bundy,” p. 31.

3409-3 ch10  9/18/06  10:32 AM  Page 202



When a revealing story does appear in the press, a president sees it as a con-
firmation of his view that participants with different objectives will leak things
through the press. Presidents tend to ignore the possibility that the leak
resulted from some source outside the executive branch or that the story
appeared as a result of a reporter’s initiative. At one point, in a desperate
effort to convince President Johnson that many of the stories appearing in the
press did not get there as a result of deliberate leaks by his staff, presidential
assistant McGeorge Bundy asked Philip Potter, who had just written an accu-
rate account of President Johnson’s policy on aid to India, to explain how he
had gotten the story. “Would you mind giving me a memorandum on how
you came to write that story?” he asked. “I’d like to show it to the President. I
know you got the story legitimately, but this President never believes a
reporter can get a story like that unless the secret paper is filched or a Cabi-
net member suborned.”53

Because of the importance of the press in the policymaking process as a
whole and because of the analytical value of considering the press’s role in a
single chapter, we have diverted somewhat from our effort to trace a particu-
lar issue, the ABM program, through the government to a presidential deci-
sion. Recall, then, where we are. Participants with varying interests and
constrained by the rules plan strategies to get the decisions that they want. Part
of the strategy relates to information content and dissemination of informa-
tion. It is this aspect that we have been concerned with thus far and that led
us to a discussion of the role of the press. The second strand of the process
relates to how the issue moves through the system toward the president and
toward a decision.
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As we saw in chapter 7, ascertaining whether the president
is to be involved in a decision is one of the crucial steps in planning to obtain
the decision that one wants. The rules of the game, particularly those set by
the president, may necessitate the president’s involvement, or they may spec-
ify that the issue be decided at another level of the bureaucracy. Often, how-
ever, the rules are sufficiently flexible that they do not prescribe the exact
progress of a decision through the bureaucracy. This chapter first discusses the
reasons why participants prefer to achieve consensus without involving the
president, then it deals with the options open to participants to affect the way
that issues reach the president in those cases in which his involvement cannot
be avoided (or, less frequently, when a participant decides that presidential
involvement is more desirable). Finally, it considers two key elements in secur-
ing a presidential decision: securing a consensus and creating a deadline.

Agreeing without the President

When there is a choice, participants prefer to reach a consensus and a decision
without involving the president. This is true for a number of reasons. Partici-
pants recognize that they are likely to have much more control over what is
decided if it is the result of a compromise among the organizations and indi-
viduals directly involved in an issue. If an unresolved issue is taken to the pres-
ident for a decision, the White House might shape its own compromise, taking
into account the president’s domestic political concerns, and that compromise
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might substantially reduce the autonomy of an organization with operating
responsibilities. Moreover, sending an issue up to the president for a decision,
calling on him to overrule one or another organization, runs the risk of shift-
ing the locus of decisionmaking in general toward the White House, thereby
reducing the autonomy of all organizations in the bureaucracy.1

In some cases, participants have a strong need or desire to get a decision
quickly that will permit them to go forward with various actions. They recog-
nize that it may be difficult to persuade the president to involve himself in an
issue or that in any case it may be a substantial period of time before he makes
a decision. Thus there is strong pressure to compromise in order to get a
unanimous decision that will permit actions to go forward. In such cases par-
ticipants who are less eager for action frequently can get their way by threat-
ening to take the matter to the president. John Kenneth Galbraith, for
example, reports that while he was ambassador to India, he quarreled with the
State Department and the White House about the text of a letter to go in the
president’s name to Indian Prime Minister Nehru. Galbraith, receiving a draft
unacceptable to him, sent it back with his recommended changes, “asking
that my recommended changes, or my reasons for them, be sent to the Pres-
ident himself.” He noted that he got his way by relying on the fact that “since
getting his [the President’s] attention was difficult, the alternative would be to
accept them. So it happened.”2

Fear of losing, and thus of hurting their reputation, is another reason why
participants are reluctant to take issues to the president. Also, they recognize
that when they ask the president to overrule another official, they are using up
one of the limited number of occasions on which the president will go to
such lengths for them. For example, when Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles clashed with Secretary of the Treasury George Humphrey about a pro-
posal for a development loan fund (under which the United States would
provide loans on lenient terms to developing countries), both felt under
strong pressure to reach an agreement so that neither of them had go to the
president and ask him to overrule the other. By invoking foreign policy con-
siderations of high importance, Dulles was able to get Humphrey to retreat
from the position that the fund would have to be financed by annual appro-
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priations. At the same time Dulles accepted Humphrey’s position that appro-
priations would have to be requested for the first year. As Russell Edgerton has
observed in his careful study of the loan fund, despite the fact that the agree-
ment was not fully satisfactory to either official, “Neither man went to the
President.”3

The considerations involved here are the same as those that lead partici-
pants to stay out of an issue. When they cannot, those considerations lead
them to consider a compromise below the level of the president.

Getting to the President

It may happen that participants have no choice but to go to the president. Per-
haps he has asked that an issue be referred to him for a decision, or a matter
has arisen that, according to the rules of the game, requires a presidential
decision. The importance of an issue is a factor, as when someone wishes to
send troops into combat in a conflict that is just developing or when success-
ful implementation of a policy would require a presidential commitment that
can be revealed to other governments. In other cases, a participant may elect
to take an issue to the president because he or she is dissatisfied with the com-
promise negotiated below the president and prefers to take his or her chances
on a decision from above. If an issue is to be taken to the president, partici-
pants have a number of choices about how to do so.

Through Channels

The most straightforward way of bringing an issue to the president is to do so
through the prescribed formal channels. In some cases that calls for introduc-
ing the question into a formal National Security Council system such as that
established by presidents Eisenhower and Nixon. If there is no formal NSC
system or if the issue does not warrant introduction into the system, the pro-
cedure calls for a memorandum from the relevant heads of departments, gen-
erally the secretary of state and the secretary of defense and/or the secretary
of the treasury, with a recommendation for a particular course of action or a
memorandum from the national security adviser to the president that informs
him of the views of the key agencies and then makes a recommendation.

The rules of the game prescribe whether in the formal procedures the pres-
ident is to be presented with a single recommended option or a variety of
options from which to choose. When a single option is called for, an effort is
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made to negotiate a compromise with which all the relevant departments and
participants are satisfied. Where the rules of the game call for several options,
participants seek to arrange the options so that the package of options pre-
sented contains only one viable option acceptable to all of them. If that can-
not be done, then the president may be confronted with real options, each
advocated by different parts of the bureaucracy.

Often that path appears to be extremely risky. Participants, uncertain of
how the president will react to various options, do not know how to shape
their proposal and take their stance so as to get him to make the desired deci-
sion. For that reason, a participant who has control of the action often tries
to get to the president by a different route in order to maximize his or her
chances of getting the desired decision. Senior participants have a number of
routes open to them, some of which also are open to junior participants intent
on circumventing their nominal superiors.

Going Solo

The ideal situation for a senior participant is to be able to take a controver-
sial issue to the president and get him to decide it without further recourse to
other participants. An official whose relationship permits him or her to bring
issues forward in this way nevertheless uses the privilege sparingly, recogniz-
ing the price that the president will pay with other participants. Officials with
direct access to the president are most likely to take issues to him in hopes of
a quick decision when there is substantial disagreement or when others plan
to act without informing the president. Dean Acheson recounted a number of
occasions when he acted this way in the face of intense squabbling within the
government, particularly when the Pentagon refused to accept his judgment
on political matters. Acheson reported that he saw the president alone each
Monday and Thursday and had an opportunity to bring up such matters.4

Few officials, however, have the confidence of the president to the extent
that he is prepared to decide a controversial issue simply upon hearing one
side of the story and without at least pretending to have a formal review of the
matter through regular channels. More often an issue is taken privately to the
president for his tentative judgment subject to review and confirmation when
the issue comes through formal channels.

Acheson used this technique frequently when he was secretary of state. He
would discuss an issue with Truman to assure himself of the president’s sup-
port and then orchestrate with the president how to handle the more formal
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meeting with other officials. He reports that he tried this again under Presi-
dent Kennedy when Kennedy assigned him to try to work out a solution to the
American balance-of-payments problem. In that case, as Acheson relates, it
did not work as well, apparently because there was no commanding figure
under the president to whom others were prepared to defer. According to
Acheson:

After I got this down, I had another talk with the Treasury, and I got the
impression that Roosa would go along with this perfectly well, and I
talked with Doug Dillon about it, talked with people in State. Then I had
another session with the President, and I said, “You know, I think that if
you study this, then call everybody together and say, let every man now
speak if he wants to but later hold his peace—then decide what should
be done.” He thought that was a good idea, and we had such a meeting. It
just didn’t turn out the way I thought it was going to.5

Nevertheless, members of the White House staff often work with sympathetic
Cabinet officers and with the president to determine in advance how he wishes
to decide an issue and to help to conduct a meeting so as to minimize tensions.

In other cases, senior participants may go to the president separately in the
hope that by explaining the issue in their own way they can get the president
firmly on board before others present their side of the issue. In some cases, it
is important to participants to learn what the president’s position is likely to
be so that they can find out whether they would be better off compromising
or standing firm with the confidence that the president will support their
position.

When David Lilienthal was head of the Atomic Energy Commission, he fre-
quently used this technique. He relates one episode when he was fighting with
the military about the degree of control that the Atomic Energy Commission
(AEC) would have over weapons laboratories. He was relieved to find that
Truman appeared to fully support his position:

Well, of course, we were “charmed” by this clearheaded and simple talk. I
went on to explain how we planned the transfer, that he would be asked
to sign certain orders. “Send them along; I’ll sign whatever you recom-
mend.” I said that we might as well mention the fact that, though we
hoped for agreement with the War Department, there might be some
differences we couldn’t adjust that would have to come to him. “I expect
that. The Army will never give up without a fight, and they will fight you
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on this from here on out, and be working at it in all sorts of places. But
you can count on it, I am your advocate.”

“No, you’re not an advocate, Mr. President,” I said, “you are the
judge—and it’s a lot better to have the judge on your side than the most
persuasive advocate.” This seemed to amuse him a lot, and he said, “Well,
I know how they are, they are trained never to give up. I know because I
am one of them.”“Well,” I said, “if you are, you are a lay brother.” This
was all lighthearted, but very, very important. It meant that in our nego-
tiations with the Army about transferring Sandia and so on we could
draw the line where we thought it wise, rather than where we thought we
must as a compromise.6

Knowledge of such private meetings is often kept from other participants,
who might complain of unfair treatment if they heard that the president had
already talked to one of the parties and reached at least a tentative decision.
For that reason, there are very few reports of such meetings on the public
record, although one suspects that they occur frequently.

In a few instances a participant seeks to inform others of his or her private
meeting with the president in an effort to get them to go along without hav-
ing to bring the issue back to the president. William Attwood, U.S. ambassa-
dor to Guinea at the time, succeeded in getting President Kennedy on board
with a proposed program and then went out of his way to contrive circum-
stances in which others would learn of the president’s support:

After talking to McGeorge Bundy—at the President’s suggestion—I
returned to the State Department to find the task force already arguing
over the draft of my instructions. With things about to get unraveled, I
picked up the phone, called Rostow at the White House, and, with the
task force silently attentive, told him about my talk with the President
and said we nevertheless seemed to be running into problems. It didn’t
take too long after that to get the instructions approved, and I left Wash-
ington that night.7

Going through the White House Staff

Often participants bring issues to the president through the White House
staff rather than going to him themselves or going through formal channels.
In some instances senior participants use White House staff simply as a

involving the president / 209

6. Lilienthal, Journals, p. 118.
7. Attwood, The Reds and the Blacks, p. 40.

3409-3 ch11  9/15/06  4:36 PM  Page 209



quicker and less conspicuous route to the president than asking for an
appointment. As head of the AEC, Lilienthal frequently went through the
White House staff to get a presidential reading on an issue before taking it to
the president through regular channels. He used this technique, for example,
in dealing with the requests from the military and Defense Secretary Louis
Johnson to have custody of nuclear weapons turned over to the military. After
assuring himself of the president’s support through Clark Clifford, the pres-
ident’s counselor, and Jim Webb, the director of the Bureau of the Budget,
Lilienthal recommended that the president receive the issue formally and
send back a formal response.8

Senior participants recognize that they pay a price by going alone to the
president without informing their colleagues. Rather than do that, they may
seek to interest a member of the White House staff in a proposal and have him
or her carry the ball to the president. For example, when Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara reached the conclusion that the United States government
was not giving sufficiently serious attention to getting a treaty banning the
spread of nuclear weapons, he was reluctant to carry the issue to the president.
Since it was primarily a foreign policy matter, the major responsibility for
making recommendations to the president in this area lay with Secretary of
State Dean Rusk. For McNamara to bring the issue to President Johnson
would appear to be undercutting Rusk and would complicate his relations
with the secretary of state. Therefore McNamara avoided this route by having
his assistant secretary for international affairs, John T. McNaughton, speak
privately to presidential aide Bill Moyers. McNaughton explained to Moyers
the importance of preventing proliferation and quietly pointed out the ways
in which the State Department was failing to give the issue top priority. Moy-
ers, convinced, went to the president, who upon being convinced himself
called in Dean Rusk and gave the orders that led to a change in American pol-
icy and eventually to a nonproliferation treaty.9

In other cases, participants may attempt to reach the president through the
White House staff when they urgently need a means of preventing another
part of the government from acting and they do not feel that they have the
personal standing to take the issue to the president themselves. Lilienthal
resorted to a call to Clark Clifford to prevent the Joint Chiefs of Staff from
releasing a report on an American nuclear test that the Joint Chiefs apparently
planned to make public without getting presidential approval. Clifford
brought the report to the president, who then insisted on clearance.10
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In some cases, senior participants find it difficult to get through to the
president on a particular issue and resort to friends on the White House staff
who they believe are likely to be sympathetic to their position. While serving
in the State Department, Averell Harriman used this technique on several
occasions to get the president’s attention, often going through Arthur
Schlesinger Jr., who, though he had no formal role, was able to reach the pres-
ident. While negotiating on Laos, Harriman received instructions from the
State Department that he was not to talk to the Chinese. He informed John
Kenneth Galbraith, the U.S. ambassador to India, who in turn communicated
with Schlesinger, who informed the president. As a result Harriman was given
instructions to talk to anyone he wished. Harriman used the same technique
during the Cuban missile crisis, going through Schlesinger to get across his
interpretation that Khrushchev was desperately seeking for a way out.11

The Joint Chiefs of Staff are likely to pass the word quietly through a White
House staff member when they are unhappy about being overruled by the sec-
retary of defense and are prepared to take their case to the Congress. For
example, in preparing for the fiscal year 1972 defense budget, several staff
members in the Bureau of the Budget persuaded the budget director that the
defense budget could be cut by almost $2 billion. The budget director, George
Shultz, in turn convinced the secretary of defense, Melvin Laird, to go along
with the cuts. When informed of that, the Joint Chiefs went to the president’s
assistant for national security affairs, Henry Kissinger, and persuaded him to
take the issue to the president, at which point the funds were restored to the
budget.12

Junior staff members frequently take issues to White House staff when
they cannot get their superiors to make a formal recommendation to the
president. They hope that the president will act or instruct departments to act
on a matter that might not otherwise gain presidential attention. This tech-
nique shaped the Point Four Program, under which President Truman, in his
inaugural address, proposed technical assistance to developing countries. State
Department officials who had long favored such a program found it impos-
sible up to that point to gain any support within the department. In prepar-
ing for his inaugural address, Truman had instructed the White House staff to
seek fresh ideas that he could talk about. In searching for ideas, White House
staff assistant George Elsey came upon the proposal for a technical assistance
program. Working with State Department staffers who favored the proposal,
Elsey developed a paragraph for the president’s speech. When the draft was
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sent to the State Department for comment, the paragraph was removed; how-
ever, Elsey put it back, and the president delivered the address with Point
Four intact.13

Senior participants sometimes calculate that, by choosing which White
House staff member handles the issue and what face of the issue the president
sees, they can influence the outcome of a presidential deliberation. For exam-
ple, as head of the Mutual Security Agency, Harold Stassen recognized that the
White House staff member most friendly to his cause was Eisenhower speech-
writer Emmet John Hughes. Therefore, instead of seeking to gain approval
through normal budgetary procedures for a proposed level of spending,
Stassen simply put the figure he desired into a draft of a presidential text on
mutual security and sent it off to Hughes’s office. Hughes reports that he
edited the message in the morning and then quotes from his diary about what
happened afterward. His description is worth quoting in full, not only to
illustrate this use of White House staff but also to guard against the tendency
of the reader to assume that the processes being described are orderly ones:

On returning to my office from lunch, I find a huge hassle on. The issue,
boiled down: does the Administration really want $5.8 billion—or
would, say, a billion dollars less do just as nicely? Incredible—but no one
has made a decision. And I quickly gathered a few other incredible facts.
One: The State Department had neither seen the message nor knew its
contents till this noontime. Two: Joe Dodge at the Budget Bureau like-
wise had not seen it. Three: State thinks the message is too weak, asks for
not enough. Four: Budget thinks the message is too strong, asks for too
much. Five: Neither Dulles nor Adams can be reached till the end of the
day, for they are locked in a conference of state governors in the old State
Department building. Six: Committee hearings on the request—
whatever it turns out to be—start on the Hill at 10 A.M. tomorrow
morning.

It took a while—and maybe a dozen phone calls—to piece together a
coherent picture of all this incoherence. On one side, Douglas
MacArthur at State lamented to me: “I’m terribly worried about this.
There’s no water in the $5.8 billion figure, and if we don’t get all of it,
we’re in real trouble.’’ (And Dulles somehow sent me a note, perhaps by
carrier pigeon, from his closed conference with the governors to the
same effect.) From the other side, came the voice of Joe Dodge: “Non-
sense! State’s going to have to have a lot of unspent funds at the end of
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this year. I just don’t want to see the President getting out on a limb ask-
ing for so much money as a must when he may damn well take a licking
on the request.” To compound confusion, Herb Brownell somehow
learns of the clash. Shows up in the White House, and corners me in the
corridor to back Dodge vehemently, adding: “What the hell, if we do
need more money later, we can always ask for it then.” A remarkable the-
ory: call it “Planning for Yesterday?” Finally, to cap all, Jerry Persons
emerges from the President’s office, vaguely reporting this and other
business, to advise that the President wants Dodge to be the deciding
voice. At best, this seems odd, for I’m sure no one had briefed the Presi-
dent on the substance of the disagreements.

After some hours of this nonsense, and running between the White
House and State, carrying the crumpled message-draft—by now it is
beginning to have the feel of a battered and half-unfeathered
shuttlecock—I decided to get Adams out of his conference. As he glowers
kindly at the interruption, I tell him: “This is all too damn serious to be
decided in a series of side-of-the-mouth corridor conversations. We just
have to hold it till the morning when we can get to the President directly
and quietly.” Garrulously, he grunts: “Okay.”

The circus continues after sundown. I finally locate Stassen, Stassen
heads for Dodge’s office, and after some three-way phone-negotiating we
all reach agreement of a sort on the message language—roughly close to
original, with the dollar figure intact. No sooner is this compact con-
trived than Dulles’ office phones to suggest to me still stronger language
in the request. Arbitrarily I decide to put it in and leave it to State to so
advise Dodge and Stassen.

We come full circle next morning, when Adams and I see the Presi-
dent. He buys “strong” message as I’ve written it, even though we report
both Brownell’s (political) and Dodge’s (fiscal) aversion to it. With mar-
velous disregard of his nomination of Dodge yesterday to be deciding
voice, he shrugs off such reservations. Message swiftly typed in final
form and rushed to the Hill.

How reassuring it would be to all governments of our allies around
the world if they could see the disciplined and dedicated way we plan
and provide our economic assistance!14
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Taking Other Paths

The most frequently used paths to the president are described above. Other
things being equal, participants prefer to take a consensus position to the pres-
ident, or when he demands options, they prefer to structure a series of options
so that only one is truly viable. When it is not possible to put together a con-
sensus, or when certain senior participants are unwilling to take an issue to the
president, other participants may resort to either going alone to the president
and attempting to arrange things with him or working through members of the
White House staff believed to be friendly to a given position. When none of
these methods succeeds, alternative routes to the president may be tried.

One such method is to work through individuals in Washington known to
have direct access to the president. Most presidents have a few Washington
advisers from outside the government. If those individuals can be persuaded to
interest themselves in a problem, they provide a route to the president. In addi-
tion, senior leaders of Congress have access to the president and often are asked
to bring up with him issues that are known to interest them. And, as we saw in
chapter 10, the press can be used as a way of getting issues to the president.

Foreign governments, too, can be used for this purpose. If a foreign gov-
ernment can be persuaded to raise a question or request that a proposal be
considered at the highest levels of the American government, then that can be
a route for forcing an issue to the attention of the White House. Often an
American ambassador in the field can stimulate such a request.

Negotiating teams sent out by the United States often are in a position to
raise issues that they could not get to the president in any other way. While W.
Averell Harriman worked in Washington as the president’s special represen-
tative for Vietnam negotiations, he had to channel his proposals through the
secretary of state. When he went to Paris as the head of the Vietnam negoti-
ating team, however, his cables from Paris automatically went to the president
and other senior officials. Thus, from the vantage point of Paris, Harriman
was able to get through to the president with proposals that otherwise would
not have reached him.

Another technique is to propose the creation of a commission on a general
subject in the hope that the commission members will make the proposal
that one is advocating.

Securing a Presidential Decision

Even when an issue reaches the president, participants continue to maneuver
to get him to make a decision and the right decision. That may involve pro-
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moting as broad a consensus as possible for the desired decision and establish-
ing a deadline so that the president feels a need to decide.

Building a Consensus

Because of concern about maintaining the support of his principal subordi-
nates and because of his recognition of the need for widespread support in
order to gain congressional and public acceptance of a proposal and its imple-
mentation by the bureaucracy, a president is reluctant to overrule key individ-
ual supporters or major institutions such as the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
Participants, discovering that over time, feel the need to forge a consensus in
order to increase the probability that the president will act and act in the way
that they desire. Therefore, at the crucial time, proponents intensify their
efforts to get all the key participants on board, hopefully with participants’
active support or at least with their agreement not to report their dissent to
the president. This is primarily a bargaining process.15 A number of tech-
niques are used by participants in pursuing a broad consensus.

persuasion. Persuasion involves an effort, without changing a proposal, to
convince a participant that it is in his or her interest to support it. That can
be done, as we suggested earlier, either by relating arguments to the national
interest (conceived in terms of the shared images of the participants) or by
appealing to particular organizational, personal, or domestic political inter-
ests of the participants.

When the appeal is to interests other than national security, care must be
taken to see that the arguments are presented only to those who will be influ-
enced by them. That must be done because certain forms of argument—for
example, those relating to domestic politics or personal interests—are consid-
ered questionable, and there is a danger that they will be leaked to the press.
Moreover, arguments relating to one set of organizational interests may
underline the disadvantages of a particular proposal to other organizations.

The need to avoid broad dissemination of arguments related to other inter-
ests means that they are almost always made orally. Participants recognize that
almost anything put in writing will be duplicated and widely distributed within
the government and that it is likely to be leaked if leaking will help the argu-
ment’s opponents. In some cases the arguments are stated orally and privately
to a single individual in an effort to persuade him or her to support a partic-
ular position. Thus there appears to be no written record of any discussion
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about the impact of an ABM deployment on domestic politics and in partic-
ular on the presidential election of 1968. Certainly none of the papers coming
from the Pentagon to the president discussed the matter. It appears that all such
discussions, assuming that they took place, were confined to private conversa-
tions between President Johnson and Secretary of Defense McNamara, in
which the president sought to convince McNamara or at least explain to him
why he felt that some sort of ABM was necessary if the president was to be
reelected and to avoid the charge of a ballistic missile defense gap.

Participants who do not have an opportunity to speak with the president
privately may have to bring up their arguments relating to other interests in
meetings that include others. In that case they are likely to speak in a veiled
and elliptical manner. For example, one of the strongest arguments that the
CIA had for going forward with the Bay of Pigs invasion was that cancellation
would weaken the political position of President Kennedy, since he had prom-
ised during the election campaign to assist Cuban refugees in seeking to “lib-
erate” their homeland. The CIA leaders simply pointed out that if the invasion
were cancelled, the Cuban brigade would disperse, and many of its leaders
would return to the United States. They did not have to spell out the fact that
these people would talk to their friends and ultimately to the press, making it
known in Washington that the president had prevented what these leaders
would of course describe as a sure-to-succeed invasion. Kennedy no doubt got
the point without needing explicit reference to domestic politics.

The appeal to organizational interests frequently takes the form of suggest-
ing a delayed benefit. For example, in trying to make the case for Army control
of a medium-range missile, the Army explicitly adopted Navy doctrine. The
admirals had long argued that they needed to have offensive missiles in order
to destroy targets of particular concern to the Navy, such as Russian submarines.
The generals now argued that they needed to have offensive missiles to destroy
targets such as enemy staging areas and enemy launching sites for missiles aimed
at troops. The Army appealed to the Navy for support on the grounds that the
proposal would reinforce the principle that each service should have the offen-
sive forces to deal with threats to its own particular mission.16

compromise. In bargaining, a participant offers to alter his or her proposal
in order to make it more palatable to another participant or to change the con-
sequences of accepting or rejecting the proposal. One way in which propos-
als frequently are changed in order to seek consensus is by omitting items
that are known to be controversial even though they seem to go to the heart
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of what is being recommended. For example, in preparing “NSC-68,” a 1950
study that advocated substantial American rearmament in order to deal with
what was seen as a growing Russian military threat, a conscious decision was
made to omit costs and the details of what the increases in military capabil-
ity should be. That was done explicitly to avoid conflict among the armed
services and to provide a document to which all the services would give their
support. That was felt to be necessary if there was to be any hope of securing
the support of the secretary of defense, who had been asked by President Tru-
man to hold down defense spending.17

An alternative way to create a consensus is to add items to the package so
that there is something in it for everyone. That is what is typically done in cre-
ating what is known somewhat humorously in the bureaucracy as Option B.
If the president has asked for a statement of alternatives, he may receive two
extreme options, A and C, both of which are clearly unacceptable and impos-
sible to carry out, and a consensus Option B, the item around which the
bureaucracy has coalesced and which it is urging the president to implement.
Often a consensus has been attained for this option by including in it many
of the things that each organization wishes to do and stating the principle or
“policy” in such general terms that each organization is free to continue
behaving as it had in the past. This maneuver seemingly was much used in
Washington during the Vietnam War. For example, in the debates in late 1964
and early 1965 over what to do about the rapidly “deteriorating” situation in
South Vietnam, some argued for a substantial bombing campaign against
North Vietnam and others argued that the only way to save the situation was
to send large numbers of ground troops into South Vietnam. In the end the
president was confronted with a compromise Option B, which called for both
a bombing campaign against North Vietnam and the introduction of substan-
tial ground combat troops into South Vietnam.18

A similar process occurred in an attempt to develop a unified proposal for
President Truman regarding the beefing up of the defense of Europe after the
outbreak of the Korean War. The State Department, believing that it was nec-
essary to make some symbolic gestures quickly, urged the appointment of an
American Supreme Commander and the creation of an integrated military
force. The Joint Chiefs, more concerned with actual military capability than
with symbols, were pressing for early rearmament of Germany. Even though
Secretary of State Dean Acheson recognized that a proposal to rearm Germany
would meet stiff opposition not only in France but in Germany itself, he
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agreed to take the proposal to President Truman, who ultimately approved
what Acheson referred to as the “one package” decision.19

Generally speaking, changes in the wording of proposals to secure the sup-
port of a particular participant or organization have more to do with getting
them accepted than with altering what is proposed. In some cases the change
is perceptible only to those involved in the bureaucratic infighting. Acheson
tells of a typical incident, which occurred among the members of the U.S. del-
egation to a NATO meeting in which the principal protagonists were Averell
Harriman, then an assistant to President Truman for national security affairs,
and General Omar Bradley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Acheson
explained:

Almost at the beginning of the Lisbon week a heated disagreement in
our own delegation between Harriman and General Bradley showed me
how thin was the ice we had to cross. Harriman pressed the General to
endorse the view that the military forces which the Temporary Commit-
tee report recommended as being within the economic capability of the
European countries would provide an adequate defense for Europe.
Bradley refused to do so. I listened to the discussion until it seemed to be
getting out of hand and then adjourned the delegation meeting, asking
the disputants to meet alone with me. Pointing out that General Bradley
was being asked to lend his great reputation to the support of a proposi-
tion that one could see was, at least, open to doubt, I asked whether he
thought the forces recommended were better than what we had, were the
best we could get, and, taken together with our nuclear capacity, would
have a strong deterrent effect upon any desire to test their adequacy. The
General said that he most certainly did think so. Harriman, I urged,
ought to be able to find language that Bradley could accept and would
carry the desired meaning. This was done.20

ABM deployment and the Bay of Pigs invasion stand as more complicated
illustrations of the same tendency. In the ABM case, President Johnson was
seeking to get McNamara to agree to some sort of deployment. For Johnson
to achieve his purpose—heading off a domestic political struggle—he needed
only a token ABM deployment that the Joint Chiefs and ABM’s leading sup-
porters in Congress could describe for their own satisfaction as the first step
toward the large anti-Russian system that they wanted. His problem was that
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McNamara was strongly opposed to any actual large anti-Russian system and
would not agree to a deployment that was the beginning of such a system. The
compromise that Johnson offered McNamara was to permit the secretary of
defense to describe the proposal any way that he chose and to accompany it
with as strong a warning as he wished to make against a large system, provided
only that the actual deployment that he authorized was one that the generals
and senators such as Richard Russell could urge be made the first step toward
a major system. In turn, Johnson appears to have authorized the Joint Chiefs
to condition their acceptance of the proposed deployment with a statement
to congressional committees that they were going along with it only because
they viewed it as the first step toward the large anti-Russian system that the
secretary of defense was simultaneously resisting. Thus, without altering in
any significant way the actual physical first-stage deployment of the ABM
system, Johnson was able to secure consensus by letting McNamara and the
Joint Chiefs describe it as they chose, which kept his secretary of defense from
resigning and kept the Joint Chiefs from coming out against him.

In the case of the Bay of Pigs, the problem for the CIA was to convince
President Kennedy that the invasion should be authorized. In order to do so,
they agreed in principle to cut back the size of the invasion and to eliminate
any overt U.S. involvement. There appears to have been very little change in
what they actually planned to do, but a substantial change occurred in the
president’s perception of what he was authorizing.21

changing the consequences. If the proposal itself cannot be suffi-
ciently altered to secure the support of key participants, it may be possible to
gain their support by altering the consequences to them of the proposal. The
change of consequences may relate either to their perception of national secu-
rity interests or to other interests. One device frequently used to change con-
sequences is to give a friendly foreign government some crucial information.
For example, in the case of an argument within the American government
about whether to respond to an increase in Russian military power, the con-
sequences will be seen as very different if the increase is known to allies of the
United States. If American allies are informed, it will be argued that failure to
respond to the Russian move could increase their concern about whether the
United States intends to meet its commitments.
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A second frequently used technique is to arrange for an issue to come up
in an international forum. It is one thing for the United States to avoid tak-
ing a position publicly on an international issue; it may be quite another to
vote or speak against a stand that has wide support. For example, when the
second President Bush agreed to speak at a UN conference on financing for
development, the bureaucracy wanted him simply to reiterate the view that
private investments were the key to development. However, the White House
staff felt the need for the president to be perceived as responding in a way that
showed concern and that supported Vicente Fox, the Mexican president, who
was hosting the meeting. The result was a presidential announcement of a
major new American initiative that came to be known as the Millennium
Challenge Account, which was administrated by a new corporation and which
focused on providing substantial new assistance to democratic governments
that have sensible economic policies and show concern for the health and
education of their people.

The chief obstacle to changing national security consequences is the diffi-
culty of getting other governments to take action. For that reason participants
may have to seek to manipulate consequences in relation to other interests. In
some cases the other interest may be an extremely narrow one of convenience.
For example, the military services have been known to persuade an ambassa-
dor to permit a military attaché section to be added to an embassy by indicat-
ing that an airplane goes with an attaché’s office and would be at the disposal
of the ambassador.22 In other cases the consequences are more substantial.
Typically an effort is made to convince a participant that to withhold support
for a proposal moving toward the president is to isolate himself from every-
body else in the government and create a situation in which he is in effect ask-
ing the president to overrule everybody else and support him. Participants are
reluctant to do that, recognizing that there are only a few occasions when they
can ask the president to support them against everybody else. If a participant
can demonstrate the likelihood of presidential support, he or she can change
the consequences for other participants by putting them in the position of
seeking to oppose what the president wants to do. In an effort to affect conse-
quences in this way, participants seek to get a presidential speech that suggests
support for the principle involved in a particular proposal, hence creating in
people’s minds the increased likelihood that the president will support the
participants who influenced the speech. Or bureaucratic strategists may seek
to gain the support of all other relevant officials before approaching an official
known to be likely to oppose a particular proposal.
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That was done with some skill in the case of NSC-68. Secretary of Defense
Louis Johnson was known to be strongly opposed to any substantial increase
in defense spending. Thus it was clear from the start that Johnson would be
the principal opponent of the report, which advocated a major buildup of mil-
itary forces. In the words of Paul Nitze, the principal architect of NSC-68,
“Johnson had promised Mr. Truman that he would hold the military budget
to thirteen billion dollars, a figure that was becoming more unrealistic with
each passing day. He believed the State Department was conspiring with the
armed services to make it impossible for him to carry out his promise.” By
Nitze’s account, Secretary Johnson allowed military officials to work on the
report but deliberately divorced himself from day-to-day oversight, perhaps
hoping that without his endorsement it would never see the light of day. As
the study was being completed, a meeting was arranged between Johnson
and Secretary of State Acheson to ensure that Johnson would be briefed on the
report before it moved on to the NSC for the president’s consideration. When
Johnson refused to be stampeded by the meeting and left the room in anger,
the supporters of the proposal resorted to a different technique. The finished
report was circulated for approval while Secretary Johnson was attending a
NATO meeting in the Hague. When he returned, he found that the secretary
of state, the three service secretaries, and each of the Joint Chiefs had already
endorsed it. He had no choice but to endorse it himself, if he was to avoid
looking foolish with the president.23

Another technique to change consequences for a participant is to link a
particular issue to other issues and to promise support to him on those issues
in return for his support on the issue under discussion. In some cases this type
of logrolling can be done by actually joining two issues and bringing them up
to the president simultaneously. In other cases, the technique used is to implic-
itly threaten that one will fight another participant on issues of concern to him
or her if he or she fights on the issue at hand.

