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ABSTRACT

Everyone knows that national security agencies are important. No 
president, however skilled, can by himself amass the information and expertise 
necessary for advancing U.S. national interests abroad. Forging American 
foreign policy is a team game.

Yet, political scientists know astonishingly little about national security 
agencies like the CIA or the National Security Council staff. We need to learn 
more -  much more — about the origins and evolution of these organizations. 
What factors shape their initial design? What forces drive agency change? These 
are the central questions I address.

Theories of international relations provide little help. Instead, I start with 
bureaucracy, turning to a set of ideas in American politics that have been used to 
explain domestic policy agencies. Collectively known as the new 
institutionalism, these arguments employ concepts like collective action and 
principal-agent analysis. They start at the ground level, with conflict, with 
institutions, and with self-interest. Viewing national security agencies through 
new institutionalist lenses yields two major findings. First, national security 
agencies arise and evolve in fundamentally different ways than their domestic 
policy counterparts. In domestic affairs, interest groups and legislators primarily 
determine agency design. This is because interest groups are strong, information 
about agencies is easy to acquire, policy issues lie in the legislative domain, and 
bureaucrats care little about agencies beside their own. Not so in foreign affairs. 
There, interest groups are weak, secrecy abounds, policy issues lie more in the 
executive domain, and agencies are tightly connected. As a result, presidents 
and bureaucrats become the primary players, battling over agency structure far 
from the capital steps.

The foreign/domestic policy distinction also holds for agency evolution. 
While domestic policy agencies develop in step with the changing constellation 
of interest groups, or with the shifting preferences of relevant Congressional 
committees, national security agencies do not. Rather, the trajectory of a national 
security agency is a function of three related factors. In descending order of 
importance, they are: (1) the structural choices made at an agency's birth; (2) the 
ongoing interests of bureaucrats, presidents, and to a lesser degree, legislators; 
and (3) rare, focusing, exogenous events.

iv
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Because legislation is difficult to pass in the American system of separated 
powers, agency mandates, procedures and structures which manage to become 
law generally endure. This means that enabling legislation plays a pivotal role in 
shaping an agency’s developmental course. Founding moments loom large. 
Initial agency design makes possible certain paths and rules out others. All, 
however, is not predetermined. Once an agency arises, the interests and 
capabilities of political actors c jme into play. Presidents, bureaucrats and 
legislators are not free to do whatever they want. But they do have an array of 
tools which — if the incentives are high enough — they can use to shape agencies 
to their liking. For each of these players, deciding whether to tolerate or 
transform an agency depends on what options are available, on what opposition 
is expected, and on what rewards are to be gained. Enacting legislation may 
determine the range of possible developmental paths for a given agency. 
However, it is the rational self-interests of political players that determine which 
particular course the agency will follow. On top of all of this, international and 
domestic events can provide exogenous "shocks" that shift the interests and 
capabilities of relevant actors. In sum, these factors suggest the evolution of 
national security agencies is neither automatic nor unpredictable.

Second, we find that national security organizations are not rationally 
suited to serving national interests — and for perfectly rational reasons. These 
agencies arise from conflicts and compromises between nationally minded 
presidents on the one hand, and self-interested bureaucrats and legislators on the 
other. Although presidents have incentives to think of broader concerns, rarely 
can they get the national security agencies they desire. As Richard Neustadt first 
observed, presidents are not all-powerful; they are single individuals with 
limited political resources, saturated political agendas, and many potential 
opponents, both inside and outside of the executive branch. To understand why 
national security organizations are poorly equipped to promote national aims, 
we must understand the incentives, interests and capabilities of political actors. 
We must realize that agencies arise out of politics.

The argument is illustrated with case studies, based on personal 
interviews and historical research, of the National Security Council staff, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, and the Central Intelligence Agency.

v
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Everyone knows that national security agencies are important.1 No 
president, however skilled, can by himself amass the information and expertise 
necessary for advancing U.S. national interests abroad. The Founders recognized 
this executive need almost immediately. In July 1789, before establishing any 
other Cabinet department, they passed legislation creating a Department of 
Foreign Affairs. Twentieth-century presidents have come to face an even more 
complex and threatening world. In today's global village of instant 
communications, nuclear weapons, and increasing interdependence, American 
chief executives have little choice but to rely on a broader, executive branch 
foreign policy apparatus. Forging American national security policy is a team 
game.

But organization is never neutral. As any Washington taxi driver can 
point out, government organization has serious implications for policy outputs. 
It matters who has the information, who has the jurisdiction, who has the last 
word. It matters whether intelligence is collected by diplomats or spies, whether 
international negotiations are conducted through the Department of State or 
through "back channels" in the White House. Senator Henry M. Jackson put it 
well in 1959 when he remarked before the National War College, "Organization 
by itself cannot assure a strategy for victory in the cold war. But good 
organization can help, and poor organization can hurt" (Jackson 1959). When it 
comes to selecting, shaping, and implementing U.S. foreign policy, the devil 
often lies in the details of agency design.

Examples of how government organization affects foreign policy 
outcomes abound. Many argue that fundamental weaknesses in the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff organization contributed to the 1983 terrorist bombing of a Marine 
barracks in Beirut, and to numerous operational failures during the U.S. invasion

*1 define "national security" in the traditional, geostrategic, military sense. Although the end of 
the Cold War has brought increased attention to the economic aspects of national security, these 
issues still fit only tenuously in the policy-making process. We can see this dearly in the 
changing, experimental character of economic security organizations that have appeared 
alongside the National Security Council system in both the Bush and Clinton administrations. As 
one senior foreign policy observer put it, "it's still hard to put economic interests into national 
security. It’s coming, but it's embryonic" (Confidential, interview by author, 20 July 1995).

1
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of Grenada.2 In perhaps the most telling episode of the assault, one Army officer 
had to use his AT&T card at a local pay phone to call in air support for his 
troops; interservice coordination was so poor that the Army and Air Force did 
not even operate on the same radio frequencies (Lochner 1985, 365). Similarly, 
many of the excesses, problems and scandals of the Central Intelligence Agency 
appear to have organizational roots. The CIA was able to expand into illegal 
domestic operations and foreign subversion in part because no one was 
watching; Congress never set up an oversight mechanism when it created the 
Agency in 1947, and had little incentive to do so until public outcries in the 1970s. 
On a more positive note, key features of National Security Council staff — its 
small size, insulation from Congress and responsiveness to presidential needs 
and interests — have enabled it to play a decisive role in issues ranging from the 
Cuban missile crisis to the establishment of diplomatic relations with China. 
Indeed, if there is any doubt about the significance of agency design, we need 
only ask: would there have been a Bay of Pigs without the CIA? An Iran-Contra 
without the NSC staff?

Yet, despite the obvious importance of national security agencies in 
foreign policy, political scientists know astonishingly little about them. We need 
to learn more — much more — about the origins and evolution of these 
organizations. What factors shape the initial design of American national 
security agencies? What forces drive agency change? These are the central 
questions I address.

Theories of international relations (IR) provide little help in this task. 
Ironically, the most compelling IR explanation of national security agencies 
comes from the theory which most ignores them. Realism, the field's dominant 
paradigm, implicitly suggests that national security agencies are designed to 
serve the national interest -  they are structured to translate national objectives 
into national policy and to faithfully carry those policies o u t The pressures of 
the international system — the constant threat of war and the absence of world 
government — compel states to design agencies which promote their own 
survival. Indeed, realists can only treat states as unitary rational actors by 
assuming that domestic-level processes are unproblematic. Though Kenneth 
Waltz (1979) tells us that assumptions need not be true, they do need to come 
close. If realist claims are right, then systemic factors drive state behavior. And

2Barry Blechman, interview by author, 10 February 1995. For more, see Korb 1976; Lochner 1985; 
Perry 1989.

2
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for systemic factors to drive state behavior, individual government agencies 
cannot act independently or capriciously. They cannot be selfish or partisan. 
National interest, not self-interest, must determine their behavior.

The realist argument can be condensed into some specific testable 
hypotheses about agency origins and evolution. These are summarized in the 
figure below:

FlquteJ.I___________ The Realist Model: Propositions

Aaencv Orlafns

Proposition 1: An agency's original design is determined by international 
factors, not domestic-level politics

Proposition 2: National security agencies are optimally designed to serve the 
national interest

Aaencv Evolution

Proposition 3: Agencies evolve in response to changes in the international 
system

Proposition 4: Congressional oversight does not matter; agencies are well 
designed at the outset and are responsive to ongoing changes in 
the international system

Proposition 5: An individual agency's evolution can be explained by systemic- 
level factors -  by the state's place in the international system, by 
the distribution of power among states, and by the security 
imperatives these two factors generate

Simply put, it is the threat of war between states, not political wrangling between 
the branches of American government, which determines the creation and 
evolution of American national security organizations.

This approach may be theoretically elegant, but it is empirically wrong. 
Ask any president whether American foreign policy agencies optimally serve the 
national interest, and you will be laughed out of own. When the military 
services cannot communicate with each other during battle; when military lines 
of authority become so convoluted that no one can be held accountable for 
success or failure; when intelligence experts cannot predict North Korea’s 
invasion of the South, Iran's fundamentalist revolution, or the Soviet Union's 
collapse; when spies target American citizens on American soil in violation of the 
law; something, surely, is amiss. The truth is that international factors like the

3
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onset of the Cold War may catalyze the development of new agencies, but they 
hardly determine the final shape these agencies take. Nor do they insure agency 
responsiveness over time. If anything, American history tells us that government 
agencies are sticky. Once they arise, they become very difficult to change. One 
need only glance at the CIA to see this point. In 1996, five years after the end of 
the Cold War, this Cold War organization has remained undaunted and largely 
unaltered. In short, a realist approach misses more than it captures. Although 
realism offers some valuable insights into international organizations and 
outcomes, it has a thin understanding of domestic-level organization. This is 
because it discards domestic politics. For questions of agency origins and 
evolution, domestic politics are the key to the puzzle.

Thus, rather than starting in the international realm, I start with 
bureaucracy. Instead of relying on standard theories of international relations, I 
turn to a set of ideas in American politics that have been used to explain 
domestic policy agencies. Collectively known as the new institutionalism (NI), 
these arguments employ concepts like collective action, transaction costs, and 
prindpal-agent analysis. They start at the ground level, with conflict, with 
institutions, and with self-interest Interest groups are key in this account: they 
are self-interested, powerful, and fundamentally concerned with the structure of 
government agencies. Because interest groups are out for themselves, and 
because legislators have electoral incentives to do their bidding, bureaucracy is 
built in a piecemeal fashion. The system lacks any overarching, rationalizing 
architecture. The bureaucratic whole is not more than the sum of the parts. To 
new institutionalists, "American public bureaucracy is not designed to be 
effective" (Moe 1989,267).

Unfortunately, new institutionalism does not offer a perfect model for 
understanding national security agencies. Despite its sweeping claims, the 
theory was developed with a small set of domestic policy regulatory agencies in 
mind. More specifically, a strict new institutionalist approach makes the 
following predictions:

4
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Figure 1.2 A Strict New Institutionalist Model: Propositions

Aaencv Orlalns

Proposition 1: Congress drives initial agency design

Proposition 2: Agencies reflect conflict between contending interest groups and 
their legislative champions. As a result, agencies are not well 
designed to promote national interests

Aaencv Evolution

Proposition 3: Congress drives agency evolution

Proposition 4: Congress oversees the bureaucracy: legislators have strong 
incentives and powerful tools to keep a firm watch

Proposition 5: An individual agency's evolution can be explained by changes in 
the interest group environment, Congressional committee 
composition, and Congressional preferences

These propositions work well in explaining how regulatory agencies like 
the Interstate Commerce Commission arise and evolve. The problem is that all 
agencies do not look exactly like the ICC. New institutionalism's bureaucratic 
universe does not mirror the empirical one. Much of what I set out to do is 
translate and transform new institutionalism to work in the foreign policy realm.

Doing so yields some striking results. For one thing, we find that national 
security agencies arise and evolve in fundamentally different ways than their 
domestic policy counterparts traditionally studied in American politics. In 
domestic policy, interest groups and their legislative supporters take the lead in 
shaping agency design and operations. The action takes place mostly in 
Congress. But in national security affairs, presidents and bureaucrats are the 
primary players, battling over agency structure far away from the capitol steps. 
This is no small finding: it suggests "the politics of bureaucratic structure" (Moe 
1989) take place even in the absence of interest groups. It seems that politics do 
not disappear when societal interests do.

The foreign policy/domestic policy distinction holds for agency evolution 
as well. While domestic policy agencies may develop in step with the changing 
constellation of interest groups (Moe 1989) or with the shifting preferences of 
relevant Congressional committees (Weingast and Moran 1983) or majority

5
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parties (Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991), national security agencies generally do 
not. Rather, the trajectory of a national security agency is a function of three 
related factors. They are, in order of descending importance: 1) the structural 
choices made at an agency's birth; 2)the ongoing interests of bureaucrats, 
presidents, and to a lesser degree, legislators; and 3) exogenous events, which are 
rare.

Because legislation is difficult to pass in the American system of separated 
powers, agency mandates, procedures and structures which manage to become 
law generally endure. This means that enabling legislation plays a pivotal role in 
shaping an agency’s developmental course. Initial agency design makes possible 
certain paths and rules out others. Founding moments loom large. All, however, 
is not predetermined. Once an agency arises, the interests and capabilities of 
political actors come into play. Presidents, bureaucrats and legislators are not 
free to do whatever they want. But they do have an array of tools which — if the 
incentives are high enough — they can use to shape agencies to their liking. For 
each of these players, deciding whether to tolerate or transform an agency 
depends on what options are available, on what opposition is expected, and on 
what rewards are to be gained. Enacting legislation may determine the range of 
possible developmental paths for a given agency. However, it is the rational self- 
interests of political players that determine which particular course the agency 
will follow. On top of all of this, international and domestic events can provide 
exogenous "shocks" that shift the interests and capabilities of relevant actors. 
Taken together, these factors suggest the evolution of national security agencies 
is neither automatic nor unpredictable.

Perhaps more important, viewing national security agencies through a 
modified new institutionalist lens challenges the realist claim about optimal 
agency design. We find that national security organizations are not rationally 
suited to serving the national interest -- and for perfectly rational reasons. 
Organizations like the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Central Intelligence Agency 
are grounded in self-interest. They are products of the political conflicts and 
compromises among self-interested political actors. Although presidents do 
have incentives to think in terms of broad national concerns, rarely can they get 
the kind of national security agencies they desire. As Richard Neustadt (1960) 
observed over thirty years ago, presidents are not all-powerful. They are single 
individuals with limited political resources, saturated political agendas, and 
many potential opponents, both inside and outside of the executive branch. To

6
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understand why national security organizations are poorly equipped to promote 
national aims, we must understand the incentives, interests and capabilities of 
political actors. We must begin by realizing that agencies arise out of politics.

My argument proceeds in two steps. First, I lay the theoretical 
groundwork. Chapter Two examines more closely what current theories of 
international relations and American politics tell us about national security 
agencies. The short answer is "not that much." American national security 
agencies have been overlooked and understudied for one basic reason: they fall 
between the cracks of the discipline. They are at once too domestic for most IR 
theorists and too foreign for students of American politics.

Chapter three begins to address this problem, developing a modified new 
institutionalist framework for understanding national security agency origins 
and evolution. This is done by analyzing NTs theoretical foundations and central 
arguments; by delineating key differences between national security and 
domestic regulatory agencies; and by raising some critical questions about 
domestic politics and the national interest. It turns out that national security 
agencies differ in some crucial ways from their domestic policy counterparts: in 
domestic affairs, interest groups are rampant, information about agency activities 
is easy to obtain, policy issues lie in the purview of the legislative branch, and 
agencies are only loosed connected to one another. This is not the case in foreign 
affairs. There, interest groups are scarce and weak, information about agency 
activities is very difficult to get, presidents exercise unique and powerful 
prerogatives, and agencies unavoidably interact with one another. Placing the 
new institutionalist logic in this new context allows us to devise an alternative 
National Security Agency Model. The Model’s propositions are outlined below.

7
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Elflure 1.3 The National Security Aaencv Model: Propositions

Agency Origins

Proposition 1: The Executive branch drives initial agency design

Proposition 2: Agencies reflect conflict between contending bureaucrats and 
the president. As a result, they are not well designed to serve 
national interests.

Aoencv Evolution

Proposition 3: The Executive branch drives agency evolution

Proposition 4: Congress exercises only sporadic and ineffectual oversight; 
Members have weak incentives and blunt tools

Proposition 5: An individual agency's evolution can be explained by its initial 
structure, the ongoing interests of relevant political actors, and 
exogenous events

In step two, I illustrate these propositions with case studies of the National 
Security Council (NSC) system, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), and the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA). In many ways, this was an ideal trio to examine. All 
three agencies were originally formed at the same time, by the same cast of 
characters, to meet the same emerging Soviet threat. In addition, the NSC 
system, JCS and CIA should lend themselves to realist explanations: if any 
organizations should be well designed to promote American national interests, it 
is these Cold War policymaking, military and intelligence agencies.

But the NSC system, JCS and CIA were not created to serve the national 
interest. Established by the National Security Act of 1947, these agencies were 
creatures of conflict and compromise. They arose from one of the most bitter 
bureaucratic battles in American history. Besides Harry Truman, nobody in the 
executive or legislative branches sat around thinking about ideal or optimal 
agency organization. The War and Navy Departments, the intelligence 
bureaucracy, and the Congress were all too busy guarding their own interests to 
worry about national ones.

Once formed, these agencies developed along different paths for similar 
reasons. The National Security Council system underwent a rapid and radical 
transformation. Almost overnight, the formal statutory National Security

8
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Council — which included major Cabinet secretaries and the president — became 
eclipsed by an informal, presidentially-appointed NSC staff. The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, by contrast, remained mired in its original, ineffective design for nearly 
forty years. Only in 1986, when a rare political aligning of the stars made reform 
possible, did the Joint Chiefs get the capabilities to offer truly joint advice and 
conduct joint operations well. The Central Intelligence Agency followed a 
schizophrenic path: while the Agency's covert side grew much like the NSC staff, 
its coordination and analysis side stagnated like the JCS.

These evolutionary trajectories have imposed substantial costs. On an 
absolute level, two of the three agencies never performed well.3 During the Cold 
War, when it counted most, the Joint Chiefs and the CIA fell short. Riven by 
parochial service interests, the Joint Chiefs of Staff proved unable to offer 
presidents coherent military advice or to conduct effective joint military 
operations. From Korea to Vietnam to Grenada, military operations were 
routinely plagued by coordination problems, by unclear lines of command, and 
by unnecessary loss of life. Similarly, the Central Intelligence Agency never 
succeeded in centralizing intelligence. Instead of exerting discipline over the far- 
flung intelligence community, CIA only added to the chaos — producing its own 
reports and developing its own independent collection capabilities. In addition, 
the agency pursued a series of illegal and quasi-legal activities which eventually 
triggered citizen outcries and Congressional intervention.

By putting some empirical meat on the bones of deductively derived 
propositions, the case studies provide strong supporting evidence for the 
National Security Agency model. They show how, and why, national security 
agencies have served the interests of the few, not the many.

3We do not need a theory of optimal agency design to reach this conclusion. At some base level, 
we know when an organization’s performance is suboptimal. Consider the U.S. postal service. 
Surely, we do not need to conjure up an ideal plan of the perfect postal system to recognize an 
imperfect one. It does not take much to condude that sending a letter across town should take 
less than three weeks.
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CHAPTER TWO

UNDERSTANDING WHAT’S MISSING:
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS THEORY, AMERICAN POLITICS,

AND NATIONAL SECURITY AGENCIES

U.S. foreign polity agencies in general, ind national security agencies in 
particular, have been vastly understudied in political science. These agencies live 
in a strange never-never land: few deny their importance, but even fewer have 
actually tried to understand their origins and development The omission is both 
a substantive and theoretical one. Though political scientists have focused on 
many empirical aspects of the Cold War, the national security apparatus has not 
been one of them. We know far more about mobile nuclear missile silos than we 
do about the original set-up of the National Security Council, the Central 
Intelligence Agency, or the Joint Chiefs of Staff. More important, these 
institutions are absent from the broader theoretical debates of both international 
relations and American politics. At best, aside from normative discussions of 
agency function (Allison and Szanton 1976; George 1980; Sorensen 1987), existing 
theory remains silent about national security agency origins and evolution. At 
worst, it ignores such questions altogether. National security organizations 
appear to have fallen between the cracks of international relations and American 
politics.

Below, I review the relevant debates in both literatures. My aims are 
threefold: First, I want to show how current work treats American national 
security agencies -  we need to know what is "out there" on the general topic to 
see more clearly the gaps and holes in the literature. Second, I want to explain 
why these gaps and holes exist. I will argue that national security agencies have 
been kept off the table more for reasons of sociology than science. Finally, I will 
say a few words about the "so what question" -  outlining what I believe are 
serious implications of excluding these agencies from broader theory-building 
efforts.

I. Theoretical Gaps and Holes

International Relations 
Systemic Theories

For most international relations theorists, things that exist within national 
borders -  like national security agencies -  do not matter very much. As a field,
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IR theory seeks to explain relations between states, not what goes on inside them. 
It has placed a premium on explanations which look first and foremost at the 
international system, rather than the particular characteristics of individual 
countries. As J. David Singer admits, "...the systemic level of analysis, and only 
this level, permits us to examine international relations in the whole, with a 
comprehensiveness that is of necessity lost when our focus is shifted to a lower 
and more partial level" (Singer 1961,79).

Realism, the dominant perspective in IR, sees international anarchy as the 
driving force in world politics. Realists argue that what distinguishes the 
international from the domestic realm is the absence of any authority to enforce 
agreements, arbitrate disputes, or keep the peace. As Robert Gilpin writes, 
"International relations continue to be a recurring struggle for wealth and power 
among independent actors in a state of anarchy" (Gilpin 1981, 7). As Rousseau 
notes, it is a system where wars occur because there is nothing to prevent them 
(Waltz 1959,232).

In such an environment, power rules the day, and states have little choice 
but to protect themselves. The nature of the international system compels all 
countries to act in ways which guard their power interests — no matter who their 
leaders, no matter what their culture, ideology, or political organizations. 
Realists tell us that for all intents and purposes, we can assume states behave as 
rational unitary actors. We need not consider any domestic-level factors like 
foreign policy agencies or individual leaders to understand why alliances form, 
why wars occur, or why international organizations arise. In fact, it is precisely 
by ignoring these subnational influences that realists can offer a general theory of 
international relations (Krasner 1978,1991; Waltz 1979; Thucydides 1980; Gilpin 
1981; Morgenthau 1985; Mearsheimer 1990). Kenneth Waltz goes so far as to say, 
"It is not possible to understand world politics simply by looking inside of states" 
(Waltz 1979,65).

Tellingly, the most serious challenge to realism also rests on systemic 
foundations. Neoliberalism, which arose in the 1970s and 1980s, offers a 
markedly different vision of world politics. Where realists provide a rather 
gloomy picture of ever-present conflict between states, neoliberals see far greater 
prospects for international harmony and mutual gain. They point out that 
cooperation can and does exist. States pursue interests other than power. The 
postwar period has been marked by an unprecedented growth in economic 
interdependence — a far cry from the days of Thucydides.

11
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But neoliberals go no further than realists in looking at domestic-level 
factors like national security organizations. Indeed, Joseph Nye, Robert Keohane, 
and others explicitly seek to take on realism in its own terms. They, too, see 
states as unitary rational actors and view the international system as the driving 
force in world politics. As Keohane writes in After Hegemony, "the analysis of this 
book begins at the systemic level. I focus on the effects of system characteristics 
because I believe that the behavior of states, as well as of other actors, is strongly 
affected by the constraints and incentives provided by the international 
environment" (Keohane 1984, 26). The key difference between these theories — 
the factor that leads to such different visions of international relations — lies not 
in the level of analysis, but in the nature of state preferences. For realists, states 
are interested in power and care always about their relative gains. For 
neoliberals, by contrast, states seek wealth. Consequently, they care about 
maximizing absolute gains -- about getting the most they possibly can, 
irrespective of how others fare.4

Institutions do matter for both of these theories, but only international 
ones. What counts is the U.N. Security Council, not the National Security 
Council. This should not be too surprising. International institutions or 
"regimes" like the United Nations or the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
raise fundamental questions about state behavior on the systemic level — about 
the nature of conflict and cooperation in the international arena. They present 
empirical cases where states willingly bind themselves to arrangements which 
they cannot completely control. They enable us to test directly the neoliberal 
proposition -  that absolute gains-seeking states create international regimes to 
reap rewards they otherwise could not get -- with the realist proposition that 
international arrangements merely reflect and reinforce the interests of dominant 
powers.5

Thus, despite their differences, realism and neoliberalism share a heuristic 
core. Both theories seek to explain international outcomes in terms of 
international systemic causes. Both find the internal workings of states 
uninteresting; states are neither important causes nor significant products of the 
international system.

4For more on this well-known and important debate on absolute versus relative gains, see 
Axelrod 1983; Gowa 1986; Oye 1986; Grieco 1988; Jervis 1988; Krasner 1991; Powell 1991; Snidal 
1991.
5The regimes literature is vast, and far more nuanced than I can present here. See Keohane 1980, 
1984; Krasner 1983,1991.
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Not all systemic theorists agree. As Peter Gourevitch (1978) points out, 
there is a growing body of work that turns systemic theory on its head. These 
"second image reversed" arguments contend that domestic structures themselves 
are derived from the international system. Specifically, they explain domestic 
regime types and coalition patterns as products of two systemic features: the 
international economy (Gerschenkron 1963; Moore 1966; Wallerstein 1974) and 
the international state system (Kaiser 1968; Anderson 1974; Hintze 1975; Skocpol 
1979).

Though a theoretical step in the right direction, these theories do not get 
us very far in understanding national security agencies. This is so for two 
reasons. First, their primary concern still rests with the international system. 
States matter, but only as products of systemic forces. Systemic explanations, not 
domestic puzzles, drive the research program. Second, and relatedly, none of 
these theories address national security agencies in particular. Perhaps this is 
impossible to do. Even in the strongest of cases, international forces are likely to 
be underdetermining. For example, even if we accept Gerschenkron’s argument 
that late economic developers faced tougher economic demands which increased 
the likelihood of authoritarian regimes, states still faced a range of possible 
responses. As Gourevitch remarks, "The environment may exert strong pulls but 
short of actual occupation, some leeway in the response to that environment 
remains" (Gourevitch 1978, 900). This would seem more true the farther down 
into the state structure we reach. Indeed, it seems something of a stretch to 
attribute specific design of particular U.S. foreign policy agencies to broad 
international forces without considering things like the domestic-level 
distribution of power, national norms, and preexisting structures.

The point here is simply that systemic theories do not have much reason 
to care about national-level agencies, and they are not about to start caring any 
time soon. Studying the U.S. State Department or the Joint Chiefs of Staff will 
never provide a generalizable, parsimonious theory of relations between states.

Domestic-level theories
Domestic-level theories of international relations care about national 

security agencies, but only sometimes and only in a limited way. For one thing, 
the "domestic-level" label encompasses a broad array of different arguments and 
explanations. While theories stressing the role of government foreign policy 
bureaucracies are numerous (Hilsman 1967; Allison 1971; Halperin 1974), they
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are surrounded by other, equally powerful claims. We are told that regime types 
matter, that democracies do not wage war against each other (Doyle 1983; Levy 
1988; Owen 1994; Schultz 1996). Others argue that domestic economic systems 
drive foreign policy goals (Lenin 1939; Chomsky 1972; Weisskopf 1974). Entire 
subfields have developed around arguments which focus on the role of national 
values (Hartz 1955), the strength of the state (Katzenstein 1978; Krasner 1978; 
Gilpin 1981), and psychological factors (Janus 1972; Jervis 1976; George 1980) in 
foreign policy making. National security agencies constitute just one among 
many possible domestic factors which influence international relations.

Unfortunately, there is no way to compare systematically these alternative 
explanations, no way to weight the relative influence of national security 
agencies on international outcomes. What unites these theories is a common 
"inside-the-state" level of analysis and little else. One theory's noise is another's 
critical variable. For instance, Weisskopf and Hartz contend that all citizens of a 
country are driven by larger forces — capitalism or national values — to behave in 
certain ways toward other nations. But for Jervis, individuals carry with them 
unique perceptual lenses and expectations that may make all the difference in the 
world. Doyle can argue that democracies do not fight one another, but Allison 
would have us look much more closely at the various departments and 
bureaucracies that comprise all types of government regimes.

I suspect that all of these hypotheses are right in some respect. We know 
that international outcomes have multiple, complex, interwoven causes. But the 
trick is to figure out which causal factors are more important than others under 
what conditions. As it stands, domestic-level approaches are in no shape to do 
that. The "domestic-level approach" is little more than a grab-bag of widely 
ranging theories united only by a common domestic level of analysis. 
Determining whether or how much national security agencies matter remains a 
speculative enterprise at best.

Even more important, almost all of these approaches treat national-level 
factors as independent variables. Seeking to explain international outcomes, they 
take domestic components or conditions as given. This means that national 
security agencies are hardly ever themselves the object of study. Peter 
Gourevitch puts it quite well. "Most of the literature concerned with the 
interaction of the international system and domestic structure is authored by 
writers with international concerns, and that literature therefore primarily looks 
at the arrows that flow from domestic structure toward international relations"
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(Gourevitch 1978,881). Thus, even for these theorists, explaining the origins and 
evolution of a key foreign policy-making body is unimportant, and worse, 
theoretically irrelevant

Two types of domestic-level arguments do address domestic structure: 
decision making theories and work on Congress and foreign policy. 
Unfortunately, both literatures describe more than they explain. Decision 
theorists like Alexander George reduce agency origins and evolution to the 
particular choices of individual presidents. As George puts i t

Every president faces the task of deciding how to organize and manage foreign- 
policymaking in his administration....A new president may be advised by 
management specialists to select a particular organizational blueprint, but in the 
last analysis his choice and tire way in which he utilizes any particular model will 
be shaped by preferences of his own....(George 1980,139)

While this characterization is undoubtedly true, it is not particularly helpful or 
generalizable. According to George, it does not make much sense for presidents 
-  or scholars, for that matter -  to dwell on the deeper, underlying factors which 
influence agency design and development. Presidents are relatively free to 
choose whatever policymaking structures and processes they wish. Indeed, 
George argues the key to good policymaking lies in alerting leaders about the 
potential pitfalls of various decisionmaking processes and ways to overcome 
them.6

Work on Congress and U.S. foreign policy does not do much better. It 
tends to be atheoretical, anecdotal, and normative. As Lindsay notes (1994), this 
vein of research is less interested in building theory than with debating the extent 
of Congressional resurgence (Franck and Weisband 1979; Cronin 1980; Deering 
1989; Destler 1981a; Stockton 1991) or discussing the vices and virtues of 
Congressional foreign policy activism (Mann 1990; Friedberg 1991; Pastor 1991). 
Congressional oversight of foreign policy agencies figures into this work, but not 
prominently. Systematic studies examining oversight of the Pentagon or the 
intelligence community are few and far between (Art 1985; Blechman 1990; 
Heginbotham 1984; Lindsay 1990; Johnson 1980, 1985b, 1989; Smist 1994).7 
Moreover, even a generous reading of these works suggest some major 
limitations in understanding the origins and evolution of national security

6See also Destler 1972,1977,1980a, 1980b; Hall 1975; Allison and Szanton 1976.
7In a 1992 review, Lindsay and Ripley take the literature to task predsely for ignoring oversight 
of foreign policy agencies.

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

agencies. The literature exaggerates the causal importance of exogenous events 
like the Vietnam War, while ignoring the constraining influence of initial agency 
structure. It misses the fact that some agencies are inherently more susceptible to 
Congressional interference than others. In addition, these arguments make only 
relative claims about the decline and resurgence of Congress. They are 
preoccupied with determining who is ahead in the executive-Congressional 
power game, not whether today's winners actually exercise real power over the 
bureaucracy or over foreign policy outputs.

That said, it is worth asking what exactly domestic-level theories have to 
say about national security organizations. The short answer is, "not all that 
much." Even the most influential work in this field — collectively known as the 
"bureaucratic politics approach" (Neustadt 1960; Huntington 1961; Hilsman 1967; 
Kissinger 1969; Halperin 1974) — reveals little about how national security 
agencies actually influence international relations, let alone why they arise in the 
first place.

The seminal work in this line is Graham T. Allison’s study of the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. Though Allison sets forth three conceptual models and applies 
each to the crisis, it is his bureaucratic politics model which captured the IR 
field.8 As Bendor and Hammond note, 'Prior to Allison’s work, most studies of 
bureaucracy and foreign policy, though rich and informative, were largely 
descriptive and rather unfocused theoretically. They seldom presented an 
explicit analytical perspective..." (Bendor and Hammond 1992,301). By contrast, 
Allison made explicit the bureaucratic politics model's theoretical claims. Simply 
put, he argued that foreign policy cannot be understood without looking inside 
the "black box" of the state. Process matters. The key to understanding this 
process is to realize that no one, not even the president, has a monopoly on 
power. "Government" consists of a tangled web of bureaucratic agencies, each 
with its own interests, capabilities, perspectives and leaders. How international 
situations are perceived, what information gets relayed to top decision makers, 
how policies are implemented -  all of these things are determined by a process 
of conflict and coalition building, by the "pulling and hauling" among different 
political players situated in different governmental organizations. In reality,

8 Alii son juxtaposes the bureaucratic politics model to rationed actor and organizational process 
models. Developing the logical propositions of each and then applying them to the events of the 
missile crisis, Allison seeks to show that what you find depends on what you assume. Each 
model brings to the table different assumptions and perceptive prisms that lead to very different 
understandings of die same event.
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policies are rarely optimal, and do not usually emerge from anything resembling 
a rational unitary state. Decisions arise as "collages" from different bargaining 
games (Allison 1971,206).

Applied to the Cuban missile crisis, the bureaucratic politics model argues 
that U.S. and Soviet actions cannot not be fully understood as the products of 
rational, value-maximizing decisions by single actors. Nor are they products of 
purely organizational routines and processes. Rather, particular decisions on 
both sides can be fully explained only by reconstructing the political game 
behind them. As Allison writes, "The name of the game is politics: bargaining 
along regularized circuits among players positioned hierarchically within the 
government" (Allison 1971,144).