Still another stratagem is to inculcate pessimistic beliefs about what may
be done if a particular proposal, though not really welcome itself, is rejected.
If participants come to believe that the alternative will be even worse in terms
of their perception of national security interests, they may be prepared to go
along with a proposal that they would otherwise vigorously oppose. Partici-
pants feel that they cannot fight every suggestion, and they tell themselves that
they have to support the lesser of two evils. President Johnson recalled using
this technique on the U.S. ambassador to Vietnam, Ellsworth Bunker. During
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March 1968, when he was considering a partial bombing halt, Johnson sent
Bunker a cable outlining what he described as two pending suggestions. One
proposed a complete halt to bombing and the other proposed a partial halt.
As Johnson predicted, Bunker came back with a reluctant acceptance of the
partial halt while strongly opposing a complete halt.24

Deadlines and Delays

Getting an issue on the president’s desk with a consensus supporting a partic-
ular position is only a part of the battle. The president must make a decision.
Presidents and senior participants have time to do only what they think they
must do. Richard Neustadt has well described the world of executive pressure:

A President’s own use of time, his allocation of his personal attention, is
governed by the things he has to do from day to day: the speech he has
agreed to make, the fixed appointment he cannot put off, the paper no
one else can sign, the rest and exercise his doctors order. These doings
may be far removed from academic images of White House concentra-
tion on high policy, grand strategy. There is no help for that. A Presi-
dent’s priorities are set not by the relative importance of a task, but by
the relative necessity for him to do it. He deals first with the things that
are required of him next. Deadlines rule his personal agenda. In most
days of his working week, most seasons of his year, he meets deadlines
enough to drain his energy and crowd his time regardless of all else. The
net result may be a far cry from the order of priorities that would appeal
to scholars or to columnists—or to the President himself.

What makes a deadline? The answer, very simply, is a date or an event
or both combined. The date set by MacArthur for a landing at Inchon, or
the date set by statute for submission of the budget, or the date set by the
White House for a press conference, these and others like them force
decisions on a President, pre-empt his time. And statements by
MacArthur, or a Humphrey press explosion, or a House appropriations
cut, or Sputniks overhead, may generate such pressure inside govern-
ment or out as to affect him in precisely the same way. Dates make dead-
lines in proportion to their certainty; events make deadlines in
proportion to their heat. Singly or combined, approaching dates and ris-
ing heat start fires burning underneath the White House. Trying to stop
fires is what Presidents do first. It takes most of their time.25
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Thus participants who are seeking a presidential decision must find a way
to attach a deadline to their issue or attach the issue to a preexisting deadline.
In the first case they must find a way to convince the president of the neces-
sity of deciding the issue now. In the second, they must convince the president
that an already recognized problem can be solved by their proposal. As men-
tioned before, those in the State Department who favored a major American
technical assistance program were able to get the president to announce such
a program because it was an answer to his problem—finding something new
and dramatic to say in an inaugural address. Such opportunities crop up from
time to time—the president or a Cabinet officer is giving a speech or testi-
mony before Congress, or is attending an international meeting, or is feeling
pressure to demonstrate that he or she is resolute. At such times, participants
with a favorite proposal put it forward in the hope that the president or a
department chief will consider it the solution to his or her problem.

Some issues carry a deadline that forces the president to make a decision.
The president’s budget message carries the most inexorable deadline. Each
year, by early February, the president must present a budget to Congress, in
which he must take at least an implied stand for or against those items in the
budget that are of public or congressional concern. That means that any part
of the bureaucracy that is vitally concerned about an issue can stimulate pub-
lic or congressional interest in the issue and thereby force it into the open at
budget time. Since there was great congressional and public interest in the
ABM, Lyndon Johnson could not duck the issue in his annual budget mes-
sages. Instead, he had to discuss the subject and state clearly why he was for
or against the ABM. Because it was an annual budget issue, proponents of the
deployment of an ABM system had no difficulty in reaching the president and
getting him to make a decision. For the same reason, opponents could present
their case each year, as long as they suggested a plausible public anti-ABM
stand that could be elaborated by the secretary of defense under congres-
sional questioning. Thus at each budget cycle the proponents of ABM had a
natural deadline and opponents had to devote considerable effort and energy
to finding a rationale that the president could use to explain why he was not
going forward with deployment.

In some cases a deadline arises out of a scheduled international meeting.
For example, the debate within the U.S. government about whether to seek the
permission of European governments to deploy Thor and Jupiter
intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) in Europe came to a head in
preparations for a NATO summit meeting in mid-December 1957. Because of
the importance of the IRBM issue in the wake of the Sputnik launching, the
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United States could not go to that meeting without raising the issue. Thus a
decision had to be made.26

Congressional hearings also can impose a deadline on decisions. If a com-
mittee is known to be strongly interested in a question and if a Cabinet offi-
cer can therefore expect to be intensely drilled, there is strong pressure to
establish an administration position before he or she testifies. For example,
Secretary of State Dulles found himself about to face the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee on the subject of foreign aid. He was informed that the com-
mittee was particularly interested in a proposal for long-term financing and
would press him on the creation of the proposed development loan fund.
Knowing that the committee would demand something new from him and
informed of its support for this particular proposal, Dulles decided to go for-
ward and announce administration support for the fund.27

An event abroad also may create a deadline. Thus the death of Stalin, which
clearly required some sort of presidential statement, posed the question of
what kind of initial appeal Eisenhower would make to the new Russian lead-
ers. The decision could not be delayed.

In some situations a scheduled presidential speech is inevitably related to a
particular subject. If the president is to address the United Nations General
Assembly, it is difficult for him not to comment on major issues of concern to
the assembly; thus a deadline is imposed for taking a position on such issues.

As he approached his decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003, the second
President Bush and his most senior advisers apparently became preoccupied
with the question of what constituted a deadline for the decision. Secretary of
Defense Rumsfeld is said to have advised the president that the decision to
move forward would be made when the United States asked other countries
to put themselves at risk for the United States. Thus they identified the day
that the president told the Saudi ambassador that he had decided to move
against Iraq as the point at which the decision had been made. As soon as he
had talked with Prince Bandar, the president called in the secretary of state to
inform him that he had decided to attack Iraq.28

To keep such examples in perspective, it may be well to close this discus-
sion of deadlines with a reminder that nearly every bureaucratic maneuver is
subject to counter-maneuvers. Participants who favor delay, for instance, find
ways to evade deadlines. Frequently, they do nothing, counting on the fact that
their opponents will not be able to establish a deadline or attach their proposal

224 / involving the president

26. Armacost, The Politics of Weapons Innovation, p. 187.
27. Edgerton, Sub-Cabinet Politics and Policy Commitment, pp. 129–31.
28. Woodward, Plan of Attack, pp. 260–68.

3409-3 ch11  9/15/06  4:36 PM  Page 224



to a deadline. If those favoring a decision seem to be succeeding, those who
favor delay can and will propose a number of procedural devices to put off a
decision. They may, for example, suggest that a document has not been fully
cleared with all of those concerned and that a decision should be postponed
until additional agencies and individuals are consulted. Alternatively, they
can argue that the proposal should come through a different channel and
should be delayed until it does. For example, the existence of a formal National
Security Council system permits participants to argue that a proposal cannot
simply go from one Cabinet officer to the president but that it must go
through formal consideration not only by the National Security Council but
also by its subordinate organs. Proponents of delay also can call for further
study, claiming that additional information is needed before a sensible deci-
sion can be made. They may promise to provide additional information them-
selves, insist that proponents provide it, or propose the creation of a special
study group. If all else fails, they may put forward arguments against acting
now. They may suggest that the process is moving too quickly and that there
is danger in acting hastily, or they may argue that the current international sit-
uation does not permit taking the proposed actions.

By examining these and many other maneuvers and counter-maneuvers,
we have traced the policy process through to a presidential decision, but in
doing so we have assumed, more or less, that all of the maneuvers described
are equally available to all of the participants. Clearly that is not the case.
Influence is unequally distributed, and that inequality affects what issues get
to the president and how he decides them.
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We have discussed shared images, interests, the rules of
the game, and stratagems for both advancing proposals and blocking them.
A great number of officials operate within this framework, subject to the same
constraints. What personal characteristics enable some of them consistently
to influence decisions more than the rest? In brief, the list reads as follows:

—They have the ability to gain the confidence of the president.
—They are willing to assume responsibility.
—They exercise finesse in threatening to leak information or to resign.
—Their staff is skilled in performing the functions of the bureaucracy.
—They have an aptitude for mobilizing support outside the bureaucracy.
To fully understand politics inside government, it is useful to examine each

of these characteristics in action.

Relations with the President

The single most important determinant of the influence of any senior official
is his or her relationship with the president. Indeed, a main topic of conver-
sation in Washington is who is “in” with the president now.1 “Confidence” is
the key concept in establishing a good relationship. As Dean Rusk explained:

The real organization of government at higher echelons is not what you
find in textbooks or organizational charts. It is how confidence flows
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down from the President. That is never put on paper—people don’t like
it. Besides, it fluctuates. People go up—and people go down.2

To win the president’s confidence, officials generally must demonstrate both
that they have mastered their area of responsibility and that they have the
president’s interest at heart. By following his own precept regarding the pres-
ident’s confidence, Rusk himself gained more power in Washington than most
observers realized. That is borne out in the recollections of George Christian,
Lyndon Johnson’s press secretary, who commented:

Johnson’s faith in Rusk never wavered. He listened to Clifford, McNamara,
George Ball, and others who sometimes differed with Rusk on specifics,
and he might blend these views into a decision; but mainly it was Rusk’s
judgment he wanted in the end, and Rusk’s judgment he followed.3

Confidence leads to the feeling on the part of the president that he should
defer to a particular individual. The feeling is reinforced when an issue falls
into that individual’s area of responsibility. Presidents come to feel that, hav-
ing made a person secretary of state or secretary of defense, they owe that per-
son their support and ought not to undercut him or her. Several of President
Eisenhower’s closest advisers, including Sherman Adams, reported that Eisen-
hower frequently felt obliged to yield to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
on what he viewed as a diplomatic question even though Eisenhower was
more eager for detente and arms control agreements with the Soviet Union
than was Dulles. Eisenhower speechwriter Arthur Larson told of one key
episode, which revolved around a proposed speech to the American Society
of Newspaper Editors:

President Eisenhower had practically decided to call off the Editors’
speech. The main reason was that he was in disagreement with John Fos-
ter Dulles on the content and tone of the speech. Dulles wanted to stress
our accomplishments in the past in working toward peace. President
Eisenhower wanted to stress how dark things were at that very moment
and why all-out efforts were needed to get at the cause of tension. He
showed me his exchange with Dulles and said, “I don’t like to make a
speech on foreign policy that my Secretary of State disagrees with.”
Moreover, Dulles had pooh-poohed his idea of inviting several thousand
Soviet students and had raised many objections. The letter to Bulganin,
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as far as I know, was never actually sent, and the idea of bringing in three
thousand Russian students was never followed up.4

The power of individuals close to the president, either personally or by
virtue of their position, is increased by the fact that they are better able to pre-
dict what arguments will be most persuasive with him. Other participants
rely on those key officials for a judgment as to whether it is worth taking an
issue to the president and, if so, in what form. Success in gauging the presi-
dent’s likely response increases the probability that an individual will be con-
sulted on other issues and have his or her views taken into account in shaping
options for the president.

A participant who has the president’s ear quickly acquires a reputation for
being able to win. Not only is that person’s support sought, but proposals
will be dropped rather than brought forward against his or her opposition.
The great strength of Dean Acheson and John Foster Dulles was the widely
held perception in Washington that they would win if others carried a diplo-
matic or foreign policy issue to the president over their objections. Similar
considerations affect the influence of junior participants in relation to their
principals. Thus, if a Cabinet officer feels confidence in a particular individ-
ual or feels that he should defer to the individual because of his or her
position—or if that person has the ability to predict what the secretary is
likely to do and what will persuade him to do something—he or she will
come to have substantial influence within the bureaucracy.

It was suggested at the beginning of this section that there is nothing that
Washington officials watch more closely than the relationship of particular
individuals to the president. When a participant’s standing is going up, the
sense that one should defer to that individual rather than take an issue to the
president increases. When the reverse occurs, when an individual’s or an orga-
nization’s standing with the president is seen as declining, then the sinking
party begins to find it necessary to compromise and yield to other groups
whose status has, at least by comparison, risen. Roger Hilsman, who was then
director of intelligence and research in the Department of State, described the
working of this rather subtle process following the decline in presidential
respect for the Central Intelligence Agency after the Bay of Pigs fiasco:

What no one in Washington had failed to notice was that the Bay of Pigs
debacle, the public display of the CIA’s feet of clay, and, within the
administration, the President’s obvious disenchantment were all having
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an effect. On May 15, 1961, Allen Dulles called me to say that although
he still had a few qualms, he was withdrawing his objections to the State
Department’s plan to consolidate its staffs and procedures for “co-
ordinating” intelligence and political action proposals. More impor-
tantly, the letter to the ambassadors from the President giving them clear
authority over all United States agencies abroad was cleared and shortly
thereafter, on May 29, 1961, dispatched. Over the next few weeks, the
ambassadors at all our missions overseas received briefings on the opera-
tions of all the agencies represented at their posts. Another, more subtle
change also became apparent—everyone had been burned so badly by
the Bay of Pigs that fewer of the “political action” kind of operations
were now being proposed for interdepartmental approval, and fewer still
were approved. Not all of this became known immediately, but it was not
long before even those of our allies who were most dependent on CIA
saw the way the Washington wind was blowing. Finally, our ambassadors
in those countries began to feel the change reflected in the officials with
whom they dealt. When notables from these countries visited Washing-
ton, for example, they paid far fewer calls on the Director of Central
Intelligence than had once been customary. CIA’s power had been at least
slightly reduced, in other words, even though no formal organizational
changes had actually been made.5

During the last decade of the twentieth century, a curious trend began to
emerge: the rise of the vice president as a major policy influence on the pres-
ident. President Clinton gave Vice President Al Gore his own role in foreign
policy, allowing Gore to carve out large areas of policy where he would take
the lead. Gore formed his own foreign policy staff, which operated in tandem
with the NSC staff in directing the bureaucracy. This trend was accelerated by
the second President Bush when he chose Vice President Cheney, an accom-
plished Washington infighter, as his running mate precisely to function as his
alter ego and compensate for Bush’s lack of Washington experience. As vice
president, Cheney rightly or wrongly came to be seen as the éminence grise
behind the president’s major policy decisions. In fact Cheney took full advan-
tage of his extensive political and bureaucratic experience, as well as his
unique access to the president, to leave an indelible mark on the president’s
policy predilections.
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Willingness to Assume Responsibility

When asked by a former colleague in the State Department to name the qual-
ity that he thought was most necessary in a secretary of state, Dean Acheson
reportedly replied, without hesitation,“The killer instinct.”6 Acheson was not
thinking of foreign adversaries in making his remark. Rather, he was referring
to the secretary’s relation with officials from other departments and members
of the White House staff. One key component of the killer instinct is a drive
for power. Because many do not have that instinct, those who do can wield
substantial influence. In addressing the senior officials of the State Depart-
ment at the beginning of the Kennedy administration, Secretary of State Rusk
noted, “The processes of government have sometimes been described as a
struggle for power among those holding public office.” But, Rusk continued,
that is true only in the sense that people struggle for formal bureaucratic
trappings, such as “water bottles.” He argued that in fact most officials shy
away from power and that the struggle is far more “the effort to diffuse or
avoid responsibility.” Therefore, he said, “Power gravitates to those who are
willing to make decisions and live with the results.”7 Coupled with the drive
for power must be an understanding of what makes for influence in Washing-
ton. Acheson and Dulles, for example, both understood the critical impor-
tance of maintaining the president’s confidence and the perception in
Washington that they had that confidence. They thus avoided fights that they
knew that they would lose and were careful to check with the president before
undertaking a major battle.

Another element affecting personal power is an individual’s ability to get
mad, to display a temper. Referring to his experience as ambassador to India,
John Kenneth Galbraith observed that “a bad temper, real or contrived, serves
as a ‘No Trespassing’ sign.”8 One must be willing to confront those who seek
to usurp one’s power and to dispense with etiquette in dealing with them. One
can thereby head off attempts by power seekers to move into one’s domain
and have them move on to others who are less assertive. For example, after the
appointment of former Texas congressman George Bush as President Nixon’s
representative to the United Nations, a number of officers in the State Depart-
ment feared that Bush might move into their territory. After Bush made a
comment about Middle East policy at his first press conference, Joseph Sisco,
the assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs and a man with a rep-
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utation for having an instinct for power, reportedly called Bush and told him
“politely but firmly that he would give out the news about this area, includ-
ing any leaks.”9 No doubt Bush got the message. If he sought to move in on
Sisco, he would have a brawl on his hands.

A reputation for chutzpah also helps. Acheson related an incident in which
he dealt with an attempt by the Department of the Interior to discredit the
State Department’s adviser on petroleum problems:

So when Mr. Hull, during the oil-to-Spain controversy, received a letter
from his Cabinet colleague bitterly attacking our Petroleum Adviser, Max
Thornburg, I intervened. The letter, copies of which had been sent to the
President, Vice President, and others, charged that Thornburg, one of the
officers principally concerned with the Spanish oil problem, was improp-
erly influenced by connections in the oil industry. It was true that Thorn-
burg, like Churchill, was in favor of a more liberal oil allowance to Spain
than were most of the rest of us, but he was no more moved to judgment
by improper influences than Churchill was. While Harold Ickes’ charges
were quite unfounded, the source of the argument ad hominem was not
obscure. The Petroleum Adviser to Ickes had been a rival officer in the
same company with Thornburg. Their opinions of one another were not
laudatory, and this was not the first spat they had had. Since the oil con-
troversy provided enough inflammable material without added charges of
this nature, I asked Mr. Hull to allow me to handle the matter, and he,
glad to be rid of the whole disagreeable business, assented.

Max Thornburg agreed to my plan. I telephoned Harold Ickes, told
him that Mr. Hull had demanded an investigation of his charges, and
said that one would be held that afternoon, with witnesses to be sworn
and their testimony reported.

“Investigation!” he roared. “Before whom?”
“Before you,” I said.
“What in hell is going on?” he demanded. “Are you crazy?” I explained

that I was not; that, although it was well known that he was a curmud-
geon, I was betting that he was an honest curmudgeon and would be
willing to hear and decide upon the evidence my contention that he was
mistaken about Thornburg. As the enormity and, at the same time, the
humor of my effrontery sank in, he murmured, “Well, I’ll be damned,”
and set an hour to receive us.

We went through with the judicial farce: witnesses sworn by a court
reporter, testimony taken stenographically, and cross-examination
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offered to the Solicitor of Interior—now an eminent justice. The sub-
stance of the charges was disproved. No improper interest in conflict
with Thornburg’s duty had influenced his advice. Ickes agreed to this
and was about to dismiss us when I pointed out that the retraction, like
the charges, should be in writing and go to the same people. He agreed
to this, also, and called a secretary and dictated an ungrudging letter say-
ing that on further investigation he found that he had been mistaken and
withdrew what he had said. A copy was given to the reporter.

We had risen to leave when in an audible sotto voce Harold added, as
a postscript, “Anyway, I still think he’s a so-and-so.”

“Mr. Thornburg,” I said, “resume the stand. Do you know the ordi-
nary and usual meaning of the term Secretary Ickes has just used?”

“Oh my lord,” Harold shouted, “skip it. I withdraw that, too. Now get
out of here and let me do some work.”

“Good-bye,” I said, as we filed out.“I’ll see you at six o’clock.”And I did.10

Though Acheson has written more clearly than almost any other former
bureaucrat about the need to assert oneself in the bureaucracy, President Tru-
man evidently feared that Acheson was no match in that regard for Secretary
of Defense Louis Johnson. Truman took aside his newly appointed budget
director, James Webb, and told him: “Acheson is a gentleman. He won’t
descend to a row. Johnson is a rough customer, gets his way by rowing. When
he takes out after you, you give it right back to him.”11

A special case of willingness to take responsibility—sometimes the source
of it and sometimes a manifestation of it—is passion and devotion to an
issue. If power in general depends on relations with the president, power on
a particular issue may depend much more on the amount of time, energy, and
interest one is prepared to devote to it. A senior official who is prepared to
devote substantial energy to a problem can exert influence far beyond his
ordinary performance. The same is often true of a junior official who has the
confidence of his principal and devotes himself passionately to any one issue.

The Threat of Resignation 

Even if a president does not warm up to particular senior participants or does
not feel that their standing entitles them to great deference, he may feel
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obliged to take their views into account because of the fear that otherwise they
may resign and embarrass him politically. Presidential sensitivity on this score
is well known inside the government. Theodore Sorensen, speaking while still
a White House senior adviser, commented:

Whenever any President overrules any Secretary, he runs the risk of that
Secretary grumbling, privately, if not publicly, to the Congress or to the
press (or to his diary), or dragging his feet on implementation, or, at the
very worst, resigning with a blast at the President. It is rare, of course, for
any appointee leaving office to have more public appeal than a President
in office. The whirlpools he expects to stir up with his dramatic resigna-
tion and published exposes are soon lost in a tide of other events over
which the President continues to ride.

Nevertheless, the violent resignation of almost any Secretary of State,
Secretary of Defense, or Secretary of the Treasury could cause his chief
considerable trouble; and other appointees could cause trouble in their
own circles.12

The resignation of a senior cabinet official is often a sign that the president
is in trouble. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance resigned in opposition to Presi-
dent Carter’s decision to send a military mission to rescue the American
hostages held in Iran in 1980, after Vance had advised the president that the
mission was likely to fail. The embarrassment of the failed mission and Vance’s
resignation dealt a severe blow to the Carter administration on the eve of an
election. Similarly, Elliot Richardson’s resignation as Attorney General in
October 1973 to protest President Nixon’s decision to fire Watergate special
prosecutor Archibald Cox when he ordered the White House to make the
president’s tapes public was a clear sign that Nixon was vulnerable. Indeed,
Nixon himself was forced to resign less than a year later.

Even when the president asks for the resignation of a senior participant, he
does so in a way that avoids a public break, particularly if the senior participant
is seen to have his own following outside the executive branch. Thus when Pres-
ident Kennedy decided that he needed to replace Chester Bowles as the under
secretary of state, he went to great lengths to persuade Bowles to take a differ-
ent job in the government and ultimately to leave quietly without expressing his
great misgivings about the current direction of Kennedy’s foreign policy.13

Knowing of presidential sensitivity on this score, senior officials on occa-
sion explicitly threaten to resign if their views are not somehow accommo-
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dated. Secretary of Defense James Forrestal recorded in his diary a conversa-
tion with President Truman in which he stated what he would have to do if his
views on defense reorganization were not taken into account:

I said I also wanted to make it clear that while I recognized that the
genius of our government made it necessary for the President to have the
support of his Cabinet members, I could not get myself into the position
of agreeing to support by testimony before committees of Congress a bill
which did violence to the principles which I outlined above. I said I rec-
ognized clearly that a member of the President’s Cabinet should support
his policies and that therefore I did not wish to set myself up as any
source of embarrassment to him in the carrying out of his policies, and
that, if I could not support with conviction and sincerity a bill intro-
duced by the administration, I would have to ask him to accept my resig-
nation. The President said in response to this that he expected no such
necessity need arise.14

Warner Schilling later expressed the conventional opinion on why Truman
chose to compromise in such a case.“The President,” Schilling wrote,“was far
better suited to cope with the arguments of an acting Secretary in private
than he was to risk hearing them from an ex-Secretary in public, especially in
an election year.”15

An interesting question remains, however, concerning civilian officials.
Resignations by senior officials followed by a statement of disagreement with
current policy are extremely rare. Not even the Vietnam War, which provoked
substantial disagreement within the Kennedy and Johnson administrations,
produced a civilian resignation followed by a blast at the president’s policies.
Does that mean that the risk of embarrassment exists mostly in the president’s
mind and that it simply is exploited from time to time by adroit bureaucrats?
Or does it mean that the risk assumes such importance that every president
brings all his powers to bear to prevent an open break?

The one group that clearly has been prepared to follow up on threats to
resign in protest is the military. American military officers feel strongly about
the organizational interests of their branch of the service. They have often had
broad support among the public and in Congress and have demonstrated a
willingness to resign “noisily” if overruled on key issues. That combination has
made the threat of resignation of prominent military officers a very real one
to every president.
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The decision to resign depends in part on the perception of the likely pub-
lic reaction to the resignation. Thus, in the late 1940s, General Omar Bradley
considered resigning but held off because of his belief that his plea for
increased spending on the Army would fall on deaf ears in a period when
Congress and the public favored a drive for economy.16 A number of admirals
outraged by Truman’s refusal to build large carriers did resign in the so-called
“revolt of the admirals” because of their strong feeling on the issue. Although
they recognized that they could probably not win with the public, they per-
haps expected some shift of attitudes in their direction. During the Eisen-
hower administration both Matthew Ridgway and Maxwell Taylor resigned
from the post of Army Chief of Staff because of their opposition to the doc-
trine of massive retaliation. They took their case to the public, though with-
out any great expectation of winning in the short run.

The most potent threat that the military can make is to threaten to have all
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff resign en masse. President Johnson was appar-
ently confronted with such a threat in 1966. The chiefs, sensing that Secretary
McNamara’s standing with the public and the president had begun to fall,
pressed the White House for higher budgets and threatened to resign en masse
unless the programs of each service—the ABM system, the new manned
bomber, and ship construction—were carried forward.17 Johnson, deciding
that he could not tolerate a mass resignation of the chiefs in the middle of the
controversy about the Vietnam War, apparently took steps to mollify them,
including by deciding to go forward with the Sentinel ABM system.

Staff Skill

Bureaucrats can make use of the skills of their trade in increasing their influ-
ence. Staff skill is in part a matter of knowledge, of “understanding” in detail
how the system works—how various components such as the Joint Chiefs
and the intelligence bureaus make their decisions, what arguments are likely
to influence them, and how to time the release of new information. Staff skill
also involves knowing the position of different individuals, knowing to whom
one should go for a particular stand on a particular issue or to get a particu-
lar fact that others may be seeking to bury. It means knowing whom to call in
a particular agency, because that individual is likely to favor what one wants
done and can exert the necessary influence. It means knowing when to ques-
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tion the expertise of others and how to do so.18 A key component of bureau-
cratic skill is knowledge of how to make planning effective. Adam Yarmolin-
sky explained how that was done in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, in
which he served:

In the area of direct relations with State, the planning function was simi-
larly integrated with operations. Within the Office of the Assistant Secre-
tary of Defense for International Security Affairs, the Assistant Secretary
set up a policy planning staff as a kind of free-wheeling adjunct to the
regional and subject-matter specialized units within the office to work
on whatever problems might be assigned to it from time to time. This
staff examined the long-range planning implications of immediate deci-
sions facing the department, but it did so always in the context of a mat-
ter that was very much at the top of the Assistant Secretary’s immediate
priority list. It did not produce policy papers in vacuo, but rather made
recommendations for action in areas where the Assistant Secretary and
the Secretary were prepared to act.

By contrast the policy planning function in the State Department has
been lodged in a policy planning council, a group of senior foreign ser-
vice officers assigned for this purpose, who have largely generated their
own agenda, but whose work product has had very little visible impact
on the decision-making that goes on at the other end of the building.

The Defense Department approach to policy planning in the foreign
area has the obvious defect of limiting the opportunities for the planning
staff to raise questions that are wholly outside the current concerns of
decision-makers. But this function is one that, realistically, must be per-
formed outside government if it is to be performed effectively and if the
result is to draw the attention of busy men at the top of any government
structure. On the other hand, the Defense Department approach to the
planning process reinforces the effectiveness of the department in gener-
ating immediate policy proposals, and particularly in taking a more
active and less reactive position on matters that are on the joint State-
Defense agenda.19

One key skill is the ability to write short and concise memos that explain
an issue in a way that is likely to seem persuasive to the president and other
senior officials. McGeorge Bundy, special assistant for national security to
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Kennedy and Johnson, had a reputation for writing excellent memoran-
dums.20 The State Department, on the other hand, has always had a reputa-
tion for writing memos that are much too long and lack persuasiveness. Under
Secretary of State George Ball, for example, is reported to have wondered
aloud on one occasion “why State Department officials never seemed to be
able to write anything under ten pages.”21 A former White House official noted
the following episode in which State lost the battle of the briefings:

When he called for briefing papers on short notice from State for a Presi-
dential overseas trip, his first deadline passed without any response. He
then turned to the office of International Security Affairs at Defense,
which responded with a complete, concise, and thoroughly indexed brief-
ing book. State finally crashed through with several cardboard cartons of
unsorted cables on the countries listed in the President’s itinerary.22

The effective bureaucrat takes considerable time on an important memo
in an effort to make it both short and persuasive to the president. David
Lilienthal, then director of the Tennesse Valley Authority (TVA), described one
working session:

Owen had been working several days on such a memo. It was very long
and quite preachy, and full of a tone of preoccupation with ourselves
that doesn’t seem to me very persuasive. But it had the essential points. I
suggested a different approach: one that I thought built upon the Presi-
dent’s own experience and interests. This was to assert that TVA was still
in danger from its enemies, but that this time the danger came from
efforts to break down the autonomy and freedom from red tape that
provides our chief armor against attacks; namely, our ability to do a
good job and one that evokes the approval and support of the people. So
I drafted a rough statement along that line. By the time Owen and Clapp
rewrote it, it was again obscure and much too long, I thought. By this
time it was 10:30 p.m. This went on and on. At 12:40 a.m. we had
another draft, briefer, but still not too good. I was so whipped down that
I would have accepted it, but Owen saw its weaknesses and insisted on
doing something with it. At two o’clock we quit, still without a memo-
randum. I didn’t get to bed until 3 a.m.
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I got off by myself at 9:15 and wrote the introductory part on a new
basis, in longhand, and revised the balance; Clapp made some sugges-
tions, and at 2:45 I was with the President’s special counsel, Captain Clif-
ford, with a copy of a 5 1/2 page, double-spaced draft.

This tale of a memo is almost incredible—that’s why I have taken the
trouble to tell its story in such fullness. No one seeing the memo would
believe that it represented so much work.

But it appears that the care was worth it. For the President did read it,
and he began our meeting this morning by pointing to it on his desk and
saying, “I’ve read your statement and I agree completely. But where are
we going to get someone to take your place so TVA can go on that way,
the way I want it?”23

Ability to Mobilize Outside Support

A major form of influence within the bureaucracy is the ability to mobilize the
support of influential groups outside the executive branch. These are groups
that matter to the president, either because they affect his ability to pursue the
particular policy under discussion or his more general ability to function
effectively and to be reelected. The most potent such groups are leading rep-
resentatives and senators, as well as major groups within the president’s polit-
ical party and interest groups whose support the president needs to have. The
ability to mobilize outside groups comes in part from their perception that
particular participants within the bureaucracy should be deferred to in defin-
ing the national interest. It also may come from a belief that the particular par-
ticipants inside represent the interests of the outside group.

The substantial influence of senior military officers has rested in part on
the prestige and influence that military leaders have enjoyed in the past with
leading figures in Congress. Many members of Congress have defined the
national interest in terms of what the military believes is necessary for national
security. Other groups in society, including some newspaper editors, and lead-
ers of veterans’ groups such as the American Legion have also defined the
national interest largely in terms of deference to military perceptions. The
influence of the military services has been enhanced by their willingness and
ability to make their views known outside the executive branch. In testifying
before congressional committees, senior military officers will make clear
where their judgment differs from that of the president, particularly as
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reflected in budget decisions. Military officers also are quite willing to talk to
members of the press about their views on security matters. Presidents are
aware that, if the military is unhappy, Pentagon press reporters will report
their disaffection. For example, for many years Hanson Baldwin, the military
editor of the New York Times, accurately reported the views of the Joint Chiefs
and particularly of the Navy. On some issues the influence of the military has
virtually amounted to a veto. On the matter of reorganizing the Defense
Department, for example, both President Truman and President Eisenhower
carried on extensive negotiations with the military, recognizing the fact that
they were unlikely to get Congress to accept any reorganization plan that did
not have military support.

The military services offer perhaps the best example of achieving influence
within the American government through the ability to call on outside groups
of importance to the president. But such influence has not been limited to the
military. Bernard Baruch, for instance, despite Truman’s impatience with him,
had considerable influence within the Truman administration, without hold-
ing any official position, because it was recognized that he had important
influence with congressional leaders and with the business community.24

The Elusiveness of Decisions

Our effort to describe the process by which decisions on national security
issues are made within the U.S. government is at an end. What is contained in
these past six chapters may be misleading, insofar as it gives the reader too
great a sense of orderliness. In reality, as we have hinted from time to time,
there is much confusion, much that occurs by accident and without the intent
of any particular participant. There is much also that remains inscrutable. All
close observers of presidential decisions have warned of the difficulty of ana-
lyzing decisionmaking in the White House. In John F. Kennedy’s words: “The
essence of ultimate decision remains impenetrable to the observer—often,
indeed to the decider himself. . . . There will always be the dark entangled
stretches in the decision-making process—mysterious even to those who may
be most intimately involved.”25 And George Reedy, a close observer of Presi-
dent Johnson, warned:

The fact is that a president makes his decisions as he wishes to make
them, under conditions which he himself has established, and at times of
his own determination. He decides what he wants to decide, and any stu-
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dent of the White House who believes that he is making a contribution
to political thought when he analyzes the process is sadly mistaken. At
best—at the very best—he can only contribute to human knowledge
some insights into the decision-making process of one man.26

The president does make decisions on major issues. But, as we suggest in
part 3, by no means is the process then over.
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part iii

Actions
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The reader has every right to expect to be at the end of this
book. For one thing, it is already quite long. For another, we have reached the
end of the topic as it is normally discussed. We have traced the process of
making foreign policy inside the bureaucracy to the point of presidential deci-
sionmaking.

But the process is by no means over. If our question is not “How do pres-
idents decide?” but “How does the United States act?” then we need to explore
the relationship between presidential decisions and the subsequent actions of
government officials.

Presidential Decisions

Presidential decisions vary in specificity. They often are conveyed only in pol-
icy statements expressing a sentiment or intention. The statements may indi-
cate in general terms that certain kinds of actions should be taken but not say
who should take them. Even if they do specify the actor, they seldom indicate
when the action should be taken or the details of how it should be done. In
fact, the instructions are often so vague as to leave all the actors free to con-
tinue behaving as they have in the past.1

Even if a decision results from a long struggle among the president’s
advisers—indeed, especially when it results from such a struggle—the president
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tends to delay decisions and then to decide as little as possible.2 Furthermore,
the president seldom makes a single comprehensive decision covering a wide
range of interrelated issues. More often he decides a series of questions discretely,
each one on its own merits, compiling a series of diffuse and, on some occasions,
contradictory guidelines to the bureaucracy about what should be done.

There are a number of reasons why a president may not want to state defi-
nitely what should be done to implement a decision that he has made. In many
cases, the consensus on which the decision was built may depend on its vague-
ness. In the case of the ABM, Secretary of Defense McNamara was prepared to
go along with a limited deployment provided that he could announce it as
anti-Chinese and express strong opposition to erecting any large system sup-
posedly designed to counter a Russian missile attack. At the same time, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and Senate leaders, such as Richard Russell, the chairman of the
Senate Armed Services Committee, were prepared to go along with limited
initial deployment provided that they could describe it as the first step toward
a large anti-Russian system. In order to keep this “coalition” together the pres-
ident’s decision had to be vague enough so that participants on both sides
could believe that he had decided in their favor—and in any case so that they
were free to describe his decision as they chose. President Truman was con-
fronted with a similar problem, that of differing views on whether the United
States should begin to develop a hydrogen bomb. With Atomic Energy Com-
mission chairman David Lilienthal against any deployment, the military in
favor of proceeding with a deployment, and the State Department in favor of
exploring the options, Truman settled on a tentative, minimal decision that
kept everybody on board by both giving Lilienthal no target to shoot at and
moving in the direction of the military enough that they were prepared to
acquiesce.3 During the first term of his presidency, Ronald Reagan announced
his Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), committing his administration to the
pursuit of a missile defense system that he believed would make it possible to
eliminate nuclear weapons. While Reagan’s commitment to that goal never
wavered, senior members of his Cabinet, who were deeply skeptical of its fea-
sibility, proceeded to use SDI as a bargaining chip in arms control negotiations
with the Soviet Union. One faction saw SDI as something that could be traded
for significant Soviet concessions on missile deployment. The other saw SDI as
a means of ensuring that the arms control talks would go nowhere.4
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A president’s desire not to be committed to the details of a decision often
reinforces his desire to maintain a semblance of harmony by expressing his
decision in vague terms. Presidents typically confront an issue on a very general,
theoretical level without much discussion of the details of the best way to imple-
ment a decision. When he has not spent time on details and has not looked into
the possible problems buried in one kind of decision or another, the president
prefers to express only a general desire to move in a particular direction and
leave it to his subordinates to battle over the details. He is likely to assume that
important issues will be brought back to him for a further decision.

In many cases, after making a decision a president wishes to keep it secret
for a while in order to head off attacks before implementation of the decision
is under way. He recognizes that the further down the line the information
gets, the more likely it is to be leaked. In Washington what the president
decides is news, and lower-level officials are eager either to show that they
know what the president wants or to undercut a policy that they oppose.
When he decided in 1978 to normalize relations with China, President Carter
came to believe that the State Department would be an impediment to faith-
ful implementation of his instructions. In his words,

I was leery of channeling my proposals through the State Department,
because I did not feel that I had full support there and it was and is an
enormous bureaucracy that is unable and sometimes unwilling to keep a
secret. It seemed obvious to me that premature public disclosure of our
intensifying diplomatic effort could arouse a firestorm of opposition
from those who thought that Taiwan should always be the “one China.” I
decided that no negotiating instructions to Ambassador Leonard Wood-
cock would ever be channeled through the State Department; they would
be sent directly from the White House.5

In addition, the president may feel that his time must not be squandered
in providing specific instructions. Robert Cutler, at one time the assistant to
the president for national security affairs, reported that that was Eisenhower’s
view:

Eisenhower believed that policy decisions at the apex of Government
should afford general direction, principle, and guidance, but should not
be spelled out in detail. The Council dealt with strategy, not tactics. A
Supreme Commander’s orders are directed to Army groups and armies;
they do not deal with battalions and companies. The last throw of
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Ludendorff in 1944 [sic] failed, in part, because his orders meddled with
the battle movement of small elements. President Eisenhower was as
impatient with too much detail as he was with lack of clarity in stating
general policy.6

Whether he considers attention to “details” appropriate, when a president
is new in office he tends to assume that faithful subordinates all down the line
will labor to put his policies into practice. One of President Eisenhower’s
speechwriters commented on Eisenhower’s initial faith of this kind: “Nowhere
did the lack of civilian experience so betray itself as in this system’s cheerful
assumption that, once the Chief Executive had pointed in a certain political
direction, the full force of government would move in that direction, in con-
cert as precise and as massive as battalions and divisions wheeling through
field maneuvers.”7

Even when he comes to understand that specification of detail is necessary
if one wishes to have faithful implementation, a president does not have on
tap at the White House experts to draft decisions in specific terms in all areas.
Nor does the White House staff, whatever its own expertise, have time to pre-
pare detailed instructions on many issues.

Because presidential decisions are seldom formulated in a way that conveys
in detail what should be done and because the president himself seldom car-
ries out the decision, only in very special cases are presidential decisions self-
executing. Usually, in fact, they begin a process. The president often announces
a policy decision in conversation with the senior officials who head the orga-
nizations that will be responsible for implementing his decisions. The first
steps toward concrete action depend on their understanding or recollection
of what was said. When he wanted to explore the options for attacking Iraq,
the second President Bush took his secretary of defense aside in November
2002 and asked for optional war plans. Bob Woodward quoted the president
as saying, “I have no idea what it takes to cause the Pentagon to respond to a
request since I’ve never been there. I presume Don Rumsfeld . . . was making
sure that the product got done and the process didn’t linger.”8 In fact, Rums-
feld understood clearly that the president wished to handle the decisionmak-
ing process in strict confidence, dealing directly with the military commander
who would implement the decision to go to war.

In other cases, the president makes a decision alone or in the company of
White House officials and the decision is then conveyed (sometimes orally) to
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the heads of the departments concerned or to a subordinate official believed
to be responsible for supervising the required actions. They in turn issue
instructions to those who, according to the rules of procedure, are responsi-
ble for actually carrying out the decision. Frequently that involves not only
distributing directives to subordinates in Washington but also sending out
cables to American ambassadors and military commanders in the field. This
is not a trivial matter. Turning the sketchy language of a presidential decision
into precise terms that can be understood and acted on in the field is extraor-
dinarily difficult and may have to be done at high speed. During the opening
days of the Korean War, for example, the senior civilian and military officials,
after meeting with the president and getting his oral instructions, would move
to the Pentagon or the State Department and improvise written instructions
to the field.9

Once orders are written and sent to the individuals who should act, one
might at last expect faithful implementation of the presidential decision, but
that does not occur either. Why it does not is our next subject.

Limits on Faithful Implementation

There are three basic causes for the failure of officials at the operations level
to comply with presidential or other directives:

—They may not know what senior officials want them to do.
—They may be unable to do what they believe that they have been ordered

to do.
—They may resist doing what they have been ordered to do.

uncertainty about orders. In approaching the question of why pres-
idential orders may not be obeyed, it is important to keep in mind the vast size
and diversity of the federal government. Few officials see the president at all.
Even fewer see him often enough to have a good feel for his approach to prob-
lem solving. Many of those who have to implement decisions are not privy to
conversations between the president and his principal advisers or between
those advisers and their subordinates. The orders that they receive, in writing
or orally, are not only very general but often are the only clues they have.
Thus the ambassador or first secretary in the field, the commander of a
bomber squadron, an assistant secretary in Washington, a Treasury official vis-
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iting a foreign government—all may have little information with which to
determine what the president wants them to do.

In some cases, officials at the operations level may not even know that the
president has issued orders in a particular area. After an American U-2 plane
was shot down over the Soviet Union, a public affairs officer in the National
Aeronautics and Space Agency held a press conference at which he asserted
that the plane had accidentally drifted over Russian territory. That happened
long after President Eisenhower and his senior advisers had decided that only
the State Department would make any comment.10 Senior officials, too, may
sometimes be unaware of the president’s plans. For example, Secretary of
Defense Melvin Laird, while visiting Japan, made a number of statements
that led the press to report that the United States favored Japan’s development
of nuclear capability. Laird unknowingly made his statements at precisely the
time that presidential assistant Henry Kissinger was in Peking negotiating
with Chou En-lai about the possibility of a trip by Nixon to China. It is
believed that Laird’s comments greatly complicated Kissinger’s mission. Laird
was not disobeying orders. He was simply uninformed about Nixon’s
approach to China and therefore was unaware that what he was saying might
halt or at least complicate progress.

Misunderstanding about what a subordinate is ordered to do crops up.
One of the most dramatic cases on record of a pure misunderstanding
resulted in President Eisenhower’s invitation to Soviet Premier Nikita
Khrushchev to visit the United States. Eisenhower had decided that he would
be prepared to invite Khrushchev to the United States only if there was
progress at the ongoing foreign ministers’ meeting that would justify con-
vening a four-power summit conference. The invitation to the Russians was
to be conveyed by Under Secretary of State Robert Murphy, who was to meet
Soviet Deputy Prime Minister Kozlov during the latter’s visit to the United
States. Murphy’s instructions were given him directly by the president, but
they were oral. Evidently, even direct communication did not prevent misun-
derstanding. Murphy conveyed through Kozlov an unconditional invitation
to Premier Khrushchev, rather than the one that the president wished to trans-
mit (contingent upon progress in the four-power talks), and Eisenhower felt
obliged to honor the invitation.11

A similar incident occurred in the run-up to the Gulf War during the first
Bush administration, when Secretary of State Baker was drawn into a joint
statement with the Soviet foreign minister offering a cease-fire if Saddam
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Hussein withdrew from Kuwait. Because the president had been demanding
unconditional withdrawal from Kuwait, he was furious when he learned of
Baker’s statement. As Brent Scowcroft, the national security adviser, recalled,
“Without knowing what Baker was up to, we agreed the right tactic was to say
there had been no change in policy and simply brush it off. In the end that
worked.”12

More often, it is not that officials are totally uninformed or that they com-
pletely misunderstand their orders. Rather, they have no way of grasping the
nuances behind decisions, no guidance as to exactly why they were told to do
what they were told to do. That makes it very difficult for them to implement
the policy, to make day-to-day decisions that conform to the president’s
desires. George Kennan explained:

In the execution of policy, we see the same phenomenon. Anyone who
has ever had anything to do with the conduct of foreign relations knows
that policies can be correctly and effectively implemented only by people
who understand the entire philosophy and world of thought of the per-
son or persons who took the original decision. But senior officials are
constantly forced to realize that in a governmental apparatus so vast, so
impersonal, and lacking in any sort of ideological indoctrination and
discipline, they cannot count on any great portion of the apparatus to
understand entirely what they mean. The people in question here are in
large part people they do not know personally and cannot hope to know
in this way. Considerations of security alone would make it difficult, in
many instances, to initiate into the reasons of action all those who might
be involved if one were to use the regular channels. The expansion of the
governmental apparatus has led to a steady inflation of titles roughly
matching that of the growth of the apparatus itself.13

The problem has gotten even more acute since 1957, when Kennan wrote.
An examination of the State Department prepared by a group of Foreign Ser-
vice officers in 1970 related this problem to the Nixon National Security
Council system:

Specific decisions are generally communicated promptly and clearly to
the implementing units. On occasion, however, the implementing unit is
not specified precisely, and the system suffers. More often, the specific
decision is transmitted without reference to the broader objectives which
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should guide the action office in carrying it out. Action offices thus must
rely on rather rough and ready guidance of their own making, extrapo-
lating from the specific decision and the very broad-brush generaliza-
tions contained in public pronouncements by the President and the
Secretary. The result can be either inconsistency in implementation or
excessive caution. One reason for this lack of guidance is that Depart-
mental inputs to NSSMs [National Security Study Memoranda] are
often not framed in such a way as to produce it. Also the Department
usually does not participate in drafting NSDMs [National Security Deci-
sion Memoranda] it is required to implement.14

While the decision process varies from one administration to another, it
has continued to become more complex with the expansion of senior posi-
tions and changes in national security responsibilities to adjust for the end of
the cold war and the rise of terrorism. The problem of determining what one
is supposed to do is further complicated by the fact that no official receives just
one order. The directive comes as one item in a flow of paper across an offi-
cial’s desk. He is receiving instructions to do things because other officials have
made decisions. He is receiving requests from his subordinates for authority
to take actions within existing directives. He is receiving reports of ongoing
activities. Whatever effort he makes to implement a particular directive must
be within the context of his attempt to implement other directives that have
come to him before. He may see a conflict between two very specific
directives—a conflict of which senior officials may not be aware. He may per-
ceive a contradiction between a specific directive and a more general policy
statement that was received in writing or that he gleaned from public presi-
dential and departmental statements. Such a conflict accounts in part for the
failure of the State Department to remove American missiles from Turkey in
1961 after President Kennedy had ordered them removed. But he had also
ordered the State Department to invigorate the NATO alliance, and, indeed,
one of his campaign pledges had been that he would bolster NATO. At the
same time, his secretary of defense, Robert McNamara, was engaged in an
effort to persuade the NATO countries to take conventional military options
more seriously. The State Department officials concerned were well aware of
the fact that that effort was causing great difficulties within the alliance. The
officials who received the directive to remove the missiles from Turkey also felt
themselves to be operating under a more general presidential directive to
strengthen the troubled alliance. They did not believe that the order to remove
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the missiles from Turkey was intended to contradict the order to strengthen
NATO. They raised the issue in a tentative way with the Turkish government.
When the government registered strong objections, they held off obeying the
order to remove the missiles.

Whereas missiles remained in Turkey because of conflicting directives from
the president, in other cases uncertainty arises from the fact that an official
receives conflicting orders from two or more of his superiors. The president
may in effect tell him to do one thing, and the secretary of the navy or the chief
of naval operations seemingly tells him to do another. In such cases, the offi-
cial often makes his own judgment about which orders have higher priority.

the difficulty of implementation. Some orders direct an official to
achieve a certain outcome but do not specify any particular action. For exam-
ple, an official may be told to secure ratification of a nonproliferation treaty
by a particular government, or he or she may be told to persuade a certain
country to increase its military forces. In such cases, the implementation of the
order depends on the cooperation or at least the acquiescence of a foreign gov-
ernment. In other cases, implementation may depend on the cooperation of
Congress or of other groups outside the executive branch and beyond the
control of the official given the order. Under those circumstances he or she
may find it impossible to comply.

In still other cases, limits on compliance arise from the fact that most pres-
idential orders must be carried out by large complex organizations. Some
presidential decisions can be carried out by a relatively small number of pres-
idential advisers without regard to the capability of large organizations. When
President Nixon decided that he wished to establish contact with the People’s
Republic of China, he was able to dispatch Henry Kissinger, his assistant for
national security affairs, to Beijing. Kissinger could carry on discussions in
China without reference to the standard operating procedures of the Depart-
ment of State. However, when the action to be carried out requires the coop-
eration of large numbers of people in the major organizations of the
American government, what the president can order done is much more lim-
ited. For example, when North Korean forces attacked South Korea in June
1950, President Truman could only order into the fight those forces that
already existed and that could reach the battlefield; those were the occupation
forces in Japan under General Douglas MacArthur. When President Kennedy
in 1961 wished to step up the number of American “advisers” in Vietnam, he
could send only those “counterinsurgency” specialists who had already been
trained by the government, either in the CIA or in the armed services.
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The organization designated to carry out an action uses its standard oper-
ating procedures (SOPs)—routine methods that facilitate coordinated and
concerted actions by large numbers of individuals—to do so. For that purpose
the rules need to be simple in order to allow easy learning and unambiguous
application. Clusters of standard procedures constitute a program for dealing
with a particular situation. A set of programs related to a particular type of
activity constitute an organization’s repertoire. The number of programs in a
repertoire is always quite limited. Thus activity undertaken according to stan-
dard operating procedures and programs does not constitute a farsighted,
flexible adaptation to the president’s decision. Detailed implementation of
actions by organizations is determined predominantly by organizational rou-
tines. Since the programs cannot be tailored to the specific situation, the
organization, when striving to obey presidential decisions, uses whatever pro-
gram in the existing repertoire seems most appropriate, given its limited
understanding of the purposes of the decision.15

Again, we can cite Kennedy’s experience with Vietnam. When he increased
the number of American military personnel in Vietnam from 685 in 1961 to
30,000 in 1962, one observer noted that “there was no change in the advice
provided by the advisor; there were just more advisors.”16 In general, the
American troops later sent to Vietnam performed very much as they would
if they had been sent to fight a large-scale military battle on the plains of cen-
tral Europe, toward which most of their training had been directed. The State
Department, AID, and USIA missions likewise performed in accordance with
their standard procedures.17

In 2004, the 9/11 Commission found similar problems in how Washington
agencies tried to cope with the new challenges of terrorism:

Yet at least for the CIA, part of the burden in tackling terrorism arose
from the background we have described: an organization capable of
attracting extraordinarily motivated people but institutionally averse to
risk with its capacity for covert action atrophied, predisposed to restrict
the distribution of information, having difficulty assimilating new types
of personnel, and accustomed to presenting descriptive reportage of the
latest intelligence. The CIA, to put it another way, needed significant
change in order to get maximum effect in counterterrorism.18
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Large organizations find it extremely difficult to develop new plans quickly
or to implement plans developed for a different purpose. When the Soviet
Union constructed the Berlin Wall in 1961, Kennedy found that his advisers
suggested no options for action. All the contingency planning had been
directed to other possible provocations, such as closing the access routes
between West Berlin and West Germany.19 Routine behavior is followed even
when it appears foolish to an outsider. During the Cuban missile crisis, for
example, intelligence officers reported that Russian and Cuban planes were
inexplicably lined up wingtip to wingtip on Cuban airfields, making perfect
targets. Kennedy, recognizing that as standard military practice, had a U-2 fly
over the American airfields in Florida and discovered that American planes
were similarly lined up.20

When a senior official gives an organization an order to carry out an action,
he or she is likely to have an idealized picture of what will occur. The official
assumes that the organization will quickly grasp what he or she is trying to
accomplish and adapt its behavior creatively to the particular purpose. The
truth is, however, that action, when it involves large numbers, may turn into
something quite different from what the official had in mind. One such
episode occurred during the summit meeting of 1960. Secretary of Defense
Thomas Gates, who had accompanied Eisenhower to Paris, learned that
Khrushchev was making rather strong demands and became convinced that
the summit conference was about to end in disagreement. He therefore
decided on Sunday night to order a worldwide alert of American military
forces, feeling that it would be prudent to have local commanders alerted at
battle stations all over the globe. He sent a message to the Pentagon calling for
a “quiet” alert on a “minimum need to know basis.” The secretary, however,
was not familiar with the set of alert patterns that had been developed and did
not specify which alert, among alternatives numbered one to five, he wished
to have implemented. The Joint Chiefs, feeling the pressure of time and hav-
ing to guess what Gates wished to accomplish, concluded that alert number
three was in order but adhered to Gates’s injunction about restricting infor-
mation. Gates evidently had not visualized that there would be any movement
of weapons or troops, but the Pentagon announced that both the continen-
tal air defense command and SAC had conducted “limited routine air alert
activities.” The alert quickly became visible throughout the country and
undoubtedly was visible to the Soviet Union as well, sending a signal far dif-
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ferent from Gates’s simple desire to have the military ready in case the situa-
tion should deteriorate.21

Resistance

Thus far we have explored why presidential decisions may not be imple-
mented even though participants seek faithfully to do what the president or
his principal associates have ordered them to do. For that reason, the discus-
sion has been somewhat artificial, for in fact those who are assigned to imple-
ment presidential decisions often do not feel obliged to execute their orders.
Neither career officials nor political appointees necessarily feel that a presiden-
tial decision settles the matter. Participants still have different interests and still
see different faces of an issue and have different stakes in it. They may believe
that their conception of what is in the national interest is still correct and
resist efforts to do things that they feel are contrary to the national interest or
to their own organizational or personal interests, even if they have been
directed to do them by the president. Henry Kissinger explained the problem
to a journalist after serving for several years as President Nixon’s assistant for
national security affairs:

The outsider believes a Presidential order is consistently followed out.
Nonsense. I have to spend considerable time seeing that it is carried out
and in the spirit the President intended. Inevitably, in the nature of
bureaucracy, departments become pressure groups for a point of view. If
the President decides against them, they are convinced some evil influ-
ence worked on the President: if only he knew all the facts, he would
have decided their way.

The nightmare of the modern state is the hugeness of the bureau-
cracy, and the problem is how to get coherence and design in it.22

This problem is not a new one. It has confronted every American president
in the modern period, and they have reacted either by seeking to concentrate
power in the White House or by trying to get the departments under control.
In his memoirs, Truman revealed his strong feelings on the subject:

The difficulty with many career officials in the government is that they
regard themselves as the men who really make policy and run the gov-
ernment. They look upon the elected officials as just temporary occu-
pants. Every President in our history has been faced with this problem:
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how to prevent career people from circumventing presidential policy.
Too often career people seek to impose their own views instead of carry-
ing out the established policy of the administration. Sometimes they
achieve this by influencing the key people appointed by the President to
put his policies into operation. It has often happened in the War and
Navy Departments that the generals and the admirals, instead of work-
ing for and under the Secretaries, succeeded in having the Secretaries act
for and under them. And it has happened in the Department of State.

Some Presidents have handled this situation by setting up what
amounted to a little State Department of their own. President Roosevelt
did this and carried on direct communications with Churchill and
Stalin. I did not feel that I wanted to follow this method, because the
State Department is set up for the purpose of handling foreign policy
operations, and the State Department ought to take care of them. But I
wanted to make it plain that the President of the United States, and not
the second or third echelon in the State Department, is responsible for
making foreign policy, and, furthermore, that no one in any department
can sabotage the President’s policy. The civil servant, the general or
admiral, the foreign service officer has no authority to make policy. They
act only as servants of the government, and therefore they must remain
in line with the government policy that is established by those who have
been chosen by the people to set that policy.

In the Palestine situation, as Secretary Lovett said to me after the
announcement of the recognition of Israel, “They almost put it over on
you.”23

The view that one knows what is best for national security affects not only
career officials but also political appointees, even when they clearly under-
stand the president’s perspective. When at the first meeting of his Cabinet,
even before inauguration, General Eisenhower expressed his strong support
for increased trade with the Soviet Union, Secretary of Defense Charles Wil-
son said, “I am a little old fashioned. I don’t like to sell firearms to the Indi-
ans.” Eisenhower then explained in detail why he thought that such trade was
good. Obviously, however, he failed to convince Wilson to go along, for the
discussion concluded with Wilson saying,“I am going to be on the tough side
of this one.”24

One of the reasons that the president is overwhelmingly busy is that so
many officials maneuver to line him up on their side of an issue. Then, pre-
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cisely because of the heavy demands on his time, Cabinet members and staff
officers get away with ignoring his orders. One observer commented suc-
cinctly on the game of outwaiting the president:

Half of a President’s suggestions, which theoretically carry the weight of
orders, can be safely forgotten by a Cabinet member. And if the President
asks about a suggestion a second time, he can be told that it is being
investigated. If he asks a third time, a wise Cabinet officer will give him
at least part of what he suggests. But only occasionally, except about the
most important matters, do Presidents ever get around to asking three
times.25

As a president discovers that his decisions are being resisted, he tends more
and more to keep the bureaucracy in the dark and to work through outside
channels. That further reduces loyalty as well as contributes to inadvertent dis-
obedience, which in turn reinforces the president’s inclination toward secrecy.
Henry Kissinger, writing before he became an assistant to President Nixon,
described the vicious circle that results:

Because management of the bureaucracy takes so much energy and pre-
cisely because changing course is so difficult, many of the most impor-
tant decisions are taken by extra-bureaucratic means. Some of the key
decisions are kept to a very small circle while the bureaucracy happily
continues working away in ignorance of the fact that decisions are being
made, or the fact that a decision is being made in a particular area. One
reason for keeping the decisions to small groups is that when bureaucra-
cies are so unwieldy and when their internal morale becomes a serious
problem, an unpopular decision may be fought by brutal means, such as
leaks to the press or to congressional committees. Thus, the only way
secrecy can be kept is to exclude from the making of the decision all
those who are theoretically charged with carrying it out. There is, thus,
small wonder for the many allegations of deliberate sabotage of certain
American efforts, or of great cynicism of American efforts because of
inconsistent actions. In the majority of cases this was due to the igno-
rance of certain parts of the bureaucracy, rather than to malevolent
intent. Another result is that the relevant part of the bureaucracy,
because it is being excluded from the making of a particular decision,
continues with great intensity sending out cables, thereby distorting the
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effort with the best intentions in the world. You cannot stop them from
doing this because you do not tell them what is going on.26

The first President Bush, who came to office with years of experience in
various parts of both the legislative and executive branches as well as in posi-
tions in the field, was perhaps as aware of the relationship between the pres-
idency and the bureaucracy as any U.S. president in history. Having been vice
president in the preceding administration and knowing from the outset that
as the Soviet empire disintegrated and the cold war came to an end, he would
be presiding over a historic period, President Bush established an inner circle
of trusted decisonmakers to manage the actions of the bureaucracy and avoid
impediments to the policy changes that would be required.

The second President Bush, who incorporated many of his father’s advis-
ers in his administration, followed that pattern, retreating into an even smaller
inner circle, dominated by his vice president. In the words of former NSC staff
member Richard Clarke,“the second Bush administration was like his father’s:
NSC Staff saw the President infrequently and always with a chaperon.”27

The Struggle over Implementation

What has been said thus far should explain why a presidential decision, rather
than settling the question of what is to be done, simply opens a new round of
maneuvers. The process that occurs after a presidential decision is made pro-
ceeds in much the same way as the efforts to get a presidential decision.
Indeed, in many areas the two processes overlap, since a presidential decision
may be followed by a simultaneous struggle over its implementation and the
drafting of new decisions. The participants are often the same as those who
were involved in framing the decision, although many more lower-level offi-
cials may be involved in actual implementation and senior officials are likely
to devote less attention to it. The participants bring to the process the same
range of conceptions of what is in the national interest, and they tend to see
different faces of the issue, have different stakes, and fight for different kinds
of action. Participants have to decide again whether to get involved in the
process, and some develop strategies designed to secure the implementation
of the president’s decision if they favor it or to resist implementation if they
do not. They are constrained by the rules of the game, which determine who
has responsibility for implementing the decision, whose concurrence is
needed on any orders given, and who has the right or responsibility to mon-
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itor compliance with the decision. If they favor the action, officials charged
with implementation are likely to be able to proceed despite the opposition of
other groups. If they resist action, then the problem of securing implementa-
tion is much more difficult. However, the president’s problem is difficult even
when officials at the operations level favor his policy.

overzealous implementation. When the president makes a decision
urged on him by those who will be responsible for its implementation, they
often feel that he has not gone far enough or they may choose to interpret the
decision as giving them more license than he intended. They then are likely to
act in a way that from the president’s point of view appears to be overzealous.
Truman recalled how that happened to him in connection with his agree-
ment to terminate lend-lease aid to America’s European allies following the
surrender of Germany:

Leo Crowley, Foreign Economic Administrator, and Joseph C. Grew, Act-
ing Secretary of State, came into my office after the Cabinet meeting on
May 8 and said that they had an important order in connection with
Lend-Lease which President Roosevelt had approved but not signed. It
was an order authorizing the FEA and the State Department to take joint
action to cut back the volume of Lend-Lease supplies when Germany
surrendered. What they told me made good sense to me; with Germany
out of the war, Lend-Lease should be reduced. They asked me to sign it. I
reached for my pen and, without reading the document, I signed it.

The storm broke almost at once. The manner in which the order was
executed was unfortunate. Crowley interpreted the order literally and
placed an embargo on all shipments to Russia and to other European
nations, even to the extent of having some of the ships turned around
and brought back to American ports for unloading. The British were
hardest hit, but the Russians interpreted the move as especially aimed at
them. Because we were furnishing Russia with immense quantities of
food, clothing, arms, and ammunition, this sudden and abrupt interrup-
tion of Lend-Lease aid naturally stirred up a hornets’ nest in that coun-
try. The Russians complained about our unfriendly attitude. We had
unwittingly given Stalin a point of contention which he would undoubt-
edly bring up every chance he had. Other European governments com-
plained about being cut off too abruptly. The result was that I rescinded
the order.28
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President Kennedy was confronted with an example of overzealous imple-
mentation in the case of a proposed multilateral force. A group of officials in the
State Department favored the creation of a jointly manned and jointly owned
nuclear force of surface ships to be operated by the NATO alliance. Upon secur-
ing a decision by Kennedy to ask the European allies of the United States whether
they favored such a force, the advocates took it as an indication that the president
wished them to seek to persuade others to join the force. Their own reasoning
was that the president knew that “nothing happened”in Europe unless the United
States forcefully advocated it. Therefore, from their perspective, simply asking the
Europeans whether they were interested guaranteed that nothing would happen.
Kennedy, on the other hand, apparently assumed that he had authorized only
quiet exploration of the possibility and was surprised to discover that the Euro-
peans believed that he was pressing hard for the multilateral force.29

One of the most notorious cases of overzealous implementation took place
during the presidency of Ronald Reagan, when his White House staff engi-
neered a complex arrangement to use the funds from clandestine arms sales to
Iran to finance the right-wing Contras in Nicaragua, subverting congressional
legislation. President Reagan at first refused to believe that that could have
happened without his knowledge, but he later announced in a speech to the
nation that it had indeed happened right under his nose.

A few months ago I told the American people I did not trade arms for
hostages. My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the
facts and the evidence tell me it is not. As the Tower Board reported, what
began as a strategic opening to Iran deteriorated, in its implementation,
into trading arms for hostages. This runs counter to my own beliefs, to
administration policy, and the original strategy we had in mind. There are
reasons why it happened, but no excuses. It was a mistake. I undertook
the original Iran initiative in order to develop relations with those who
might assume leadership in a post-Khomeini government.

It’s clear from the Board’s report, however, that I let my personal con-
cern for the hostages spill over into the geopolitical strategy of reaching
out to Iran. I asked so many questions about the hostages’ welfare that I
didn’t ask enough about the specifics of the total Iran plan.30

disregarding orders. As noted above, officials find ways to overlook,
twist, or resist orders. Franklin Roosevelt once gave a classic description of
how that is done in general:
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The Treasury is so large and far-flung and ingrained in its practices that I
find it is almost impossible to get the action and results I want—even
with Henry [Morgenthau] there. But the Treasury is not to be compared
with the State Department. You should go through the experience of try-
ing to get any changes in the thinking, policy, and action of the career
diplomats, and then you’d know what a real problem was. But the Trea-
sury and the State Department put together are nothing compared with
the Na-a-vy. The admirals are really something to cope with—and I
should know. To change anything in the Na-a-vy is like punching a
feather bed. You punch it with your right and you punch it with your left
until you are finally exhausted, and then you find the damn bed just as it
was before you started punching.31

Orders often are disregarded more or less openly. Participants may make
no effort to disguise the fact that they do not favor a presidential decision and
will do what they can to thwart it. For this purpose they set in motion one or
more of the following maneuvers.

—Do not pass on orders. One technique available to senior participants is
not to pass the president’s order on to those who actually have to carry it out.
“Forgetting” and “overriding circumstances” serve as excuses. During the
preparations for the Bay of Pigs invasion, for example, President Kennedy
directed that if the invading forces failed to establish a beachhead, they should
move quickly to the mountains and become a guerrilla force. However, the
CIA did not pass his instruction on to the leader of the brigade. CIA officials
later explained that they felt that to do so might weaken the brigade’s resolve
to fight and that the brigade might choose the alternative plan when the going
got rough, even when the invasion still had a chance of success.32 More than
once a secretary of defense has kept a presidential directive to himself in the
belief that to pass it on would greatly complicate the problem of dealing with
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Both Secretary of Defense Charles Wilson under
Eisenhower and Secretary of Defense James Forrestal under Truman failed to
deliver presidential directives establishing ceilings on force levels.33

—Change “cosmetics” but not reality. A second technique is to change the
formal procedures regarding what is to be done but make it clear to subordi-
nates that the reality is to remain the same. Eisenhower during the course of
his presidency became increasingly aware of the limited authority of the “uni-
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fied” military commanders who were supposed to be in charge of all of the
American forces overseas in areas such as Europe and the Far East. He there-
fore devoted considerable energy to persuading the services to accept and
Congress to enact a change in procedure that would strengthen the area com-
mander’s authority. In presenting the 1958 defense reorganization act to Con-
gress, Eisenhower stated that “each Unified Commander must have
unquestioned authority over all units of his command. . . . The commander’s
authority over these component commands is short of the full command
required for maximum efficiency.”34 At the time that Eisenhower sent his
message to Congress, the authority of area commanders was known as “oper-
ational control.” The 1958 act invested in the area commander “full opera-
tional command,” indicating Congress’s intent to overcome the deficiency
pointed out by Eisenhower. However, as a blue ribbon defense panel subse-
quently concluded,“[With respect to] Unified Action Armed Forces (JCS Pub.
2), which sets forth principles, doctrines, and functions governing the activ-
ities and performance of Forces assigned to Unified Commands, the JCS now
define ‘Operational Command’ as being synonymous with ‘Operational Con-
trol.’” According to the panel, the command arrangements remained “sub-
stantially unchanged,” and “the net result is an organizational structure in
which ‘unification’ of either command or of the forces is more cosmetic than
substantive.”35 Thus there was a change in wording but no change in reality,
despite a clear presidential and congressional directive.

—Do something else. A more blatant form of disobedience is to simply
ignore a directive and do something else that either runs contrary to it or
simply does not take into account what the president sought. On August 15,
1945, for example, Truman sent a formal memorandum to the secretaries of
state, war, and the navy, to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and to the director of the
Office of Scientific Research and Development. In that memorandum he
directed them to “take such steps as are necessary to prevent the release of any
information in regard to the development, design, or production of the
atomic bomb.”36 Soon thereafter, those agencies released the so-called Smyth
Report, which contained considerable information about the design and pro-
duction of the atomic bomb!

Truman was confronted with similar disobedience from the State Depart-
ment during his efforts to take charge of American policy toward Israel. Tru-
man had directed that the United States should support the partition of
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Palestine. The American delegate to the UN, Warren Austin, despite the fact
that he was aware of the presidential directive, declared in public at the United
Nations that the United States was no longer for partition. That step was taken
with the concurrence of the State Department but without Truman being
informed.37 Nor was Truman the only president treated in that way by his sub-
ordinates. Eisenhower related one episode when Secretary of State John Fos-
ter Dulles, who on the whole bent over backward to follow specific presidential
directives, probably ignored one:

In the period between the Summit Conference and the Foreign Ministers’
meeting, I became ill. Before Foster left to attend the meeting he came to
Denver so that we could confer in my hospital room. He had prepared a
draft of a reply to Mr. Bulganin, who had asked us for a further explana-
tion of my July proposal for exchanging “blueprints” of military establish-
ments. Inadvertently, Foster had omitted my statement to the Soviet
delegation at Geneva that if they would accept an aerial inspection sys-
tem, I was quite ready to accept their proposition for ground teams. With
this correction made, I signed the letter to Bulganin.38

It is difficult to believe that the omission was in fact inadvertent.
Vice President Cheney, in the second President Bush’s administration,

made a habit of superimposing his own views on administration policy on
sensitive and controversial issues. In one notable instance, Cheney decided to
preempt administration policy toward Iraq in a speech to the Veterans of For-
eign Wars in August 2002, declaring that the United States had already found
UN weapons inspections futile and was prepared to attack Iraq, months before
the president had taken a formal decision to do so. Subsequently, Cheney
issued his own national intelligence statement:

“Simply stated, there is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons
of mass destruction [and] there is no doubt that he is amassing them to
use against our friends, against our allies and against us.” Ten days earlier
the president himself had said only that Saddam “desires” these weapons.
Neither Bush nor the CIA had made any assertion comparable to
Cheney’s.39

—Delay. Another technique to avoid implementing a presidential deci-
sion is simply to delay, either not taking the action that the president has
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ordered or moving very slowly toward implementing it. A view of this tech-
nique at work in a specific setting is offered by a former high official of the
CIA, who reported on CIA resistance to a presidential directive:

Despite that, shortly thereafter a National Security Council directive
ordered the Agency to implement certain of the recommendations. I
remember having lunch with Najeeb Halaby and discussing the report
and directive. Jeeb Halaby, who later became nationally known as the
administrator of the Federal Aviation Administration, was then serving
in the office of the Secretary of Defense on matters that later were orga-
nized under the assistant secretary for International Security Affairs. He
had considerable dealings with the CIA and was anxious to see it develop
into a strong agency. I recall the conversation vividly because we both
agreed that the report and directive were an important step forward, but
I predicted that they would not be implemented at that time. Halaby
expressed incredulity, noting that it was a Presidential Directive, but I
maintained that bureaucracy grinds exceeding slow and if a directive was
unpopular with the bosses it could grind even slower.