What exactly does this approach say about national security agencies? 
The model asserts that process matters. Power is fragmented. Decisions are 
produced along action channels. Persuasion counts. Where you stand depends 
on where you sit But beyond these kinds of basic -  and at times conflicting -  
rules of thumb, we are left with little to go on. Treating national security 
agencies as independent variables, Allison gives us no way to know ex ante what 
the decision collage will or even could look like. Certainly, the model tells us 
nothing about the general ways in which pulling and hauling can be expected to 
emerge and influence international outcomes, or about which action channels, 
agencies or actors are more likely to be powerful than others across different 
events. The old aphorism "Where you stand depends on where you sit" captures 
something about bureaucratic behavior. But the far more important questions 
are "How did you come to sit here in the first place?" and "What power will you 
bring to the table tomorrow?" In short, Allison’s approach offers a thin theory of 
how national security agencies affect international relations, and it offers no 
theory of agency origins at all.

For international relations theorists, then, national security agencies are 
just too domestic; organizations like the NSC staff or the CIA have not been 
made the principal objects of investigation. No one has asked why these 
organizations arise or what makes them look the way they do. Much of IR 
theory does not consider these institutions at all. Seeking systemic explanations 
to international events, realists and neoliberals have little reason to examine what 
goes on inside national borders.9 Domestic-level theories, for their part, look

9Neoliberal accounts do posit the importance of non-state actors such as multinational 
corporations, individual citizens, and other domestic groups. However, in the end the theory
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within states but almost always treat national factors as explanatory variables. 
National security agencies may matter, but only in some arguments and only 
insofar as they appear to influence international outcomes.

American Politics
If national security agencies are too domestic for international relations, 

they are too foreign for American politics. As a field, American politics devotes 
great attention to U.S. domestic institutions, norms and processes and focuses 
mostly on domestic policy issues. We read about public opinion (Iyengar and 
Kinder 1987; Brody 1991), the presidency (Neustadt 1960; Moe 1985; Kemell 
1993), Congressional structure and activities (Mayhew 1974; Weingast and 
Marshall 1988; Krehbiel 1991; Cox and McCubbins 1993), but rarely is there 
systematic analysis of foreign policy-making organizations, their origins, or their 
effects on policy outputs.

Partly, this is a natural outgrowth of the field's organizational structure. 
With the exception of political behavior, research in American politics is 
generally institution-specific.10 By this I mean that research programs and 
puzzles tend to develop around individual American political institutions -- 
Congress, the presidency, the courts, the bureaucracy. To most of these scholars, 
it just does not make sense to look at foreign policy agencies in general or 
national security agencies in particular. Students of Congress, not surprisingly, 
are interested primarily in how Congress works — in where Congressional rules, 
structures, and norms come from and how they shape both Members' incentives 
and policy outcomes.11 Presidency students, similarly, are centrally concerned 
with understanding the workings of the oval office -  the sources and exercise of 
presidential power. The overarching questions for courts scholars have to do 
with how, and how much, the judicial branch operates in the political realm. For

seems to give these actors relatively little weight; it explicitly retains realism's core assumption 
that states constitute the major players in IR.
10Political behavior naturally has little reason to focus on U5. foreign policy agencies at all. In
fact, foreign policy-related issues figure into this work only in two areas: 1) work on how voter-
form opinions on issues where they have personal experience versus issues which are "far away";
2)presidential approval research on how the public rallies behind five president in times of
international crisis (Mueller 1970,1973; Kemell 1978; Brody 1991).
^To be sure, this literature is wide-ranging. While an exciting line of work starts by asking
where Congressional committees come from (Weingast and Marshall 1988; Krehbiel 1991; Cox
and McCubbins 1993), others start by examining the more explicit, direct connection between 
Congressional elections and Members' actions both inside and outside the capitol (Mayhew 1974; 
Fenno 1978; Jacobson 1987).
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all of these scholars, foreign policy at most provides a policy arena in which to 
see their own institutions at work.12 "Why do national security agencies look and 
act the way they do?" is not a burning question for them.

Yet, by all accounts, this should be a burning question for those 
Americanists who study public bureaucracy. Indeed, the bureaucracy literature 
seems a natural home for examining the national security state. The field is rich 
with arguments about agency origins and Congressional-agency relations, about 
what makes public bureaucracy look and act the way it does. Strangely, 
however, national security agencies are not a part of this debate. Instead, 
research takes a much narrower view of the bureaucratic universe, focusing 
almost exclusively on the subset of agencies involved in regulating business 
interests. We see this regulatory agency fixation in the literature's two most 
prominent lines of research: capture theory and new institutionalist arguments.

Perhaps the most influential theory of bureaucratic behavior, capture 
theory (Stigler 1971; Peltzman 1976; Becker 1983) makes no bones about its 
domestic regulatory agency focus. Developed principally by Chicago 
economists, the approach seeks to explain why, as a rule, "regulation is acquired 
by the industry and is designed and operated primarily for its benefit" (Stigler 
1971, 114). In contrast to earlier theories, which claim agencies become 
"captured" by regulated interests after their creation, Stigler et al. argue that 
agencies are designed at the outset to do the bidding of business. Using cases 
like the Civil Aeronautics Board and the Interstate Commerce Commission, they 
show how economic interests influence agency design and operation.13

Ironically, even critiques of this approach stay inside the limited realm of 
regulatory agencies. In his now classic attack, James Q. Wilson (1980) faults 
capture arguments for blurring the distinctions between politics and economics, 
and for failing to recognize the diversity of regulatory agency designs created by 
different types of interest group environments. "To understand the origins of 
regulation," he writes, "we must distinguish between cases in which business 
influence is likely to be strong and those in which it is likely to be weaker or 
more easily countered" (Wilson 1980,366). For Wilson, capture theory is not too

12See, for example, Fenno 1973; Wildavsky 1975; Silverstein 1994.
13This is not all capture theorists set out to do. As Moe writes, the Chicago school had a "more 
ambitious purpose: to construct the analytical foundations for a general economic theory of 
governmental action" (Moe 1987b, 274). Stigler, Peltzman, Becker and others set out to show that 
policy outcomes — at least in economic regulation — routinely emerge from an interplay among 
rationally self-interested government and non-governmental actors.

19

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

narrow -- it's too broad! He concludes, "A single explanation theory of 
regulatory politics is about as helpful as a single explanation of politics generally, 
or of disease. Distinctions must be made differences examined" (Wilson 1980, 
393).14

The second major line of work in bureaucracy literature, known generally 
as the new institutionalism, looks primarily at Congress and how it chooses to 
create and control government agencies. In contrast to capture theories, this 
approach begins by looking within the black box of political institutions. While 
the specific arguments vary, the general approach contends that rational 
reelection-seeking members of Congress choose Congressional committee 
structures, agency set-ups and oversight mechanisms which maximize their 
electoral pay-offs. It provides an individual, rational choice foundation to the 
structure of agency design and policy outputs.15

But here too, the theory confines its discussion of "bureaucracy" to 
regulatory agencies in the domestic policy arena. In their classic work, Weingast 
and Moran (1983) examine the Federal Trade Commission, arguing that changes 
in commission activities reflected a high degree of responsiveness to 
Congressional oversight committee member preferences. Other work (Gilligan, 
Marshall and Weingast 1989; Rothenberg 1994) focuses on the oft-studied 
Interstate Commerce Commission. As McCubbins and Page (1987) show, even 
general accounts of Congressional delegation and agency design implicitly 
assume a narrow regulatory universe. Developing, in their words, "A Theory of 
Congressional Delegation," the authors issue seemingly general claims about the 
structural and managerial tools Congress can wield to keep agencies in line. 
Only in their passing reference — "In designing a regulatory act Congress chooses 
the scope of the act, the regulatory instruments delegate to the agency, and the 
procedures required to use the instruments" (emphasis mine) — does it become 
clear that their general theory is not so general at all (McCubbins and Page 1987, 
411).

Even more recent efforts to move the new institutionalism beyond a 
Congress-centric, rather apolitical approach stay within the confines of the

14It is worth noting that Wilson does take a broader view of bureaucracy in his 1989 book. There, 
he makes a point of emphasizing the vast diversity of agency designs, mandates, internal 
cultures, and behaviors. Though he claims not to offer a theory of bureaucracy, his central point 
is clean bureaucratic behavior varies, and it does so in unanticipated ways.
15Gassic works along this line include: Weingast and Moran 1983; McCubbins and Schwartz 
1984; McNollgast 1987; Aberbach 1990.
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regulatory world. In his seminal work, Terry Moe develops a deductive theory 
which grounds agency origins in the self-interested political battles between 
interest groups, presidents, and legislators. Yet, though Moe assumes his theory 
can be applied to all kinds of bureaucracies, he chooses to look only at regulatory 
cases — spending the empirical half of his article examining the origins of the 
Environmental Protection Agency, the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration, and the Consumer Product Safety Commission. To be sure, he 
admits, "I cannot, as a practical matter entertain the full range of issues that the 
theory touches upon, nor, in any rigorous sense, test its validity. My intention is 
simply to help illustrate, clarify, and lend plausibility to what it has to say about 
structural choice" (Moe 1989,285-6). However, in choosing such a narrow range 
of illustrative cases, Moe leaves open the question of how well his theory 
explains other kinds of public bureaucracies such as national security agencies. 
He leaves the reader wondering whether his initial claim -  "American public 
bureaucracy is not designed to be effective" (Moe 1989,267) -  is really so broadly 
applicable after all.

Thus, like IR theorists, students of American politics have not thought 
much about national security agency design and evolution. While IR theorists 
focus on international outcomes and systemic-level explanations, Americanists 
are concerned principally with domestic policy institutions, norms, and 
processes. Most have no reason to think about the origins and evolution of 
executive agencies of any kind. Those that do have been more concerned with 
agencies involved in business regulation than anything else. National security 
agencies, which have foundations in domestic politics but policy outputs in the 
international arena, fit only partly in both Reids. Too domestic for IR, too foreign 
for American politics, they have been left unexamined, unexplored, and 
unexplained.

II. Why the Research Gap Exists

The short explanation for why national security agencies have received 
such little attention is that nobody has thought to look at them. This is more 
significant than it sounds. What gets on the research radar screen is not simply a 
matter of whim or deliberate neglect. Topics get studied and approaches get 
developed because they speak to broader, underlying theoretical and substantive 
debates in the field. While new ideas, approaches, and methods can at times set 
research on entirely new paths, these moments are rare. More often, ideas
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develop in smaller steps. To understand the research gap, then, is to understand 
how the underlying theoretical and substantive debates in IR and American 
politics have made it likely ~ indeed, natural — to ignore these agencies 
altogether.

International Relations
I have already indicated two factors in international relations which have 

kept the study of national security agency origins and development off the 
agenda: 1) The field's substantive focus on international phenomena; 2) A 
preference for theory which explains outcomes at the system level. Though 
arguments exist which explain international events in terms of national-level and 
even individual-level factors, these have not yet become dominant paradigms. 
Indeed, for realists like Ken Waltz (1979), theory can never arise from looking 
within states. "Reductionism" is still something of a dirty word.

Because of these two factors, IR theorists have not examined the origins 
and development of national security agencies, even when new tools and ideas 
have made it natural to do so. The new institutionalism (NI) is a good case in 
point. Originally developed in economics to explain why firm arise, this 
approach entered political science in the 1970s. While Americanists started using 
NI concepts like transaction costs and principal-agent problems to look at 
Congress, IR theorists like Robert Keohane (1984) applied NI concepts to their 
ongoing debate about international conflict and cooperation. Oriented toward 
international outcomes and systemic-level explanations, they used new 
institutionalism to explain why international regimes like the GATT arise. 
Tellingly, no one thought to make the more direct domestic-level analogy and 
look at national security organizations within states.

American Politics
In American politics, research on national security agencies has been 

hindered by a different set of factors: 1) the field's interest group focus; and 2) the 
way in which scholars have come to study bureaucracy.

The idea that interest groups play a major role in the American political 
process is not a new one. Madison wrote about the "mischiefs of faction" in 1787 
(Federalist no. 10). But modem times and the increasing ease of mass-level 
lobbying have brought even more attention to these groups and the ways in 
which they influence political outcomes. Beginning in the 1950s, pluralists like
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Truman (1951) and Latham (1952) revived arguments about the group basis of 
politics. This sparked a range of work which questioned, among other things, 
whether government officials can act autonomously in the wake of interest group 
pressure (Dahl 1961), what rational motivations prompt individuals to join 
groups in the first place (Olson 1965), and whether all interest groups are created 
equal (Bachrach and Baratz 1962; Olson 1965; Schattschneider 1975). While the 
arguments are wide-ranging, the implicit assumption is the same: interest groups 
matter. In Truman's words, they lie "at the heart of the process of government..." 
(Truman 1951,46).

Increasingly, interest groups have come to occupy a central, almost "taken- 
for-granted" place in approaches to American politics. The now standard view of 
Congress, for example, ties Congressional structure, activities, and policy outputs 
to the self-interested reelection seeking desires of individual Members (Mayhew 
1974). Interest groups loom large in this picture. Armed with expertise, 
information, votes, and campaign contributions, they have both the interest and 
the capability to influence whether Senator X or Congresswoman Y wins 
reelection back home. This, in turn, influences how Members structure the 
committee system (Rohde and Shepsle 1987; Weingast and Marshall 1988; 
Krehbiel 1991), how they allocate their time (Hall 1993), and how they oversee 
the bureaucracy (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984; Aberbach 1990), among other 
things. A.ccording to this view, groups do more than compete for favorable 
government policy; they shape the very institutions of government.

For bureaucracy, this interest group orientation means that some kinds of 
agencies — those in which interest groups play a major role -  are far more likely 
to receive attention than others. This is exactly what we find. Capture theorists 
and new institutionalists alike use cases where interest groups are central. 
Capture, after all, requires a capturer -  an industry group which manages to 
design the regulatory agency to serve its own interest. Little wonder capture 
research examines agencies which regulate areas like the airline, trucking and 
railroad industries.

For new institutionalists, interest groups are often less obvious but still 
critical. Early theorists like Shepsle, Weingast and Moran emphasize how 
Congressional institutions like committees and rules shape agency design and 
activity. Yet at the same tune, they argue that district-based interest groups 
determine who serves on these committees and how the rules are used. Later 
work makes this interest group focus more explicit, examining cases where
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multiple interest groups vie for influence over agency design through their 
members of Congress (Moe 1989; Gilligan, Marshall and Weingast 1989). Here, 
as in capture theory, the interest group foundation focuses attention on 
regulatory agencies, where interest groups naturally loom large.

The problem is that interest groups do not always loom large. In some 
issue areas and in some agencies, interest groups may play only a small role, or 
no role at all. This is the situation with national security agencies. To be sure, as 
the Israeli lobby and Amnesty international indicate, foreign policy is not devoid 
of interest group activity. However, in general, it is fair to say that interest 
groups are far more abundant — and important — in domestic politics than 
foreign policy.16 Thus, because ideas about politics start with interest groups, 
and because interest groups do not exert much influence in national security 
affairs, the upshot is that national security agencies get left out of the debate.

A second factor impeding the study of national security agencies has more 
to do with historical circumstance. Both capture theorists and new 
institutionalists have come to bureaucracy from other areas. Capture theory 
developed within economics and sought to explain how government regulatory 
agencies affect private industry. New institutionalism grew out of a rational 
choice interest in how Congress achieves stable majority outcomes. While each 
imported new analytic tools and questions, each also directed bureaucracy 
research toward particular avenues of investigation -- toward regulatory 
agencies and Congress-centric studies of bureaucratic control.

This process of theory development is not necessarily bad, but it is 
inherently limiting. As Moe and Wilson write, "early theories tend to take on 
lives of their own. They shape scholarly thinking about the political world, even 
though they are only partial -- and, taken alone, sometimes misleading — 
perspectives on what politics and institutions are all about" (Moe and Wilson 
1994,3).

In the end, the research gap appears more to be a question of sociology 
than of science. Certain proclivities, orientations, and biases in both IR and 
American politics have kept the study of national security agencies off the 
research agenda. DR's focus on international outcomes and systemic theory 
render it an unlikely home for work which makes domestic-level institutions the

16For more data comparing domestic and foreign policy interest groups, see discussion in 
Chapter Three.
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object of study. In American politics, a focus on interest groups and a borrowing 
from other areas has given the bureaucracy literature an overly narrow view.

III. Implications

Having argued that national security agencies have been relatively 
ignored in both international relations and American politics, and having 
suggested a few reasons why this has happened, it is worth asking what 
difference this omission makes. What are the implications of leaving national 
security agencies unexamined?

Let me suggest three here. First, ignoring agency origins and 
development hinders the process of theory-building. This is particularly true in 
international relations. Though domestic-level approaches have gained currency 
in recent years, they will almost certainly remain ad hoc and case-specific unless 
broader patterns of the foreign policy process can be articulated. Indeed, it 
seems hardly possible to develop a coherent theory of bureaucratic politics 
without an idea of where these national security agencies come from — of the 
underlying forces that make them look and act the way they do. As it stands 
now, Allison's bureaucratic politics model offers a theory of bureaucratic effects 
without a theory of bureaucratic origins.