Such proved to be the case. When General Smith arrived in Washing-
ton in October 1950, nearly a year later, to take over from Hillenkoetter,
who had gone on to another naval assignment, little had been done to
implement the report.40

—Obey the letter but not the spirit of the order. Because orders are expressed
in generalities and the implementing instructions themselves tend not to be
very precise, officials at the operations level frequently have some leeway to
implement decisions as they choose. They often do that in ways that follow the
letter but not the spirit of what they are told to do, even insofar as they under-
stand that spirit.

That sort of behavior occurred on March 31, 1968, when the American
military officers, in planning the first bombing of North Vietnam after Pres-
ident Johnson’s speech announcing a cutback of the bombing, chose to obey
the letter of their instructions rather than the spirit of the president’s address.
Johnson had publicly declared:

I am taking the first step to de-escalate the conflict. We are reducing—
substantially reducing—the present level of hostilities . . . unilaterally
and at once. Tonight, I have ordered our aircraft and our naval vessels to
make no attacks on North Vietnam, except in the area north of the
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Demilitarized Zone where the continuing enemy buildup directly threat-
ens allied forward positions.41

The unmistakable implication of what he said was that the remaining bomb-
ing would be related to tactical targets in order to provide protection for U.S.
ground forces immediately below the demilitarized zone. Later press reports
made it clear that the orders to the field directed the military simply to cease
all bombing north of 20 degrees, but presumably the text of the president’s
speech was also available, at least informally, to those planning bombing raids.
Nevertheless, much of the weight of the first bombing raids on April 1, 1968,
was directed at the only large city below 20 degrees in North Vietnam. The
ultimate “message” conveyed not only to the North Vietnamese but also to the
American people was one of selected devastation rather than de-escalation.
Thus the credibility gap widened, even though the commander-in-chief of
U.S. forces in the Pacific, who directed the bombing raids against North Viet-
nam, was acting fully within his orders in carrying out the strikes on North
Vietnam.42

Whereas the military can generally stretch orders involving combat oper-
ations, the State Department often has such flexibility in drafting cables. Eliz-
abeth Drew described one episode in a fight by the State Department to resist
White House orders to step up American economic aid to the secessionist
province of Biafra in Nigeria:

When Biafra fell, the White House announced that the President had
placed on alert, for relief purposes, transport planes and helicopters, and
was donating $10 million. This was done on White House initiative. . . .

This difference was fought out, as such issues usually are, in seemingly
minor bureaucratic skirmishes over such things as the wording of cables,
and the tone of statements to the press. State, for example, drafted a
cable instructing our representatives in Lagos to emphasize that the heli-
copters and planes were only on standby, and that the $10 million had
only been made available because British Prime Minister Harold Wilson
had told President Nixon that there was concern over the relief effort.
The White House rewrote the cable, deleting the apologetic tone and
emphasizing the President’s concern that the Nigerians speed relief. It is
in such ways that the United States government’s posture in a crisis can
be determined.43
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changing decisions. The maneuvers discussed so far involve finding
ways not to do what one is ordered to do. Different maneuvers exist for resist-
ing a decision by seeking to get it changed by the president or, in spite of the
president, by Congress.

—Insist on a personal hearing before obeying. Most often presidential orders
are passed on to other officials either in writing or through a member of the
White House staff. When they do not like such orders, senior officials can
demand a hearing from the president and insist that, before accepting his
orders, they must be sure that he has heard their side of the argument and that
the orders are being transmitted accurately to them. As part of this ploy, they
are likely to claim that the president may well have been misunderstood and
they may enlist the support of a friendly member of the White House staff.44

According to Bob Woodward, when Secretary of State Colin Powell sensed
that momentum was building inexorably around the president to mount an
attack on Iraq in 2003, Powell “realized that he had not laid out his own analy-
sis to the president directly and forcefully. And at least he owed Bush his
understanding and his views on all the possible consequences of war.” The sec-
retary enlisted the assistance of Condoleezza Rice, the national security
adviser, to get a private meeting with the president to lay out his reservations
about going to war.45

— Suggest reasons for reconsidering. A related technique that can be used
even when one has gotten an order from the president is to insist on going
back to him to “report unforeseen implications.” This technique is easiest to
use when the president has turned down a request for permission to do some-
thing, but it also can be used when the president very specifically orders a cer-
tain action to be carried out. In his memoirs, Dean Acheson described in
vivid detail the aftermath of a presidential decision to send a cable to General
MacArthur ordering withdrawal of a message that MacArthur planned to
make public regarding the terms for peace in Korea:

For some time the President had had a meeting scheduled with the Sec-
retaries of State, Treasury, and Defense, Harriman, and the Joint Chiefs
of Staff for nine-thirty on that morning. When we filed into the Oval
Office, the President, with lips white and compressed, dispensed with the
usual greetings. He read the message and then asked each person around
the room whether he had had any prior intimation or knowledge of it.
No one had. Louis Johnson was directed to order MacArthur from the
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President to withdraw the message and report that he (MacArthur) had
done so. The President himself would send directly to MacArthur a copy
of Ambassador Austin’s letter to Trygve Lie, from which he would under-
stand why the withdrawal order was necessary. The business for which
the meeting was called was hastily dispatched.

When we left the White House, nothing could have been clearer to me
than that the President had issued an order to General MacArthur to
withdraw the message, but Secretary Johnson soon telephoned to say
that this could cause embarrassment and that he (Johnson) thought it
better to inform MacArthur that if he issued the statement “we” would
reply that it was “only one man’s opinion and not the official policy of
the Government.” I said that the issue seemed to be who was President of
the United States. Johnson then asked me an amazing question—
whether “we dare send [MacArthur] a message that the President directs
him to withdraw his statement?’’ I saw nothing else to do in view of the
President’s order.

At Johnson’s request, I asked Averell Harriman whether he was clear
that the President had issued an order. This shortly resulted in another
call from Johnson saying that the President had dictated to him this mes-
sage to go to MacArthur: “The President of the United States directs that
you withdraw your message for National Encampment of Veterans of
Foreign Wars, because various features with regard to Formosa are in
conflict with the policy of the United States and its position in the
United Nations.”

Still Johnson doubted the wisdom of sending the order and put for-
ward his prior alternative. Stephen Early, his deputy, came on the tele-
phone to support him, raised the question of General MacArthur’s right
of free speech, and proposed that the President talk to General
MacArthur. At this point I excused myself and ended the conversation,
duly reporting it to Harriman, saying that if Johnson wished to reopen
the President’s decision, he should apply to the President to do so. The
President instructed Harriman that he had dictated what he wanted to
go and he wanted it to go. It went. MacArthur’s message was both with-
drawn and unofficially published.46

—Go to the Hill. Another way to fight a presidential decision is to bring the
matter to Congress, either in open testimony or in private. This maneuver is,
of course, most effective when the presidential decision requires congres-
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sional concurrence, such as when it concerns the appropriation of funds,
approval of a treaty, or enactment of legislation permitting government reor-
ganization. The channel of communication usually runs between career offi-
cials of an organization in the executive branch and staff members of
congressional subcommittees. Members of Congress often see it as their duty
to protect the permanent bureaucracy against encroachments by the president
and Cabinet officers.47

The undercutting of the president can be done quite subtly, for example,
by simply not showing the necessary enthusiasm to get a proposal through.
Sherman Adams, President Eisenhower’s principal White House assistant,
described one such episode during Eisenhower’s long campaign to get the
reorganization of the Defense Department approved by Congress:

Unfortunately for the President, his Secretary of Defense, Neil McElroy,
did not appear to share Eisenhower’s spirited dedication to the reorgani-
zation plan when he appeared to testify on it before the House commit-
tee. In sending his recommendations to Congress, the President had
drafted most of the wording of the bill himself. This was a rare proce-
dure. Usually the President left the drafting of a bill to the ranking mem-
ber of his party on the appropriate committee to work out with the
department head concerned. This time, because Eisenhower had drafted
himself, almost word for word, the legislation that he wanted enacted, it
was assumed in the House that he was taking an unshakable no-
compromise stand on it. But McElroy gave the committee the impression
that the administration would be willing to make concessions. He was
unable to give the inquiring Congressmen any specific examples of the
“outmoded concepts” that Eisenhower had cited as the main reason for
the need of unification. He indicated that the terms of the bill were in
some respects broader than was necessary, but the President was in some
degree responsible for McElroy’s comment since he had said that he did
not regard the exact language of the bill as necessarily sacrosanct. This
weakened the President’s case somewhat and gave Uncle Carl Vinson the
opening to drive in objections to some of the key provisions.

After McElroy left the door open, the President jumped up fast to
close it, but the room was already filled with snow. McElroy admitted to
Uncle Carl’s committee that the Secretary of Defense did not actually
need the sweeping powers to assign and transfer that the bill conferred
upon him. The President reversed the Secretary and came back strongly
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to assert that any retreat from this position of demand for supervisory
control would make unified strategy impossible. Eisenhower sent word
to Congress that no concessions would be made because they had
already been made before the bill was submitted. What they were consid-
ering were the bare essentials, he declared.48

Military officers more often than others have resorted to Congress—in part
because of the automatic support that they have found there for their views.
Many legislators insist that Congress has a duty to hear the views of career
military officers who disagree with the president. The White House naturally
opposes that outlook, and over the years efforts have been made to reduce the
freedom of the military to testify independently before Congress. Under Tru-
man, military officers had the freedom to volunteer the information that they
disagreed with an administration proposal and, after making the administra-
tion’s view clear, to express their personal views against it. Secretary of Defense
McNamara in the 1960s sought to impose a much more restrictive rule: that
the military reveal differences only if pressed and then, in admitting disagree-
ment, to give the administration’s side of the case as well.49 That practice has
continued, with Congress pressing to learn the views of the military and civil-
ian leaders seeking to discourage the practice.

—Go public. One way to alert Congress as well as the public is to provide
information to the press. Here the hope is that news of disagreement over a deci-
sion will stir up public or congressional opposition, forcing the president to back
down. In 1961, for example, the Army, concerned about the fact that President
Kennedy was forcing on the military a counter-guerrilla strategy in Vietnam that
would impair the ability of the South Vietnamese forces to resist a conventional
invasion from North Vietnam, leaked news of Kennedy’s action and the Army’s
objections to the press.50

—Go to another government. If all else fails, those seeking to oppose imple-
mentation of a decision can go to another government and try to get it to inter-
vene.When the presidential directive requires officials to try to persuade a second
government to do something, it can be resisted by quietly urging that government
not to go along with the U.S. demands. Averell Harriman believes that that was
done during his efforts to negotiate an agreement concerning Laos. He maintains
that the head of the right-wing forces, General Phoumi, was advised by some U.S.
officials to hold out against U.S. pressures for a compromise settlement.51
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Another such incident occurred in 1986, when, at the behest of conserva-
tives in the Defense Department, President Ronald Reagan was preparing to
send a letter to Soviet leader Gorbachev proposing the elimination of all
nuclear ballistic missiles. Chief negotiator Paul Nitze feared that that would
not only impede congressional funding for a new generation of strategic mis-
siles but would seriously anger NATO allies. When Nitze was dispatched to
consult with British and French allies, he got the negative reaction he
expected. In Strobe Talbott’s words, “After his consultations, Nitze could, in
good conscience and with some satisfaction, report that the allies wanted no
reference to the ballistic missiles of third parties in whatever letter Reagan
finally sent to Gorbachev.”52

resisting requests for proposals. Thus far we have considered
mainly those cases in which the president gives an order to do something,
often something that may affect the behavior of another government. Occa-
sionally, however, the president orders his staff to work up a proposal for
doing something in a certain area. In such cases, the bureaucracy’s ability to
ignore presidential demands is probably greater. Among the techniques com-
monly used are the following.

—Do not respond. Presidents often make requests for imaginative or new
proposals in a particular area. Such requests are often ignored, and then, when
the president inquires, he is told that the problem is so difficult that a proposal
is not yet ready. This technique is particularly convenient when the president
insists that he receive a proposal unanimously agreed to by all his advisers.
President Eisenhower, for example, apparently believed strongly that the
United States should put forward more imaginative proposals in the arms
control field, and he continuously pressed his advisers to come up with pro-
posals for his approval. But he also expected his advisers to agree with each
other, and such proposals were seldom forthcoming.53 The no-response tech-
nique can be used even when the president’s request is a relatively simple and
straightforward one and he asks not for opinions but simply for a procedural
plan to implement a proposal already decided upon. One example is the way
the State Department delayed action on President Kennedy’s wish to create the
post of under secretary of state for Latin American affairs. As Arthur
Schlesinger Jr. related the incident,

The President was more troubled than ever by the organization of Latin
American affairs within our own government. Late in October he dis-
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cussed with Richard Goodwin and me the old problem which Berle had
raised in 1961 of an Under Secretaryship of State for Inter-American
Affairs, embracing both the Alliance and the political responsibilities of
the Assistant Secretary. Kennedy, remarking sharply that he could not get
anyone on the seventh floor of the State Department to pay sustained
attention to Latin America, dictated a plainspoken memorandum to
Rusk saying that he wanted to create the new Under Secretaryship. “I am
familiar,” he said, “with the argument that, if we do this for Latin Amer-
ica, other geographical areas must receive equal treatment. But I have
come increasingly to feel that this argument, however plausible in the
abstract, overlooks the practicalities of the situation.” Historically Latin
America was an area of primary and distinctive United States interest;
currently it was the area of greatest danger to us; and operationally it
simply was not receiving the day-to-day, high-level attention which our
national interest demanded. “Since I am familiar with the arguments
against the establishment of this Under Secretaryship,” his memorandum
to the Secretary concluded somewhat wearily, “I would like this time to
have a positive exploration of its possibilities.”

He had in mind for the job Sargent Shriver or perhaps Averell Harri-
man, whom he had just designated to lead the United States delegation
to the São Paulo meeting. We later learned that Rusk sent the presidential
memorandum to the Assistant Secretary for Administration, who passed
it along to some subordinate, and it took Ralph Dungan’s intervention to
convince the Secretary that this was a serious matter requiring senior
attention. Receiving no response, the President after a fortnight renewed
the request.54

—Not now. An alternative to not responding at all is to plead for post-
ponement. State Department officials often caution the White House that the
timing is wrong for a particular initiative because of the delicate political sit-
uation. John Foster Dulles was able to use this technique with great effective-
ness because of President Eisenhower’s feeling that he should defer to Dulles
on diplomatic issues. As Eisenhower implied in an interview shortly after
leaving office, it was that maneuver that kept the United States from withdraw-
ing any troops from Europe despite the president’s strong feelings that they
should come out and despite his expertise as a former commander of those
forces.
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Though for eight years in the White House I believed and announced to
my associates that a reduction of American strength in Europe should be
initiated as soon as European economies were restored, the matter was
then considered too delicate a political question to raise. I believe the
time has now come when we should start withdrawing some of those
troops.55

—Come back with a different proposal. A further technique for stalling is to
come back and present the president with a proposal that is significantly dif-
ferent from his directive. Often the proposal takes account of the organiza-
tional interests of the bureau or department involved. When President
Kennedy was preparing to ask General Lucius Clay to go to Berlin as the pres-
ident’s principal adviser, reporting directly to Kennedy and taking overall
charge of the situation, the State Department and the Defense Department
combined to change the draft so that Clay became simply an adviser with no
operational control over the military or diplomatic mission in Berlin.56

A classic example of bureaucracy attempting to resist and divert a presi-
dent’s policy objectives is the case of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI),
which provided enough bureaucratic intrigue to occupy an entire book. As the
author of that book described it,

For five years, between 1983 and 1988, . . . the drama was played out
between him and members of his government, many of whom felt com-
pelled to feign enthusiasm for an idea that they considered extremely
dubious. In the face of Reagan’s stubborn attachment to SDI, his Admin-
istration became the scene of one of the most extraordinary episodes in
the annals of American defense policy and diplomacy.

It was a bizarre instance of covert action, carried out almost entirely
within the executive branch. The broad outlines of the operation, as well
as the identity, motivation, and modus operandi of the various protago-
nists, were largely evident, almost a matter of public record. Yet the
nature of what was going on remained obscure, the object of official
obfuscation and therefore of public confusion.

This deception was deemed necessary largely because the President
had his own objective in SDI, and it was compatible with neither of the
competing ones that his advisors were trying, covertly, to impose on
him. Ronald Reagan continued to believe very much in the original
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vision of March 1983: population defense so comprehensive and so close
to being impregnable that the Soviet Union would have no choice but to
cooperate in a transition to a new order in which defense would be the
dominant, and eventually the sole, basis of Western security.

That was the President’s sincere hope for SDI. Almost no one in his
immediate employ shared that hope. So the objective of the game within
the Administration—this deepest game that went on for five years
between the two factions—was to finesse the longer-term impact of the
program in such a way as either to advance arms control or to stop it in
its tracks.57

Thus far we have emphasized the ability of participants in Washington to
resist presidential orders, but the president is not without resources to com-
bat resistance. Before looking into that aspect of foreign policy, however, we
devote a chapter to how decisions from Washington are treated in the field.
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Foreign policy decisions made by the president often must
be implemented in the field by ambassadors and their subordinates or by
military commanders. The relationships between officials in the field and the
president are similar to those between Washington agencies and the White
House, but there are enough differences to merit a separate discussion.

We begin with a discussion of the structure of field operations and why and
how the perspective of those in the field differs from that of officials in Wash-
ington; then we consider the range of specific maneuvers open to those in the
field to resist Washington’s decisions or to act in the absence of them.

Perspectives from the Field

The core of an embassy, as most ambassadors conceive it, is the “country
team,” which consists of senior officers from embassy units representing the
various agencies present in the embassy, especially the State Department, CIA,
Defense Department, Commerce Department, and the Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID). Large embassies have large country teams,
because the number of other Washington departments represented in
embassies grew significantly during the post–cold war period as the require-
ments imposed on embassies by Congress and the executive branch became
increasingly diverse. Most embassies have a defense attaché office (DAO), rep-
resenting the Department of Defense. Embassies in countries with which the
United States has a significant military sales relationship also have a separate
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office representing the Defense Department to handle those transactions. The
Central Intelligence Agency, the FBI, the Department of Agriculture, the
Department of Commerce, the Department of the Treasury, and other depart-
ments and agencies with international functions, such as the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA), may have representatives in many embassies, partic-
ularly those embassies that have been designated as regional centers. The
United States Information Agency used to manage public outreach opera-
tions in U.S. embassies, but it was incorporated into the State Department in
the late 1990s and its functions are now performed by the State Department’s
public diplomacy service. The Agency for International Development has
missions in many developing and transitional countries, as well as a few large
regional centers. Thus an ambassador in a large embassy that also serves as a
regional center may find him- or herself presiding over a small-scale replica
of the Washington bureaucracy. Many ambassadors, therefore, tend to rely on
the deputy chief of mission, who is always a Foreign Service officer, and other
key Foreign Service officers, such as the heads of the political, economic,
administrative, security, and public diplomacy sections of the embassy, as the
essential management team.

A regional military command in the field, such as CINCPAC (Commander
in Chief Pacific) and CINCEUR (Commander in Chief Europe), consists of a
commander-in-chief and staff plus subordinate commanders for each of the
services whose personnel are involved in the area. All of those officials see the
national interest partly in terms of the interests of their organization and their
own interest in promotion. The key to promotion lies in their home agency in
Washington, and they are responsive to its commands and its interests.

The different interests and perspectives of the various groups in an embassy
or military command thus reproduce the situation in Washington. The mili-
tary commander or ambassador is only nominally in full control of those
beneath him. Ambassadors and field commanders often strive to maintain
control over channels of communication between their post and Washington,
and many were able to do so when overseas posts had limited means of com-
munication. However, controlling communications became impossible with
the rapid advances in communications technology at the end of the twenti-
eth century, which now allow all agencies to have direct private channels of
communication with their officials in the field. Thus an ambassador must
rely above all on persuasion and authority to maintain coherence and disci-
pline in an overseas mission.1
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Subordinate officials use all the techniques in dealing with orders from
their ambassador that are used by officials in Washington in dealing with the
president. For example, they often say things to their counterparts in the host
government that violate the ambassador’s instructions.2 Even outright disobe-
dience is not uncommon. A Marine colonel who served in Vietnam described
one such episode during that period:

Before we begin our discussion on Phong Bac, it should be noted that the
course of action selected was and is contrary to the spirit and intent of
every directive, regulation, or order issued by COMUSMACV (Comman-
der U.S. Military Assistance Command Vietnam) and the U.S. Embassy in
Saigon, all of which require U.S. forces to serve as a forerunner of GVN
control. For this breach of discipline the responsibility is mine. The men
who participated in Phong Bac’s pacification carried out my orders and
plans because they were good Marines and because they believed in and
understood what they were doing. My primary purpose was to protect
American lives and property-pacification was the means. The secondary
goal was to enable the people of Phong Bac to become strong enough to
resist the predatory incursions of both the GVN and the Vietcong.3

Some ambassadors, particularly those appointed by the president, who are
more interested in the ceremonial aspects of their position, may prefer not to
know what is going on within the mission. During the cold war period, for
example, some ambassadors were not interested in AID programs and gave
the AID director virtual autonomy in dealing with the host government. In the
case of the CIA, ambassadors often preferred not to know about certain of its
activities so as not to be embarrassed in case of disclosure—for example, if
CIA communications with antigovernment leaders in the country were to be
exposed. The CIA often operates simply without informing the local ambas-
sador, as may well have been the case with the agency’s renditions of terrorist
suspects from European countries during the Iraq war.4 Earl Smith reported
that the CIA established relations with Castro’s rebel forces while he was
ambassador to Cuba during the late 1950s and that he did not learn of it until
much later, when there was a court-martial of some Cuban naval officers who
participated in an early Castro revolt.5
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At the same time, the members of the diplomatic team or military com-
mand tend to share a common bias against “interference” from Washington.
They are likely to be strongly motivated to improve relations with the country
to which they are assigned and to take actions that accomplish that goal even
at the cost of hurting relations with neighboring countries. Officials in the
field often are persuaded that improving relations with their host country is
vital to the security of the United States, whereas priorities decided on in Wash-
ington seem out of touch. In the journal that he wrote while serving as ambas-
sador to India, John Kenneth Galbraith provided a typical perspective:

Yesterday an incredible telegram came from the Department washing
out the C-130 offer I was to come back to India and try to sell as a substi-
tute for MiGs. And likewise any suggestion of military aid. All in craven
reaction to the Congress and, I fear, to the President’s displeasure with
India. The Department was so obviously off base that I decided on a soft
answer and spent most of the day on it. For the rest, I am beginning to
contemplate a quiet withdrawal.6

Believing that they are much more adept at dealing with the local govern-
ment and understanding its complexities, officials in the field feel that they
should make policy decisions and that Washington should simply support
them. They assume that Washington does not understand “the problem” in
substantive terms or the difficulty of running an embassy and dealing with the
local government. John Harr’s study of the American career foreign affairs
official concluded as follows:

A familiar theme in the literature on public administration is the set of
problems often found in relationships between a home office and its
field posts—lack of understanding, faulty communication, distrust, poor
coordination. A normally bad situation is compounded in foreign affairs
by remoteness and some of the other problems already discussed—the
intangibility of goals, the multi-agency mix, and the lack of systematic
tools. The feelings run worse from the field to Washington than vice
versa. Operators in the field are prone to see Washington as a great
bureaucratic sludge which is either unresponsive when something is
wanted or bristling with bright ideas that no one needs. The lack of a
systematic, meaningful dialogue between Washington and the field is a
severe handicap to effective coordination. Repeated so often that it has
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become a cliche is the view that Washington should have a Country
Team set-up like the field does.7

The general perspective on Washington—that the home office has the
wrong priorities, that it does not understand the local situation—applies in
reaction to specific Washington decisions communicated to the field. Officials
in the field, whether military commanders or ambassadors, are remote from
the Washington decisionmaking process. They may from time to time be
called back for consultation or receive cables indicating that Washington is
contemplating a particular decision and asking for their comments on it. But
they do not have the benefit of sitting in the meetings where the new policy
has been worked out. They are not always informed about the context in
which a decision was made, of the national security considerations that influ-
enced the president, or of the bureaucratic factors that also affected his deci-
sion. When the problem of arriving at a decision is tortuous, officials are
reluctant to bear the further burden of attempting to clear a cable explaining
to the field just why the decision was made. With such an incomplete idea of
how a decision was reached, those in the field may feel little commitment to
implementing it.

Efforts to keep in touch with what is going on in Washington have been
greatly assisted by the revolution in information technology. Whereas ambas-
sadors and field commanders during most of the cold war period had to
return to Washington repeatedly to learn what was going on, the advent of
multiple channels of electronic communication, as well as around-the-clock
worldwide TV news coverage, expanded their ability to keep in touch with
many different sources in Washington and to understand the context for deci-
sions without having to make the long trip home.

During the cold war period, top officials in the field relied heavily on cable
correspondence, known as “official-informal,” with the country director in
Washington. In such letters, the country director tried to give the ambassador
a sense of the context in which policy decisions had been made and an expla-
nation of the cables that he received or was about to receive. The ambassador,
in turn, could use the official-informal channel to provide the desk officer
with embassy input to a policy decision. Within the embassy the official-
informal cable was strictly controlled by the ambassador and deputy chief of
mission (DCM) in an attempt to restrict the embassy’s “back channel” com-
munication with Washington. The development of classified e-mail and tele-
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phone lines, however, expanded the back channel and greatly complicated
the problem of disciplining an embassy’s policy input.

Ambassadors and their senior management staff must rely heavily on per-
sonal persuasion, convincing senior members of their mission that the
embassy can achieve the right policy decisions if it carefully coordinates its
communications with Washington. Many ambassadors never achieve that
coordination. A few do succeed in making their embassies the focal point for
policy initiatives, particularly in countries where knowledge of rapidly shift-
ing local conditions is essential to policy decisions. Former ambassador Peter
Galbraith, describing the performance of the U.S. ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay
Khalilzad, in 2005, said:

There’s a common misunderstanding that American Ambassadors go
and have tea and carry messages that have been formulated in Washing-
ton. But, really, the Ambassador is in charge of policy in that country.
You have the expertise, the knowledge, and know the people, and ulti-
mately it’s your position that gets carried. You have an advantage over
the people in Washington. Khalilzad understood this in Afghanistan and
he understands it in Iraq. And he’s in the business of shaping his own
instructions. So when he’s going out and talking with Sunni sheikhs, or
delaying the constitution to allow compromises to be made, that’s him
doing it, not Washington.8

Ambassadors look to American newspapers, news magazines, and cable TV
news to supply a context for policy decisions.9 They sometimes speak with
officials of the country to which they are posted who have been to Washing-
ton. John Kenneth Galbraith, as ambassador to India, commented on one
such episode: “B. K. Nehru is back for consultation. By querying him on a
recent conversation with the President and Secretary, I got an improved view
of American policy. One must use the available channels.”10

When an ambassador receives a message, the ambassador and staff must
determine how high up the cable went for clearance. Since all cables are signed
officially with the name of the secretary of state, the message itself must indi-
cate whether it is a directive from the president, secretary of state, assistant sec-
retary, or simply the country director under pressure from other agencies.
Occasionally the origin of an instruction may not be explained, and the ambas-
sador is left guessing whose wrath he risks incurring if he ignores the instruc-

278 / actions in the field

8. Jon Lee Anderson, “American Viceroy,” New Yorker, December 19, 2005, p. 58.
9. See, for example, Hughes, The Ordeal of Power, p. 157.
10. Galbraith, Ambassador’s Journal, p. 315.

3409-3 ch14  9/15/06  4:38 PM  Page 278



tion.11 In most cases, the embassy has wide latitude to decide how and at what
level in the host government to carry out an instruction from Washington.

It is not surprising, therefore, that ambassadors and military commanders
in the field can easily come to feel that it is their responsibility in certain sit-
uations to effectively shape policy toward the country to which they are
assigned or the zone of conflict where their forces are engaged. They may
view “Washington” as an irrelevant meddler rather than the source of instruc-
tion and guidance. Career ambassadors in particular tend to trust only the
country director in the State Department (and the country directors in a few
major countries), feeling that senior department officials and White House
staff are ignorant and constitute an obstacle to be overcome. Political
appointee ambassadors, on the other hand, often disregard the department
desk officers in the belief that they do not know what the president wants.

One way or another, most officials in the field come to believe that Wash-
ington has to be handled with care but circumvented to maintain flexibility
for independent action in the field. Bedell Smith, a retired military officer
who served as American ambassador in Moscow in the early postwar period,
expressed that attitude:

We knew, of course, that there would be difficulties. The time difference
between Moscow and our several capitals was one source. I think we also
were conscious of the fact that back in the Foreign Offices at home there
were a lot of very able young experts who would feel quite sure (possibly
with some reason) that they could conduct the negotiations far better than
we could. For this reason we agreed that we would have to be tactful but
firm with our own Foreign Offices in order to maintain some freedom of
maneuver. Most important of all was the necessity to safeguard carefully
the position of our military commanders in Germany, who did not oper-
ate directly under Foreign Office or State Department instructions. I had,
from the time I arrived in Moscow, been in close touch both officially and
personally with General Clay and Ambassador Murphy in Berlin.12

Note the comments of former career ambassador Ellis Briggs on the incom-
petence of Washington and the need for ambassadors to save Washington
from ineptness as well as folly:

Consider the widely believed statement that “an ambassador is merely a
Washington messenger boy.” That was clearly invented by someone who
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never served in an embassy. The person who is content to carry messages
is in fact a messenger boy, but he has no business being an ambassador.
How an envoy delivers a message can be as important as the communica-
tion itself. What the ambassador says when he delivers the views of his
government can cause the representations to prosper or to fail, regardless
of the eloquence of the prose confected in Washington. . . . There are
many awkward or infelicitous Washington messages that are rescued from
failure by experienced ambassadorial handling. It is the responsibility of
the ambassador, as his government’s senior agent abroad, to protect his
principal from the effects of his folly as well as his wisdom—and always
to have Washington think it has cornered the market on clairvoyance.13

With recent advances in communications enhancing the ability of an over-
seas mission, either military or diplomatic, to keep in close contact with Wash-
ington, the ability of the missions to affect policy has increased, especially in
the case of embassies. Because embassies tend to be a more manageable image
of the larger policy bureaucracy in Washington, they often are able to sur-
mount Washington’s complex bureaucratic differences—and thus policy
stalemates—more easily. An ambassador who can unite the essential elements
of the embassy in pursuit of a policy objective in that country can often man-
age to dictate Washington’s position on a given policy issue.

Perceptive officials in Washington, catching glimpses of this attitude, come
to understand how little control they have. Dean Acheson wrote that “author-
ity fades with distance and with the speed of light.”14 George Kennan offered
a warning on military commands established abroad:

Whoever in Washington takes responsibility for placing a major Ameri-
can armed establishment anywhere beyond our borders, particularly
when it is given extensive powers with relation to civil affairs in the area
where it is stationed, should remember that he is not thereby creating
just an instrument of American policy—he is committing himself seri-
ously to the insights, interests, and decisions of a new bureaucratic
power structure situated far from our shores and endowed with its own
specific perspective on all problems of world policy; and to this extent he
is resigning his own power of control over the use to be made of Amer-
ica’s resources in the process of international life.15
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Evading Instructions

In addition to inadequate information and conflict over control versus auton-
omy, field operations bear the burden of conforming to standard operating
procedures. When given an order from Washington, organizations in the field
typically begin to function according to the standard operating procedure
that applies most closely to what they are ordered to do. The simple applica-
tion of existing routines, once Washington accepts or condones a general pol-
icy, often leads to a situation in which Washington finds that the constraints
that it wished to impose are ineffective. McGeorge Bundy explained how this
process led from authorization for a very narrow use of tear gas and herbicides
in Vietnam to almost complete freedom on the part of the military in the
field to use these weapons as they chose:

There is, however, one specific lesson from the past which seems to me
worth holding in mind. Both in the case of herbicides and in that of tear
gas, the initial authorizations for military use in the early 1960’s were
narrowly framed, at least as understood by civilians in Washington.

The first authorized use of herbicides, as I recall it, was for defoliation
along narrow jungle trails. I remember no talk of crop destruction at the
beginning. The initial use of tear gas was for situations involving the
need to protect civilian lives, in conditions closely analogous to those of
a civil riot at home, and indeed in his first public statement on the sub-
ject Secretary Rusk made it clear that it was the policy of the administra-
tion to authorize the use of such agents only in such riot control
situations. But as time passed, increasingly warlike uses were found for
both kinds of agents, and in testimony before Congress senior military
officials have made it clear that in their view both herbicides and tear gas
are now legitimate weapons for use wherever they may do some military
good. For example, in authoritative testimony in 1969 before a subcom-
mittee of the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, a senior Pentagon
official identified six varied battlefield uses of tear gas, and five separate
classes of military use of herbicides. Thus under the pressure of availabil-
ity and battlefield urgency, the initial authorizations from Washington
have been steadily widened. This is not a matter of bad faith or decep-
tion. Nor is it primarily a failure of command and control, although
tighter and more explicit guidelines could have been useful in limiting
the use of these agents. What happened here is what tends to happen
quite remorselessly in war: unless there are very sharp and clear defining
lines against the use of a given weapon, it tends to be used. Our experi-
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ence in Vietnam with herbicides and tear gas is a compelling specific
demonstration of the weakness of partial and ambiguous limitations.
The only reliable way to keep chemical warfare off any future battlefield
is to keep it off in all its forms. And the best way to do that, I repeat, is
for the United States to accept the prevailing international view of the
meaning of the Geneva Protocol.16

Thus Washington lost control over a major issue without a conscious effort
by those in the field to usurp presidential prerogatives. In many cases, how-
ever, there is conscious maneuvering by officials in the field because of their
belief that they know better than Washington what should be done. These
maneuvers are similar to those in Washington, but field officials have the
enormous advantage that their actions are much more difficult to monitor.
Moreover, there is a strong feeling in Washington that field commanders
should be given wide latitude in carrying out combat operations. Foreign
Service officers also tend to feel that ambassadors should be given latitude,
although that view is not generally shared at the top levels of the government.

In describing implementation in general and the perspective from the field,
we have already mentioned the techniques employed, but it is worthwhile to
emphasize further the effects of great distance and Washington’s unfamiliar-
ity with the local situation.

—Do something else. Specific instructions to officials in the field often are
ignored, and sometimes the actions taken are actually contrary to those
instructions. For example, despite President Kennedy’s explicit instructions
that no Americans were to be included in the force invading Cuba at the Bay
of Pigs, an American, in fact, was the first to land.17

In many cases, an action taken in violation of instructions comes after an
official in the field has pleaded for new instructions and has been refused. For
example, many attempts were made in Washington to change the famous JCS
1067 directive, which excluded a number of former Nazis from key job cate-
gories in Germany following World War II. According to Robert Murphy,
when those attempts had failed, General Lucius Clay, the American com-
mander in Germany, simply “went out on a limb and announced that there-
after we would employ ex-Nazis in skilled jobs. The American government
never did cancel this JCS 1067 prohibition; it merely refrained from repudi-
ating Clay’s action.”18
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John Kenneth Galbraith, as ambassador to India, persisted in telling the
Indians that the United States was no longer seeking military alliances in that
part of the world, and he did so despite clear instructions from Washington,
including a personal cable from the secretary of state, instructing him not to
say any such thing.19

Action in the face of repeated refusal by Washington to change policy may
not occur until frustration has built up in the field over an extended time. But
in a crisis officials in the field may act as they think best because they believe
that Washington simply does not understand the situation. John Bartlow
Martin, ambassador to the Dominican Republic during a coup designed to
overthrow the popularly elected Juan Bosch, reported that he sent a cable to
Washington urging that he be authorized to take strong action to support the
Bosch government. He related what happened next:

And then the cable we had been waiting for came in. It said that the
Department could do little more to save Bosch in view of his past per-
formance despite all my efforts to persuade him to govern effectively.
The forces arrayed against him were largely of his own creation. Now he
must save himself. The Department did not oppose the moves I had
already recommended to him but warned me not to tie such moves to
any commitment by the United States. It suggested that perhaps he also
should take some “positive” steps. (I wondered how.) As for the aircraft
carrier, the Department refused to intervene militarily unless a Commu-
nist takeover were threatened. A show of force that we were not prepared
to back up would only be a meaningless gesture, ineffective in a situation
which had gone so far.

I presumed the cable had been cleared with the White House. I
showed it to King and Shlaudeman and told them that nevertheless we
would do everything we could to save Bosch tonight. I went up to the Resi-
dence, telling the Marine to put any calls through to me there.20

Ambassadors engaged in negotiations also often feel that the situation is
breaking too quickly to permit them to accept Washington’s instructions.
That often is the case at the United Nations when votes have to be cast on res-
olutions. Moreover, many American delegates to the UN, including Henry
Cabot Lodge and Adlai Stevenson, have not felt bound to accept State Depart-
ment instructions.21 The temptation is especially keen if ambassadors engaged
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in negotiations judge that by stretching their instructions they can attain an
agreement. They believe that if they do get an agreement, Washington will
overlook the fact that they ignored their instructions. If the effort fails, the
consequences can be serious for the negotiator. In one famous case, Harold
Stassen, U.S. representative at an international disarmament conference, had
instructions not to make any proposals to the Russians without clearing them
first with Britain and France. Stassen, believing that he was close to a dramatic
agreement with the Russians, advanced a proposal without consulting either
of the two allies. However, before the Russians could react to the proposal, the
British and French learned of the maneuver and complained to Washington.
Stassen was quickly recalled to Washington and removed from his post
because of the incident.22

The technique of stretching instructions in a gamble to get an agreement
was evidently common at the meetings of the permanent delegates of the
North Atlantic Council. Harlan Cleveland, who was U.S. ambassador to the
council during most of the 1960s, gave the following account:

The advantages of consultation are bound to be more obvious to the
full-time consulters, such as an Ambassador at NATO headquarters, than
to officials preoccupied with executive decision-making and congres-
sional salesmanship in Washington. Indeed, the best reason for conduct-
ing consultations multilaterally in the North Atlantic Council and its
subordinate bodies is that the full-time practitioners of multilateral
diplomacy develop a “habit of consultation”—that is, they get in the
habit of moving slightly beyond their formal instructions.

In a typical case the discussion starts with known governmental posi-
tions that are clearly inconsistent with each other and will, if maintained,
create a stalemate. But the study of these positions, when they are all laid
on the same conference (or luncheon) table, enables each representative
to make a judgment about how much his own instructions would have
to be bent in order to meet his colleagues’—if they succeed in bending
their instructions too. Each representative then reports to his govern-
ment that a new proposition, not contained in anybody’s instructions,
might just make it possible to secure agreement. Each representative, in
the elementary exercise of bureaucratic caution, attributes this compos-
ite formula to one or more other governments, and most of our allies are
likely to attribute it to the United States. Without representatives who are
willing to operate in that diplomatic no-man’s-land beyond their formal
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instructions, the efficiency of collective diplomacy would be greatly
reduced, and governments might just as well send messages directly from
capital to capital even on issues that involve many nations.23

Officials who stretch or distort their instructions may or may not report
that fact to Washington. They may go so far as to suggest that they took the
action as instructed. Washington often has difficulty learning the truth. Even
if an official reports that he or she disobeyed instructions, Washington may
have to accept it as a fait accompli, or perhaps nobody in Washington will be
prepared to expend the energy necessary to send a second cable instructing the
ambassador to correct his actions. Indeed, the extreme opposition demon-
strated by the ambassador may weaken the coalition that managed to get the
first cable out to the point that it cannot clear a second one.

—Delay. When an embassy receives a specific instruction that it does not
wish to carry out, often the most effective technique is simply to delay taking
the action. If pressed, the embassy can report that it plans to move but at an
appropriate time and in an appropriate way. Washington often is not in a
position to specify when an action should be taken. It frequently is at the
mercy of the ambassador or the field commander to determine at what speed
and in what form the action should be carried out. George Kennan, at the end
of a long description of the process by which the National Security Council
reached some fundamental decisions on occupation policy in Japan, wrote
with skepticism about how much difference those decisions made with regard
to what was done in Japan:

These recommendations were passed on by the Secretary of State to the
Far Eastern Division for its critical comment and clearance. The division
accepted them with only one or two minor modifications. But because
they involved so heavily our military interests and because their imple-
mentation had to proceed primarily through our military authorities,
they had also to be submitted to the National Security Council, on which
the armed services were powerfully represented, and thus to receive pres-
idential sanction. This took time. Not all of the recommendations were
agreeable to all echelons of the armed services whose responsibilities
were engaged. Some of the recommendations would interfere, not only
with existing armed service policies, but with cherished personal privi-
leges, amenities, and advantages. Nevertheless, the recommendations
met after some delay with practically complete acceptance in the
National Security Council, and thus became, with presidential approval,
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the basis for orders issued—mostly at the end of 1948 or the beginning
of 1949—by the service departments to the occupational headquarters in
Tokyo.

How, at what stages, and in what degree these decisions finally found
realization in the actions and practices of SCAP, I cannot tell. I think it
likely that General MacArthur, being largely in agreement with them and
well informed of the deliberations in Washington that led to their final
adoption, anticipated them at many points by the exercise of his own
great executive powers. Part of them were no doubt well on the way to
implementation before Washington had even finished its deliberations.
If, on the other hand, there were certain features that did not meet with
General MacArthur’s full approval, he had ample means of delaying, if
not frustrating, their execution. For these reasons the effect of the deci-
sions in Japan was probably a gradual and to many an almost impercep-
tible one. Mr. Sebald says nothing in his memoirs to indicate that he ever
heard of these decisions, though he does refer to a number of the
changes pursuant to them that took place in 1949. The memoirs of Gen-
eral Willoughby, too, reveal no awareness on his part of any of the above.
One has at times the feeling that Washington did not loom very large on
the horizons of this highly self-centered occupational command.24

—Do nothing. Rather than taking a different action or implementing a deci-
sion slowly, officials in the field may simply do nothing when they receive a
cable. On occasion they count on the fact that Washington will find it difficult
to force action or indeed even to monitor noncompliance. For example, in the
midst of one of the many Laotian crises, the U.S. ambassador to Vientiane,
Winthrop Brown, received a cable advising him to take such action as would
remove Kong Le, who had then seized power, from the scene as expeditiously
as possible. Since the message gave no specific orders as to how Brown should
accomplish that objective and since in his view it was impossible to do so, he
simply ignored the cable and made no move against Kong Le.25

—Obey the letter but not the spirit of the instructions. Following the letter
of instructions but ignoring their spirit can take a number of different forms
in the field. A diplomat who is under orders to press a foreign government to
carry out some action may go through the motions but slant his conversation
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in a way that makes it clear to the foreign official that he does not agree. Alter-
natively, one can convey information to a foreign government through a chan-
nel that makes it almost certain that the message will be ignored. Elizabeth
Drew described one such episode during the period following the collapse of
Biafra:

Another interagency meeting was convened on January 2, and it adopted
most of the proposals that had been deferred almost a week earlier. Ten
days had passed since the collapse of Biafra. The embassy in Lagos was
instructed to bring the Western report to the attention of the Nigerian
government. Two days later, the embassy sent word back that the report
was given to the Ministry of Health by an AID doctor who, it added,
could not be expected to support its findings. The embassy said that it
believed another survey was necessary. This transmittal of the report—
routine, at low levels, with no sense of urgency—was not what Washing-
ton had in mind. The Ambassador, William Trueheart, reported that
despite Washington’s instructions he did not believe that 10,000 tons a
week was necessary, and that he could not be expected to convince the
Nigerians of the revised, higher need. He argued that the problem
needed more study, and that there was a better chance of getting the
Nigerians to act if they were not “nudged.”26

One can also report that the official to whom one was told to speak was not
available and that therefore one has taken up the matter with a lesser official
who will report the information to the senior official.

A subtle way of obeying the spirit but not the letter of instructions is to
“overachieve.” Galbraith described an incident when as ambassador to India
he thwarted the will of the State Department by pressing even harder than the
department wanted him to on making concessions that would ease the 
Kashmir dispute.

Actually, one thing was accomplished. Until last week, the Department had
felt I was dragging my feet. In the course of the week, there was increasing
alarm that I was pressing Nehru too hard. A telegram questioned my “all
or nothing” approach. They felt I left inadequate room for retreat. This is
one of many cases where the element of personal strategy enters diplo-
macy. My instinct was against pressing Nehru too hard. We stood to lose
some of the character we gained last fall, make cooperation on other mat-
ters more difficult and probably accomplish nothing. But if I did not press
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hard, the failure would be blamed on me. “Galbraith was reluctant to come
to grips with the great man; another ambassador protecting his client.”
Apart from being bad for me personally, this would have meant pressure
for a new effort later on. So I made the best of a bad situation and tried too
hard. I won’t be blamed for failure, and won’t be asked for more effort. I
have the feeling these may be the last of the talks.27

—Ask them to reconsider. If an ambassador in the field is reluctant simply
to disobey or ignore an order, he or she can send Washington a cable explain-
ing why the action proposed would not be sensible and asking for a new deci-
sion. For reasons indicated above, that often works. The narrow coalition put
together in Washington to get a proposal through may be shattered by a strong
cable from the ambassador asking for reconsideration. Tired by the first bat-
tle, those who press for a particular decision often do not have the energy to
renew it. They sense that even if they get out a reaffirming cable, the ambas-
sador may then resort to one of the other techniques to avoid putting the
decision into effect. They also must allow for the possibility that the ambas-
sador may be correct in saying that the action he or she opposes will not
accomplish the purpose intended.28

Actions in the Absence of a Decision

Field missions, like agencies in Washington, prefer if possible to act without
presidential decisions. Karl Rankin, a career official who was ambassador to
Taiwan, reflected the prevalent view:

An unwritten law in the Foreign Service is: Never ask for instructions
from Washington if you can help it. It is presumed that the officer in the
field is familiar with official policy; in most cases he is in a better posi-
tion than anyone else to decide how a given problem should be handled
in the light of that policy, and whether circumstances demand that he
ask for instructions.29

Emissaries may feel that they have no choice but to respond immediately
to a question put to them by a foreign leader. Failure to respond, they fear, will
demonstrate their own lack of knowledge of policy (and hence reduce their
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effectiveness as an envoy) or will reveal that Washington has no policy. Alter-
natively, they may fear that Washington’s answer, although it would author-
ize them to respond as they would like, would come too late to be effective.
Dean Acheson related one such incident when he was briefing French presi-
dent Charles de Gaulle on the Cuban missile crisis:

“Suppose they don’t do anything—suppose they don’t try to break the
blockade—suppose they don’t take the missiles out—what will your
President do then?” When I left Washington nobody had told me the
answer to that question. I don’t know whether a plan existed, but if it
did, I didn’t know it. But I thought it would be most unwise to indicate
to General de Gaulle that we were not absolutely clear as to what we were
going to do in each stage of this—and I said, “We will immediately
tighten this blockade and the next thing we would do is to stop
tankers—and this will bring Cuba to a standstill in no time at all.” He
said, “That’s very good” again. I said, “If we have to go further why, of
course, we’ll go further.” He said, “I understand.’’30

William Attwood reported a similar episode, when, as ambassador to
Guinea, he had no instructions but would not admit it and nevertheless
responded affirmatively to a request for help. “I made this offer on my own,
knowing that Washington would have approved, but also would have been
bureaucratically unable to get the approval to me in time had I requested it.”31

One reason for taking action without requesting approval is, of course, to
avoid the refusal that might ensue. Adlai Stevenson made such a move while
ambassador to the United Nations, in an effort to break a deadlock over Arti-
cle 19, which provided that countries in arrears in their payments to the UN
could not vote. Stevenson on his own arranged a meeting with the Soviet
Union’s ambassador to the United Nations. During the course of the meeting
Stevenson and Ambassador Fedorenko worked out an arrangement under
which the General Assembly would meet but postpone any vote about the sta-
tus of the Soviet Union. Stevenson reported their arrangement to the State
Department, which felt under pressure to go along.32

If ambassadors are not prepared to act without instructions, they can take
steps that maximize the probability of getting the decision that they want. The
mildest form of this maneuver is simply to send a cable to Washington pro-
posing the instructions that one would like to have, recognizing that the cable
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is likely to become the basis for drafting instructions and that one has gained
a substantial advantage by having others work from one’s draft.

A stronger version is to indicate the course of action that one plans to take
and to state that one proposes to act by a certain date unless the department
advises to the contrary. That puts the supporters of the proposed action in
Washington in a strong position, since they only have to find ways to delay
sending out a cable in response.33

Even ambassadors who ask for instructions sometimes find that they must
act before instructions arrive. Henry S. Villard, a career Foreign Service offi-
cer who was then Ambassador to Libya, told of a typical episode in which he
was involved:

The [Libyan] Prime Minister had resigned and flown off to Rome, his
nerves frayed by the thankless task of guiding a newborn state. The King
was ill, in seclusion; there was a rumor in the bazaars that he might abdi-
cate. The whole government structure seemed about to collapse. I had
just reached a vital point in negotiations for an air-base agreement. So
when the Libyan cabinet asked me to fly to Italy and persuade the Prime
Minister to return, I cabled the Department urgently for permission to
make the try.

Time was of the essence, yet the hours ticked by without response. In
Washington, the wheels ground methodically. Committee met with com-
mittee, weighing the pros and cons of my recommendation. The Penta-
gon had to be consulted. Policy factors had to be considered; so did
tactics, in the light of progress to date on the air-base negotiations. Sug-
gestions at a lower level had to be referred to a higher level for further
discussion. I sent a second cable. No reply.

Finally, I decided to act on my own. I boarded the plane of my Air
Attache, flew to Rome, and called on the Prime Minister at his hotel.
With all the eloquence I could muster, I urged him to come back and
steer the ship of state through the storm, pointing out that the fate of his
country—and our delicate negotiations—rested in his hands alone. He
heard me in silence, still smarting from the political wounds which had
caused him to resign. He would think it over; he would give me his
answer that evening.

At eight o’clock I was again at the Prime Minister’s door. His face was
wreathed in smiles. He would do as I asked, and to mark the occasion he
invited me to dine with him downstairs. With a load like lead off my
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mind, I was enjoying the repast when I spied an officer of our Rome
Embassy discreetly waving a piece of paper from behind the potted
palms. I made my excuses, rose, and went over to receive the message—a
priority cable to Tripoli, repeated to Rome for information. At long last,
Washington had moved. There were my orders. Under no circumstance
was I to follow the Prime Minister to Rome, for that, the Department
feared, might be interpreted as interference in the domestic affairs of a
sovereign country.34

Having explored some of the reasons why participants, both in Washing-
ton and in the field, neglect to implement policy and having outlined tech-
niques available to them to resist presidential or department directives, we are
ready to consider the options left to the president for gaining compliance.
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According to some standard accounts of how the U.S.
government works, the only time the bureaucracy can ignore presidential
orders is when the president is uninterested or unconcerned in a matter. If the
president devotes his personal attention to a matter, it is said, the bureau-
cracy and his principal subordinates have no choice but to obey. Yet the evi-
dence indicates the contrary. Even when the president does devote his time
and effort and the issue is critical, disobedience can occur.

The Cuban missile crisis is often taken as the extreme example of presiden-
tial involvement. President Kennedy did almost nothing during the period of
the Cuban missile crisis but work on the crisis, devoting his attention to even
the most minute details. In Robert Kennedy’s words:

Despite the heavy pressure on the big decisions, President Kennedy fol-
lowed every detail. He requested, for instance, the names of all the
Cuban doctors in the Miami area, should their services be required in
Cuba. Learning that a U.S. military ship with extremely sensitive equip-
ment (similar to the Liberty, which was struck by Israel during the
Israeli-Arab war) was very close to the coast of Cuba, he ordered it far-
ther out to sea, where it would be less vulnerable to attack. He supervised
everything, from the contents of leaflets to be dropped over Cuba to the
assembling of ships for the invasion.1

Yet during that period, the president’s orders on a number of critical issues
were not obeyed in the manner that he had intended. At one point a tentative
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presidential decision that he would authorize bombing of Cuba if an Ameri-
can U-2 was shot down was taken by the Air Force as sufficient authority to
proceed with bombing when an American U-2 was attacked. It was only at the
last minute that the Air Force’s interpretation was discovered and the attack
called back. Although the president had given no orders that would permit
American vessels to attack Soviet submarines and believed that there had
been no contact between Soviet and American forces, in fact throughout the
period the American Navy was forcing Soviet submarines in the Caribbean to
surface. Despite the president’s order to put forces on the alert in case of mil-
itary confrontation, American aircraft remained lined up wingtip to wingtip
on airfields in the southern part of the United States. Despite an explicit pres-
idential order, issued over intense Navy opposition, to move the blockade line
closer to Cuba, the line remained where the Navy wanted it. Despite a presi-
dential order to avoid provocative intelligence operations, an American U-2
strayed over Soviet territory at the very height of the crisis.2

President Truman fared little better during the opening days of the Korean
War, despite his personal attention to the matters at hand. American pilots
failed to attack invading tanks in the Seoul area, despite Truman’s explicit
decision that they should be permitted to do so. Without authorization from
Washington, General MacArthur ordered an attack on an airfield in North
Korea.3

Such resistance can extend to even the most trivial items. For example,
President Kennedy was unsuccessful in his desire to choose the names for
American ships. As Theodore Sorensen explained:

On the other hand, a President’s personal interests may draw to him
decisions normally left for others. Roosevelt, for example, took a hand in
deciding postage stamp designs. I have seen President Kennedy
engrossed in a list of famous Indian chiefs, deciding on an appropriate
name for a nuclear submarine. (Inasmuch as most of the chiefs had
earned their fame by defying the armed might of the United States, it
was not an easy decision. In fact, when he finally decided on Chief Red
Cloud, the Navy protested that this name had undesirable foreign-policy
implications.)4
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As Truman summed it up in his often quoted remark about Eisenhower:
“He’ll sit here and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen. Poor
Ike—it won’t be a bit like the Army. He’ll find it very frustrating.”5

Presidential Strategies to Gain Compliance

Even if the thrust of Truman’s observations is correct, nevertheless it is not
true that nothing ever happens. The resistance of the bureaucracy to imple-
mentation has a vital effect on the way that decisions are made in the first
place, and presidents, as they become accustomed to resistance, tend to
develop ways to deal with it.

By the authority of his office and the position from which he plays the
game, the president enjoys certain powers that make it possible for him to
break down some bureaucratic resistance. Richard Neustadt’s study of presi-
dential power provides a cogent summary of what those assets are:

Governmental power, in reality not form, is influence of an effective sort
on the behavior of men actually involved in making public policy and
carrying it out. Effective influence for the man in the White House stems
from three related sources: first are the bargaining advantages inherent
in his job with which to persuade other men that what he wants of them
is what their own responsibilities require them to do. Second are the
expectations of those other men regarding his ability and will to use the
various advantages they think he has. Third are those men’s estimates of
how his public views him and of how their publics may view them if
they do what he wants. In short, his power is the product of his vantage
points in government, together with his reputation in the Washington
community and his prestige outside.6

By virtue of the assets peculiar to his position, the president may maneu-
ver in a number of ways to increase the probability that his orders will be
obeyed.7 His demonstrated willingness to maneuver increases the likelihood
that in the future his orders will be obeyed without his implementing some
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of the more drastic measures. The maneuvers available to the president
include the following:

Persuasion

One of the president’s most important assets is his ability to persuade his
principal associates that something that he wishes to do is in the national
interest. Most participants believe that they should do anything that is
required to ensure the security of the United States. They recognize that the
president is the only government official chosen in a national election and that
he therefore has a much stronger mandate than they do to define the national
interest. Moreover, the president is seen as having a wider area of responsibil-
ity. Thus participants take the president’s arguments very seriously, particu-
larly when he delivers them personally and when he invokes national security
considerations. In fact, every president spends a good deal of time capitaliz-
ing on the aura of his power to convince principal associates that they should
do what he has decided should be done. As President Truman once put it, “I
sit here all day trying to persuade people to do the things they ought to have
sense enough to do without my persuading them. . . . That’s all the powers of
the President amount to.”8

A president is most persuasive when he makes his pitch personally in direct
conversation with those involved. That may mean that he must meet with offi-
cials with whom he does not normally confer or with those who must imple-
ment a decision to ensure that they have a chance to argue with him personally
and hear directly from him what he wants them to do. President Truman, for
example, determined to reassert civilian control over atomic energy, called in
the officer he was about to appoint as the Army’s director of the nuclear
weapons program to replace the legendary General Groves, who had run the
program during World War II. Although there was no question of whether he
would approve the appointment, Truman recognized the importance of lay-
ing down his own position in person. David Lilienthal, then chairman of the
Atomic Energy Commission, described the scene:

Talked to Secretary Royall and Col. Nichols outside the President’s office;
they said they didn’t know what the meeting was about, that Royall hadn’t
asked for it.

The President said he had before him the recommendation of the
promotion of Col. Nichols as head of the Armed Forces Special Weapons
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Project, that he wanted to have a talk with us before acting on it. “I don’t
want another General Groves incident.” Royall injected to say that he saw
after his trip West that that situation was as I had said it was, quite
impossible.

The President said, “I want it clearly understood before I act on this
appointment that this is a civilian-run agency, and I thought I ought to
say this to you directly. It requires cooperation between the civilian and
the military, of course.” Nichols said, “You can count on 100 percent
cooperation.” I said, “You have a team, Mr. President.”9

Unless the president can succeed in persuading his principal associates to do
as he wishes, he is likely to find that his decisions do not turn into effective
actions.

Negotiation

When the president cannot persuade, he must seek to negotiate. His princi-
pal associates and the career organizations of the government constantly need
things from the president and wish to avoid an all-out confrontation with
him. Thus if they are not willing simply to obey his directives on an issue
about which the president feels very strongly, they are likely to be willing to
compromise. A president who is prepared to negotiate and to throw other
issues into the pot can often persuade others to go along with what he wants.
However, in the absence of such negotiations, he is unlikely to get cooperation
in seeking to override strong organizational interests.

President Eisenhower in his conversation with President-elect Kennedy
during the transition period was amazed to discover that Kennedy seemed
unaware of the limitations on presidential power to enforce decisions.
Kennedy had raised with Eisenhower questions about the desirability of a
rather sweeping reorganization of the Department of Defense that had been
proposed to him by a task force. Eisenhower, who had spent the better part of
his second term using all his prestige as a war hero and former five-star gen-
eral to get enacted a much more limited reorganization, was appalled at
Kennedy’s assumption that the only issue was whether the reorganization
made sense. He was conscious that any such reorganization would require
endless negotiations and compromise. In a memorandum to himself describ-
ing the conversation, he put the point well:
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I did urge him to avoid any reorganization until he himself could
become well acquainted with the problem. (Incidentally, I made this
same suggestion with respect to the White House staff, the National
Security Council, and the Pentagon.) I told him that improvements
could undoubtedly be made in the Pentagon and the command organi-
zation, but I also made it clear that the present organization and the
improved functioning of the establishment had, during the past eight
years, been brought about by patient study and long and drawn out
negotiations with the Congress and the Armed Services.10

Concerns expressed by friendly foreign leaders about U.S. policy, however,
can sometimes be easier to assuage. In 1983, when President Reagan took his
Cabinet by surprise with his Star Wars speech, which announced his intention
to put an end to the threat of nuclear weapons by developing a space-based
missile defense system, he met strong objections from key officials who would
be responsible for implementing such a program—the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
the secretary of defense, and the secretary of state. Reagan’s intense commit-
ment to the program, however, forced all of them to find a way to accommo-
date his wishes, some more than others. Not the least of the skeptics was his
good friend British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, who saw its potential
for splitting the NATO alliance and pleaded with Reagan not to jettison the
ABM treaty. To allay her concerns, Reagan agreed to endorse her statement
that SDI was only under research and would not be deployed without nego-
tiation. Nonetheless, as one observer concluded, “All Reagan’s own subse-
quent statements and decisions made clear that he had not meant to confine
SDI to the laboratory. Nor had he meant to deliver a ringing reaffirmation of
the ABM treaty. He had simply wanted to tell Margaret Thatcher what she
wanted to hear, to let her say what she wanted to say, and to cast SDI in the
terms most acceptable to an important ally.”11

Abusive Behavior

Some chief executives switch from persuasion to bullying and hectoring to
keep subordinates in line. The president in ceremonial terms stands above his
colleagues in a way that no prime minister in a parliamentary system does. He
is “Mr. President” even to those who have known him long and intimately
prior to his election, and he is treated with the deference of a head of state
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while functioning as a head of government. If he is prepared to use the lever-
age that his status accords him and exploit the extreme reluctance of others
to engage in a rough-and-tumble argument with him, he can gain some con-
trol over his senior associates. Presidents Truman, Kennedy, and Nixon are in
general identified with considerate treatment of subordinates, though excep-
tional incidents might be cited. On the other hand, the famous Eisenhower
temper exploded occasionally, and Lyndon Johnson was well known for his
abuse of subordinates. Philip Geyelin described one of the first such occasions,
when Johnson and his principal advisers were preparing for a visit of British
prime minister Harold Wilson to Washington to seek agreement to move for-
ward on the MLF:

In the course of the protracted conferences in preparation for the Wilson
visit, Johnson assailed the men around him, questioning their compe-
tence as well as their counsel. It was at one of these sessions that Johnson
ticked off each man in turn. Ball was upbraided for the “disgraceful” cal-
iber of ambassadorial candidates served up by the State Department.
Dean Acheson, sitting in as private consultant, was needled “as the man
who got us into war in Korea” and had to “get Eisenhower to get us out
of it.” McNamara was derided for his easy assurances that the MLF could
be sold to Congress; commended, sarcastically, for his command of Sen-
ate politics; and reminded that if MLF was to be sold to Congress, the
job would have to be done by the President himself. Acheson, according
to reports, finally broke the mounting tension by declaring: “Mr. Presi-
dent, you don’t pay these men enough to talk to them that way—even
with the federal pay raise.”

Rough as some of the sessions apparently were, they were also instruc-
tive. Few who were there or heard about it would thereafter make any
quick assumptions about what would be palatable and what would not
when presented to Lyndon Johnson. Few would come unprepared to
present their case in minute and, if possible, irrefutable detail. And few
would presume to speak for the President without being quite certain
where he stood. It was a memorable object lesson in Johnson decision-
making, a major development in the President’s move towards mastery of
the “processes,” a significant turn in the U.S. approach to Alliance policy.12
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Taking Over as Desk Officer

Another source of power that the president has is the ability to personally take
charge of as much of the execution of policy as possible. When the president
makes a decision to communicate certain information to another govern-
ment or to the American public and then does so himself in a speech, he is
combining the roles of decisionmaker and practitioner in a way that gives
him maximum control over the implementing process. That is also the case
when the president calls in a foreign ambassador resident in Washington and
conveys his views on a particular subject. As Theodore Sorensen explained,
that is what Kennedy did in dealing with the Berlin crisis:

His second basic decision was to take complete charge of the operation.
For months he saturated himself in the problem. He reviewed and
revised the military contingency plans, the conventional force build-up,
the diplomatic and propaganda initiatives, the budget changes, and the
plans for economic welfare. He considered the effect each move would
have on Berlin morale, Allied unity, Soviet intransigence, and his own
legislative and foreign aid program. He talked to Allied leaders, to
Gromyko, and to the Germans; he kept track of all the cables; he read
transcripts of all the conferences; and he complained (with limited suc-
cess) about the pace at the Department of State, about leaks from Allied
clearances, and about the lack of new diplomatic suggestions.13

The second President Bush chose to become directly involved in the devel-
opment of war plans for the 2003 attack on Iraq, confining his deliberations
to a small group including only the secretary of defense and the military com-
mander charged with responsibility for the plans. The Joint Chiefs of Staff
were brought into the president’s confidence only well after the plans had
been developed.14

The president, of course, pays a price for taking direct charge of operations.
He and his staff may lack all of the relevant facts. More important, the presi-
dent uses up time that could be employed to become more intensively
involved in several other issues. Consequently he may limit his involvement
somewhat, especially when negotiations need to be conducted overseas, by
appointing a trusted agent and in effect playing the role of desk officer with
respect to that agent. That is what Kennedy did in the test ban negotiations,
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sending Averell Harriman and taking personal charge of communications
with him.15

An active president not only makes speeches and issues press statements
but also, on occasion, becomes a “working member of the bureaucracy” by
making announcements in the name of his press secretary or a Cabinet offi-
cer or arranging leaks to the press in order to communicate to his own gov-
ernment as well as foreign governments. Thus, determined to put an end to
excessive American pressure for a multilateral force, Lyndon Johnson first
had his advisers prepare a precise memorandum laying out what could and
could not be done. Then he not only sent it to senior participants but leaked
the entire memorandum to the New York Times, thereby communicating it to
lower-level officials who supported his position as well as to foreign govern-
ments. The implied message was that any American official who applied pres-
sure on behalf of the MLF was acting without the president’s support.16

Changing Personnel

The president has almost unlimited legal power to appoint and replace his
principal advisers. In the case of military advisers, he is constrained to appoint
career people from the established services, but even then he has latitude
regarding whom he appoints and whether people are kept in a position. A
president determined to enforce a particular policy can do so in part by sys-
tematically removing from office anyone who opposes that policy. President
Truman, battling against the pressure for preventive war in the early postwar
period, removed Secretary of the Navy Francis P. Matthews from the Cabinet
and named him ambassador to Ireland after Matthews made a speech calling
for preventive war, and Truman retired the commandant of the Air War Col-
lege, who also made such a proposal.17 After Admiral George W. Anderson
resisted Kennedy’s orders during the Cuban missile crisis, he was appointed
ambassador to Portugal.18

As those examples suggest, an official who has influence with an important
group in the bureaucracy or elsewhere usually receives another post rather
than outright dismissal. When President Kennedy decided that he had to
replace Chester Bowles, a leader of the Democratic Party’s left wing, as under
secretary of state, long negotiations ensued to be sure that Bowles would not
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resign with a blast at the president’s policy. Bowles ultimately was persuaded
to accept the position of special presidential adviser on developing nations.19

When President Reagan’s second administration became enmeshed in the
Iran-Contra scandal, which was brought on by the president’s National Secu-
rity Council (NSC) staff, one of the main elements of Reagan’s remedy was to
replace several key staff members, including the national security adviser him-
self, Admiral John Poindexter.

Appointing an Agent

Rather than seeking to fill an existing position with a new official, a president
often resorts to the technique of appointing a special agent who does not
have commitments to a particular bureaucratic organization and is free to cut
across the concerns of various departments. Henry Kissinger, writing before
he joined the Nixon administration, explained the maneuver:

The executive [is driven] in the direction of extrabureaucratic means of
decision. The practice of relying on special emissaries or personal envoys
is an example; their status outside the bureaucracy frees them from some
of its restraints. International agreements are sometimes possible only by
ignoring safeguards against capricious action. It is a paradoxical aspect
of modern bureaucracies that their quest for objectivity and calculability
often leads to impasses which can be overcome only by essentially arbi-
trary decisions.20

President Nixon often relied on Henry Kissinger in precisely this way, and
John F. Kennedy relied on Averell Harriman to negotiate both the Laos agree-
ment and the test ban treaty. Harriman was given wide discretionary powers
and authority to deal directly with the president, and his appointment sig-
naled to the Russians a serious intention to negotiate.21 President Truman
resorted to a special agent to break a logjam on the question of a Japanese
peace treaty. With the State Department pressing for an early treaty and the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and the secretary of defense resisting, Truman decided
that he wanted to move forward and recognized that the only way to do so was
to give a person with influence and energy the mission of getting a peace
treaty. As Dean Rusk recalled the episode:
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One of the most effective task-force exercises was the practically one-
man task force that John Foster Dulles constituted in getting the Japa-
nese Peace Treaty. I think that had we tried to handle that problem on an
interdepartmental committee basis, we could never have gotten that
peace treaty negotiated and ratified. He simply took it on with a two-
page letter from the President, saying, “Dear Mr. Dulles: I want you to
get a peace treaty of this sort with Japan.” On the basis of that, he could
cut away the stacks of materials that had developed over the years in the
departments. He concentrated on a simple treaty of reconciliation. My
job then, as Assistant Secretary of Far Eastern Affairs, was not only to
support him, but to block off interference from all the other agencies.
They knew that if they wanted to interfere they had to go to the Presi-
dent, and this was difficult to do.22

Henry Kissinger reprised his role as agent early in the administration of the first
President Bush, when he convinced the president-elect, even before his inaugu-
ration in January 1989, to dispatch him to Moscow to sound out Gorbachev on
the notion of arriving at a confidential agreement for managing political transi-
tion in Eastern Europe. In the end, President Bush decided to engage directly with
Gorbachev on the sensitive transition issues, without using an intermediary.23

Though it was a truly unique role, Ambassador L. Paul Bremer’s tenure as
presidential envoy to Iraq from May 2003 to June 2004 is indicative of the
increased bureaucratic strain that can be caused by a special envoy’s extrabureau-
cratic position and the president’s direct interest in an issue. As administrator of
the Coalition Provisional Authority, Bremer was given “all executive, legislative,
and judicial functions” in Iraq, serving as a modern viceroy with the task of sta-
bilizing Iraq after the U.S.-led invasion. Bremer worked regularly with Secretary
of State Colin Powell and spoke with his official boss, Defense Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld, on a daily basis, but he also would often meet alone with the president
on trips back to the United States. Bremer recalled that before leaving for Iraq,
he met privately with President Bush immediately before a larger meeting with
Powell; Rumsfeld; the White House chief of staff,Andrew Card; and the national
security adviser, Condoleezza Rice. When the others were ushered in, “Bush
waved me to the chair beside him and joked,‘I don’t know whether we need this
meeting after all. Jerry and I have just had it.’ . . . His message was clear. I was nei-
ther Rumsfeld’s nor Powell’s man. I was the president’s man.”24
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Despite a direct line to the president, Bremer’s position, reporting to both
the Pentagon and the White House, wreaked havoc with the normal bureau-
cratic channels. As a result, the White House attempted to reassert control.
Bremer recalled how, during one of his trips back from Iraq, Andrew Card had
to fight to make sure that Bremer’s access to the president was not being hin-
dered by the bureaucracy:

Andy Card caught my arm as we left the Situation Room. “Got a minute,
Jerry? I’d like a quick chat.” We went up one flight of stairs to the office
of the chief of staff. Card closed the door behind us.