The significance of this fact becomes more clear if we think of 
international relations as an ongoing motion picture. In this moving flow of 
events, bureaucratic politics gives us only one frame: setting the scene, the model 
identifies a set of key actors, along with their positions, interests and power. It 
tracks their interactions through a finite period of time, through a particular 
policy area, to arrive at a policy decision or outcome. We know nothing about 
what happened in the frame before — how these actors got to be there, where 
their power or preferences come from, what makes them look and act the way 
they do. We have no idea whether or if there are deeper, more basic forces that 
structure the political environment, that make some outcomes or processes more 
likely than others. The model simply assumes that whatever happened before 
does not matter.

Nor do we know what happens next — how today's decision may 
constrain tomorrow’s options. If anything, the model implicitly assumes that one 
event has no theoretical connection to the next. How John F. Kennedy
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approached the Cuban missile crisis sheds little light on how Jimmy Carter 
handled the Iranian hostage crisis.

In reality, events do not exist in such a vacuum. Political players do not 
just emerge, full-blown, on the scene. Choices are not always up for grabs. 
Derision-making is not a one-shot game of political pulling and hauling. Rather, 
in reality foreign policy choices are constrained by many things — by past actions, 
by institutional arrangements, by embedded norms and national values about 
what constitutes the "right thing to do." To say that we can understand 
bureaucratic politics without understanding bureaucratic origins is like 
explaining adult behavior without looking at childhood experiences.

Little wonder the bureaucratic politics model has failed to develop into a 
more generalizable, powerful theory of international relations.17 It assumes 
away the very factors capable of providing any kind of theoretical continuity. It 
attempts to tell a causal story by starting in the middle of the action. I will argue 
that knowing how and why key national security agencies arise in the first place 
gets us far in understanding how they behave over time.

Second, overlooking national security agencies may lead us to treat 
theories as generalizable when they are not. American politics approaches to the 
bureaucracy are a good case in point. By limiting their study of "the 
bureaucracy" to domestic regulatory agencies, capture theorists and new 
institutionalists alike have implicitly led us to believe their ideas and arguments 
apply to the bureaucracy in general. Responding to one another, these theorists 
have developed and refined their arguments without stopping to consider 
whether their own bureaucratic universe accurately reflects the empirical one.18 
A closer look suggests that it does not. Even a quick tabulation of political 
appointments to federal government agencies reveals that the vast majority of 
agencies are non-regulatory in nature.19 The danger in all of this is that theory 
may be incomplete, misspecified, or both.

17For other criticisms of the bureaucratic politics model, see Krasner 1971; Art 1973; Perlmutter 
1974; Freedman 1976; Caldwell 1977; Welch 1992.
18The notable exception here is Wilson 1989.
19In a 1994 unpublished paper at Stanford University, Chappell Lawson found that political
appointments were divided about evenly between Regulatory, Presidential and Functional
positions. "Regulatory” positions principally focused on constraining business to further social
goals (such as the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division, the Food and Drug Administration
etc.) "Presidential” or "policy” positions focused on issues like economic development, policy and
planning, and foreign relations. These include positions like CIA Director and Chairman of the
Overseas Private Investment Corporation. "Functional" positions were those in public relations,
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Third, and finally, national security institutions deserve to be better 
studied and understood in their own right. We know that organizations like the 
NSC staff and the CIA play important roles in U.S. policy making. Policy choices 
are not obvious, mechanical, or random. There are deeper forces which drive our 
foreign policy machinery. There are some factors that play far more important 
roles than others in determining institutional design, evolution, and output. The 
key is to figure out just exactly what those factors are and how they operate.

In sum, serious examination of national security agencies is both long 
overdue and necessary. Falling between the cracks of international relations and 
American politics, national security agencies have never been the principal 
objects of study. While the reasons for this are many, they have mostly to do 
with how ideas develop in the field — about factors like IR's preference for 
systemic explanations and American politics’ focus on interest groups. Perhaps 
most important, neglecting these agencies has contributed to stunting the 
development of bureaucratic politics models, to instilling a false view of reality in 
bureaucracy theories, and to limiting our understanding of U.S. foreign policy 
making.

legal affairs, departmental budgeting and staffing, as well as top positions in neutral 
administrative agencies like the Coast Guard, Census Bureau, and the Defense Mapping Agency.
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CHAPTER THREE

TOWARD A THEORY OF NATIONAL SECURITY AGENCIES

All government agencies are not created equal. We need not look very far 
to know that the CIA hardly looks and acts like the Department of Motor 
Vehicles; few Americans fear their local DMV clerk will "take matters into his 
own hands." If anything, the name of the bureaucratic game is diversity. As 
James Q. Wilson writes, "bureaucracy is not the simple, uniform phenomenon it 
is sometimes made out to be" (Wilson 1989, be).

Rather than embracing this diversity, political science has relegated 
explanations of American bureaucracy to two extremes. At one end of the 
spectrum, realist theories of international relations argue that at least one set of 
U.S. agencies — those which formulate and implement foreign policy ~ are 
rationally suited to promoting the national interest.20 These agencies are well 
designed and well equipped to translate national goals into policies. At the very 
least, as Stephen Krasner (1978) argues, foreign policy agencies pose no obstacles 
for policymaking — they do not impede leaders from pursuing national objectives 
over the long term. At most, these agencies work so well that they do not matter; 
structural realists can treat states as unitary, rational actors only by assuming that 
domestic-level agencies do their jobs well (Waltz 1979; Gilpin 1981). Rather than 
explaining American bureaucracy by looking within, to societal interests, realists 
look without, to the pressures of the international system. In the absence of world 
government and the looming presence of potential war, political leaders have 
good reason to design good agencies.

At the other end of the spectrum, new institutionalist theories (NI) of 
American politics suggest just the opposite. They view government agencies as 
ineffective, inefficient, and incapable of serving any broadly based national 
interest. By this account, all agencies look pretty much alike, and for the same 
reason: they are constructed and shaped by competing interest groups who are 
out for themselves.21 While groups are not the only actors, they are the dominant 
ones -- driving Members of Congress to structure agencies in certain ways. To 
understand why agencies look and behave the way they do is to understand 
what interest groups are involved, what they want, and what kind of power they

20By national interest, I mean an objective which is expected to contribute to the national security 
or general welfare of the nation (Clark and Legere 1969,266). See also Krasner 1978.
21Interest groups also underlie capture theory. For more on this, see Chapter Two.
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can bring to bear. American bureaucracy, in short, is a creature of politics (Moe 
1989,1994; Rothenberg 1994).

This chapter argues that neither picture is perfect. Realism misses the 
mark entirely, while new institutionalism needs some serious tweaking to 
capture the ways in which American national security agencies arise and evolve. 
Below, I argue: 1) Realists are wrong in suggesting that national security agencies 
are optimally designed to serve the national interest Even if interest groups and 
legislators are not prominent players on the political scene, politics still drive the 
making of government agencies. Presidents may have national interests at heart, 
and they may figure prominently in the process of agency development, but this 
does not mean they prevail. In fact, presidents rarely get the kind of national 
security agencies they want or need; 2) New institutionalist theories of American 
bureaucracy have the right idea, but the wrong actors. Formulating their claims 
with domestic policy agencies in mind, they miss crucial differences between 
domestic and national security agencies. These differences suggest that while the 
general approach offers a valuable theoretical foundation for understanding 
agency origins and evolution, it overplays the role of interest groups and 
Congress while underplaying the importance of bureaucrats and presidents. For 
national security agencies, there is such a thing as politics without interest 
groups. These agencies arise and develop out of battles between self-interested 
bureaucrats and nationally-minded presidents.

My argument proceeds in four steps. I start by outlining new 
institutionalism’s analytic core, key concepts and particular claims in the 
domestic policy realm. Second, I lay out the fundamental ways in which national 
security agencies differ from most domestic policy agencies. As we shall see, 
these differences have serious implications for new institutionalist theory, calling 
its basic assertions into question. With these national security agency differences 
in hand, I revisit new institutionalist theory, and offer four alternative 
propositions about the origins and evolution of national security organizations. 
Third, I relax the strict foreign policy/domestic policy dichotomy, taking a closer 
look at differences among national security agencies. In doing so, I offer a fifth 
and final proposition which explains why individual national security agencies 
evolve along different developmental paths at different rates. Lastly, I address 
two principal questions raised by the propositions: why presidents cannot forge 
the kind of national security agencies they want, and why bureaucratic actors 
have any say in the design and development of other agencies at all. Answering
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these questions brings politics more centrally into the equation and reveals some 
compelling reasons why American national security agencies are not and cannot 
be designed to serve any broad-based conception of national interest.

I. Theoretical Foundations:
New Institutionalism and Domestic Policy Agencies

Core assumptions
"New institutionalism" is actually less a theory than a collection of analytic 

concepts. The NI rubric encompasses a vast set of arguments that examine 
everything from asset specificity in private firms to the origins of regulatory 
agencies. Yet, all of these arguments are grounded in rational choice, and all of 
them share a common theoretical core. For one thing, new institutionalists make 
some rather traditional microeconomic assumptions about the nature of actors 
and the units of analysis. The approach assumes that individuals are self- 
interested rational maximizers. It also assumes that collective outcomes -- 
including organizational design — have roots in individual behavior. From these 
traditional assumptions, new institutionalism makes a very untraditional claim: 
institutions matter. NI treats institutions as both dependent and independent 
variables. Its central research questions ask where institutions come from and 
how, in turn, institutions shape the world around them. Within economics, the 
theory goes inside the black box of the firm, to explain why firms arise. 
Likewise, in political science, NI asks how political institutions such as 
Congressional committees arise and how they influence political outcomes. In 
doing so, NI addresses problems which are largely overlooked in other 
approaches — problems like transaction costs, principal-agent relationships, and 
collective action. In the new institutionalist world, uncertainty is rampant, 
information is never complete, and opportunism is always possible. While these 
problems can never be eliminated, they can be mitigated — by designing 
institutions in certain ways.22

Political Actors: Legislators Presidents, and Bureaucrats
Within political science, new institutionalist arguments share an 

additional set of assumptions about how political actors behave. Indeed, there is

^For review, see Moe 1984; Wood 1988; Shepsle 1989b; Wood 1990; Milgrom and Roberts 1992; 
Rothenberg 1994.
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nothing much "new" here about new institutionalism. The approach fits well 
with standard conceptions of principal political players.

Congress is the clearest case. Almost every analysis of Congress begins by 
assuming that legislators always work to maximize their chances for reelection. 
Reelection may not be their only aim, but it is their paramount one — in David 
Mayhew's words, "the goal that must be achieved over and over if other ends are 
to be entertained” (Mayhew 1974,16).23 This leads to all sorts of behavior, not all 
of it good. Members focus on delivering particularized benefits to the districts 
back home; cater to the preferences of organized interests who have the money, 
votes, and information to deliver electoral gains; take stands on issues without 
doing anything about them; and oversee government agencies only when they 
stand to gain in the eyes of constituents. Legislators do not have to be bad 
people with evil intentions to do these things. The "electoral connection" 
compels all Members to design Congressional institutions and to behave in ways 
that service particular interests at the expense of general governance. As Gary 
Jacobson notes, the reelection motive itself produces a Congress "that [is] 
inordinately responsive without being responsible" (Jacobson 1987,73).

The standard view of presidents also looks at motivations, incentives, and 
the structure of the American political system. But presidents appear quite 
different. Unlike legislators, the chief executive is elected by a national 
constituency and cares about making his or her mark in history (Neustadt 1960; 
Fiorina 1981; Moe 1985). By and large, presidents do not listen to or care much 
about organized interest groups (Light, 1991; Peterson 1992a, 1992b). They do 
not have to. Instead, all presidents, Democratic and Republican alike, have 
strong incentives to concentrate on broader national concerns. This is what the 
public expects of them. From inflation to earthquake relief to war, the chief 
executive is held responsible for the state of the nation. Consequently, he or she 
has good reasons to get things done, to make government work, to think in terms 
of the national interest. Presidents are the closest embodiment of national 
interest in the American political system (Moe and Wilson 1994).

Bureaucrats, finally, have interests of their own and some powerful 
weapons to pursue them. Whether this means ensuring their organization's 
survival, maintaining professional norms, or advancing certain policy goals, 
agencies often behave in ways that legislators and presidents never intended

23See also Fenno 1973.
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(McCubbins and Page 1987; Wilson 1989; Rothenberg 1994). Whatever the 
specific aim, bureaucrats tend to enjoy two distinct advantages over other 
political actors: information and expertise (Weber 1946,196-244). Presidents and 
legislators may come and go, but civil servants do not. They are unelected 
experts who are hired to develop sophisticated policy knowledge and who are 
placed on the front lines of policy formulation and implementation. Even those 
who argue that Congress "controls" the bureaucracy concede that control is 
inherently problematic. As McNollgast write:

A consequence of delegating authority to bureaucrats is that they may become 
more expert about their policy responsibilities than the elected representatives 
who created their bureau. Information about cause-effect relations, the details of 
existing policies and regulations, the pending decision agenda, and the 
distribution of benefits and costs of agency actions is costly and time-consuming 
to acquire. As in all agency relations, it may be possible for the agency to take 
advantage of its private information. (McNollgast 1987,247)

Out for themselves, bureaucrats possess the interests, information, and expertise 
to make life difficult for elected officials.

New Institutionalism Meets Politics: Two Variants
Using these common beliefs about rational choice, institutions, and the 

nature of specific political actors, new institutionalism has sparked an array of 
work in American politics which has focused largely on Congressional 
institutions and on domestic policy agencies. As briefly mentioned in the 
previous chapter, arguments can be divided roughly along two lines. The first 
line looks primarily at Congress. Coming to new institutionalism from social 
choice theory, these scholars were initially concerned with how Congress arrives 
at stable majority outcomes.24

More recently, work along this line has focused on Congressional- 
bureaucratic relations. The specifics vary, but the basic argument is the same: 
Congress controls the bureaucracy. Why? Because legislators have both the 
electoral incentives and capabilities to keep domestic policy agencies in line. 
Simply put, Members of Congress care about interest groups and interest groups

24Early work attributed the surprising stability of policy choices to Congressional institutions like 
committees, seniority, and monopoly jurisdiction. Such institutions did not magically appear. 
They arose because they promised to make every legislator better off -  by enforcing bargains, 
providing information, and monitoring agreements. See Shepsle 1979,1986,1989b; Weingast 
1981,1984; Rohde and Shepsle 1987; Weingast and Marshall 1988; Krehbiel 1991; Cox and 
McCubbins 1993.
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often care about what government agencies do. What's more, legislators devise 
oversight mechanisms which minimize political costs while maximizing electoral 
gains. Whether this is by writing administrative procedures into law at the 
outset (McNollgast 1987), by engaging in constant "police patrol" surveillance of 
agency activities (Aberbach 1990), by responding to oversight "fire alarms" 
triggered by constituent complaints (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984), or by some 
combination of these methods (McCubbins 1985; McCubbins and Page 1987; 
Bawn 1994), legislators oversee only as much and as intensely as they must to 
derive net political benefits.

The second basic variant of the new institutionalism takes a more systemic 
view of political institutions and gives the theory a more political cast. These 
authors move away from Congressionally-centered questions and explanations 
to emphasize the substantive origins of domestic policy agencies. Theoretically, 
they look to a range of political actors — presidents, bureaucrats, courts, interest 
groups — to explain political outcomes. In doing so, they find a much greater 
role for distinctly political factors and processes — factors such as elections, 
separation of powers, political uncertainty, and authority (Wood 1988, 1990; 
Derthick 1990; Moe 1990,1991; Rothenberg 1994).

For domestic policy agencies, this means trouble. The rational desires of 
interest groups, legislators, and presidents lead to irrational agency structures. 
In Terry Moe’s words, new institutionalism suggests that "American public 
bureaucracy is not designed to be effective" (Moe 1989, 267). Two features of 
American democracy create a bureaucracy that is unavoidably flawed at birth. 
First, the American separation of powers system requires political compromise — 
and this allows agency opponents to sabotage aspects of structural design. 
Second, elections inject uncertainty into the game. Because today's winners may 
be tomorrow's losers, they insulate agencies from all future political control by 
legislating counterproductive detailed rules, regulations, and requirements. The 
result is far from the bureaucratic ideal, where technical experts are given broad 
discretion to do what they do best.

As this thumbnail sketch suggests, NI arguments make a number of 
propositions about the creation and evolution of domestic policy agencies. For 
our purposes, three are critical. First, both lines of new institutionalism contend that 
interest groups drive agency design and development. As Moe writes, when it comes
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to agency origins, "structural politics is interest group politics" (Moe 1989,269).25 
Average voters may not care about the details of bureaucratic structure, but 
interest groups do -- and they have the political resources to induce 
Congressional cooperation. As one Senate aide commented, "We're very careful 
about groups back home. We know who got the Senator into office.”26 Interest 
groups also play a central role in ongoing agency development, fueling 
Congressional efforts to keep the bureaucracy in line and out of the president's 
hands.27 In this political system, bureaucracy emerges willy-nilly. Built vote by 
vote, interest by interest, government agencies are designed with minimal regard 
for the overall picture.