“I want to help you in any way I can,” he said. “But you’ve got to be
absolutely frank with the president about your views. I’ve got the
impression that people in Washington are ‘gaming’ you.”

I knew what he meant: when a policy failed, it was handy for the sen-
ior bureaucrats to find scapegoats.

Well, we’re not going to fail, I thought.
“Don’t worry. I’ll be absolutely frank with the president. I always have

been.”
[After Bremer expressed his concerns about the policies], Card said he

agreed and wondered if I should have a private meeting with the presi-
dent. I replied that this would be awkward, given that my boss Rumsfeld
disagreed with me.

The next day, after another NSC meeting, the president asked Bremer
for a private meeting. Over a one-on-one lunch, the president asked me
about my relationship with Rumsfeld. “What kind of a person is he to
work for? Does he really micromanage?”

“I like Don, Mr. President,” I said. “I’ve known him thirty years,
admire him, and consider him highly intelligent. But he does microman-
age.”

This seemed to surprise the president.
“Don terrifies his civilian subordinates, so that I can rarely get any

decisions out of anyone but him. This works all right, but isn’t ideal,” I
said. . . .

“Frankly, I’m concerned that a lot of the Pentagon’s frenetic push on
the political stuff is meant to set me up as a fall guy.”

He looked surprised. “What do you mean by that?”
“Well, in effect the DOD position would be that they’d recommended

a quick end to ‘occupation,’ but I had resisted, and so any problems from
here on out were my fault.”
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“Don’t worry about that,” the president said as we got up from lunch.
“I’ll cover you here.”25

Creating a New Institution

When the president wishes to negotiate with a foreign government, he may be
able to do so himself or pick an individual from outside regular channels in
order to accomplish his purpose. However, when he wishes to use military
force or have another large, complicated project carried out, he must rely on a
major formal organization. If the president realizes that the existing organiza-
tions are not carrying out his decisions, he may seek to alter the organizations
or create a new one. Doing so is a difficult and time-consuming task that a pres-
ident undertakes, if at all, only after much hesitation. Tired of receiving con-
flicting intelligence reports from different agencies, Truman insisted upon the
creation of a central intelligence agency following World War II. President
Eisenhower agreed to the creation of the National Aeronautics and Space
Agency after the military services showed they were not willing to concentrate
on the scientific aspects of space exploration. President Kennedy sought, in
effect, to create a new institution in the form of the Army Special Forces, con-
verting them from a guerrilla force for a large war in Europe to an organiza-
tion that would have a strong counterinsurgency mission. Arthur Schlesinger
described the great difficulties and resistance that Kennedy encountered:

Guerrillas were also an old preoccupation of Walt Rostow’s [sic]. When
Kennedy read Lansdale’s report about guerrilla success in Vietnam, he
asked Rostow to check into what the Army was, in fact, doing about
counterguerrilla training. He was soon informed that the Special Forces
at Fort Bragg consisted of fewer than a thousand men. Looking at the
field manuals and training literature, he tossed them aside as “meager”
and inadequate. Reading Mao Tse-tung and Che Guevara himself on the
subject, he told the Army to do likewise. (He used to entertain his wife
on country weekends by inventing aphorisms in the manner of Mao’s
“Guerrillas must move among the people as fish swim in the sea.”) He
asked General Clifton, his military aide, to bring in the Army’s standard
anti-guerrilla equipment, examined it with sorrow and ordered Army
research and development to do better. Most important of all, he
instructed the Special Warfare Center at Fort Bragg to expand its mis-
sion, which had hitherto been largely the training of cadres for action
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behind the lines in case of a third world war, in order to confront the
existing challenge of guerrilla warfare in the jungles and hills of under-
developed countries. Over the opposition of the Army bureaucracy,
which abhorred separate elite commands on principle, he reinstated the
SF green beret as the symbol of the new force.26

Degrees of Control

In previous chapters we surveyed the array of maneuvers available to the
bureaucracy and its representatives in the field to resist presidential orders or
to carry on without them. In the present chapter we have covered countervail-
ing maneuvers open to the president. What determines the outcome of the
struggle? And how does the determining factor reflect back on the decision-
making process?

The relative weight in the decisionmaking process of the president’s influ-
ence, the interests of subordinates, and standard operating procedures
depends on several factors. One is the degree of presidential involvement,
which can vary enormously. Obviously the deeper the president involves him-
self in operations, the more influence he has over what is done. In part, that
is simply because he is able to do more of it himself, but it is also because by
devoting a substantial amount of time to an issue, the president makes it clear
to his subordinates that it is something that he cares a great deal about. Offi-
cials recognize that to fight the president on such an issue is likely to cost
them dearly in terms of their relations with the president. They also recognize
that the president is much more likely to learn of a failure to implement a
decision on an issue that he is closely monitoring than one on which he made
a single decision and then assumed that it was being followed. When the pres-
ident is actively involved in an issue, he also is likely to speak out publicly on
it, thereby committing his prestige in Washington, the country, and the world
to its outcome.

The second major factor affecting the line between presidential influence
and that of other participants is the nature of what the president wants to have
done. At one extreme, if an action is a simple one that can be carried out by
a single individual in Washington without detailed technical expertise or
training, presidential influence is likely to be overwhelming. To the degree that
an action is a complicated one, requiring the cooperation of large numbers of
people, many of them stationed outside Washington, presidential influence on
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implementation fades. Two of President Nixon’s decisions in regard to U.S.-
China policy illustrate the point. The first involved the president’s determina-
tion to arrange for a trip to Peking, and the other involved his decision to
make an effort to keep the Chinese Nationalists in the United Nations. In the
first case, while effective action depended on the cooperation of the People’s
Republic of China, it required very little cooperation from the American
bureaucracy. The president was able to entrust the task to one man, Henry
Kissinger, who could operate almost independently of the existing bureau-
cratic organizations. In the other case—of seeking to persuade a hundred and
six governments in the United Nations that they should permit Taiwan to
remain in the UN—implementation depended on a large number of officials
in the State Department and a substantial number of American ambassadors.
The president was dependent on them to convey the message as he wished—
in a way that would persuade other governments to support the American
decision. The State Department, in turn, could proceed only according to its
standard operating procedures in carrying out such a complicated operation.

Finally, the degree of presidential control is determined by whether the
action can be carried out by different organizations—whether the president
has the flexibility to choose among implementers and can find one in sympa-
thy with what he wishes to have done. Presidential control over military oper-
ations tends to be more limited than control over diplomacy precisely because
in the military field the president has few options. Furthermore, as we saw in
the last chapter, the president’s influence is greater if the officials carrying out
an action are in Washington. Those in the capital can be summoned easily into
his presence, and they may get a better feeling for what he wants done.

With the help of his unusually powerful vice president, the second Presi-
dent Bush was successful in employing various strategies available to the pres-
idency to manipulate Washington’s complex national security bureaucracy
to pursue his goal of deposing Saddam Hussein. He persuaded his senior offi-
cials that attacking Iraq was necessary to fight terrorism, he took personal
control of the development of military plans to attack Iraq, he included those
who bolstered his argument and isolated those who did not, he encouraged
the intelligence community to shade its estimates of the Iraqi security threat
and Saddam’s relations with al Qaeda, and he led the public affairs campaign
with the American public and foreign governments to present the case for
attacking Iraq.27
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Thus far we have been considering instances in which the president wishes
to have something done and his subordinates resist doing it. There are, how-
ever, times when the president rejects a proposal for action but certain offi-
cials are still eager to take it. If the prospective implementers agree with the
president’s decision, then it is almost impossible for others to get the action
that the president has rejected. On the other hand, if the implementers were
turned down, they may be able to find a way to take the action even without
presidential concurrence. The military services in particular have often found
ways to keep projects alive after they have been cut out of the budget by the
president and the secretary of defense. The most spectacular such instance
occurred with the Army space program. The Army, ordered not to engage in
the development of a missile that could place objects in orbit around the
earth, nevertheless proceeded with its program and ultimately put the first
satellite in orbit after the authorized Navy program failed on several occasions.
General John P. Medaris, who was in charge of the Army program, described
in his memoirs just what was done:

Gen. H. N. Toftoy, who was in charge of Redstone Arsenal at that time,
came up with what for those days was an outrageously ambitious project
to build such a complex on the top of a hill at the Arsenal. The Army had
no mission beyond the Redstone missile itself, which was well along in
development, and there was no possible way that the research people
could finance such a test complex because they could find no real excuse
for it. Yet if anything significant were to be done in the future, the con-
struction of such a complex would have to start right away. Construction
time would be a couple of years at least, and in the meantime nothing
bigger, or more advanced, could be undertaken. It was the old story that
still haunts the programs of the Army, where you can’t get what you need
for future work until the work itself is approved, and when that happens
it is too late to build what you needed in the first place.

If anything was to be done, it seemed to us that it would have to be
accomplished with production money. Now the rules say that produc-
tion money cannot be used for research and development projects. Yet
there was a fair amount of money available in the production budget for
building or acquiring facilities, and there was none in the Research and
Development budget. Finally we cooked up a plausible story of needing
the test tower and other test facilities in order to carry on the required
quality control and inspection testing that would be needed when the
Redstone missile went into production. On the basis that the facilities
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were to be used for the testing of items in production, rather than for
development tests, we could legally use production money.

I do not think anyone in the Army knew what we were up to, but I
watched the campaign carefully and finally wangled it through with
approximately 13 million dollars as an initial increment. I very carefully
avoided even mentioning any R&D work that might be done on these
facilities, because I knew this would prejudice our chances. The people
who were responsible for approving these projects were, I am afraid, not
too well informed with respect to the guided missile area, and they swal-
lowed our story. It is interesting to note that had not this project been
rammed through and approved when it was not really justified by either
the ground rules or the needs of the moment, there would have been
nothing available to make possible the rapid development of the Jupiter
missile or the test work that made the satellites possible.

I was convinced by this time that the future of the Ordnance Corps
was in large part in guided missiles. Few were interested in old-fashioned
munitions, and getting money to build modern tanks or new rifles or
develop new vehicles was very difficult indeed. On the other hand, mis-
siles were beginning to capture the public imagination, and support
could be had for additional work and new projects.28

Many of the actions taken by officials of the American government do not
result from explicit presidential decisions. As suggested above, many of them
are the result simply of individuals continuing to do what they have done
before. When asked about the impact of the transition from Johnson to
Nixon, outgoing Secretary of State Dean Rusk suggested the importance of
continuity and consistency in government behavior.

A transition is not so earth-shaking. Of the thousand or so cables that go
out of here every day, I see only five or six and the President only one or
two. Those who send out the other 994 cables will still be here. It is a lit-
tle bit like changing engineers on a train going steadily down the track.
The new engineer has some switches he can make choices about—but
4,500 intergovernmental agreements don’t change.29

Sometimes actions result from more generalized presidential decisions
that no one foresaw would promote a particular action in a particular area.
Presidential budget cuts, for example, often lead to unpredictable changes in
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military behavior. It was a reduction in the Navy budget that led the Navy to
cease patrolling the Taiwan Strait, an event that may have been read as an
important signal by the People’s Republic of China.

In other cases, an organization may initiate a change in its own behavior
because of its perception of its organizational interests, and it may be in a posi-
tion to do so on its own without securing presidential approval. Often changes
in personnel brought about through routine rotation and retirement lead to
substantial changes in the behavior of the United States government. Most
often such changes occur in the field, through a change of ambassadors or mil-
itary commanders who have substantial freedom.

Thus we can see that most government actions, which look to the casual
outside observer as the result of specific presidential decisions, are more often
an amalgam of a number of coincidental occurrences: actions brought about
by presidential decisions (not always those intended), actions that are really
maneuvers to influence presidential decisions, actions resulting from deci-
sions in unrelated areas, and actions taken at lower levels by junior partici-
pants without informing their superiors or the president. If one is to explain
a series of actions, one must consider not only the relevant presidential deci-
sions but also various other sources.

At this point, we add another dimension to our discussion by providing in
part 4 an analysis of the bureaucratic role of Congress in making foreign policy.
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part iv

Congress
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We have now completed our exploration of the process
of making foreign policy in the executive branch, with only occasional men-
tion of Congress’s role in affecting foreign policy decisionmaking and imple-
mentation within the executive branch. This chapter turns then to considering
how Congress itself functions and presents a brief look at Congress as a
bureaucratic entity. First it gives a brief overview of how Congress impacts the
foreign policy–making process of the executive branch, then proceeds to its
primary topic, how Congress’s bureaucratic perspective affects the views and
actions of its members.

Congress and the Executive Branch 

On July 26, 1947, with the stroke of a pen, President Harry Truman swept
away the U.S. national security infrastructure that had carried the United
States to the top of the global power hierarchy. The signing of the National
Security Act of 1947 gave birth to the foreign policy–making apparatus that
would help nurture and expand American power through the end of the cold
war and beyond, into the untrammeled territory of American preeminence.
It authorized a monumental reorganization of the national security bureau-
cracy, one designed to accompany the epochal transformations in the inter-
national system.

Only an act of Congress could so profoundly influence the bureaucracy
that shapes U.S. foreign policy. Much of the discussion throughout this book

chapter sixteen

Congress and

Bureaucratic 

Politics

313

3409-3 ch16  9/15/06  4:40 PM  Page 313



has focused on the methods by which the national security bureaucracy
shapes foreign policy, but all of the processes and activities involved take place
within a congressionally determined structure. The 1947 act created the
National Security Council and the Central Intelligence Agency, and it
exchanged the Department of War for the Department of Defense to oversee
the military services, including what was then the newly independent Air
Force. From Kennedy and Bundy to Nixon and Kissinger to George H. W.
Bush and Brent Scowcroft and beyond, each administration’s national secu-
rity team operates uniquely. But Congress sets the stage for presidents and
national security officials in their attempt to use this apparatus in formulat-
ing and controlling U.S. foreign policy decisionmaking.

Since the inception of the modern national security bureaucracy, Con-
gress has also toyed with its composition and structure. Numerous reorga-
nizations of the infrastructure have been dictated by congressional
amendments to the 1947 act. In 1986, the Goldwater-Nichols Act created the
largest shake-up of the Defense Department since 1947.

These acts and amendments are manifestations of Congress’s power to
create and reorganize the structure of the federal government. The impact on
the foreign policy–making process in the executive branch implicit in these
acts is tremendous. However, the power to reorganize the executive branch is
only one of many tools that Congress employs to influence foreign policy
decisions in the executive branch; especially since the end of the cold war,
Congress has also used numerous other methods.

Congress can shape the perception of the national interest held by the
bureaucracy and can shape shared images of national security. For example,
in 1998, Congress passed and persuaded the president to sign legislation pro-
claiming that the national interest of the United States required regime change
in Iraq. Thus, when the second President Bush decided to invade Iraq, he
could build on the shared image that removal of Saddam was necessary. Those
opposed to war could not argue that the national interest would not be served
by regime change; they were left to argue only that he could be removed more
effectively by other means.

Congress also has the power to change the players in the executive branch
bureaucracy and therefore to affect their perception of their interests. In 1947,
when it passed the National Security Act, Congress created a host of new play-
ers with key roles in the national security process, including the secretary of
defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and their chairman, and the director of cen-
tral intelligence. Later, the Goldwater-Nichols Act fundamentally redefined the
role of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff so as to make him an inde-

314 / congress and bureaucratic politics

3409-3 ch16  9/15/06  4:40 PM  Page 314



pendent actor and not simply a representative of the Joint Chiefs’ collective
judgment. It also created the Special Forces as an independent command in
the armed forces. After the 9/11 terrorist attack, Congress once again altered
the cast of key players when it created the positions of secretary of homeland
security and director of national intelligence.

The roles of various organizations can be affected by congressional action
that changes their mission. By creating a director of national intelligence with
his or her own staff, for example, Congress significantly altered the role of
both the director of central intelligence and the Central Intelligence Agency.

Congress can rewrite the rules of the game. Its powers are exhibited by
congressionally mandated requirements that specific agencies and offices be
consulted on certain decisions. Wanting human rights to play a larger role in
American foreign policy, Congress created a human rights office in the
Department of State, later elevated it to a bureau, and mandated its role in the
decisionmaking process by requiring the production of annual human rights
reports and the assignment of human rights officers to embassies. Similarly,
the 1998 International Religious Freedom Act mandated that consideration of
religious freedom abroad have a similar role in the decisionmaking process.
It created a position for a special adviser to the National Security Council to
deal with religious freedom and an office in the State Department with an at-
large ambassador to promote “religious freedom as a core objective of U.S. for-
eign policy.”

Participants in the executive branch frequently attempt to manipulate Con-
gress to further their own ends. For example, officials will provide classified
information to Congress, knowing that it is then more likely to become
public—either because members of Congress or their staffs leak it or because
executive branch officials, knowing that Congress will be blamed, can leak the
information with impunity. That helps to widen the circle of players both
inside and outside the executive branch.

Finally, Congress can be used in the maneuvering that follows a presiden-
tial decision. Members of Congress can be quietly encouraged to enact legis-
lation that blocks a presidential decision or to deny the appropriations needed
to implement it. When President Clinton decided to loosen the embargo
against Cuba, Congress passed the Helms-Burton Act to restrict the presi-
dent’s legal authority to alter the existing embargo. When the United States
entered into an agreement with North Korea to provide it with nuclear fuel in
return for its freezing its plutonium production process, Congress provided
far less money than was needed, preventing the United States from meeting
its obligations under the agreement.
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The role of Congress in shaping executive branch decisions is discussed
throughout this book. In this chapter, however, we want to do something dif-
ferent. Here we wish to provide a brief exposition of how Congress makes its
national security decisions, applying the same bureaucratic perspective that
we use in the rest of the book to explain the executive branch’s actions. We
begin with a discussion of the institutional prerogatives of Congress, followed
by a discussion of national security interests as perceived by members of Con-
gress. Then we discuss the interests of members and their “organizations”
(the congressional committees) and, finally, we show how decisions are
affected by the rules of the game.

Bureaucratic Politics of Congress

Congress was not spared the confusion and controversy over the meaning of
McNamara’s announcement of the ABM deployment in 1967. Richard Rus-
sell, chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, described the deploy-
ment as the beginning of an anti-Soviet ABM system even though McNamara
specifically ruled out that use. Melvin Laird, then head of the GOP Congres-
sional Policy Committee, decided to make the ABM a campaign issue in the
1968 elections to challenge Lyndon Johnson’s strategic policies. In 1969, an
effort to kill the ABM lost in the Senate by a razor-thin margin, with the vice
president breaking a tie. What forces were pulling members of Congress in dif-
ferent directions? Les Aspin, who had been a Pentagon systems analyst in the
late 1960s and would be elected to Congress shortly after the ABM debate,
described this event years later as a congressman:

Congress rarely adds or subtracts a major new weapons system in votes
on the floor. This results partly from lack of time but mainly from lack of
expertise among members of Congress. Most congressmen serve on
committees that deal with matters other than defense. They worry about
health issues, welfare problems, or the economy, and think about defense
matters twice a year, when the military authorization and appropriation
bills reach the floor. It is difficult for these congressmen to say no if the
executive branch, with all its military and civilian expertise massed
behind it, says the country must have a particular weapons system.

This is not to say there are no congressmen who will take the lead and
oppose the Pentagon. There are several, but they come from the thin
ranks of those who specialize in defense. It is exceptional if they can per-
suade a majority of the House and Senate to differ with the administra-
tion on a major weapons system.
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This is a judgment borne out by history. No major weapon has ever
been defeated in either house. The closest call was the 1969 vote on the
Antiballistic Missile (ABM). The effort to kill the ABM failed on a tie
vote in the Senate. It is easy to forget what a unique political event the
ABM debate was. Several influences converged: the arms control com-
munity argued that the ABM would not work, and numerous spokes-
men for it were ready to come to Washington to explain to congressmen
why it would not; peace groups said the ABM was destabilizing and
were concerned enough to lobby intensely; hostile constituent pressure
(almost unheard-of on a weapons system issue) was brought to bear by
people living near proposed ABM sites; and, finally, the weapon was not
then in production, so that members of Congress did not face pressures
from large numbers of workers fearful of losing their jobs. The ABM
controversy brought together a constellation of forces that is not likely
to be repeated by chance and is almost impossible to put together by
design.1

Though most members of Congress, like their executive branch counter-
parts, shared the national security image that military superiority and hence
strategic strength was necessary to oppose the Soviets, they too differed with
one another on whether the ABM was the best method of defending the
United States against the Soviet nuclear threat. Aspin’s recollection of the
congressional decision on the ABM shows that congressional views on foreign
policy are affected by myriad interests, including domestic needs that rarely
weigh heavily in determining the views of officials in the executive branch.
When confronted with a foreign policy question, however, members of Con-
gress and officials in the executive branch attempt to answer the same
question—what is the best interest of U.S. national security? The bureau-
cratic politics of Congress and the unique perspectives of its members help
shape members’ answers.

National Security Interests

Members of Congress, like officials of the executive branch, are constrained by
shared images of what the national security requires. Because there is constant
interaction between the two branches, they usually perceive the same require-
ments; however, they often advocate different approaches to meet them. Like
officials in the executive branch, members of Congress and their staffs are
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influenced by their own personal experiences as well as their intellectual and
psychological inclinations in dealing with uncertainty about what is going on
in the world and how potential actions will affect American interests.

When shared images shift, the views of members often mirror the move-
ment. As is true within the bureaucracy, numerous factors can cause shared
images to shift. Outside events, for instance, can provoke an immediate reac-
tion from Congress. Within days of the 9/11 attacks, Congress authorized the
president to use force against those responsible, authorizing the “war on ter-
ror”; not long thereafter, it passed the Patriot Act. Shared images of national
security can also be affected by personnel changes in Congress. Underlying the
shifts in congressional perceptions is the shifting nature of public opinion.
Though often images are shared by the executive branch and Congress, pub-
lic opinion can cause a shift in congressional treatment of national security
without necessarily affecting the bureaucracy. Beginning in 1994, when
Republicans gained control of both houses of Congress, there was a shift in
congressional views toward national security, including increased hostility
toward international organizations such as the United Nations at the same
time that the Clinton administration was attempting to strengthen such insti-
tutions. Shifting control of the houses results in new committee chairs and
players, thereby affecting congressional prerogatives.

Senators and House members and their staffs are also influenced by their
position within the congressional structure. Whether they work for a mem-
ber or a committee affects how congressional staffers view issues; their percep-
tions vary, for example, with the function they perform for a member or
which committee they work for and what role they play on that committee.
For instance, a senator’s staff and the staff of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee (SFRC) view issues differently: the senator’s staff has to consider
all of the senator’s domestic and personal interests, while a SFRC staffer is
most likely to be influenced by the interests of the committee. Likewise, the
SFRC staff director, who usually represents the chairperson’s views, and a sen-
ator’s designated staff on the committee approach issues from the different
perspectives of the senators that they represent.

The views of members are in effect determined by their affiliations. For our
purposes, their participation in the decisionmaking process can be seen as
being influenced by the role that dominates their thinking on national secu-
rity issues. The most important perspectives are those of committees and the
personal interests of each member, such as getting reelected and being elected
or appointed to higher office.
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Sometimes, however, members look to protecting the broader interests of
Congress as an institution with an important part to play in foreign policy
making.

Institutional Interests

The first instinct of any organization is self-preservation. We have discussed
how each executive branch organization comes to see the national interest as
synonymous with its own interest. The agencies and departments within the
executive branch may struggle with one another for influence and dissent
from the presidential view, but the institutional prerogative and general direc-
tion of foreign policy lies with the president. Without a presidential equiva-
lent in Congress, it is nearly impossible for Congress to take a unified
institutional position on an issue. Nevertheless, some members speak about
foreign policy issues in terms of congressional interests. While members’ views
of their interests are usually determined by their place within the structure of
Congress, members often realize that in order to safeguard the ability of Con-
gress as a whole to affect the foreign policy decisionmaking process, they must
defend their institutional interests first.

For members struggling to maintain what they perceive as congressional
prerogatives, there is no issue more salient or controversial than the power to
go to war. While the Constitution grants Congress the power to “declare war,”
most uses of the military in combat, especially since the end of World War II,
have not been stamped with official congressional approval. Congress often
passes resolutions empowering the president to use force, such as the Gulf of
Tonkin resolution, which enabled the Vietnam War, or the Iraq resolution in
2002 that preceded Operation Iraqi Freedom. The battle between the execu-
tive and legislative branches over who has the power to send U.S. troops into
combat has a long and complex history that continues to this day. The War
Powers Act of 1973 was a congressional attempt in the wake of Vietnam and
unlicensed U.S. military activity in Cambodia to curtail presidential power in
using the military. Though Congress overrode Nixon’s veto, the act has in
effect done little to shift that power to Congress.

Our purpose here is not to delve into the history of this battle between the
legislative and executive branches, but to examine it through the eyes of mem-
bers of Congress. Despite the fluctuations in the balance of power over the
decades—and even with frequent congressional acquiescence—there are
members who stalwartly defend the right of Congress to determine when to
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wield the sword. No matter what their particular view of a specific instance of
presidential deployment of troops, members usually oppose such presidential
exercise of power by invoking the sanctity of the Constitution and the
integrity of the nation. With a touch of the dramatic, in September 1993 Sen-
ator Robert Byrd (D-W.Va.) rose to address the chamber in an attempt to
sober the conversation over President Bill Clinton’s support of UN involve-
ment in Somalia:

In the late summer of 29 B.C., Octavian came back to Rome after the
Battle of Actium in 31 B.C. The Roman Senate gratefully—gratefully,
gratefully—ceded its powers to someone who would plan and take
responsibility and lead, because the Roman Senate had lost its will to
make hard decisions. It had lost its will to lead. It had lost its nerve. It
had lost its way. . . .

No Senator has gone on record by voting any commitment for the
course we are now pursuing in Somalia, and under the Constitution,
Congress is not bound to uphold any such commitment by the
President—not until it votes to do so. And we have run from the issue up
to this point. We have preferred to be left out of tough decisions. All we
have to do is to look at a bit of Roman history and see exactly where we
are going.2

Senator Byrd’s opposition to the expansion of the U.S. military role in Soma-
lia was based in part on his belief that if congressional deference to seemingly
unhampered presidential control over using force continued, the American
republic would soon come under the control of a presidential emperor and
disintegrate. Byrd’s worry was not merely presidential usurpation of what he
saw as a congressional power, but that Congress was willingly accepting its hat
as it was shown its way out of the decisionmaking process.

A couple of years earlier, with the decision to eject Iraqi forces from Kuwait
in 1991 pending, Speaker of the House Thomas Foley’s plea for congressional
power emphasized a division of power in these decisions:

This debate is not about who supports the President of the United States
and who does not. I honor and respect the President. I know his deter-
mination and I also know the awful loneliness and terrible consequence
of the decisions that he must make.

In a letter to Thomas Jefferson, James Madison wrote: “The Constitu-
tion supposes what the history of all governments demonstrates, that the
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Executive is the branch . . . most interested in war, and most prone to it.
It has accordingly . . . vested the question of war in the legislature.”

I do not believe that the President wants war. I believe that he
devoutly wishes peace and will continue to hope and work for it. But it is
wrong to suggest that we who have taken our own oath can burden him
further by giving to him alone the responsibility that also must be ours
today. We must share in this decision. We have been elected to do it. The
Constitution mandates it, and we would shirk our duty if we easily
acquiesce in what the President decides. That is unfair to him, as it is to
our constituents and to our responsibilities.3

Foley believed that the institutional integrity of Congress and its role in for-
eign policy is driven not only by constitutional imperatives but also by the
need to serve one’s constituents and by the need to share the burden of the
awesome responsibility of war that cannot possibly be prudently wielded by
one person.

Clearly, the floors of Congress are conducive to noble monologues decry-
ing the exclusion of Congress from the decisionmaking process when going
to war. But beneath the lofty rhetoric and the alarming analogies lies the insti-
tutional struggle for influence and relevance. Members invoking these argu-
ments see Congress—and hence themselves—as an integral and powerful
player in determining when the nation goes to war. They view a usurpation
of congressional power in this arena as detrimental to national security
because, in their view, it compromises the very constitutional principles
intended to secure the nation. While politics is supposed to end at the water’s
edge, some in Congress perceive the journey to the water’s edge as potentially
dangerous to national security.

The decision to go to war is a unique one, and is not meant to be represen-
tative of all decisions made by members. Many members of Congress view
decisions of war and peace as a matter of conscience, as Senate Majority
Leader Tom Daschle did in 2002 when voting for the resolution to authorize
President Bush to use force against Iraq. Rather, this issue is intended to show
that, in certain circumstances, members view the interests of Congress as their
own, because without a congressional role in the decisionmaking, individual
members are also rendered impotent.
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Committee Interests

However, as is true within the executive branch, views on national security
issues are affected more often by one’s place within the institutional structure.

Committee interests in Congress are the equivalent to organizational inter-
ests in the executive branch. In order to understand the interests of commit-
tees it is necessary to understand how Congress is organized and the role that
committees play in the process by which Congress enacts legislation, especially
the budget. We present here a brief explanation.4

Both the House and Senate have several authorizing committees and an
appropriations committee with subcommittees to deal with various categories
of issues. Authorizing committees, such as the foreign relations committees,
are involved in approving programs within their jurisdiction. Appropriations
committees approve the actual funding. Although there are some differences
between the two houses, on the whole, the authorizing committees dealing
with national security cover the same matters. Below are brief descriptions of
the jurisdiction of the committees.

—Senate Foreign Relations Committee and House International Relations
Committee. These committees have responsibility for foreign policy in general
and for oversight of the State Department and USAID. The Senate Foreign
Relations Committee also has responsibility for all treaties, ambassadorial
nominations, and appointments to senior positions in the agencies that it
oversees. The principal piece of legislation for which the two committees have
responsibility is the State Department authorization bill, which is usually
enacted once during each Congress and covers a two-year period. The com-
mittees also have jurisdiction over the bill authorizing foreign aid programs,
but this bill is seldom, if ever, actually passed by both houses and signed into
law and, as of 2005, it had not been signed into law since 1986.

—Armed services committees. These committees have oversight of the
Defense Department and responsibility for military policy. The Senate Armed
Services Committee also has responsibility for the confirmation of those nom-
inated to senior military positions, as well as senior officials of the Department
of Defense. The principal legislation for which the armed services committees
have responsibility is the Department of Defense authorization bill. The com-
mittees also share responsibility for those parts of the intelligence authoriza-
tion bill that deal with the intelligence activities of the Defense Department.

—Intelligence committees. In contrast with the foreign affairs and armed
services committees, the House and Senate intelligence committees are rela-
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tively recent creations, formed by Congress in the aftermath of the intelligence
scandals of the 1970s. These committees have responsibility for intelligence
matters and oversight of the Office of the Director of National Intelligence and
the CIA, as well as the intelligence components of other agencies, which they
share with the committee that has jurisdiction of the agency as a whole. The
Senate committee has responsibility for approving appointments to senior
positions in the Office of the Director of National Intelligence and the CIA.
The principal legislative vehicle for which the committees have responsibility
is the annual intelligence authorization bill.

—Appropriations committees. On the appropriations side, the longtime
symmetry between the House and the Senate was altered in 2004 when both
houses revamped the structure of the subcommittees to react to recommen-
dations proposed by the 9/11 Commission to improve oversight of intelli-
gence and homeland security. On the Senate side, one subcommittee (the
State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs Subcommittee) was given
responsibility for most foreign policy issues, including the operating budgets
of the State Department, USAID, and the Peace Corps, as well as for foreign
assistance. The House committee structure for foreign affairs budget matters
remains as it has been in both houses since World War II, with a separate
Foreign Operations Subcommittee and a subcommittee that covers the State
Department budget and also handles the Commerce and Justice Departments.

In both houses the defense subcommittees handle most defense and intel-
ligence appropriations, with some issues, such as defense construction, han-
dled in a different subcommittee. The only bills handled by the appropriations
committees are the annual appropriations bills and any supplemental appro-
priations bills that Congress might consider.

Other authorizing committees can have some foreign affairs jurisdiction
depending on the responsibilities of the executive branch agencies for which
they exercise oversight. For example, issues relating to debt relief are handled
by the Treasury Department and therefore by the Finance Committee in the
Senate and the Financial Services Committee in the House, and some issues
related to international health are handled by the Department of Health and
Human Resources and its authorizing committees in both houses.

Just as career executive branch officials believe that their organizations’
welfare is vital to the national security, some members of Congress, particu-
larly chairs and senior members of committees, along with their committee
staff, come to believe that the welfare of the committee is synonymous with
the national interest. To the extent that congressional participants come to
equate national security interests with the interests of the committee or sub-
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committee with which they are associated, what stands do they take and how
do their stands relate to committee interests?

Committees, like agencies, have a mission to perform. They try to enact
into law the bills for which they have responsibility, conduct oversight of the
executive branch departments over which they have jurisdiction, and in the
case of the Senate, they deal with presidential appointments and treaties.

Committees cannot fulfill their perceived missions without influence.
Since a significant part of the legislative function concerns authorizing and
appropriating funds, committees jockey with one another for control of the
purse. Each committee’s operations are funded in the legislative appropria-
tions bill and they can be expected as a rule to seek more funding and hence
more ability to perform their oversight functions. However, the more impor-
tant funding issue is that of providing money to the executive branch. Since
committee interests and influence are intricately linked with the welfare of
the agencies that they oversee, committees come to equate their welfare with
the welfare of these agencies. Thus members of the Foreign Relations Com-
mittee prefer policies that require greater reliance on diplomacy and foreign
assistance programs, while members of the Armed Services Committee pre-
fer policies that require larger appropriations for the armed services. Mem-
bers of a committee see robust funding and greater authority for the agencies
under their supervision as advancing the national interest and also as provid-
ing greater scope for the committee to influence the behavior of the execu-
tive branch.

Authorizing committees affect the capabilities of the executive branch agen-
cies by authorizing and funding programs and by prescribing rules for the con-
duct of programs. The foreign relations committees, for example, authorize
specific assistance programs to a country or continent, such as Africa, or for a spe-
cific purpose, such as women’s rights. The armed services committees authorize
procurement of weapons systems and legislate rules that make it more likely
that the systems are manufactured in the districts of committee members.