Second, and equally important, these arguments suggest that it is not 
necessary to consider links between government agencies. Or, put another way, 
new institutionalists implicitly claim that today’s bureaucrats have no interest in the 
creation and development of tomorrow’s agencies. While Moe offers the vague 
possibility that "agency bureaucrats [become]...political actors in their own right," 
(Moe 1989, 282) he does not elaborate on this claim much. In the end, he 
dismisses bureaucracies as primary actors in structural politics, writing "...in our 
attempt to understand the structure and politics of bureaucracy, we turn to 
bureaucrats last rather than first" (Moe 1989,284).28 Weingast and Moran (1983)

25This is not to say that presidents are irrelevant. Indeed, much of the debate between the 
McNollgast and Moe camps centers on how much presidents influence agency design. See Moe 
1985,1987a, 1989; Moe and Wilson 1994.
26Senate aide, confidential telephone interview by author, 12 May 1994.
^Congress may expend substantial effort overseeing the bureaucracy, but it does so primarily 
when interest groups make it worth their while. Interest groups both raise the incentives and 
lower the costs of Congressional oversight. On the incentive side, groups fuel the electoral 
connection. They possess both the interest and political resources to make their voices count 
(Schattschneider 1935; Latham 1952; McConnell 1966; Truman 1971; Lowi 1979). On the cost side, 
groups serve as ready-made, user-friendly information sources. They monitor agency activities 
extensively, keep in dose, frequent contact with legislators, and pull the appropriate fire alarms — 
issuing formal complaints, filing suit, and publishing press releases -  when agendes appear to 
stray too far (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984). Aberbach's study (1990) found interest groups to 
be a major source of information for Congressional oversight committees. He writes, 'Twenty- 
seven percent of the respondents reported that group representatives provide their committee 
units with intelligence about programs and agendes in foe form of complaints, and 20 percent 
just give information. Slightly over 40 percent of foe total reported rectiving complaints, 
information, or both from groups, and this feedback is helpful in tracking agency or programs” 
(Aberbach 1990,90).
28According to Moe, this is because bureaucrades are, inevitably, foe creatures of others. They 
are secondary actors, forged out of foe interests of legislators and presidents. But as we shall see, 
when it comes to foreign policy, existing bureaucrats have quite a large investment in foe creation 
and development of agendes beside their own.
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downplay the role of bureaucracies even further, assuming that bureaucrats 
respond in virtual lockstep to Congressional desires. Other new institutionalists 
find Congressional control more problematic, but still view agencies as separate, 
unconnected islands. Each unconcerned about the design, operation, and 
evolution of others.

Finally, these arguments make specific claims about how domestic policy 
agencies actually look and behave. We are told that bureaucracy is not destined for 
success; the very hallmarks of American democracy — regular elections, separation of 
powers, majority rule — prevent effective agency design. In Martha Derthick's words, 
"the most cherished structural features of American government pose obstacles 
to good administration" (Derthick 1990, 4). As for agency evolution, new 
institutionalists differ about the extent of Congressional control, but agree that 
agencies cannot escape the parochial clutches of Congress. Understanding 
agency development requires understanding how and how much Congress 
oversees the bureaucracy.

Thus, using the basic notions of rational self-interested actors, prindpal- 
agent analysis, transaction cost economics and standard conceptions of American 
political institutions, new institutionalism offers a way to learn why domestic 
policy agencies arise and look the way they do. Working through the theory's 
logic, students of American politics have developed ideas about which actors 
most influence agency design and development, about how this influence works, 
and about what this means for public administration.

II. Square Pegs, Round Holes; Crucial Differences between 
National Security and Domestic Policy Agencies

New institutionalism may be well and good for understanding domestic 
policy agencies like the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration. But national security agencies look and act 
very differently than such domestic policy organizations. The CIA is certainly 
not the same as the DMV — and with good reason. Here, I focus on four 
fundamental factors which set national security agencies apart and suggest some 
implications for new institutionalist explanations.

35

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

1. The Interest Group Environment
Domestic policy agencies live in a world littered with scores of powerful, 

long-standing, and varied interest groups.29 From farm lobbies to labor unions 
to women's groups to business corporations, organized interests have played a 
central role in determining which agencies arise, what they look like, and how 
they develop. In Aaron Wildavsky's words, the interest group environment for 
domestic matters is strong, stable, and dense (Wildavsky 1991,35).

Not so with national security agencies. For one thing, the general foreign 
policy interest group environment is relatively new. While many of today's 
major domestic policy groups date back to the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, foreign policy-related interest groups are almost entirely a 
post-World War II phenomenon.30 Consider these few examples: the largest 
education lobby, the National Education Association, began in 1857; the 
American Farm Bureau Federation started in 1920; business interests organized 
under the National Association of Manufacturers in 1895; even the 
environmental movement traces one of its leading organizations — the Sierra 
Club -  back to 1892 (Omstein 1978,23-68).

By contrast, the vast majority of foreign policy lobbying groups 
accompanied the rise of U.S power, involvement, and conflict in international 
affairs after World War n. Polish, Israeli, Chinese, Cuban, Greek, and other 
ethnic lobbies arose in response to issues and events of the day (Omstein 1978; 
Tivnan 1987; Goldberg 1990; Petracca 1992; Nathan and Oliver 1994). Defense 
contractors, for their part, did not even try to influence government contract 
awards until the late 1950s, and even then did little to lobby for overall military 
budgets or policies (Hill 1979; Wildavsky 1991 ).31 Human rights and other

1990, the number of domestic policy interest groups — which included political action 
committees, corporations, issue-specific lobbies, trade and professional associations, foundations, 
and professional lobbying firms — numbered 8,216. Tabulations conducted by author. Source: 
Washington Representatives 1990.
30Domestic policy public interest groups, which arose largely in the 1960s and 1970s, are one 
obvious and important exception to this pattern. The point, however, is that an underlying, 
stable set of powerful lobbies has long existed in the domestic arena, while it has been relatively 
absent in the foreign policy realm.
31If anything, defense contractors in the 1940s and early 1950s opposed large peacetime military
budgets, fearing such government spending would take valuable resources away from the
private sector and cripple the post-war economic recovery (Hill 1979). Moreover, as Aaron
Wildavsky argues, there is little reason to believe that the military-industrial complex has ever
had an interest in shaping U.S. foreign policy outcomes. "iTlhere is an important distinction 
between the questions 'Who will get a given contract? and 'What will our defense policy be?"' 
(Wildavsky 1991,40).
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international public interest organizations emerged even later. Amnesty 
International started in 1961 and Human Rights Watch opened its doors in 1978. 
Even the word "think tank" did not become part of the popular lexicon until the 
Kennedy administration. Nearly two thirds of today's one hundred policy 
research groups operating in Washington, D.C. were established after 1970 
(Smith 1991, 130, 214). Arriving on the scene relatively late, responding to the 
ebb and flow of international events and issues, these foreign policy-related 
interest groups have provided a newer, more fluid interest group context

Second, and perhaps more important, even with the rise of ethnic, defense, 
economic, and public interest lobbies, today's overall foreign policy interest 
group environment is still rather thin. In 1990, foreign policy lobbying 
organizations comprised just 10 percent of the interest group universe.32 In 
terms of sheer numbers of organizations, health care-related groups alone 
outnumbered foreign relations lobbies. (See Figure 3.1.)

Elflure.3.1 Interest Group Breakdown bv Issue Areas

11 q rvn/t Misc

/Energy

Tabulations conducted by author.

Source: Arthur C. Close, Gregory L. Bologna, and Curtis W. McCormick, Washington 
Representatives, 14th ed. (Washington: Columbia Books, 1990).

32Tabulations done by author. Source: Washington Representatives 1990. This figure is a liberal
estimate. The source defines "Washington representatives" broadly. It includes foreign
governments, other registered foreign agents, major national associations and labor unions, U.S.
companies, professional lobbyists, law firms and special interest groups. Moreover, my analysis 
reaggregated the raw data to include organizations -  such as veterans groups, aerospace firms,
religious relief organizations, and environmental protection groups -  which did not originally 
appear under the source’s "foreign relations" and "foreign trade” primary headings. In total, 
foreign policy-related organizations numbered 922 out of a total of 9,138 interest groups. See 
Appendix A for tabulation notes.
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Of course, it is possible that less may be more — that the foreign policy 
groups which do exist actually wield tremendous influence over policy outputs 
and agency operations. Yet, evidence suggests this is not the case. For one thing, 
interest groups have trouble concentrating their efforts in foreign policy because 
decision makers are far more diffuse.33 While domestic policy agencies tend to 
have discrete, delimited jurisdictions, foreign policy agencies intersect, overlap, 
and interact. The FAA may have sole jurisdiction over airline regulations, but 
the same cannot be said of the State Department and U.S. policy toward Israel. 
As a result, foreign policy interest groups cannot just work through their favorite 
Representative to target a particular agency. Instead, they must lobby all sorts of 
executive branch actors themselves — from the president, to his White House 
staff, to officials in the State Department, the Defense Department, and other 
executive agencies. Compared to Congress, moreover, many of these actors are 
not easy to reach. As Mark Peterson writes, while Capitol Hill "remains a highly 
permeable institution, the White House complex is open to groups largely by 
presidential invitation only” (Peterson 1992a, 224).

In addition, foreign policy groups have fewer and weaker levers at their 
disposal. Generally speaking, interest group membership is smaller, access to 
policy information is restricted, and money is tighter. Indeed, foreign policy- 
related organizations comprised only six of the top 100 contributors to the 1992 
Congressional and presidential campaigns. The highest foreign policy-related 
lobbying organization ranked just 43rd -- behind the Plumbers/Pipefitters 
Union, the National Beer Wholesalers Association and the Federation of 
Teachers, to name a few. Even more telling, the number one campaign donor, 
the American Medical Association, outspent all six top-100 foreign policy-related 
contributors combined (Makinson and Goldstein 1994).

Foreign policy interests do no better in targeted Congressional 
committees. In 1992, the typical member of the House Armed Services 
Committee received just 11 percent of his large campaign contributions from 
defense-related organizations and industries. Colleagues in the Agriculture and 
Banking Committees fared much better, receiving more than 24 percent of their 
large donations from committee-related organizations and interests. The same 
pattern holds true in the Senate. All things being equal, Members of the House 
and Senate Armed Services Committees would have filled twice as much of their

am indebted to Brent Scowcroft for making this point.
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1992 war chests through committee work if they had switched to agriculture or 
banking. (See Table 3.1.)

Table 3,1_____ 1992 Committee-Related Campaign Contributions

Median % of Member's

Committee___________
Senate Banking 
Senate Agriculture 
Senate Armed Services

Large Contributions coming from 
Committee-Related Organizations

29.0 % 
24.5 % 
11.0 %

House Banking 
House Agriculture 
House Armed Services

19.5 % 
13.0 % 
6.0 %

Source: Larry Makinson and Joshua Goldstein, Open Secrets: The Encyclopedia of 
Congressional Money & Politics (Washington: Congressional Quarterly Press, 1994).

Finally, while domestic policy groups appear to care a great deal about the 
structure of particular bureaucracies, foreign policy interest groups do not In 
Terry Moe's case studies of the EPA, the Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration and the Consumer Product Safety Commission, interest groups 
of all stripes clearly saw the connection between agency design and policy 
outcome. "The polides....were never explicitly fought over," Moe writes. Instead, 
it seems that everyone knew ”[t]he struggles of genuine consequence were about 
bureaucratic arrangements, about powers and procedures and criteria" (Moe 
1989,323).

But personal interviews with former NSC staffers, Congressional 
Members and staffers, Cabinet officials and bureaucrats paint quite a different 
picture of foreign policy interest groups.34 "Interest groups don't care what the 
State Department looks like," remarked one veteran foreign policy official. "They 
want policy results and don't see those results as tied to structural and 
procedural issues."35 Commenting on Senator Jesse Helms’ 1995 State 
Department reorganization effort, one Bush NSC staff member noted, 
”[n]ow...you've got a major effort to restructure the foreign aid apparatus -  you 
know, AID and ACDA, and I don't see interest groups rising up. I see the 
administration going at it with the Hill and vice versa....But I don't see interest

34These were conducted by the author from February to August, 1995. For a breakdown of 
interviews, see Appendix B.
^Confidential interview by author, 12 July 1995.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

39



www.manaraa.com

groups with a major interest in restructuring the operations. Mostly, it's issue 
oriented."36 This view was hardly confined to Republicans. In fact, out of 45 
interviews, only two respondents noted any real interest group concern about 
agency design. Doug Paal, Senior Director for Asian Affairs in the Bush NSC 
staff, commented that business groups "care a lot more about the structure of the 
[NSC] staff these days than they used to." But he emphasized that even in this 
case, attention has not turned to action. Rather than pushing for structural 
changes, these groups "write their Congressman" in a search of "finding the most 
efficient way to their outcome."37 A Democratic Congressional staffer also found 
interest groups to be more interested in NSC design, but noted that such 
attention was quite recent and limited in scope.38

I do not mean to suggest that defense contractors or other foreign policy 
interest groups are never powerful. In some areas, at some times, they can be.39 
But compared to domestic policy interests, the foreign policy interest group 
environment is strikingly weak. Organized interests are much newer, fewer, far 
less interested in agency design and less able to get what they want. For national 
security agencies, interest groups are not a large part of the political game.

Implications
What does all of this mean? Two conclusions stand out. First, the 

relatively weak interest group environment substantially reduces Congress's 
interest and role in creating new national security agencies. With interest groups 
largely out of the picture, the average Member has little incentive to expend 
significant time and political capital in designing foreign policy agencies.40 Case 
work, district visits, pork barrel projects, and even public position taking on 
foreign policy issues all provide more cost-effective ways for legislators to bolster

•^Confidential interview by author, 7 July 1995.
37Doug Paal, interview by author, 25 July 1995.
38Confidential telephone interview by author, 10 July 1995.
39The most obvious case is the Israeli lobby — the American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC). As one senior-level executive branch offidal remarked, "I don’t think there is anybody 
who would deny that in the long run, they can carry the whole foreign aid bill. Because if they 
will agree, if the funding is there, they will get on board, and if it has got the other stuff that you 
wanted, they will help push it through. They have got the lobby to do i t  They have got the 
strength to do it" (Confidential interview by author, 7 July 1995).
^Certainly, this is not true of all legislators. In every Congress, there are a few who stake their 
reputations and devote much of their time to foreign policy issues. I refer to these as the national 
security intellectuals. More on them below.
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their reelection prospects (Mayhew 1974; Fenno 1978; Cain, Ferejohn and Fiorina 
1987; Rohde and Shepsle 1987).

Second, and closely related, Congress has little reason to oversee these 
agencies once they arise. In addition to the incentive issue, legislators face 
substantial information problems. In domestic policy, Members can turn to any 
number of interest groups for vital information about ongoing agency activities, 
policies and abuses; groups and information are both in abundant supply 
(Aberbach 1990). But in foreign policy issues, the number of groups in a given 
area is sparse and information is often classified, making it difficult for interest 
groups to serve as low-cost information providers. As one Senate staffer who 
handles both domestic and foreign policy issues commented:

On domestic policy, interest groups feed me unsolicited information on certain 
bills or amendments coming before the Senate all the time. They fax me even if I 
don't ask them to. I know if there’s an abortion bill coming up, I can just call 
NARAL [the National Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League].
They're on top of it. They know exactly what's going on. Within an hour, they’ll 
fax me a fact sheet and talking points which I can use to brief the Senator. But 
when it comes to foreign policy issues, with a few exceptions -  like foreign aid 
and some ethnic lobbies — there are no groups who can do tha t Nobody’s 
feeding me.41

In order to challenge bureaucratic claims and monitor bureaucratic activities, 
then, Congress must develop its own expertise and information channels. All 
things being equal, these costs make oversight an unattractive activity.

2. Type o f Work
A more obvious distinction between national security and domestic policy 

agencies lies in the nature of the work they do. While domestic policy is fairly 
out in the open, much of national security agency activity is conducted in secret. 
From trade negotiations to arms control talks to state visits, the internal workings 
and policies of national security agencies are normally kept out of the public eye. 
Moreover, security clearances provide legal barriers to information sharing

41Senior Senate staffer, confidential telephone interview by author, 7 August 1995. This view was 
shared by NSC staff as well. As Reagan Mideast Senior NSC official Geoffrey Kemp put it, 'T 
think by and large, foreign policy lobby groups...are not as well informed as you are [in the NSC 
staff]. I don’t think that’s true in domestic affairs; I think that at the domestic level, in many cases 
they [interest groups] are better informed about the issues than the administration, so they have 
no compunction about feeling very strongly and persisting" (emphasis his. Interview by author, 
11 July 1995).
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within individual agencies, across agencies, and between the executive and 
legislative branches. Even the First Lady receives a separate declassified set of 
briefing materials for presidential trips abroad.

Secrecy has some important consequences for the conduct of foreign 
policy. Two are relevant here. First, secrecy grants the executive branch — and 
national security agencies in particular — wide latitude in carrying out foreign 
policy decisions and actions. To put it bluntly, the president and his national 
security agencies can forge policy without Congressional knowledge or consent. 
This is not necessarily a bad thing, as Nixon's secret trip to China and the Cuban 
missile crisis suggest.42 But it does indicate that national security agencies may 
not have to worry too much about servicing Congressional interests. These 
"agents" may find themselves contending with far fewer "principals" than their 
domestic policy counterparts.