Appropriations committees influence executive branch actions not only by
determining how much money they spend but also through riders, earmarks,
and limitations. The subcommittee on foreign operations of the Senate
Appropriations Committee has influenced American policy on human rights
by attaching riders to legislation requiring that countries adhere to human
rights standards. Senator Leahy from Vermont became the ranking Democrat
on the committee in 1989, and he and his key staffer, Tim Rieser, used this
process to affect American policy toward a number of countries around the
world.
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Because committees use their legislation to increase their influence, they
come to see the passing of the bills under their jurisdiction as important to the
national security.

jurisdiction. Just as executive branch agencies struggle over roles and
missions, congressional committees clash over jurisdiction. The “jurisdiction”
of a committee defines the matters over which it has control and the execu-
tive branch agencies whose budget it legislates and over which it exercises
oversight. Committees seek to maintain and, if possible, to expand their juris-
diction. They resist concurrent jurisdiction—sharing jurisdiction over a pro-
gram or agency with another committee. Committees struggle to keep
agencies under their jurisdiction and to have programs that they care about
administered by agencies under their jurisdiction. Executive branch reorga-
nizations often affect the jurisdiction of committees by moving activities from
one agency to another or by creating a new entity. Committees’ decisions on
issues often are affected by how such potential changes would affect their
jurisdiction.

Many long-running battles within Congress and between Congress and
the executive branch are in fact struggles over jurisdiction. One of the contin-
uing struggles concerns the organization and control of intelligence activities
and another involves the transfer of funds to foreign governments by the
Department of Defense. These are discussed in turn.

—Intelligence organization. The struggle among congressional committees
over control of intelligence operations and the organization of the intelli-
gence community has erupted periodically since the end of World War II. It
has had a major impact on the structure of the intelligence community and
on the agencies within it.

When Congress established the CIA under the National Security Act of
1947, it was basically restructuring the Office of Strategic Services, the World
War II–era intelligence agency, parts of which had been parceled out to the
Departments of State and War after the war. The CIA was placed under the
jurisdiction of the two armed services committees and of the Defense Appro-
priations Subcommittee. The armed services committees were able to maintain
control over intelligence activities, as well as authority for the intelligence pro-
grams within the Department of Defense (DoD), which were far larger in size
and expenditures. In practice, the CIA budget and the budgets for other large
intelligence agencies within DoD, including the National Security Agency and
the National Reconnaissance Office (established later, in 1960), were approved
by very small subcommittees of each committee and hidden within the defense

congress and bureaucratic politics / 325

3409-3 ch16  9/15/06  4:40 PM  Page 325



budget. The intelligence units of other agencies, such as the Bureau of Intelli-
gence and Research (INR) in the State Department and the FBI’s intelligence
activities, remained under the jurisdiction of the authorizing and appropriat-
ing committees that had authority over their parent agencies.

Senator Mike Mansfield, the Democratic majority leader of the Senate
from 1961 to 1977, periodically proposed the creation of an intelligence com-
mittee for the Senate. The idea was met by resistance from every committee
that had jurisdiction over any portion of the intelligence community. It finally
began to gain traction with the intelligence scandals of the 1970s. As informa-
tion became public about intelligence abuses in the CIA, FBI, NSA, and other
agencies, Mansfield was able to get agreement on the need for at least a tem-
porary committee to review the operations of those agencies. When what
became known as the Church Committee (named for its chairman, Senator
Frank Church, Democrat of Indiana) detailed a range of abuses and recom-
mended the creation of an intelligence committee, the pressure to create such
a committee grew.

Still there was strong resistance. A split grew between members of the Sen-
ate who were concerned about the prerogatives of their committees and those
who viewed the issue through other lenses. Leading members of the armed
services, foreign relations, and judiciary committees led the fight against the
bill, with the members of each committee arguing that, at the very least, intel-
ligence matters under their jurisdiction should remain where they were. Those
senators invoked the principle that all of the components of an executive
branch department should be under the supervision of one committee—a
principle dear to most senators because it protects the jurisdiction of the
committee on which they serve. Members of the Armed Services Committee
insisted that one could not decide how much to spend for intelligence pro-
grams to support military operations without considering the trade-off with
expenditures on weapons systems and military personnel. Members of the
Judiciary Committee argued that policy matters related to FBI intelligence
activities could not be separated from policy questions related to law enforce-
ment. The Foreign Relations Committee argued that policy issues, such as
whether the United States should conduct covert operations, were within its
jurisdiction and should remain there since they had a direct impact on U.S.
relations with other nations. Members of all of the committees argued that
they had the expertise and the best staff to perform the oversight function.

Senators also argued against sharing jurisdiction. They noted that the Sen-
ate, with good reason, had adopted a provision in its rules creating a strong
presumption against two committees having concurrent jurisdiction over the
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same program or activity. Creating a new intelligence committee would only
duplicate efforts since both committees would need to hold hearings and
mark up the same bill.

The legislation was stalled in the Senate, despite the public outcry about
intelligence abuse and the consensus among most experts and observers that
only a dedicated committee could perform effective oversight of the intelli-
gence community and that trade-offs needed to be made among intelligence
programs. Members of the affected committees were insisting on long debate,
consideration of multiple amendments, stripping jurisdiction from the pro-
posed intelligence committee, and holding out the threat of a filibuster.

To rescue the bill the Senate adopted what became known as the “Inouye
compromise,” named after the Democratic senator from Hawaii. The resolu-
tion, as adopted, provided for the CIA to come under the sole jurisdiction of
the new Senate Intelligence Committee. Intelligence units of other depart-
ments engaged in national intelligence activities came under the concurrent
jurisdiction of the new committee and the committee that had oversight of the
agency. What were called tactical intelligence programs in the Department of
Defense were kept under the sole jurisdiction of the Armed Services Commit-
tee. The bill also provided that no committee would lose subject matter juris-
diction as a result of the creation of the new committee. So, for example,
matters that concerned both foreign affairs and intelligence would fall under
the jurisdiction of both the Foreign Relations Committee and the Intelligence
Committee. The Intelligence Committee would consider nominations for the
director of central intelligence and senior officials of the CIA, but not intelli-
gence officials of other agencies.

The primary legislative vehicle of the Intelligence Committee would be a
new intelligence authorization bill, which would authorize all national intel-
ligence activities. Once approved by the Intelligence Committee, the bill would
be referred sequentially to other committees to review those portions related
to programs in departments under their supervision. This process resulted in
the perpetuation of a situation in which the director of central intelligence had
very little authority over anything but the CIA itself. The other intelligence
units remained under the control of their respective departments.

The fight over the organization of the intelligence community was reinvig-
orated after September 11, 2001. Once again the congressional reaction was
dictated in large part by the face of the issue seen by leaders of congressional
committees. At first, most members of Congress resisted any reorganization
of the government. Those seeking change focused first on the question of
creating a Department of Homeland Security. For many members of Congress
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the creation of a new department would mean that agencies would be pulled
out of departments over which they had jurisdiction and transferred to the
new department. As the pressure to deal with the perceived errors of 9/11
built up, the president finally acceded to calls for creation of a new Depart-
ment of Homeland Security and Congress passed the Homeland Security Act,
establishing the new cabinet agency. However, no intelligence functions were
placed within the new department, nor were any intelligence agencies moved
into the new department.

When pressure for intelligence reform intensified with the release of the
report of the bipartisan 9/11 Commission in 2004, Congress passed the Intel-
ligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act, signed by the president in
December 2004, creating a new organization, the Office of the Director of
National Intelligence (DNI) and a National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC)
to coordinate the work of various intelligence agencies in the executive
branch. The new DNI (as the director quickly became known in the jargon of
the intelligence community) assumed all the responsibilities of the Office of
the Director of Central Intelligence except those related directly to the man-
agement of the CIA and was given greater control over the intelligence agen-
cies of the Department of Defense and the intelligence activities of the FBI.
Although the bill also gave the new DNI substantial authority over the intel-
ligence budget, it did not streamline the jurisdiction of a plethora of con-
gressional committees (some forty-four) over intelligence budgets and
operations. The 9/11 Commission’s recommendation to unite authorization
and appropriations functions within the intelligence committees was rebuffed
because members of the appropriations committees in both houses refused to
cede their authority.

The clash came, as it had before, over the question of the division of
responsibility between the Defense and Justice Departments and their respec-
tive oversight committees, on one hand, and the intelligence committees and
the DNI on the other. The leading members of the armed services commit-
tees supported the efforts of the military to restrict the authority of the DNI
just as the judiciary committees supported the efforts of the FBI to remain
free of the authority of the DNI. The congressional compromise left the
jurisdiction of the committees and the procedures for authorizing intelli-
gence activities essentially unchanged, while giving the DNI some greater
role in the operation of the DoD intelligence agencies and the FBI intelli-
gence functions.

Arguing that the refusal of Congress to reform itself thus doomed the intel-
ligence reforms in the executive branch to having only marginal impact on
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many of the shortcomings that had led to the 9/11 intelligence failures, Helen
Fessenden concluded:

The failures of congressional reorganization received little press cover-
age, but the implications are serious. First, the continuation of the status
quo keeps intact the unusual degree of control over the intelligence
budget by appropriators (who write the checks in the end) rather than
authorizers (who write the bills outlining their respective budgets), even
though only the latter have a full staff of experts at their disposal. Sec-
ond, the continuation of the status quo makes it more difficult for [DNI]
Negroponte and his successors to count on a unified budget process,
since it forces the DNI to deal with multiple actors rather than a few
individuals. That splintering of jurisdiction, in turn, will make any future
attempts at intelligence reform more difficult to push through Congress.
Third and last, the decision to keep the intelligence budget split up
among separate, classified accounts means that appropriators themselves
cannot transfer money among their respective subcommittees—say,
from Defense over to the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and
Research to the FBI to aid its counterterrorism efforts—even if they
decide that such a transfer reflects an important priority. Coordination
of the intelligence budget, in short, remains as unwieldy as it was before.5

—Funding for foreign government activities. The transfer of funds to other
governments is another arena in which the struggle between congressional
committees for jurisdiction has had an important impact on the conduct of
American foreign policy. As noted above, a committee’s jurisdiction turns
largely on what agency performs a particular task. The armed services com-
mittees normally authorize Defense Department programs and funding.
However, committees also have jurisdiction over certain kinds of activities,
regardless of which agency performs the function. Often those two principles
are in conflict. The dispute with the greatest consequence for foreign policy
concerns programs administered by the Defense Department that involve
transfers of funds to foreign governments and their military forces. The armed
services committees claim jurisdiction because agencies under their jurisdic-
tion carry out the programs and the committees often seek to contribute
funding to the programs in order to strengthen their claim to jurisdiction. The
foreign affairs committees (the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and the
House International Relations Committee, which has been known by various
names since World War II) take the position that any transfer of funds to a for-
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eign government is a foreign affairs function under their jurisdiction no mat-
ter how it is funded. Recognizing that control often follows funding, they
have often insisted that funding must come from the so-called 150 account,
which pays for foreign affairs expenses, rather than from the Defense 050
account, which is controlled by the armed services committees. The defense
and foreign operations subcommittees have had a similar conflict.

As with all disputes over foreign affairs, the debate takes place in the con-
text of the U.S. national interest and does not touch on the influence of the
committees themselves. Arguments are made about why funding a program
in one way or another would advance the national interest. Thus the leaders
of the foreign affairs and foreign operations committees promote the need for
consistency in U.S. relations with other countries and often champion respect
for human rights and support of specific foreign policy goals. The armed
services and defense appropriations committees emphasize the nation’s
defense needs and the way in which other nations can help.

This dispute has manifested itself in numerous areas. Here we consider
three: foreign military training, payments for base rights, and protection of
nuclear stockpiles.

—Military training. The International Military Education and Training
(IMET) program has been a continuing source of conflict between the defense
and foreign affairs committees. The activity must be conducted by members
of the armed forces since it involves military training of foreign military
forces, including attendance at U.S. military training facilities. At the same
time it involves the transfer of resources to a foreign government. The com-
promise has been to have the funds for the program authorized by the foreign
affairs committees and appropriated by the foreign operations subcommittees
from the 150 account. The funds are then transferred by the State Department
to the Defense Department, which manages the program consistent with pol-
icy laid down by the foreign affairs committees. This jerry-rigged system has
ensured that the foreign affairs committees can impose requirements on the
program as a whole, for example, by requiring human rights training as a
component of military training. The committees have also prohibited the inclu-
sion of specific countries in the program because of their human rights record
or failure to cooperate with the United States on other issues. In some cases they
also have required the president to issue a waiver and make a report to Congress
before going forward with the program in a particular country.

This process has often produced frustration in the defense committees,
spurring efforts to minimize the restrictions. The committees focus on the
value of the training in creating foreign military forces that can complement
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those of the United States in combat operations. They also argue that the
training is the best way to create military leaders who will not be tempted to
carry out coups or to violate human rights. Ultimately, the amount of fund-
ing available for IMET is relatively small since it must compete with all of the
other demands on the 150 foreign affairs account, including foreign assis-
tance and participation in international organizations. If taken from the 050
account, it would be an insignificant amount and far greater funding almost
certainly would be available for the IMET program, at least in countries where
there is no dispute about the training. Yet the foreign affairs committees resist
the use of DoD funds because shared funding would mean ceding partial
control over the programs to DoD.

The defense committees have also sought to authorize additional programs
within the DoD budget to permit the military to provide training and educa-
tion to foreign militaries. They rationalize the programs by arguing that their
primary purpose is to support U.S. military operations and not to provide
assistance to foreign governments. Thus, the military can conduct joint train-
ing exercises with other countries and pay the full cost if the goal is to improve
the readiness of U.S. forces. Each regional military commander (the regional
commanders in chief, or CINCs) has a contingency fund that he can use for
various activities, including the transfer of funds to foreign governments to
assist in his mission. The foreign affairs committees have sought to prevent
such programs, and when that has not been possible, they have insisted that
the programs must operate with the same limitations as programs funded
from the foreign affairs budget. The war on drugs, which gained momentum
in the 1980s, placed more control of foreign assistance funds in the hands of
the Defense Department in order to train foreign nations to combat the drug
trade. That too was seen in light of its supposed benefit to the United States
by hampering the flow of drugs. Enacted in 2002, the Counterterrorism Fel-
lowship Program (CTFP), like IMET, allows the Defense Department to train
foreign militaries, particularly in counterterrorism operations. Despite objec-
tions by some, this “militarization of foreign aid decision-making” caused
the Defense Department to make a FY 2006 budget request for even more lat-
itude in training “military and security forces,” which, in addition to militaries,
include “border security, civil defense, infrastructure protection, and police
forces.” That request represents a clear example of an attempt by DoD to
expand its purview over foreign assistance and justify it by claiming that it is
necessary to fighting the war on terror.6
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—Payment for base rights. Payments to foreign governments to secure
rights to establish bases in their country raise the same set of issues. Here the
debate often is complicated by the unwillingness of any of the parties to admit
that a payment is being made explicitly for the use of bases. Foreign govern-
ments often offer the “free” use of bases, which they justify to their own peo-
ple as contributing to the common defense. The U.S. government justifies the
assistance programs on their own merits and denies that they are, in effect,
payment for use of bases. In part it fears that other countries will insist on pay-
ments as well.

Nonetheless, the interests of the Defense Department and its committees
often diverge from those of the State Department and its committees. The for-
eign affairs committees argue that the payments are made to foreign govern-
ments and are therefore within their jurisdiction and subject to both
worldwide and specific limitations. The Defense Department, focused on the
cost savings from being able to use the bases, would generally prefer to have
the flexibility to pay larger sums and avoid any restrictions or conditions.
During the cold war this debate focused especially on authoritarian regimes
that were willing to provide facilities valuable to the fulfillment of the contain-
ment doctrine. Since 9/11 the dispute has focused on authoritarian govern-
ments, such as the Central Asian “Stans,” willing to support the war on terror
and specifically the combat operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. The complex
relationship between the State Department’s diplomatic efforts and the mil-
itary maneuverings of the Defense Department are in part played out in such
committee battles over funding and jurisdiction.

—Securing nuclear stockpiles: Nunn-Lugar. An enduring source of conflict
between the defense and foreign affairs committees has involved the so-called
Nunn-Lugar program, which was created after the cold war to safeguard
nuclear materials in the former Soviet Union.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union, many recognized the danger posed
by the lack of security for the nuclear materials and other weapons of mass
destruction that were widely scattered over its former territory. There also
was concern that even within Russia itself the materials and “loose nukes”
were not being properly protected. Russia, in any case, had far more weapons-
grade material than it needed, but it lacked the capacity to safely store and
destroy the material.

Recognizing the danger, Representative Les Aspin, then the chair of the
House Armed Services Committee, proposed a program to assist the nations
of the former USSR in protecting and destroying the material. For many par-
ticipants, the paramount consideration was the urgent national security need
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to prevent the acquisition of the material by rogue states or terrorist groups.
However, to the leaders of the foreign affairs committees and the foreign oper-
ations subcommittees the issue was their ability to impose the conditions that
they felt necessary on the programs and to retain control over what they
expected to be a major source of funding to foreign governments.

Thus a long and continuing struggle began over which committees would
authorize the program and provide funding and oversight. One of the first
responses to Aspin’s proposal was from a fellow Democrat from Rhode Island,
Senator Claiborne Pell, then the chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee. Pell, though normally viewed as laid back and not very aggressive
in defending the prerogatives of his committee, argued forcefully that his
committee would have to authorize and fund any such program. Leaders of
the Foreign Operations Subcommittee similarly staked out their claim to the
program. As the debate progressed, it became clear that the magnitude of the
need would require funding far beyond the means of the 150 foreign affairs
account alone, and the 050 defense account had to be brought into play. Thus
it is no accident that the program came to be known as Nunn-Lugar, after Sen-
ator Sam Nunn, the long-time Democratic chair of the Armed Services Com-
mittee, and Senator Richard Lugar, long a senior Republican on the Foreign
Relations Committee and committee chairman after the retirement of Sena-
tor Jesse Helms.

Personal Interests

Thus far we have explored the ways in which national security, institutional
prerogatives, and the interests of committees are the face of an issue seen by
some members of Congress. For others, the face of the issue that they see
relates to their personal interests, which can include reelection, enhancing their
personal influence and legacy, and election or appointment to higher office.
Some members of Congress also see their role as supporting the president if he
is from their political party and hence view issues through that lens. Others
have strong ideological positions that affect how they see specific issues.

reelection. With few exceptions, members of Congress are interested in
getting reelected. Thus, one face of any issue that they see is whether how
they vote on the issue might affect their chances of reelection. In many cases
a foreign policy issue’s influence on their election prospects is seen as remote
and other faces of that issue are viewed as more important. In other situations,
however, the impact on reelection may be critical.
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Votes on whether to go to war or to continue to support a particular mil-
itary operation are often seen as having a significant impact on reelection
prospects. As the Vietnam War became more controversial, members of Con-
gress felt pressure from their constituencies to alter their positions. Represen-
tative Tip O’Neill, later the House Speaker famous for the aphorism “All
politics is local,” began to express concern about the war when his con-
stituency began pressing for a resolution cutting off funding. Many members
thought that their votes to authorize the use of force against Saddam Hussein
prior to the Gulf War in the first Bush administration and against him in Iraq
a decade later in the second Bush administration would affect their reelection
prospects. Some felt pressure to vote against the resolutions and some to vote
for them, according to the views of the people of their district or state.

Members believe that securing defense contracts for their district and fight-
ing to keep military bases and other government facilities in their district or
state open are critical to their reelection. As with executive branch officials,
members of Congress seek to state national security reasons for their stands,
but a senator who thinks that a weapons system made in his or her state is not
vital to the national security is very rare indeed. In fact, members often trum-
pet their role in bringing contracts to their district. The website of Represen-
tative Jim Saxton (R-N.J.), a member of the House Armed Services
Committee, is a prime example of how members try to portray themselves as
pro-military:

Mr. Saxton has a reputation as a tireless legislator who responds
promptly and conclusively to his constituency regarding issues of impor-
tance to the district.

Mr. Saxton’s Biggest Victories
HELPED SAVE FT. DIX, MCGUIRE AFB & NAVY LAKEHURST. He

is also widely recognized in the Garden State for taking on the Pentagon
in a trio of battles to save Fort Dix (1988, 1991) and McGuire Air Force
Base (1993), as well as neighboring Lakehurst Naval Air Engineering Sta-
tion (1995) during Base Realignment and Closure hearings. In all three
cases, the Pentagon was reversed, and today Fort Dix and McGuire are
busier than they have ever been in peacetime.

BRINGING HOME THE “BIG J.” Also notable was winning the fed-
eral competition to bring home the Battleship USS New Jersey to the
Delaware River in South Jersey in 2000. The victory paved the way for a
major naval museum that opened in 2001 and has drawn thousands of
visitors annually.
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STRENGTHENING & GROWING MCGUIRE AFB. In 2001, an
eight-year plan to bring ultramodern Boeing C-17 Globemasters to
McGuire AFB came to fruition when the Air Force announced it
intended to send a squadron of the cargo planes to McGuire, helping to
ensure McGuire’s role in the 21st century. In September 2004, the Con-
gressman helped welcome the first of McGuire’s C-17s, which are still
arriving straight from the California factory through mid-2005. The base
has seen more than $150 million of new construction in the 2000–2003
federal budgets, the most in base history. The base has seen over a half-
billion dollars in new construction over the past 10 years. In the 2005
defense budget, Mr. Saxton helped steer over $50 million to Fort Dix,
McGuire AFB, and Navy Lakehurst.

CONGRESS’ AIR MOBILITY ADVOCATE. Ever a watchdog of over-
spending, Mr. Saxton helped Congress purchase 60 more C-17s in 2002
for 25 percent less than previously estimated costs. The plane is widely
viewed as the best cargo transport aircraft ever built in the history of avi-
ation. In 2005, he is seeking authorization for the Air Force to negotiate
to buy another 42 C-17s. Working with other senior members of the
House Armed Services Committee, he added the language to the FY2006
defense authorization bill.

YEARS OF MILITARY BASE MODERNIZATION BEAR FRUIT. As
chairman of the Military Construction Subcommittee between 2001–02,
he brought millions of dollars to every one of New Jersey’s main military
installations, a total of over $200 million in new construction in the
state. These projects are critical in that they were all funded and con-
structed prior to the May 2005 BRAC list.

Congressman Saxton designed a 10–12 year plan to modernize Fort
Dix, McGuire AFB, and Navy Lakehurst. He worked closely with base
commanders to support important projects in defense budgets that
enhanced existing missions and attracted new missions. Working with
DoD officials from the Army, Navy, and Air Force, he has spent the past
10 years highlighting and promoting multi-service projects that
improved “jointness” between the bases. On May 13, 2005, that strategy
seemed to pay off when the Pentagon specifically recommended that the
three bases be combined and dubbed “Joint Base McGuire-Dix-
Lakehurst,” along with 11 other bases. Joint Base McGuire-Dix-
Lakehurst remains the only Army-Navy-Air Force base in the country.
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Decisions about foreign policy also are often affected by domestic ethnic
constituencies. Some members of Congress represent districts with many vot-
ers who identify with a particular foreign country because their ancestors
come from that country or they themselves are recent immigrants. In such
cases, members know that what stand they take, how active they are, and how
they vote can affect their reelection prospects with that constituency. Reelec-
tion also requires members to raise large sums of money. Ethnic or national
groups with an interest in foreign policy are an important source of funds.
Members may court groups such as the Jewish community or the Indian-
American community as a source of funding even if such groups are not rep-
resented in large numbers in their district or state.

election to higher office. It is said that every representative looks in
the mirror and sees a senator, while every senator looks in the mirror and sees
a president. Members frequently determine their stance on an issue by deter-
mining how it would affect their prospects for securing their party’s nomina-
tion and being elected to higher office. For example, when the second
President Bush sought congressional support for the war against Iraq, Demo-
cratic members of Congress who were considering seeking their party’s nom-
ination to run against Bush needed to consider how the vote would affect
both their prospects for nomination and subsequent election. Several poten-
tial candidates had voted against the Gulf War and believed that they needed
to demonstrate that they were not always against the use of force.

Some members see their future within the house in which they are serving
and aspire to leadership positions, with the pinnacles being Speaker of the
House and House minority leader or Senate majority and minority leaders.
Members need to ask how a vote or a position will affect their ability to be
elected to a leadership position.

enhancing personal influence and legacy. While leadership posi-
tions usually garner at least temporary fame for a member, decisions often are
impelled by the temptation of achieving greater personal influence and an
immortal legacy.

As in the case with the Nunn-Lugar program or the Goldwater-Nichols
defense reorganization, often bills are known by their creators and key propo-
nents. In the twilight of his Senate career, Barry Goldwater, scion of the conser-
vative movement and stalwart defender of the armed services, decided that he
“would not retire from the Senate without giving reorganization my best shot.”
Upon the 1984 retirement of Senator John Tower, the Republican chairman of
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the Armed Services Committee, Goldwater assumed the chairmanship.
Although proposals for reorganization had been stalled for years due to back-
and-forth wrangling with Congress and the defense community, in December
1984, Gerald J. Smith, staff member to Senator Goldwater, called committee
staffer James Locher to say that Goldwater “has decided to make defense reor-
ganization his number-one priority. He views Pentagon reform as a critical
issue and one where he might be able to make a lasting contribution before he
retires.”7 Along with the able stewardship of Senator Sam Nunn, ranking Demo-
crat on the Armed Services Committee, Goldwater helped steer the bill through
the political minefield of the Senate and the military establishment. After pas-
sage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act in 1986, Goldwater kept his word and retired,
but the act transforming the defense community still bears his name.

A member’s calculus is not confined to such considerations; they are
merely a few of the more influential general factors that members weigh when
deciding where they stand on issues. Other interests also play a role. For exam-
ple, the need to support the president can play a major role in shaping a mem-
ber’s stance on an issue—and in determining how hard he or she fights to
defend that stance. In 1985, with Congress mounting an attack on President
Reagan’s support of the Contras in Nicaragua, Democratic Representative
Charlie Wilson—in a hospital in Germany suffering the effects of years of
alcohol abuse and unable to stand—was called back to the United States by the
president to support the Contras by voting on the House floor from his wheel-
chair. As author George Crile depicted it,“Not even Tip O’Neill would ask this
famous war hawk to turn down a direct appeal from the president.”8 Support-
ing the president often plays a large role, as doing so can help garner personal
influence for a member and help his or her chances for reelection if the pres-
ident is of the same party and campaigns on behalf of the member.

Personal experiences often affect how members view an issue, such as Sen-
ator John McCain’s experience as a P.O.W. in Vietnam and his subsequent
championing of anti-torture legislation. The pressure to fall in line with the
party position on an issue can also influence a member’s decision; such pres-
sure is an important consideration because the party helps fund reelection
campaigns and determines party leadership and committee assignments.
Those who run afoul of the party can be assured of a cold shoulder when they
need its help. Across the board, ideological interests always tint a member’s
view of an issue. Moral repugnance toward human rights abuses can spur a
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member to support U.S. participation in interventions in humanitarian crises,
or a strong religious opposition to abortion can result in a member voting for
the “global gag rule,” preventing U.S. funds from being used abroad for activ-
ities relating to abortion.

Rules of the Game

Once members have determined their interests and views on a particular
issue, they must begin to play by the rules of the game in furthering their
views. Just as in the executive branch, decisional outcomes in Congress are
influenced by the rules of the game, as well as by the positions of the key
players. The Constitution provides the basic structure. To be enacted into law
a bill must be passed in identical form in both houses and then presented to
the president for his signature. If the president vetoes the bill, it is returned to
the house from which it originated and, if passed by a two-thirds vote in both
houses, becomes law over the president’s veto. Executive branch officials of
high rank (as designated by Congress) as well as ambassadors and senior mil-
itary officers are appointed by the president and must be approved by the
Senate. Treaties must be approved by a two-thirds majority of the Senate.

The Constitution also lays out rules and procedures meant to govern how
the nation goes to war. It requires Congress to declare war and designates the
president commander in chief of the armed forces. Over time the under-
standing of these clauses has changed so that in practice presidents often have
taken the nation into war without seeking congressional approval. Before the
Persian Gulf War and the war in Iraq, each President Bush asked for Congress’s
authorization but nevertheless made it clear that he did not think that he
needed it.

To implement and complement the rules laid out in the constitution, Con-
gress has created additional procedures. Some of these, such as the Budget Act
and the War Powers Resolution, are statutes enacted into law with the approval
of the president. Rules also are enacted by each house to govern its own activ-
ities: they determine which committees have jurisdiction over particular mat-
ters, how bills are referred to committees and brought to the floor, and how
debate proceeds on the bills. Still other rules determine whether matters can
be added to a bill when it is being considered in committee or on the floor.

The House of Representatives has a set of rules providing for the consid-
eration of bills on the floor. From time to time a bill comes to the floor “with-
out a rule,” which means that the standing rules apply. In almost all cases,
however, when bills are ready to go to the floor, they first go to the House Rules
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Committee, which crafts a “rule” for consideration of the bill. When the bill
comes to the floor, the House first adopts the rule (by simple majority vote)
and then considers the bill under that particular rule. Only the imagination
of the leadership limits how the rule can shape the outcome of the debate on
an issue.

In the Senate the standing rules more often apply, and they permit unlim-
ited debate (unless limited by the invocation of cloture, which requires the
affirmative votes of sixty senators) and any item can be added to the bill; that
means that in most situations there are no germaneness rules limiting amend-
ments to the bill. The alternative in the Senate is to seek unanimous consent
to bring up a bill under agreed special procedures, which also can affect the
outcome of the debate on legislation.

However, the informal rules of each house have come to govern much of
their operations. For example, it is understood in the Senate that only the
majority leader can seek to bring a bill to the floor. In the House that prerog-
ative belongs to the majority leadership collectively, with the Speaker having
the ultimate authority. Each set of informal rules determines where the locus
of authority and both formal and informal power rest. Over the years Con-
gress has moved between three models of informal rule sets—systems dom-
inated by the leadership, committees, or the floor. The balance of power
typically swings from one extreme to the other, and finally moves back toward
a mixed system in which powers are shared by the leadership, the committees,
and the floor.

The style that came to typify Congress at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury was a leadership-centered system. Under that system the leadership in
each house controls the system in part by controlling the way members are
assigned to committees and how the committee leadership is chosen. Bills
come to the floor when the leadership is ready to consider them and in the
form desired by the leadership, rather than by the committee of jurisdiction.
The leadership takes responsibility for rounding up the votes, which come
almost entirely from the majority party. One of the great examples of the
potential power of the leadership system—though rare during the cold war—
was Lyndon Johnson’s reign as Senate majority leader in the 1950s. In push-
ing through legislation, such as the hard-fought Civil Rights Act of 1957, LBJ
was able to mitigate the control often exerted by committees and regional
caucuses. Under the iron-fisted leadership of Speaker Dennis Hastert and
Majority Leader Tom “the Hammer” DeLay, the Republican leadership of the
House during President George W. Bush’s first term was reminiscent of LBJ’s
domination of the Senate.

congress and bureaucratic politics / 339

3409-3 ch16  9/15/06  4:40 PM  Page 339



Under the committee-centric system in effect during much of the cold war
period, when the Democrats controlled the House and usually controlled the
Senate, the leadership role was much reduced. Bills came to the floor only
when reported by the committee of jurisdiction and in the form reported by
the committee. Bills often had bipartisan support within the committee and
committee leaders from both sides of the aisle were responsible for rounding
up the needed votes. Often the leadership could take no position on a bill
because the party caucus was badly divided on the issue. Here, opposition to
legislation often came from members of other committees with overlapping
authority and alternative solutions to problems.

In this system, the committee chair often wields tremendous power. The
support of Democrat Les Aspin, chairman of the House Armed Services Com-
mittee, was instrumental in obtaining congressional approval for President
George H.W. Bush’s plans for ejecting Iraq from Kuwait in 1991. When Sen-
ator Barry Goldwater, newly appointed chairman of the Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee, took the lead in reorganizing the defense establishment, he
was not shy about using his power as committee chairman to round up com-
mittee members’ votes. James Locher reports that when Goldwater asked for
Senator Dan Quayle’s vote on the bill, “Goldwater played political hardball,
warning Quayle that if the Indiana senator failed to support him he would
first take the chairmanship of the Defense Acquisition Policy Subcommittee
away from him. Then he would get him kicked off the Armed Services Com-
mittee. And then he would work for his defeat in the next election.”9 Quayle
capitulated.

Sometimes, however, the floor itself is king. Rather than being controlled
by the leadership or committee leaders, legislative battles are fought out on the
floor among coalitions based on regional concerns or ideological positions
that cut across party lines.

Often the systems clash. After 9/11, for example, the House Judiciary Com-
mittee crafted a version of what became known as the Patriot Act, which
passed the committee unanimously. The administration decided that it could
not accept the text as reported out by the committee. Instead of bringing the
bill as reported to the floor and seeking to amend it, the House Republican
leadership introduced a different bill and brought it directly to the floor under
a rule that permitted few amendments. In 2005, when leading Republican
members of the Senate Armed Services Committee sought to legislate limits
on interrogation techniques used with suspected terrorists, the Senate Repub-
lican leadership, at the urging of the administration, sought to invoke cloture
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in order to end debate on the bill before the amendments could be considered,
but it failed to get the support that it needed on the floor. Trade bills often are
adopted on the house floor, with a majority of members voting for free trade
based on regional and local economic interests despite disagreement between
the committee of jurisdiction and the leadership of both parties.

Another set of rules determines how Congress appropriates funds for var-
ious activities, including those related to national security and foreign policy;
those rules have a major impact on the actions taken. The congressional
budget process starts when the president submits his budget in February of
each year, which is followed by the drafting of a budget resolution in each
house, setting a funding level for defense (the 050 account) and foreign pol-
icy (the 150 account). The fact that defense and foreign policy are in separate
accounts probably leads to less spending on nondefense foreign policy issues.
Many members want to see the 050 account as large as possible since it leaves
more room for funding for defense contracts and bases in members’ districts
or states. Most members also think that it improves their prospect for reelec-
tion or promotion to higher office if they are seen to be voting for more
money for defense. The opposite is true for the 150 account. Although it
encompasses many items, including funding for agencies that facilitate trade
and investment, it is generally viewed as the foreign aid account. Most mem-
bers think that voting for less funding for foreign aid advances their political
interests.

Once each house approves the budget resolution, it is reconciled in a con-
ference and approved by both houses; however, it is not sent to the president,
because it is merely guidance to the two houses, not binding legislation. On
the basis of the numbers in the approved resolution, the appropriations com-
mittees get a figure for total discretionary spending. Those funds are in turn
reallocated to the ten subcommittees of the appropriations committees, which
are then limited to spending no more than that amount. One of the many
anomalies of the budget process is that the appropriations subcommittees do
not line up with the budget categories in the budget resolution. Because the
050 account is so large, it is broken into three parts. The bulk of the funding
falls within the defense appropriations bill, but the part of the budget allocated
for nuclear weapons programs goes to the subcommittee for the Energy
Department and another portion goes to a separate Military Construction
Subcommittee.