Second, secrecy compounds Congressional information problems, making 
oversight of national security agencies even more difficult. Congress quite 
literally has a hard time getting its hands on information about what theses 
agencies do and how they do it. The vast majority of Members and staffers have 
no security clearance whatsoever, making them unable to gain access to even 
"confidential'-level information. While reforms of the 1970s strengthened 
executive branch reporting requirements and expanded the number of Members 
entitled to high-level clearance, there is still no way for these legislators to know 
whether foreign policy agencies are reporting the full range of their information 
and activities. Indeed, we know that they often do not.43 As Jordan, Taylor and 
Korb note, "Members of Congress may, and many still do, complain that they are 
inadequately informed about national security matters [by the executive 
branch]....the difficulty is essentially one of 'outsiders' in a policy process feeling 
that they are inadequately abreast of situations" (Jordan, Taylor and Korb 1993, 
134). Thus, with interest groups out of the information business, and with direct 
information channels that are at best dubious and hard to come by, the cost of 
overseeing foreign policy agencies seems high, indeed.

^A s Richard Neustadt and Graham T. Allison write, "During the Cuban missile crisis, the 
President alone decided and disposed. Two hours before his decision was announced to the 
world, Congressional leaders were informed that the United States was responding to the Soviet 
missiles with a naval quarantine" (emphasis theirs. Kennedy 1969,109).
43The 1983 secret Q A  mining of Nicaraguan harbors and the Iran-Contra, arms-for-hostages deal 
are two prominent examples of executive branch violations.
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3. Foreign Affairs: The Executive Domain
Although domestic issues routinely involve the legislative branch, foreign 

policy lies much more exclusively in the president’s domain. As John Marshall 
declared before Congress in 1800, 'The President is sole organ of the nation in its 
external relations, and its sole representative with foreign nations" (Henkin 1972, 
45). From today's vantage point, it seems strange — and not a little unsettling ~ 
to imagine Senator X or Representative Y going out on her own and establishing 
diplomatic relations with China, conducting bilateral trade negotiations with 
Japan, negotiating German reunification or nuclear arms reduction accords with 
Russia. Such action would be more than just unusual; it would be considered 
inappropriate. While certainly no president can afford to ignore Congress on 
foreign policy issues, and while Congress has some levers to influence foreign 
policy outcomes, the president bears unique responsibility and wields unique 
powers in pursuing U.S. interests abroad.

The roots of this expansive presidential authority lie more in history and 
the basic structure of government than they do in the explicit provisions of the 
Constitution. The Constitution leaves much unclear and unsaid (Rakove 1984). 
The Framers mention no general foreign policy authority, no power to recognize 
or break diplomatic relations, no power to declare policy doctrines or call an end 
to military hostilities. Moreover, the powers which are specified seem to fall 
somewhere between the executive and legislature. While the Senate must ratify 
treaties, the president alone bears the responsibility for negotiating them and can 
forge executive agreements without Congressional consent Similarly, though 
the power to declare war is lodged in the Congress, the president's powers as 
commander-in-chief suggest an executive responsibility and authority to direct 
U.S. military defenses (Henkin 1972; Haass 1982). In sum, as Edward Corwin 
writes, the Constitution provides little more than "an invitation to struggle for 
the privilege of directing American foreign policy" (Corwin 1957,171).

Instead, two factors have placed foreign affairs in the executive domain. 
First, generally speaking, the Constitution implicitly gives presidents the 
institutional upper hand. The chief executive is a single individual. He can act 
unilaterally, secretly, and quickly in foreign affairs.44 Congress, by contrast, must 
contend with 535 equal members, all with disparate views and different 
constituencies. As Louis Henkin suggests, "Diplomacy by Congress was

44See John Jay, The Federalist no. 64.
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ineffectual even under the Articles of Confederation when international relations 
were few and limited, and Congress was unicameral and small..." (Henkin 1972, 
37).45 If anything, twentieth-century political developments — U.S. engagement 
in world affairs, the vastly increasing complexity and danger of international 
relations, the rise of the personal vote46 and decentralization of Congressional 
power -  have only exacerbated the president’s institutional advantage.

Moreover, the Constitution affords presidents overwhelming 
informational advantages. Charged with appointing and receiving ambassadors, 
presidents have unique access to information and bear sole responsibility for 
articulating U.S. policy. Thomas Jefferson writes:

[The President] being the only channel of communication between this country 
and foreign nations, it is from him alone that foreign nations or their agents are 
to learn what is or has been the will of the nation; and whatever he 
communicates as such, they have a right, and are bound to consider as the 
expression of the nation, and no foreign agents can be allowed to question it.
(Henkin 1972,300)

Additionally, Constitutional vagueness provides the executive some room 
to maneuver. Article II offers presidents broad commander-in-chief and 
executive powers while making little, if anything in foreign affairs explicitly off 
limits. As a U.S. appeals court put it in 1979, "We note...that the powers 
conferred upon Congress in Article I of the Constitution are specific, detailed, 
and limited, while the powers conferred upon the President by Article II are 
generalized in a manner that bespeaks no such limitation upon foreign affairs 
power" (Goldwater v. Carter, 617 F. 2d 197,704-5). In short, the Constitution gives 
presidents the unified office, information, and potential to develop a broader 
foreign affairs role.

^Anthony Lewis makes the point even more strongly. In a 26 May 1995 New York Times editorial 
he writes, "The Articles of Confederation, which joined the American states together in 1781, 
assigned the running of foreign affairs to Congress. The idea was such a dismal failure that in 
1787 the Framers of the Constitution made the President the principal voice of the United States 
abroad."
^M ost political scientists would agree that since 1965, voters have increasingly cast their ballots 
based on personal considerations of the candidates rather than on party affiliation. Such personal 
voting, in turn, has reinforced district-centered behavior within Congress. Knowing the party 
label gets them only so far at the ballot box, the post-1965 Members have worked hard to enhance 
their personal reputations as "our Representative in Washington." This means paying even more 
attention to local needs, interests, and constituency casework, and spending time in the district to 
maintain personal contacts with constituents and key supporters. Such a climate leaves little time 
or incentive for legislators to take the lead on broader foreign policy issues. See Fenno 1978; 
Jacobson 1987; Alford and Brady 1993.
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Second, foreign policy has come to lie in the president's purview through 
a process of historical accretion. If the Constitution made the enlargement of 
presidential prerogatives possible, the early presidents made it happen. George 
Washington became the first president to withhold information from Congress 
for national security reasons, as well as the first to unilaterally issue foreign 
policy statements which could lead to war. Notably, both the House and Senate 
knew of these acts and voiced no objection (Sofaer 1976). In 1789, Congress 
placed foreign affairs more squarely in the executive branch, making Foreign 
Affairs the first executive department and granting the president exclusive 
control over its operations and personnel (Casper 1989). Washington's successor, 
John Adams, prosecuted the first undeclared national war against a foreign 
power in 1798-99. Even Thomas Jefferson's anti-Federalist revolution managed 
to maintain, if not expand, executive foreign policy prerogatives. Jefferson 
institutionalized executive secrecy, used emergency powers to justify extra- 
Constitutional action47 and solicited Congressional authorization for an 
undeclared war against the Barbary pirates -  an authorization which he later 
used to justify the first attempted American overthrow a foreign government 
(Sofaer 1976; Milkis and Nelson 1990).48

Powers gained are not easily removed. At the very least, history suggests 
that modem uses and abuses of presidential authority have early analogs. From 
Washington's 1793 Neutrality Proclamation to the 1947 Truman Doctrine; from 
Jefferson's efforts to oust the Tripoli Bashaw in 1801-05 to CIA efforts to subvert 
communist governments in the 1950s and 1960s; from John Adams' undeclared 
war against France to Lyndon Johnson's semi-declared war against Vietnam, 
presidents have brought foreign policy into the executive branch in similar ways 
for similar reasons (Sofaer 1976; Spitzer 1993). Held responsible for U.S. policy 
abroad, chief executives have strong incentives to do what they can to control 
events and manage policy decisions. Incentive, of course, does not guarantee 
success. But it does suggest that presidents will fight hard to retain expanded 
authority once they acquire it -  a fight they usually win.49

47Claiming "the safety of the nation is the supreme law," Jefferson responded to a British attack 
on the U.S. frigate Chesapeake by ordering arms purchases without Congressional approval or 
appropriation (Sofaer 1976,22).
4°For more on the rise of presidential power, see Patterson 1976; Fisher 1995.
49The War Powers Act makes this point clearly. Drafted in reaction to America's undeclared war 
in Vietnam, the Act sought to limit the president's ability to engage the U.S. in armed conflict 
without express Congressional consent Yet, the War Powers Act has been more significant in the
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Implications
All of this suggests that presidents play a larger role in the design and 

development of national security agencies than they normally do with domestic 
policy agencies. Though the Framers may not have intended it, foreign policy 
has become the president's turf. It is the executive who bears chief responsibility 
for U.S. decisions in the international arena, and who has developed the capacity 
to exercise that responsibility within the American political system. In some 
basic sense, this historical accretion of presidential authority has carried with it 
the idea that foreign policy properly belongs where it is usually found. As one 
Senate staff report put it in 1961:

By law and practice, the President has the prime role in guarding the Nation’s 
safety. He is responsible for the conduct of foreign re!ations....He, and he alone, 
must finally weigh all the factors -  domestic, foreign, military -  which affect our 
position in the world and by which we seek to influence the world environment.
(Senate 1961)

Certainly, Vietnam has provoked some serious challenges to presidential 
prerogatives in the past twenty years. Yet, the striking thing is how little these 
challenges have actually changed the balance of foreign policy power or the idea

breach than practice. Since 1973, there have been 25 instances where Act could have been 
applied, but wasn't To give just a few examples: In 1980, President Carter refused to consult 
with Congress before launching a rescue operation for American hostages in Iran, claiming the 
mission was "humanitarian" and therefore outside the Act's parameters. In 1986, President 
Reagan informed Congressional leaders of American air strikes against Libya after the F-l 11 
bombers had already left their bases in Britain. And in 1991, President Bush threatened to take 
military action against Iraq on the basis of United Nations Security Council resolutions alone. 
Though he ultimately received Congressional authorization to take offensive action against Iraq 
at the eleventh hour, Bush made dear that he could and would have acted without i t  In signing 
the legislation, he noted, "As I made clear to Congressional leaders at the outset, my request for 
Congressional support did not, and my signing of this resolution does not, constitute any change 
in the long-standing positions of the executive branch on either the President's constitutional 
authority to use the Armed Forces to defend vital U5. interests or the constitutionality of the War 
Powers resolution" (Fisher 1995,150-1). Fisher concludes "The drift of the war power from 
Congress to the President after World War n is unmistakable....Presidents now regularly claim 
that the commander-in-chief clause empowers them to send American troops anywhere in the 
world, including into hostilities, without first seeking legislative approval. Congress has made 
repeated efforts since the 1970s to restore legislative prerogatives, with only moderate success. 
Presidents continue to wield military power single-handedly, agreeing only to consult with 
legislators and notify them of completed actions" (Fisher 1995,185). See also Jordan, Taylor, Korb 
1993,129; Spitzer 1993,149-92. For a sampling of the debate about the effectiveness of the War 
Powers Act, see Scigliano 1981; Carter 1984; Franklin 1986; Casper 1989; Cohen 1989; Katzmann 
1990.
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of where it rightfully belongs. Even during the Iran-Contra investigation, amidst 
revelations that White House officials conducted illegal covert activities, lied to 
Congress, shredded classified documents and violated official U.S. government 
policy on terrorism and aid to the Nicaraguan contras, the president's bipartisan 
special review board underscored executive primacy in foreign affairs. The 
board's final report, written by former Senator John Tower, former Senator and 
Secretary of State Edmund S. Muskie and former National Security Advisor 
Brent Scowcroft noted, "Whereas the ultimate power to formulate domestic 
policy resides in the Congress, the primary responsibility for the formulation and 
implementation of national security policy falls on the president" (Tower 1987, 
87). Indeed, by placing foreign policy squarely in the executive domain, the 
report offered a devastating indictment of President Reagan, his staff, and his 
national security process. As the Tower commission suggests, legislators do not 
and should not take the lead role in formulating American foreign policy any 
time soon.

The president's gain is the legislature's loss; the growth of presidential 
pre-eminence in foreign affairs has helped to ensure that Congressional oversight 
of foreign policy agencies and their outputs remains sporadic and relatively 
weak.50 For one thing, executive primacy tends to let legislators off the electoral 
hook. Voters hold the president, not their local Representative, accountable for 
the successes and failures of American foreign policy. It was Truman who lost 
China, it was Johnson's war in Vietnam, and it was Bush who presided over the 
end of the Cold War. Indeed, as Brody (1991) finds in his seminal study, 
presidential approval ratings can surge or fall precipitously during moments of 
international crisis.51 Knowing all of this, Members of Congress have good 
reason to focus on issues closer to home. Moreover, it is easy for them to do so. 
On foreign policy matters, legislators can engage in activities which appeal to 
constituents without expending much effort, political capital, or time. They can 
take stands without taking action, and they can make pronouncements, hold 
hearings, and run investigations without having to produce results (Mayhew

50The American politics literature distinguishes between two types of oversight: 1) ex ante — 
where Congress controls agency behavior by placing structural and procedural features into the 
enacting legislation; and 2) ex post oversight — where Congress controls agency behavior after the 
agency arises through monitoring and through a system of rewards and punishments. In this 
discussion, I refer only to the second type.
51 Whether presidents gain or lose public approval points depends on the tone of "opinion 
leaders" or political elites quoted in the media.
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1974). Though rural Kentucky Representatives may have to deliver farm 
subsidies to tobacco growers back home, they need not fear getting thrown out of 
office because of their stand on the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. The 
incentives to pay attention to foreign policy organizational issues are even lower. 
Questions of JCS design do not make or break Congressional elections.

Of course, not all Members of Congress behave this way. In every 
Congress, there are always a few who develop considerable expertise and devote 
serious attention to foreign policy issues and agencies. These "national security 
intellectuals" hail from both sides of the aisle and come from diverse regions of 
the nation. All of these legislators share a normative concern for the public good 
in foreign affairs. Their intentions are not purely altruistic, however. National 
security intellectuals like Senators Sam Nunn and Barry Goldwater usually have 
presidential aspirations. And they almost always reap rewards from their role — 
amassing clout within Congress, gaining access to the president, and developing 
a national reputation. These benefits not only service longer-term presidential 
ambitions, but for some curry immediate favor among voters who like having 
their Representative in the center of action (Fenno 1978). Regardless of their 
specific motivations, one thing is clear: national security intellectuals stand apart 
from the Congressional herd. They care much more about forging good policies 
and designing good agencies in the foreign policy arena.

However, even these legislators give presidents a good deal of latitude in 
running foreign policy. Ironically, their genuine concern for nationally-minded 
foreign policy breeds a genuine belief in presidential authority. These legislators 
believe that deference to the president is the right thing to do — precisely because 
presidents are better able to serve national interests than the vast majority of their 
reelection-seeking, pork-barreling Congressional colleagues. Provided they are 
consulted by the president on major matters, the Fulbrights, Hamiltons and 
Vandenbergs of the world are content to leave Congress out of the foreign policy 
business. More important, national security intellectuals would have a difficult 
time taking on executive primacy even if they wanted to. Mustering the multiple 
majorities necessary to pass foreign affairs legislation is never a simple task. 
While in unusual moments, legislative leaders can rally the rest of Congress 
behind them, doing so requires precious political capital and produces uncertain 
results.52 Indeed, rallying the Congress and controlling it are two very different

52For most district-focused, reelection-seeking Members to get actively involved in a foreign 
policy issue, two things need to occur. First, the issue itself must become "domesticated"—
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things. Once average Members are thrown into the legislative game, there is 
nothing to prevent them from undercutting a national interest bill -- by 
grandstanding on the issues or by tacking on all sorts of parochial provisions.53 
Eyeing his next election, that Kentucky representative may very well add self- 
interested and unrelated tobacco subsidies to the legislation. All of this means 
that national security intellectuals almost never get their way. At the outset, they 
must choose their battles with care. And then, they must fight the parochial 
interests of their colleagues at every step. It is fair to say that barriers to 
Congressional activism in foreign affairs are high.

In addition to lowering Congressional oversight incentives, executive 
primacy in foreign affairs helps to weaken Congress's capacity to oversee national 
security agencies. Within the American politics literature, much has been made 
of Congressional oversight power. Congress, we are told, "holds the power of 
life or death in the most elemental terms throughout the existence of any agency" 
(McCubbins 1985, 728).54 House and Senate committees can induce agency 
compliance because they hold all of the cards. They determine which agencies 
live, which ones do not, and how much money they get55

But how real is this "power of life or death" when it comes to national 
security agencies? How credible can these Congressional threats be? It seems 
hard to imagine that Congress poses an ever-present, looming danger to the 
existence of American national security organizations. Evidence suggests that 
like the national security intellectuals, most average legislators feel strongly that

transformed into a domestic policy concern. This can happen when, for example, there is high 
potential for the loss of American lives, when domestic budget constraints are perceived to be 
serious, when concern arises that a foreign threat (such as communism) lurks at home, or when 
foreign policy agencies engage in disturbing activities at home — such as CIA wiretapping of 
American citizens. Second, the President must be taken out of the foreign policy equation. He 
must either come to some agreement with Congressional majority opinion, or be too weak or 
distracted by other political issues to mount an effective opposition. In the words of one veteran 
Senate committee staffer, "If the Congress tries to do it without the president, you end up with 
what you’ve got now, which is the president and his allies on Capitol Hill opposing whatever 
proposals are being made by the outside party" (Confidential Interview by author, 26 July 1995).
53This is the classic prindpal-agent problem.
54See also Fiorina 1981.
55The Senate's "advise and consent" power over political appointments has often been mentioned 
as a third major oversight mechanism. But as Moe argues, "die power of appointment is 
fundamentally presidential. Congress can and does influence the president's personnel choices in 
various ways, but its role is clearly secondary" (Moe 1987a, 489). Moreover, even here, 
Congressional activism seems significandy greater in domestic than foreign policy. 75 percent of 
all Cabinet nominations rejected by the Senate were domestic policy positions. No Secretary of 
State has ever failed to receive Senate confirmation (Congressional Quarterly 1993a, 16).
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national security agencies fall within the president's purview. We can see this, 
for example, by juxtaposing Congress's oversight initiatives in the 1946 
Reorganization Act with its creation of major foreign policy agencies in the 1947 
National Security Act. While the Reorganization Act of 1946 streamlined 
Congressional committees and charged them with exercising "continuous 
watchfulness" over administrative agencies, the 1947 National Security Act gave 
the president rather broad authority to use and shape his new foreign policy 
agencies as he saw fit. Perhaps most telling, even on the heels of its oversight 
push, Congress did not establish a separate oversight committee for the Central 
Intelligence Agency (Congressional Quarterly 1971,89). Even with oversight "on 
the brain," Members of Congress deliberately chose to set up national security 
agencies without substantial Congressional ties.

Moreover, although Congress has tried to exert more control over 
intelligence activities in the post-Vietnam era, evidence indicates that Members 
still see presidential authority over national security agencies as legitimate and 
paramount. As Senator Bayh remarked in 1978, when President Carter signed a 
key executive order setting out specific restrictions on the intelligence 
community, "This is the first time in history that the Congress has had this kind 
of cooperation with the Executive Branch....the first time in history [where the 
President was] willing to waive [his] inherent authority to get involved in 
electronic surveillance" (emphasis mine. Jordan, Taylor, Korb 1993,154). Bayh's 
comment suggests that in intelligence, as in other foreign policy matters, 
legitimate authority is the president's to use or dispose.

But let us suppose for a moment that legislators, for whatever reason, 
actually want to use their formal authorization, statutory or budgetary powers to 
change the organization or behavior of a particular national security agency. 
What happens then?

The short answer is that even under such circumstances, Members would 
be unlikely to use these levers to bring national security agencies into line. 
Legislators know that presidents take their foreign policy agencies seriously; any 
move to eliminate, reform or seriously reduce the funding of these organizations 
without presidential approval is bound to incur executive wrath and invite 
interbranch conflict -  a fight which presidents almost always win. Why? 
Because the political system naturally favors any political actor who defends the 
status quo. And it grants presidents the ultimate weapon: veto rights. The fact 
is Congress has rarely sought to overhaul national security agencies without
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presidential consent, and when it has, the fight has not been easy or successful. 
Senator Jesse Helms' 1995 campaign to reorganize the State Department is 
perhaps the most vivid and recent example. Speaking before the Senate floor, 
Helms makes no bones about the ferocity of executive branch opposition. 
Castigating the Clinton administration for "stonewalling to the nth degree," he 
notes:

The administration has refused cooperation at every juncture — every juncture, 
without exception. It has refused even to talk about a consolidation. It has 
refused to provide the Congressional Budget Office with the information that the 
Congressional Budget Office has to have in order to compute the billions of 
dollars the taxpayers will be saving by passing the legislation. (Congressional 
Record, 1995, S10931)

Even Secretary of State Warren Christopher, who first devised the plan, opposed 
it once Helms made the issue a contest over executive authority. By insisting that 
State Department reorganization come through formal legislation, Helms and his 
colleagues shifted the central focus from bureaucratic efficiency to presidential 
prerogatives in foreign affairs. It proved a serious miscalculation. In a letter to 
Senator Claiborne Pell, Christopher explained, "[although] S908 contains a 
number of management authorities sought by the Department of State, the 
cumulative weight of its restrictions, requirements and prohibitions would 
obstruct the President's ability to conduct America's foreign policy and cripple 
America's ability to lead." He stated flatly "...in its current form, I will have no 
choice but to recommend a veto. This bill's attack on Presidential authority is 
unprecedented in scope and severity" (Reprinted in Congressional Record, 1995, 
S10931-33). The bill went down to defeat.

In addition to inviting powerful presidential opposition, Congressional 
attempts to change national security agencies leave legislators vulnerable to the 
vagaries of future events and public opinion. They create the possibility that 
Congress might be blamed for unintended, unforeseen and even unconnected 
foreign policy fiascoes down the line. This is exactly the kind of uncertainty 
which Members desperately try to avoid (Fiorina 1982a, 1982b; Moe 1989; 
Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991). We need only ask, "What Member would be 
willing to risk the charge that his oversight efforts ended up weakening U.S. 
defense capabilities or jeopardizing American national security interests --
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especially during the Cold War?"56 Moreover, Congressional action requires 
information about agency operations, problems, and performance. Committees 
cannot impose rewards and sanctions if they do not know what agencies are 
doing. But in foreign policy, even more than domestic policy, information is 
hard to come by.57

Finally, any major reorganization of the executive branch cannot occur 
without shaking up the corresponding organization of Congress — which 
invariably means redrawing committee jurisdictions, changing the way 
committees do business, and upsetting the seniority-centered distribution of 
power. One senior Senate Committee staffer explained the situation this way:

...what a lot of people do not understand is that the organization of Congress is a 
very important factor in determining what gets looked at and what doesn't And 
the organization of Congress obviously follows the organization of the executive 
branch to a large extent. So you really can't make major reorganizations of the 
executive branch without at the same time proposing major reorganizations of 
Congress. That’s a very difficult thing to do, because ....it means a realignment of 
who gets to do what in Congress and that means you are getting at the heart of 
where people's power comes from up here. And once you’ve got some power up 
here you ain't willing to give it up so easily. 58

As we shall see, it was precisely these fears of Congressional reorganization 
which blocked the creation of permanent intelligence oversight committees for 
over twenty-five years.

In sum, Congress's oversight threat is not nearly so strong in reality as it is 
in theory. Most legislators lack the electoral incentives to make oversight of 
national security agencies a top priority. Those that do — the national security 
intellectuals -  are few and far between, and rarely choose to expend the capital 
and effort to rally their parochial colleagues to their cause. Moreover, Congress's 
formidable formal powers are unlikely to be used; at some basic level, Members 
believe that presidents ought to take the lead in foreign affairs, and thus ought to 
be given the freedom and flexibility to design their foreign policy apparatus as 
they see fit. Legislators also know that in reality all presidents are inclined to 
fight hard to retain control over their national security agencies. In addition,

^Ransom (1987) makes a compelling argument along these lines, hypothesizing that legislators 
are more likely to engage in serious oversight of the CIA when superpower tensions are relaxed -
a claim which has found some empirical support in a recent study by Loch K. Johnson (1994). 
57For more, see Moe 1987a.
58Senior Senate Committee staffer, confidential interview by author, 26 July 1995.
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legislators have good reason to leave well enough alone. They wish to avoid 
taking the fall for major foreign policy failures. They realize that Congress as an 
institution lacks the information channels to monitor agency activities the first 
place. And they recognize that any major overhaul of the national security 
machinery requires corresponding changes in Congressional organization which 
may upset the distribution of power within the legislature.

In the end, it seems that Congress’s foreign policy tools are rather blunt 
instruments. The "power of life or death," when used on foreign policy agencies, 
threatens to impose significant costs on everyone — not just the targeted 
bureaucracy or program. When it comes to foreign policy agency oversight, 
legislators may not be lame ducks, but they are weak birds.

4. Bureaucratic Interconnectedness
Finally, national security agencies live in a much more tightly-knit, stable, 

bureaucratic world than their domestic policy counterparts. In national security 
affairs, organizations cannot and do not operate in isolation. Their activities 
inherently overlap and intersect. Diplomatic negotiations have serious 
consequences for military action and vice versa. Intelligence is intimately 
connected to grand strategy, military power, and diplomacy. Thus, to do their 
jobs, national security officials must concern themselves with other agencies. The 
same cannot be said for most domestic policy bureaucrats. It is hard to imagine 
the Federal Communications Commission taking an interest in the activities of 
the Social Security Administration. As Leslie Gelb noted, "In domestic policy, it's 
a much more diverse world. You have your health care crowd, your tax reform 
crowd, and they live in separate universes. In foreign policy, anyone would play 
in Latin America if it's hot."59 To use a geographic analogy, if regulatory 
agencies operate as a series of islands, national security agencies more closely 
resemble the European Community.

In economic terms, foreign policy bureaucracies have a high degree of 
"asset cospedalization:" the value of one agency's work hinges, at least in part, on 
the work of another. Although this arrangement can be mutually beneficial, it 
can also lead to "hold-up problems" -- situations where one selfish party imposes 
demands which adversely affect the performance of another. In the private 
sector, companies minimize hold-up problems by limiting their cospecialized

59Les Gelb, telephone interview by author, 8 August 1995.
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assets through vertical integration, by trying to get more complete contracts with 
partners, and by using noncontractual mechanisms like reputation to signal 
commitment and trust (Milgrom and Roberts 1992,134-65).

For foreign policy bureaucracies, however, options are not as plentiful. 
Competition in the public sector is inherently more limited. General Motors may 
be able to buy out its auto body contractor, but the State Department is not free to 
take over the CIA if it becomes unhappy with Agency intelligence. Government 
agencies can try to build reputations and working relationships, but the political 
appointments system makes this difficult to do. Presidential appointees "bear the 
burden of being transients in office," writes G. Calvin Mackenzie. "Their lease 
runs for only four years, and that is rarely enough time to allow them to learn all 
they need to know about the federal personnel system....It takes time for the 
permanent and the transient governments to get comfortable with one another, if 
they ever do at all" (Mackenzie 1981, 114). The increasing politicization and 
decreasing tenure of political appointments has only exacerbated the trust 
dilemma in recent years. This is not to say that agencies are completely helpless. 
But it does mean that national security organizations face a more serious hold-up 
threat than the average firm does. In foreign policy, government agencies must 
constantly contend with the possibility that another agency may be working 
against them.

Implications
The upshot is that national security agencies have strong incentives to 

worry about the design and operation of organizations beside their own. While 
most domestic policy agencies have clearly delineated spheres of influence, 
national security agencies do not. Instead, bureaucratic interconnectedness 
guarantees that changes to any one organization will affect others. This means 
that new agencies arise in an environment filled with pre-existing bureaucratic 
actors, all with a large stake in the outcome. There are always bureaucrats out 
there who have something -- quite a lot actually — to gain or lose by new 
organizational arrangements. Bureaucratic actors figure as major players in the 
politics of national security agency structure.
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Summary
National security and domestic policy agencies operate in two vastly 

different worlds. In domestic policy, interest groups are plentiful, powerful, and 
varied, providing Representatives with information and incentives to play a part 
in agency design. On top of this, widely available information about agency 
activities lowers the cost of Congressional action -  both in designing agencies 
and in overseeing them. Congressional participation in policy issues is not only 
rational but right; when it comes to things like taxes, health care and education, 
legislators are expected to weigh in. At times, presidents can and do enter the 
fray. But bureaucrats do not — given the breadth and variable nature of domestic 
policy issues, agencies naturally have little reason to care about organizations 
besides their own. Thus, in domestic policy, it seems reasonable to conclude, as 
new institutionalists do, that interest groups drive the politics of bureaucratic 
structure, that bureaucrats don’t matter much, and that the end result is a poorly 
designed bureaucracy which is kept under Congress' "watchful eyes" (Aberbach 
1990).

National security agencies are another story. In foreign affairs, interest 
groups are relatively new, fluid, and weak. Information is not widely available. 
Policy issues are seen to lie predominantly in the president's domain. And the 
same basic issues involve a relatively small set of interacting foreign policy 
organizations. Taken together, these factors suggest that Congress has little 
reason to participate much in the creation and oversight of national security 
agencies. With information at a premium, with interest groups essentially out of 
the picture, and with a sense that foreign policy is the president's responsibility, 
legislators do better turning their attention elsewhere. Instead, presidents and 
bureaucrats appear much larger. National security policy is presidential policy. 
And bureaucrats -  from soldiers to diplomats to spies — have a stake in how the 
overall national security apparatus is designed. In short, using the same set of 
new institutionalist assumptions -  about the importance of institutions, about 
rationality, about transaction costs and the nature of political actors — we come to 
some very different conclusions about national security agencies. These can be 
formulated into four specific hypotheses or propositions.

Proposition 1: The executive branch drives the creation of national security
agencies. Congress plays, at best, only a secondary role.
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Proposition  2:

Proposition 3:

Proposition 4:

This does not mean an absence of conflict. Although 
presidents have the national interest at heart, they are not 
the sole players in the executive branch. In national security 
affairs, existing bureaucratic actors have much to gain or lose 
by the creation of a new agency, and will fight to preserve 
their own institutional interests. Such intra-executive branch 
conflict gives rise to national security agencies which, by 
design, cannot do their jobs well.

Once formed, national security agencies develop with 
sporadic, largely ineffectual oversight by Congress.
Members have neither the incentives or capabilities to keep a 
firm, constant watch over agency activities.

Thus, like creation, the evolution of national security 
agencies is driven by forces within the executive branch — by 
the president, by the agency itself, and by its supporters and 
opponents in other bureaucratic offices.

These propositions spell good news for new institutionalist theory. Rather 
than having to do away with the approach, we can transform it. We can adjust it 
to work in a policy realm which its original adherents never imagined or 
anticipated. Juxtaposing domestic agencies with their national security 
counterparts allows us to see just how far new institutionalism can travel. (See 
Figure 3.2.)
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FlflUie 3.2 Transforming New Institutionalism Into a National SecurltvAgency Model

Domestic Pollcv Agencies National Security Agencies

KEY DIFFERENCES

1. Interest group environment is strong, 
stable, and dense

1. Interest group environment is 
fluid, thin, and weak

2. Work is conducted in the open; 
information is widespread, easy 
to obtain

2. Work is conducted in secret; 
information is difficult, costly 
to obtain

3. Legislative domain 3. Executive domain

4. Bureaucracies are loosely 
connected

4. Bureaucracies are tightly 
connected

1. Congress drives initial agency 
design

1. Executive branch drives initial 
agency design

2. Agencies reflect conflict between 
contending interest groups 
and their legislative champions

2. Agencies reflect conflict 
between bureaucrats and the 
president

3. Congress drives agency evolution 3. Executive branch drives 
agency evolution

4. Congress oversees the bureaucracy; 
Members have strong incentives 
and tools to keep a firm watch

4. Congress exercises only 
sporadic, largely ineffectual 
oversight; Members have 
weak incentives, blunt tools

III. Relaxing the Foreign/Domestic Dichotomy

Up to this point, I have painted a picture of sharp distinctions between 
national security and domestic policy agencies. By this account, the CIA and the 
DMV have little in common. Interest groups, information, interbranch norms, 
and patterns of bureaucratic activity change in significant ways once we move 
from domestic issues to national security ones. While such bold distinctions help 
clarify little known differences between these two agency types, they tend to 
obscure real and important distinctions among national security agencies. Reality 
is not nearly so neat National security agencies vary. They do not look alike at
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birth. Nor do they develop along the same path or go through similar 
developmental stages.

Even a quick glance at history makes this point clear. Birthdates mean 
very little where national security agencies are concerned. The National Security 
Council system, the Q A  and the Department of Defense were all created by the 
same act at the same time to respond to the same Cold War threat. But they 
hardly look alike. Agencies also develop at different speeds. While some 
institutions like the Joint Chiefs of Staff go for decades without major structural 
or operational change, others, such as the National Security Council staff, rapidly 
develop into organizations which their creators never intended or envisioned. 
Even within a single functional area, agencies develop at unequal rates. In the 
intelligence community, the Central Intelligence Agency has greatly expanded its 
jurisdiction, while the National Security Agency has essentially been involved in 
the same kinds of activities since 1952, when it was first established (Lowenthal 
1992). Perhaps more important, agencies develop in different ways — from 
informal executive branch reforms and secret directives to major, public acts of 
Congress. Even here, some agencies appear to be more immune than others to 
particular reform strategies. Scandal may have triggered Congressional 
intervention and oversight of the CIA in the 1970s, but it did nothing to prompt 
Congressional oversight or reform of the NSC staff after Iran-Contra. Aside from 
holding some hearings, Congress left the NSC staff alone.

As these examples suggest, a compelling explanation of national security 
agency evolution needs to take diversity into account. It must offer an 
underlying, systematic explanation for the different developmental paths which 
national security agencies take. In other words, such an argument must begin by 
pinpointing the sources of agency variance.