Until 2005 both the House and the Senate Appropriations Committees
divided the 150 account into three parts. Foreign assistance programs went to
a separate Foreign Operations Subcommittee. Most of the rest of the 150
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account went to a subcommittee that also had jurisdiction over the Justice and
Commerce Departments and related programs. That meant that funding for
foreign policy competed with the much more popular programs in the other
two agencies, including the FBI. In 2005, the Senate, but not the House, con-
solidated almost all of the 150 programs in a single subcommittee, and for the
first time the appropriations subcommittees of the two houses did not have
the same jurisdiction. The implications for foreign policy spending were not
clear.

In theory, before the Appropriations Committees act, authorizing commit-
tees should authorize the programs to be funded. Congress almost always
passes a defense authorization bill and usually passes what is popularly known
as the State Department authorization bill (usually for two years) but almost
never passes a bill authorizing the foreign aid program. Because the defense
authorization bill is viewed as “must pass” legislation, it often becomes the
vehicle through which Congress expresses its views and legislates restrictions
on foreign policy activities. That is especially true in the Senate, where the
rules permit amendments on any subject to a pending authorization bill.

The importance of rules in affecting outcomes in Congress can be illus-
trated most graphically by the issue of base closings in the United States. Prior
to the passage of the Base Closure and Realignment Act in 1988, base closings
were considered one at a time. The president would include in his budget
request authority to use funds to close specific bases, and the authorizing
committees would consider each base closing proposal separately. Members
from the state or district affected would strongly oppose the base closing.
Other members would have little or no direct interest and would defer in the
hopes of getting support when they needed it to prevent one of their bases
from closing.

The rules established in the base closing act were carefully designed to
avoid those pitfalls. Since members of Congress agreed in the abstract on the
need to close some bases, they were willing to vote for a procedure that
reduced their influence over any specific base closing. Congress now from
time to time authorizes the president to appoint a base closing commission.
The Defense Department submits to the commission a list of bases that it
wants to close. The commission, after conducting hearings, sends the list to
the president with any modifications that it proposes to make. The president
then sends his proposed list of base closings to Congress. Under rules that
Congress has imposed on itself, the president can close the bases unless both
houses pass a resolution disapproving all the closings. Any member is entitled
to a vote on the resolution, but motions to exempt specific bases are not in
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order. As a result, on five occasions, including in 2005, the Pentagon has
received authority to close a number of domestic bases.

A less successful effort to alter the rules to reduce congressional influence
over specifics and thereby to increase the chances for enacting legislation is in
the field of trade. Reaching agreement on trade legislation had become very
difficult because members would focus exclusively on the provisions of trade
agreements that affected their own districts or states and would seek to limit
free trade in their areas. To prevent that Congress has enacted from time to
time what is called “fast track authority.” Under such legislation, when the
president submits a trade agreement to Congress, it can vote only to approve
or disapprove the agreement; it cannot take out provisions or add restric-
tions. When actually seeking to use that authority, presidents have found that
the trade agreements that they had negotiated did not command a majority
in both houses, even though members could vote only yes or no. Both when
President Clinton presented the NAFTA agreement and when President Bush
presented CAFTA, both houses lacked sufficient votes for passage. Thus both
presidents needed to delay sending up the legislation while they negotiated
changes to the legislation that would secure additional votes.

Operating within the rules and seeing the face of an issue most salient to
them, members of the House and Senate decide what issues are important and
how to secure the outcomes that they seek. In most cases that results in the
enactment of legislation binding on the executive branch. But it can also take
the form of less binding action, such as “sense of the Congress” language
inserted in legislation or committee and conference reports and floor collo-
quies, all designed to influence executive branch actions to advance mem-
bers’ interests and national security as members view it through the lens of
their interests.

The foreign policy views of personnel in both the executive and legislative
branches are affected by many similar interests. Nevertheless, the executive
branch officials dealing with foreign policy often are dedicated solely to for-
eign policy issues. Members of Congress, on the other hand—even those
whose expertise is foreign policy or who serve on one of the foreign
policy–oriented committees—must focus on numerous other issues as well.

The congressional role in foreign policy decisionmaking also merits close
scrutiny because, while Congress can function as another department exert-
ing influence on presidential foreign policy decisions, it rarely speaks with one
voice. The views of individual members and committees influence foreign
policy decisions even when Congress as a whole does not act in concert. In this
respect, Congress can be hydra-headed, influencing foreign policy through
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both legislation and pressure by individual members. And like that of the
executive branch bureaucracy, Congress’s role in foreign policy is fluid—it nei-
ther stops nor starts with a presidential decision.

At last we are done, and the framework for explaining national security
decisions and actions is in place. What we have described here should not,
however, be considered a causal theory by which one may determine which
variant of this complex process will be operative under what conditions. The
highly politicized policymaking process for national security (and probably
most other areas of national interest) can take any one of a rather large num-
ber of variations. For any one case in national security decisionmaking, such
as the ABM case that we revisit in the next chapter, the framework developed
here really provides only a starting point and research orientation that serves
to sensitize the analyst examining the available evidence to the features and
intricacies of the decisionmaking process. We do not claim that this broad
framework is a substitute for rigorous historical explanation. Nevertheless, we
do feel that it aids the analyst to interpret more realistically the reasons for for-
eign policy decisions and actions.
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We are now ready to return to the puzzles posed in chap-
ter 1 about the decision to deploy the ABM. Some tentative answers to those
puzzles emerge when the framework presented in the intervening chapters is
employed in the search for explanations.

Bureaucratic Tug-of-War

Our first question is why in January 1967 President Johnson asked Congress
to appropriate the funds to deploy an ABM but stated that he would defer
deployment pending an effort to get the Soviet Union to engage in talks on
limiting the arms race.

Technological improvement is part of the answer. The technology of ballis-
tic missile defense had in certain respects improved remarkably in the preced-
ing few years. Those responsible for the program in the scientific community,
in the Director of Defense Research and Engineering (DDR&E) and its oper-
ating arm, the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA), as well as in the
Army, were now arguing that an effective ABM system could be built and
ultimately could be improved to handle even a large Russian attack. In past
years the contradictory testimony of scientists had offset pressure from the
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and enabled McNamara to persuade the president
and Congress that ABM deployment was not technologically feasible. The
scientists now thought otherwise.1
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Soviet ABM deployment became an accepted fact. There was growing evi-
dence that the Soviet Union was beginning to deploy an ABM system around
Moscow. In the past the intelligence community had been split as to whether
another system, the so-called Tallinn system deployed across the northern
part of the Soviet Union, was in fact an ABM system. Though some military
intelligence agencies had pressed the view that Tallinn was an ABM system, a
majority in the intelligence community concluded that it was an air defense
system. However, there was no dispute at all that the new deployment around
Moscow was an ABM system. That added to pressures to begin an American
deployment in order to avoid an ABM gap.

JCS pressure increased. In part because of the changes in technology and the
Russian ABM deployment, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were no longer willing to
acquiesce in delaying ABM deployment. They were determined to go firmly on
record before Congress in favor of a deployment now and, in particular, for a
deployment that would eventually develop into a large anti-Russian system.

Senate pressure also increased. Pressure was mounting from senior senators
on the Armed Services Committee, including Richard B. Russell, Henry
“Scoop” Jackson, and Strom Thurmond, who had all spoken out in favor of
an early ABM deployment. The general expectation in the executive branch
was that Congress would put great pressure on the president to agree to
deployment if he did not include it in his budget message.2

Republican pressure was feared. It was becoming evident that the Republi-
can Party planned to make a campaign issue out of the alleged ABM gap. On
a Meet the Press broadcast in November, Michigan governor George Romney,
then believed to be the leading Republican candidate for the presidential
nomination in 1968, had talked of an ABM gap and made it clear that that
would be an issue in the campaign. Senator Thurmond spoke as a leading
Republican expert on defense matters as well as a Senate leader in attacking
the failure to deploy an ABM system.3

There was no doubt that JCS demands for immediate ABM deployment
would be made known to leaders on the Hill, as would the growing evidence
of Soviet ABM deployment around Moscow. Congress had in the previous
year included funds for ABM deployment even though the president had not
requested any, and the stage was set for a confrontation should Johnson again
accept the advice of his secretary of defense and delay deployment.
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The president’s choices toward the end of 1966 seemed rather narrow. He
could reject ballistic missile defense, embracing McNamara’s arguments
against deployment, and prepare to take his case to congressional leaders and
the public. Alternatively, he could proceed with a ballistic missile defense
deployment at the cost of overruling his secretary of defense. The odds were
high that the president would proceed with the ballistic missile defense
deployment being pressed on him by the Joint Chiefs and the Senate leaders.
Only if he could find another option did McNamara stand any chance of
again delaying presidential commitment to ballistic missile defense.

It appears that McNamara first discussed the subject with the president at
meetings held at his Texas ranch on November 3 and November 10. Those dis-
cussions were reported to have focused on two matters: ABM and the ques-
tion of bombing additional targets in North Vietnam.4

Following the November 10 meeting, McNamara reported at a press con-
ference that the Russians were now believed to be deploying an ABM system
around Moscow. McNamara’s initiative in releasing this information made it
possible for him to preempt an inevitable news leak and, at the same time, to
air his view that the Russian ABM deployment required improvements in
U.S. offensive capability rather than a matching deployment. McNamara
noted that the United States was moving ahead with Minuteman III and
Poseidon and therefore was fully confident of its ability to offset the Russian
ABM. He declared that it was too early to begin deployment of an anti-
Chinese system and that no decision had been made on other possible reasons
for a deployment.5

The decisive meeting with the president appears to have been held on
December 6. At that meeting—attended by the president, Secretary McNa-
mara, Deputy Secretary of Defense Cyrus Vance, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and
presidential assistant Walt Rostow—the Joint Chiefs were given the opportu-
nity to put forward their argument for what was then called Posture A, which
provided full coverage of the United States with a system designed for defense
against more than a Chinese attack. The Joint Chiefs made it clear that they
saw Posture A evolving into Posture B, a larger anti-Russian system designed
to reduce casualties in the United States in the event of a large attack, and that
they would accept nothing less. McNamara countered by presenting the argu-
ments against an anti-Russian system, emphasizing that the Soviet Union
could be expected to increase offensive capability to the extent necessary to
fully offset the value of a U.S. ABM. At that point he appears to have suggested
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to the president two possible compromises. The first, which he was ultimately
able to persuade the president to accept, called for procurement orders for
those ABM components that would take a long time to produce; postpone-
ment of a decision regarding what system, if any, would be deployed; and an
effort to begin arms limitation talks with the Soviet Union. The second option
was to begin deployment of a small anti-Chinese system. The meeting ended
with Johnson agreeing that the State Department should begin to probe the
Russians on the possibility of talks but apparently withholding any decision
on ABM deployment.

The State Department thus proceeded to explore the possibilities of arms
limitation talks with the Soviet Union. Meanwhile McNamara presented the
president with a memorandum summarizing his arguments against an anti-
Russian system but suggesting that an ABM defense against China might
prove useful.

To demonstrate that he was not the only opponent of a large Soviet-
oriented ABM system, McNamara arranged for the president and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to meet in early January 1967 with past and current special
assistants to the president for science and technology and former directors of
defense research and engineering. None of the scientists present dissented
from the view (not shared by the then-current head of DDR&E) that an ABM
to defend the American people against a Russian missile attack was not feasi-
ble and should not be built. There was some discussion of an anti-Chinese
system and some divergence of views, but a majority was opposed to
deployment.6

Following that meeting, McNamara was apparently able to persuade John-
son to delay any deployment, whether anti-Russian or anti-Chinese, and to
pursue the option of initial procurement combined with a concentrated effort
to open arms limitation talks with the Soviet Union.

The proposal for such talks seemed to be a vehicle for the pursuit of a
number of presidential objectives. Johnson was haunted, as all of his postwar
predecessors had been, by the specter of nuclear war. He was anxious to try to
do something to bring nuclear weapons under control. Moreover, it was an
issue through which the president could appeal to the general public desire for
peace and specifically to the left wing of the Democratic Party, which was
becoming increasingly disaffected on Vietnam. It was also an issue with which
Johnson could make history as the president who had made the decisive move
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to end the nuclear arms race that threatened mankind’s doom. Johnson was
quick to sense those possibilities.

McNamara was able to argue that an American decision to proceed with
ballistic missile defense would hamper arms limitation talks with the Russians,
since one of the main purposes of such talks would be to seek an agreement
by both sides to avoid ABM deployment. McNamara could also argue that a
dramatic act of restraint by the United States would increase the probability
that the Soviet Union would respond favorably and that the talks would begin.
In any case a bold gesture by the president for peace would undercut much of
the opposition to his decision not to proceed right away with a ballistic mis-
sile defense.

At the same time, by asking for funds for ABMs and implying that he would
be prepared to spend them if talks did not get under way, the president was able
to avoid making the argument that the United States should unilaterally forgo
deployment of a ballistic missile defense. Johnson would be able to tell military
commanders and congressional leaders that he had certainly not ruled out a
ballistic missile defense, that in fact he had taken a major step toward such a
deployment but was postponing actual deployment pending an effort to get an
arms control agreement with the Soviet Union. Although military and congres-
sional leaders might be somewhat uneasy about the further delay, they could
not effectively mount a campaign against an effort to seek an agreement with
the Soviet Union, given the widespread popularity of such efforts.

Thus the proposal to link the two issues enabled McNamara to gain a fur-
ther delay, hoping that it might last indefinitely as the talks continued. The
president could avoid paying any major price in his relations with McNamara,
the Joint Chiefs, or Congress. He put off a hard choice and opened up the pos-
sibility of arms control negotiations, which would substantially enhance his
domestic position and ensure a favorable spot in the history books.7

Something for Everyone

We wish to ask further why the decision to deploy an ABM was announced at
the tail end of a speech whose whole structure and purpose was to explain that
an ABM defense against the Soviet Union was impossible. Why did the secre-
tary of defense describe the system as one directed against China, while the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and their allies in Congress described it as a first step
toward a full-scale defense against the Soviet Union? What has been said thus
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far should make it clear that the answers lie in the bargaining between McNa-
mara and Johnson, as affected by the positions of the Joint Chiefs and certain
leaders in Congress.

The effort to get the Soviets to agree to set a date for arms limitation talks
was unsuccessful. When President Johnson met with Premier Kosygin in a
hastily arranged summit conference at Glassboro, New Jersey, on June 23 and
25, 1967, there was still no Soviet agreement to talk. Johnson brought McNa-
mara along, and while the two leaders ate lunch the secretary of defense gave
them a lecture on nuclear strategy, previewing his San Francisco speech and
emphasizing the value of an agreement to both sides. The Russian leader was
unyielding; he described ABMs as defensive and unobjectionable and was not
prepared to agree to talks.8

Following the conference at Glassboro, there could be little doubt that talks
would not be under way before the president’s next budget message in Janu-
ary 1968. Almost immediately Johnson informed McNamara that some kind
of ABM deployment would have to be announced by January at the latest. The
president would then have to account for the disposition of ABM contin-
gency funds that he had requested and state whether he was seeking additional
sums for deployment of an ABM system. Given the stakes involved and the
implicit commitment that the president had made in January 1967 to go for-
ward in the absence of arms talks, his decision was not difficult to predict. Jan-
uary 1968 would be Johnson’s last chance to announce the deployment in a
budget message before the November presidential elections. To hedge again,
stating that he was still seeking talks, would have seemed unconvincing. The
intermediate options had run out. The president was determined to go ahead,
even if it meant paying a price in his relations with the secretary of defense.
Apparently, Johnson also felt that by beginning to deploy an ABM he might
convince the Russians to enter into arms limitation talks.9

Having decided to proceed with an ABM deployment, Johnson was obvi-
ously concerned about minimizing the cost in terms of his relations with
McNamara. He was willing to let the secretary announce the deployment in any
way that he chose. For the sake of military and congressional acceptance, the
president may have insisted that the deployment be described in such a way
that others could describe it as the first step toward an anti-Russian system.10
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From McNamara’s point of view the primary goal remained that of pre-
venting a large system directed at the Soviet Union. If the United States were
to go forward with any ABM deployment, it was important to him to do what
was possible to create in the public mind a clear difference between the sys-
tem being deployed and a large system. Thus it was in McNamara’s interest to
be able to explain his view of the arms race, explain his opposition to a large
anti-Russian system, and only then announce an ABM deployment. The
apparent contradiction in the speech was deliberate. McNamara may have
hoped that his speech would generate substantial public opposition to an
ABM deployment.

McNamara had recognized several years before that he might lose the bat-
tle against deploying any kind of ABM system, and he had begun laying the
groundwork for a fallback position in the form of a small ABM system
directed against China. In February 1965 McNamara publicly raised the pos-
sibility of ABM protection against a small nuclear attack from China but
argued that even then the decision was not needed because “the lead-time for
additional nations to develop and deploy an effective ballistic missile system
capable of reaching the United States is greater than we require to deploy the
defense.”11

Thus in September 1967 McNamara could announce that the lead time
required for American deployment of an ABM system was now about the
same as the lead time for a Chinese deployment of ICBMs in significant num-
bers. Therefore it was now prudent to proceed with the sort of ABM installa-
tion that he had been discussing for several years. And McNamara appears to
have been convinced that in its own terms ABM defense against China was,
as he described it in his speech, “marginal” but nevertheless “prudent.” Thus
in announcing the decision to deploy an ABM system against China, McNa-
mara could put forward arguments which he believed.

Even more important was McNamara’s desire to prevent a large deployment
directed at the Soviet Union. Such a system, he felt, would force the Russians to
respond and thereby set off another round in the arms race. An anti-Chinese
system could be more easily limited than a small system directed against the
Soviet Union. One alternative was to describe the system as one designed to pro-
tect the U.S. Minuteman missiles, although it would be difficult to justify on
grounds of its cost-effectiveness. Moreover, a system deployed only around mis-
sile sites would have been resisted by the Joint Chiefs and Senate leaders, since
it would not pave the way for a larger system against the Soviet Union and
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could not be described as the beginning of a larger system. Whether McNamara
himself or the president ruled out that alternative is not clear.12

Pressures for Expansion

There is a final question that we want to answer. Why was the system author-
ized for deployment designed as if its purpose was to protect American cities
against a large Soviet attack?

Once a presidential decision is made on a policy issue, the details of imple-
mentation must be turned over to an individual or organization. In the case
of the ABM system, there was no choice but to assign responsibility to the
Army. Although McNamara could and did attempt to monitor how the Army
would deploy the system, he was unable or unwilling to ensure that the sys-
tem would be designed so as to minimize the possibility of growth. The
Army’s freedom may have been enhanced by the fact that McNamara’s scien-
tific and technical advisers themselves tended to favor keeping open the option
to expand the system. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Nitze, to whom gen-
eral responsibility for much of the day-to-day administration of the Pentagon
fell as McNamara devoted more and more of his time to Vietnam, also tended
to favor keeping the option open.

But there was a more fundamental problem. Once a decision was made to
proceed with a ballistic missile defense system against China, there was strong
pressure to move forward quickly. The president could not then admit that the
government had no hardware for such a system and that three or four years
of research and development would be necessary before deployment would
begin. Thus deployment began with the components that were already devel-
oped, even though they were far from optimal for a missile network that
would serve against China but not grow into a large ABM system turned
toward the Soviet Union.

Geography also worked against a limited system. Both Russian and Chinese
ICBMs are set up to approach the United States through the same corridor
over the North Pole. Radars for an anti-Chinese system would be the same as
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those for an anti-Russian system, and long-range missile launchers would be
useful against both threats.

DDR&E, which favored a large Soviet-oriented system, had no motive to
use its ingenuity to develop components that might be effective against China
but have little potential for a large anti-Russian system. And in making pre-
cise decisions about where to locate radar and missile launching sites, the
Army in fact chose sites close to cities, to permit the deployment of a large
anti-Russian system should the decision to do so be made at a later date.

McNamara’s control over the implementation of the decision simply was
not great enough to prevent such developments. He was increasingly
immersed in Vietnam and clearly on his way out of office. He did not have the
support of the president in seeking to limit the system. His principal assistant
did not share his desire to reduce the possibility that the system could grow,
and the Army, charged with deployment, favored a large anti-Russian system.
Thus, despite McNamara’s efforts in his statements to distinguish sharply
between an anti-Chinese and an anti-Russian system, the Army was able to tell
Congress that actual deployment was not different in any significant way from
projected first stages of an anti-Russian system and that the system being
deployed was expected to grow.

Decisions and Change

The Johnson administration’s decision to deploy an ABM system, the way in
which it was announced, and the deployment preparations that followed illus-
trate the policy process described in this book and demonstrate how aware-
ness of politics inside government can help in analyzing a particular decision
or action. As is typical, no single actor’s views of what should be done domi-
nated, although the president’s views played a major role in shaping the gen-
eral direction of American actions.

Two independent decisions were involved, with different actors influenc-
ing the course of each. The first decision was simply whether to deploy defen-
sive missiles at all. That was necessarily a presidential decision; there was no
end run around him. As the ABM decision illustrates, the president is quali-
tatively different—not simply a very powerful participant among less power-
ful participants.

The second decision related to the timing, substance, and shape of deploy-
ment, given the previous decision calling for an ABM system of some kind. In
the latter decision the president played a much less central role and other
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players were more influential. Johnson was both less interested and less in
control.

The decision that some sort of deployment would be announced by Janu-
ary 1968 can thus best be explained by exploring the multiple constituencies
and interests that the president had to balance. During the cold war period,
the foreign policy interests of every president came to focus on relations with
the Soviet Union as they affected the nuclear balance and the need to avoid
nuclear war. During the first half of that period, those concerns led to support
for greater military efforts. During the second half of the period, military
efforts were increasingly accompanied by interest in negotiating arms control
agreements. Each president thought about the image that might be painted of
him in the history books and developed a desire to go down as a man of
peace. All of them felt, as Johnson did, the responsibility to avoid a nuclear
holocaust that would destroy civilization. That was exactly the dilemma that
confronted President Ronald Reagan two decades later, when he decided to
pursue an all-out effort to develop a viable ballistic missile defense system and,
at the same time, press the Soviet Union for the most far-reaching nuclear
arms control agreements that had ever been contemplated.13

On the other hand, no president can ignore the pressures on him from the
bureaucracy, especially senior military and department officers, or the pres-
sures from congressional leaders and the public when a presidential cam-
paign is around the corner. All those pressures came to bear on Lyndon
Johnson as he pondered the ABM question in 1967. Johnson appeared here
in the characteristic presidential role of conciliator, someone who attempts to
give as much as he or she can to each of a number of principal subordinates
and the permanent bureaucracies while seeking a position that avoids any
conflict between his or her own various interests and constituencies beyond
the government. The limited ABM system that Johnson ultimately authorized
could be described by Robert McNamara as anti-Chinese and hence not a
danger to Soviet-American relations in general or future arms talks in partic-
ular. At the same time, the Joint Chiefs and Senate leaders had their own pay-
offs. Despite McNamara’s statement, they still could describe deployment as
a first step toward an anti-Russian system. Moreover, the “small” anti-Chinese
system that Johnson approved was much larger than the system the Soviet
Union was deploying around Moscow. Given the ambiguities and the simpli-
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fied view the public takes on such questions, the Republican Party could be
denied a missile gap issue. That was the president’s payoff.

Johnson also was able to reconcile his own desire to seek an end to the
nuclear arms race with the need to maintain American military strength. In
early 1967, he was prepared to go along with McNamara’s proposal to seek
arms talks with the Soviet Union before a firm final decision was made to pro-
ceed with ABM deployment. After talking with Kosygin he concluded that
under the current circumstances the Soviet Union would not enter talks. He
believed that perhaps the pressure that would be put on Russia’s leaders by the
beginning of American deployment would move them to agree to talks. In
ordering the deployment Johnson was not abandoning his efforts to get arms
talks and an arms agreement with the Soviet Union. He thought of himself as
structuring the situation to make an American ABM deployment a way to get
the very talks that both he and McNamara desired.

If the decision to order a deployment can be most clearly understood in
terms of the conflicting pressures on the president, the precise nature of the
deployment can be understood largely in terms of pressures within the
bureaucracy below the president, constrained by the operating procedures of
the Army and of the Pentagon as a whole. Although McNamara himself
wanted no deployment or a limited deployment, the staffs on which he had
to depend to monitor and implement the president’s decision were unani-
mous in their belief that an ABM system should be built that could grow into
a large anti-Russian system. His science adviser, John S. Foster, who would
have the major role in monitoring both the research on the ABM system and
its development and production, believed strongly that the option for a large
system should be left open, as did Paul Nitze, McNamara’s deputy secretary of
defense (following the departure of Cyrus Vance, who more closely shared
McNamara’s views). The Army itself favored a big system. No imaginative
thought had gone into the design of components for a specifically anti-
Chinese system. In fact, the implementers were straining as hard as they could
to design and later deploy a system that could be expanded. McNamara was
stymied. He lacked a strong presidential directive to keep the system small; he
lacked strong staff support in that direction. He was himself primarily preoc-
cupied with Vietnam, and his days as secretary of defense were obviously
numbered.

One of the truisms about bureaucracy is that it resists change. In that light,
the ABM issue appears to be an anomaly, but it was not. Although McNamara
was in one sense a defender of the status quo, he had to take the initiative to
try to prevent ABM deployment, since the system seemed to be grinding

back to abm: some tentative answers / 357

3409-3 ch17  9/18/06  10:39 AM  Page 357



inevitably toward that end. The system was heavily biased toward the deploy-
ment of new weapons under certain conditions; ABM deployment was not
seen as change. The rules of the game, shared images, and organizational pro-
cedures of the American government produced a situation from the time of
the Korean War through the end of the 1960s in which the procurement of
new weapons was part of the routine.

As noted earlier, the budgetary process itself creates a unique set of pres-
sures. The fact that ABM decisions had to be recorded in the budget meant to
proponents that the issue would reach the president without any effort on
their part. That was particularly true because of the rule giving the JCS the
right to appeal any decision of the secretary of defense or the budget director
to the president. No other career service enjoys that right. Moreover, the pres-
ident had to make a decision and announce it publicly according to a dead-
line determined by the budget. To urge him to delay was to urge him to take
a public stand against ABM deployment at that time.

The operating rules of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, as well as their access to
powerful senators and representatives, also biased the system toward deploy-
ment of any weapons system favored strongly by one of the services. Given
strong Army support for an ABM system and given the judgment of Pentagon
scientists that it was technically feasible, unanimous JCS support for the sys-
tem was forthcoming under the logrolling rules that the Joint Chiefs had
begun to use in the McNamara period. The fact that they would report their
views to Congress when asked meant that the president could not keep differ-
ences hidden and would have to publicly challenge the JCS in order to prevent
deployment.

The timing of the private negotiations that the president and the secretary
of defense conducted with the Joint Chiefs in itself biased decisions toward
deployment. That is to say, the normal aversion of the budget bureau to
expensive weapons, the skepticism of the members of the president’s Science
Advisory Committee, and the opposition of some parts of the State Depart-
ment to deployment could not be brought into play early enough in the
process to affect the outcome.

The shared images that officials believed dominated American society fur-
ther pushed the system toward ABM deployment. There was a widely accepted
view that the United States ought to maintain strategic superiority over the
Soviet Union and therefore ought to more than match any system that the
Soviets deployed. The general view was that the United States should deploy
any strategic system that worked well and appeared to have the prospect of
reducing damage should war occur. The existence of that shared view made
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it difficult to put forward arguments within the bureaucracy against ABM
deployment and even more difficult to shape arguments that the president
would judge to be effective with Congress and with the public. Given the sit-
uation, the president had to be concerned with the domestic political effects,
particularly on his reelection prospects in 1968. He did not want to be accused
of opening an ABM gap, failing to match the Soviet system, and giving up
American nuclear superiority.

The organizational procedures of the Pentagon likewise moved the govern-
ment in the direction of deployment. Research, both in the Army and in the
Advanced Research Projects Agency, was dominated by scientists who believed
that any feasible system should be deployed. Moreover, the focus tended to be
on the greatest conceivable threat and hence on designing missiles to counter
a large Russian attack. The desire to make an effective case for deployment led
to underestimates of cost and overestimates of feasibility.

McNamara seemed to recognize that, because of the constraints within the
government, he probably could not stop ABM deployment. Thus his effort
had to be directed as much toward changing long-standing biases with respect
to nuclear strategy as to devising delaying action against deployment. Although
he lost the short-run battle to prevent deployment (or confine deployment to
a missile type that could not grow into a large anti-Russian system), his effort
to change the terms of the debate as carried on within the bureaucracy, in
Congress, and among the public were considerably more successful.

Thus by 1969 President Nixon accepted nuclear sufficiency rather than
superiority as the American goal. He also embraced as his own McNamara’s
arguments against an anti-Russian system. He announced that the United
States had no intention of deploying such a system, not only because it was
technically infeasible but also because such a system would threaten the Soviet
Union’s deterrent. He proceeded with a system designed to defend the coun-
try against China and to defend Minuteman, but he directed that the system
be designed so that it could not be expanded—or appear to the Russians
capable of being expanded—into a large system. In part as a result of the
arguments McNamara had made, the attitude of the Senate changed dramat-
ically on this issue.

Perhaps the most successful conversion came with the Russians. Kosygin
was arguing at Glassboro that ABMs were purely defensive weapons and that
the American effort to prevent their deployment was immoral. However, by
1971, at the strategic arms talks, the Russians were pressing for an agreement
to limit ABMs. Even the fact that the talks were under way can be attributed
to McNamara’s efforts to prevent ABM deployment. The treaty limiting ABMs

back to abm: some tentative answers / 359

3409-3 ch17  9/18/06  10:39 AM  Page 359



to very low levels, negotiated in Moscow in May 1972, was a final vindication
of McNamara’s position.

During subsequent decades of arms control negotiations, however, the pro-
ponents of an ABM system continued to fight against limits on U.S. efforts to
develop a missile defense system. Although Ronald Reagan made the Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI) a hallmark of his administration, he kept the ABM
treaty in place and promoted negotiations with the Soviet Union for substan-
tial reductions in nuclear weapons. After the Soviet Union split up, attention
in Washington turned increasingly to the task of preventing the dismantled
Soviet weapons from falling into the hands of hostile actors. The desire for an
effective missile defense against a variety of threats was reborn in earnest dur-
ing the presidency of George W. Bush and the long-time opponents of the
ABM treaty finally succeeded in convincing him to withdraw from the treaty.
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This book has tried to do two things. At the most general
level, it has presented a way of thinking about how governments function in the
area of national security. It also has provided a good deal of detail about the
nature of the American bureaucratic system in the period since World War II.

Having concentrated largely on the specifics of the American system in
this period, we wish to pull back briefly to view the broader perspective and
look at the implications of this approach for an understanding of interna-
tional politics and of the impact of American actions on the behavior of other
nations.

In general, when someone thinks in the conventional way about inter-
national politics, he or she takes for granted the analogy of two individuals
talking clearly and purposefully to each other and reacting in terms of care-
fully calculated interests. Thus the United States and other nations are believed
each to possess unity of purpose and action in responding to the other’s
moves.1

If, as we believe, other governments are similar to the U.S. government as we
have described it here, then the reality is quite different. Understanding of any
international event and especially understanding of how American behavior
influences the behavior of other countries would be greatly improved if the
usual model were replaced by a different, more complicated image of what
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1. Graham Allison has presented persuasive evidence of the extent to which this is the
dominant way of thinking about international politics. He terms this approach “Model One:
The Rational Actor.” See Allison, Essence of Decision, pp. 10–38.
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international politics is all about. That image, derived from the discussion of
the American government presented here, would reveal the following features.

Most governments are not, in fact, the equivalent of a single individual with
a single purpose and the ability to control completely the government’s
actions. Rather, each government consists of numerous individuals, many of
them working in large organizations. Constrained, to be sure, by the shared
images of their society, those individuals nevertheless have very different inter-
ests and priorities, and they are concerned with very different questions. Many
of them are preoccupied by events at home and deal with events abroad only
as those events interact with and affect their ability to pursue their interests
at home. Others are concerned directly with what happens abroad but do not
agree on what should be done. At any one time a government is concerned
with countless issues and problems at home and abroad.

An action by one government, which looks to an outside observer like a
deliberate and calculated attempt to influence the behavior of another govern-
ment, in fact is likely to have emerged from the process of pulling and haul-
ing that we have described above for the American government. One
participant’s idea of what actions should be taken to influence another gov-
ernment has likely been compromised by other participants’ point of view
about what will influence that government and by still other participants’
concern with organizational and domestic interests. Any decision that was
taken might well have been adventitious, and what was then done was no
doubt influenced by those who had to implement the decision. The imple-
menters are likely not to have fully understood what was decided, and they are
constrained by the standard operating procedures of their organization. They
also might have the desire and the ability to resist orders and do something
else. Thus actions that appear to be designed to influence another government
actually have much more complicated origins.

Nor will the government toward which the action seems to be directed
respond according to the common image of two individuals communicating
accurately with each other. For one thing, officials in the second government
do not know whether the act that they observe in fact resulted from high-level
decisions, more or less faithfully implemented, or from other sources and
purposes. In any case, they interpret the action according to the shared images
of their own society. They view the action in light of their own interests within
their own bureaucracy and society. Thus the impact of an action by one gov-
ernment on another depends on the nature of the internal debate in that
government, on which participants are strengthened or disheartened by the
action, and on the common interpretation that comes to be given to it in the
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second government. How that government responds is influenced by all of the
pulling and hauling discussed above.

Efforts to explain the behavior of two nations in relation to each other are
likely to seem less puzzling if such a framework is adopted for purposes of
analysis. We would then ask, for example, not why the United States took a cer-
tain action and what calculations might have been in “its” mind, but what
motives, interests, and sources of power of the various participants in the Amer-
ican government led to the decisions and then to the actions. In seeking to
explain the response, we would apply the same analysis, taking account of the
great difficulty in perceiving the sources of an action of another government.

This approach also has important implications for policy advice to the
American government. Both inside and outside the government, proposals
put forward to influence the behavior of other governments usually are based
on the simple model of two individuals communicating accurately with each
other. If the approach presented here is applied, then proposals that otherwise
look sensible may appear unwise or even dangerous. What is ultimately
decided after a proposal is put forward almost certainly will be a compromise
drawn from suggestions by a number of individuals, and what is then done
will be heavily influenced by the standard operating procedures and interests
of the implementers. How the resulting action affects other governments will
depend on their internal situations, their domestic conflicts, and their percep-
tions of U.S. interests and intentions. Only if we are able to make such an
analysis of a policy proposal can we have reasonable confidence that what is
being suggested is sensible.
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The first section of the references and bibliography lists
the memoirs of individuals who were involved in the making of U.S. national
security policy at one time or another during the post–World War II period.
For the first edition of this book, an attempt was made to identify and exam-
ine every one of these sources, defined as books and articles in which an
author describes his involvement in the policy process. Thus section A is a sub-
stantially complete listing of all such memoirs published through early 1973
and a much less compete list of books and articles published since that date.
A number of interviews conducted and transcribed by the John F. Kennedy
Library as part of its Oral History Program likewise contain reminiscences by
participants in the policy process. The Oral History Interviews from which we
quote are listed in section B. Section C lists all other sources that we consulted,
a high proportion of which are quoted or cited in the text. Some are of spe-
cial conceptual relevance in the study of bureaucratic politics.
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