Of course, the obvious explanation focuses on agency function. This 
argument basically contends that agencies which perform different tasks must be 
differently designed. It makes little sense to think an intelligence agency would 
resemble a military one. By this account, function and function alone determines 
the initial design and subsequent development of national security organizations.

But we know this is not true. National security agency design is much 
more than a matter of function; it is a matter of politics. Presidents, bureaucrats 
and, to a lesser degree, legislators continually fight for agency structures which 
serve their own interests. While the demands of an agency's task must play some 
role, it is hardly a paramount one. If new institutionalist arguments about
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domestic policy agencies do anything, they lay this functionalist hypothesis to 
rest. For if function were the sole, or even primary determinant of agency 
design, then bureaucracies would be destined for success. They would perform 
their jobs well.

Instead, looking more broadly, we can identify three sources of agency 
variance, three major factors which cause national security agencies to evolve in 
different ways. In order of descending importance, they are: 1) the structural 
choices made at an agency's birth; 2) the ongoing interests of major political 
players; and 3) exogenous events in the "real world."

Founding moments loom large in national security agency evolution. As 
we shall see more clearly in the case studies to follow, national security agencies 
emerge as reflections of their political environment. Their initial design stems 
from compromises and conflicts between political institutions who are bent on 
protecting their own power. These design choices are sticky. In the American 
system of separated powers, legislation is difficult to enact; the Congressional 
committee system, bicameralism, and presidential veto authority provide 
multiple veto points along the legislative path. Theoretically, acts of Congress 
can always be amended or even rescinded. Realistically, separation of powers 
ensures that agency mandates, procedures and structures which manage to get 
written into law tend to endure (Moe 1987,240). This means that once an agency 
is created, its future is no longer completely up for grabs. Enacting legislation 
makes some developmental paths more likely than others.

The preferences of presidents, legislators, and bureaucrats constitute a 
second set of shifting pressures on agency evolution. National security agencies 
are not just out there, twisting in the wind. They are caught in a web of 
competing, cross-cutting and often conflicting interests among legislative and 
executive branch actors. How these interests align and change over time has 
important consequences for agency development. The American separation of 
powers system may make agencies difficult to change, but it does not make 
change impossible. We know that legislators, bureaucrats and presidents have a 
number of tools which they can use to shape agency design and behavior. The 
question is, when do they? When do the incentives become high enough for one 
or more of these actors to jump in and change the way national security agencies 
do their business?

Third, and finally, real world events must be thrown into the mix. 
Agencies and other political actors are not immune to events. Rather, domestic
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and international political developments serve as external "shocks" which can 
entrench an agency in its current developmental path or, in rare instances, shift it 
to a new one. Budget deficits, military confrontation, domestic political scandals, 
economic recession, partisan electoral sweeps, international trade agreements, to 
name a few — these things can, at times, affect agency development. They can 
move the focus of public debate, change the political context in which these 
agencies operate, and alter the interests and capabilities of relevant political 
players. It does not take much to realize how much or how quickly a well-timed 
major development can move the battleground, empower some, or spell trouble 
for others.

Thus, while national security agencies vary, they do so for certain reasons. 
Initial structural choices produce institutional "birth marks" which are difficult to 
change. Basic features of agency design — things like explicit provisions for 
Congressional oversight, organizational location within the executive branch, 
staffing arrangements -  provide the roadways for future agency development. 
But all is not preordained. Presidents, legislators and bureaucrats all have 
interests and capabilities of their own. It is these interests and capabilities which 
determine the particular course an agency will follow. Finally, domestic and 
international events have the potential to reinforce an agency's trajectory or to 
spark turns from it. There is no mystery here. Whether an agency flourishes of 
flounders hinges on its available evolutionary options, on actors' rational 
calculations of costs and benefits, and on the timing of key events.

These arguments suggest a fifth proposition about the development of 
national security agencies:

Proposition 5: Although the executive branch drives the creation and
development of all national security agencies, different 
national security agencies evolve along different trajectories. 
Explaining agency evolution requires understanding agency 
institutional birth marks, the ongoing interests of key 
political actors, and the influence of world events.

Comparing domestic policy agencies to national security organizations, 
we can see how different this proposition becomes in different policy realms.
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Figure 3.3 Transforming New Institutionalism Into a National Security Aaencv Model: 
Explaining a Specific Agency’s  Developmental Tralectorv

Domestic Policy Agencies National Security Agencies

5. An individual agency's evolution 
can be explained by changes in 
the interest group environment,

5. An individual agency's 
evolution can be explained
principally by its initial design,

Congressional committee composition, and to a lesser extent by the 
ongoing interests of relevant 
political actors and events.

or Congressional interests

IV Politics. Presidents and Bureaucrats Revisited

Before proceeding any further, we need to bring politics more centrally 
into the equation. Foreign and domestic policy may be different, but this does 
not mean that politics are absent.

Two issues need to be clarified. First, it is important to distinguish what 
presidents want from what they actually get. Although presidents may have 
strong incentives to think in terms of the national interest, and although they 
may wield some powerful levers when it comes to designing national security 
agencies, they almost never get the kind of responsive, effective agencies they 
desire. Why is this so? If Congress has little reason to intervene in national 
security agency design or development, then why can't presidents create or 
change agencies to optimally suit their needs and effectively promote U.S. 
national security interests?

Second, although I contend that bureaucratic agencies are powerful actors, 
it is not clear why anyone should allow them to play such a role. After all, 
bureaucracies are subordinate to the legislators and presidents who create them. 
Congress and the chief executive can theoretically ignore, thwart or even punish 
agencies who go against them or step out of line. What is it about bureaucratic 
organizations that makes them independent, forceful actors on the political 
scene?

We turn to each of these issues below.
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1. I f  Congress has little reason to play a major role in the creation or 
development o f national security agencies, then why can’t  presidents get exactly 
the kind o f agencies they want? Why can’t  national agencies he designed to 
serve the national interest?

At first glance, the arguments above appear to suggest that presidents 
should have a relatively easy time designing and altering national security 
agencies to suit their needs. Given what we know about presidents, this would 
suggest that such agencies would be shaped to serve the national interest They 
would be optimally designed to protect and further American national security 
interests abroad.

Yet, with the exception of the National Security Council staff, this has not 
been the case. President Eisenhower became so disaffected with JCS disloyalty 
and opposition to his policies, that he commented to Defense Secretary Wilson, 
"[I am] inclined to think that the Chiefs of Staff system...has failed" (Kinnard 
1977, 205). Eisenhower’s sentiments have been echoed by virtually every one of 
his successors. In perhaps the most colorful assessment, Kennedy remarked that 
the Joint Chiefs "advise you the way a man advises another one about whether he 
should marry a girl. He doesn't have to live with her" (Sorensen 1965,391).

Chief executives have expressed similar frustrations with almost every 
other major national security agency. Kennedy's feelings toward the State 
Department are well-known. Special Counsel Theodore Sorensen writes, "The 
President was discouraged with the State Department almost as soon as he took 
office. He felt that it too often seemed to have a built-in inertia which deadened 
initiative and that its tendency toward excessive delay obscured determination. 
It spoke with too many voices and too little vigor" (Sorensen 1965, 287). Nixon 
agreed -- but carried his dislike of foreign policy agencies even further, 
distrusting most organizations outside of his own staff. As Kissinger recalls, the 
president-elect was extremely concerned with circumventing the self-interested, 
slow, and ineffective national security machinery. Kissinger writes of their first 
meeting during the presidential transition:

[Nixon's] subject was the task of setting up his new government. He had a 
massive organization problem, he said. He had very little confidence in the State 
Department Its personnel had no loyalty to him....He felt it imperative to exclude 
the QA from the formulation of policy; it was staffed by Ivy League liberals who 
behind the facade of analytical objectivity were usually pushing their own 
preferences. (Kissinger 1979,11)
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Jimmy Carter became so dissatisfied with the State Department during the 
Shah’s fall in Iran, he sent his own military representative there to provide 
intelligence and analysis. Carter writes in his memoirs, "As I compared what... 
[General Huyser] told me with what our Ambassador in Iran had done and said, 
I became even more disturbed at the apparent reluctance in the State Department 
to carry out my directives fully and with enthusiasm" (Carter 1995,458). Shortly 
thereafter, the president took the unusual step of summoning the Iranian desk 
officers to the White House. He recalls:

I laid down the law to them as strongly as I knew how....I told them that if they 
could not support what I decided, their only alternative was to resign — and if 
there was another outbreak of misinformation, distortions, or self-serving news 
leaks, I would direct the Secretary of State to discharge the officials responsible 
for that particular desk, even if some innocent people might be punished. (Carter 
1995,458)

It seems Carter's bigger diplomatic problem was not with Iran, but with his own 
Department of State.

As these comments suggest, no modem president has been fully satisfied 
with his institutional resources in national security policy. Whether in gathering 
information, analyzing and presenting policy options, or implementing 
particular programs, national security agencies appear to frustrate chief 
executives more than they please. Although presidents play a large role in the 
creation and development of American national security agencies, they often do 
not obtain the kind of bureaucratic responsiveness they seek.

How can this be?
The answer lies in looking more closely at delegated authority, at what 

happens when one person must rely on others to get things done. It seems fairly 
evident that no president can single-handedly make foreign policy. Instead, 
presidents are forced to rely on a network of others — on intelligence officers, on 
diplomats, on military strategists, on policy advisors -  to handle the everyday 
affairs of state. But reliance is a double-edged sword; presidents cannot always 
know, much less control, what bureaucrats do. They cannot guarantee that 
agencies will work in their own best interests. The reality is that most agencies 
do not serve the president's interests. They have other obligations, other aims, 
and other constituencies which conflict with his. As Neustadt wrote over thirty 
years ago, presidents must wage a constant battle to get bureaucratic compliance
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because "...no one else sits where [the President] sits or sees quite as he sees; no 
one else feels the full weight of his obligations....the obligations of all other men 
are different from his own" (Neustadt I960,8).

In organization theory terms, this is the classic "principal-agent" 
problem.60 Presidents (principals) have no choice but to rely on bureaucrats 
(agents) which do not completely share their interests; this, coupled with the 
president’s inability to fully monitor agency activity provides fertile ground for 
bureaucratic noncompliance. Agencies can ignore presidential directives, delay 
implementation of presidential programs, and limit presidential options when it 
suits their needs because presidents do not have the time or resources to watch 
them. The following account by a Roosevelt aide brings this principal-agent 
problem to life:

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. (Neustadt 1960,32)

The question is not whether, but how much agencies shirk their responsibilities 
in favor of more parochial self-interests.

Presidents are not completely helpless in the face of bureaucratic shirking. 
As we shall see in the empirical chapters which follow, much of the story about 
agency evolution centers on how presidents use low-cost measures to get around 
agency problems -- to compel agencies to heed presidential interests or to 
transfer agency responsibilities to those who do. Theoretically, presidents have 
an array of tools to reform willful bureaucracies -- ranging from executive orders 
and political appointments to reorganization plans to legislative reform. But 
whether and when presidents actually employ these measures is another story. 
As Kennedy National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy put it, "Presidents are 
not public administrators. They do not look at the United States government as 
something they should tune. They look at is something that they've got to get the 
help of, however they can."61 In reality, presidents are constrained by three 
major factors.

60See Moe 1984; Kiewietand McCubbins 1991; Milgrom and Roberts 1992.
61McGeorge Bundy, interview by author, 13 June 1995.
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First, the chief executive faces severe time constraints. Presidents have at 
most only eight years to achieve their major domestic and international policy 
goals and secure their place in history. While bureaucratic reform may be 
important, even instrumental, in achieving those goals, it is not something for 
which great leaders are likely to be remembered. For instance, if we think of 
President Reagan's administration, we are far more likely to recall the Strategic 
Defense Initiative (SDI), the invasion of Grenada, and U.S.-Soviet nuclear arms 
reduction talks than the reorganization of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Second, presidents are embedded in a broader network of political 
institutions that limit what they can do. To legislate major, long-lasting changes 
in national security agencies, presidents must get the consent of a Congressional 
majority. But Members of Congress have their own interests which make such 
reform efforts difficult to achieve. In addition, presidents cannot afford to simply 
ignore bureaucratic wishes. The chief executive needs bureaucratic support and 
expertise for his policy initiatives. Given these circumstances, presidents may 
find it better to use their limited political capital on other pursuits.62 As former 
National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft put it, "You know, the President can 
change the Defense Department if he wants to. But you don't take on those 
things lightly."63

Third, as Moe (1990) points out, presidents have a serious knowledge 
problem. As single individuals, the chief executive faces a constant struggle to 
gain information about what agencies are really up to. But even if a president 
knew exactly how agencies were "going awry" and even if he had the resources 
to impose reforms at will, he still would not know how to design an institutional 
system optimally suited to his needs. The sad fact is that the social science of 
organizations is poorly developed.

What does all of this mean? Two conclusions can be drawn. The first is 
that presidents often will not get what they want from their national security

62Jimmy Carter captures this problem in his memoirs, describing his run-in with Congressman 
Jack Brooks (D-TX) over a special, procedural bill designed to facilitate executive branch 
reorganization. Carter writes of their meeting:

[Brooks] had a grin on his face and a briefcase full of records of the Kennedy and 
Johnson years. He said, "Governor, Lyndon Johnson was the greatest arm-twister 
Washington has ever seen, and he did not like to get beat on Capitol Hill. Look at 
this list! He was never successful in getting more than one-third of his proposed 
reorganization plans through Congress, even with this special procedure. If you 
win this argument on the legislation, you still won’t have anything to show for 
it." (Carter 1995,74)

63Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 7 July 1995.
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apparatus. If we accept the standard view of presidents and their motivations, 
then this brings bad news: for as long as presidents cannot get their way, national 
security agencies will tend to serve the interests of the particular at the expense 
of the whole.

Second, all presidents will seek to overcome the principal-agent problem 
in ways which minimize their political costs. This means that major reform 
efforts should be rare. Instead, informal strategies such as centralizing 
decisionmaking in the White House staff, reconstituting agency responsibilities 
and capabilities through executive orders, and granting different players more or 
less access to the president are likely to be more common.

2) What are the sources of bureaucratic power? Why do bureaucrats, who are 
subordinate to legislators and presidents, play such a prominent role in the 
design and development of national security agencies?

Strangely, the new institutionalism in American politics talks a lot about 
bureaucracy but fails to treat bureaucratic agencies as important actors in their 
own right. For Weingast, Moran, McCubbins, and others, legislators are the 
principal players. Coming from a research program geared toward 
understanding Congress, they find, not surprisingly, that Congress plays the lead 
role in shaping government agencies. Moe finds such Congressional "control" of 
the bureaucracy inherently problematic, but he, too, fails to give bureaucrats 
much credit when explaining the development of other agencies. As I argue 
above, this omission is a serious one. In the creation and evolution of national 
security agencies, bureaucrats turn out to be a major piece of the puzzle.

It is worth taking a minute to consider how this would be possible and 
ask, "where does bureaucratic power come from?" How do bureaucrats get 
legislators and presidents to grant them a seat at the table?

The classic explanation begins with Weber and focuses on expertise. 
Bureaucrats wield influence among politicians because they are known to have a 
more detailed, specialized, and sophisticated knowledge of a given policy area. 
This is precisely why they are hired in the first place. Delegating the details to 
the bureaucrats frees politicians to consider a broader range of issues. The 
downside, of course, is that on any single issue, legislators and presidents must 
face experts who know more than they do. As Weber writes, "The 'political 
master' finds himself in the position of the 'dilettante' who stands opposite the
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’expert,' facing the trained official who stands within the management of 
administration" (Weber 1946, 232). In the real world of politics, this makes it 
tough for politicians to force their will on unwilling agencies; who is to debate 
the Navy about what it needs to provide an effective fleet? Knowledge, indeed, 
is power.

The bureaucracy's expertise advantage becomes especially pronounced in 
foreign policy matters. It is one thing for presidents to ignore the EPA’s position 
on water quality standards. It is quite another for presidents to ignore the CIA’s 
analysis of Soviet military capabilities. National security agencies, by definition, 
deal with vital defense issues. This means elected officials ignore, oppose, and 
reform national security agencies at their own peril. When "being wrong" could 
mean a Soviet invasion, presidents and Members of Congress are far more likely 
to trust the opinions and desires of experts. It is this reliance which gives 
national security bureaucrats power.

Though expertise is by far the most potent bureaucratic weapon, three 
other sources of bureaucratic power are worth mentioning. The first of these is 
asymmetrical incentives. We already know that presidents care much more 
about national security agencies than most legislators do. But bureaucrats care 
most of all. While presidents fight hard to design agencies in certain ways, 
bureaucrats fight for their lives. Agencies are more willing than other political 
players to stick to their guns, to battle until the bitter end over questions of 
agency capabilities and jurisdiction. With this willingness comes power. 
Presidents, after all, have full agendas and limited time. If faced with intense 
bureaucratic opposition, they will almost always for settle for something over 
nothing, for partial reforms and compromises instead of their ideal agency 
design. Bureaucrats know this. They know that holding out forces presidents to 
make concessions. And they are right. Within the executive branch, 
asymmetrical incentives can give national security agencies de facto veto rights 
over reform initiatives.

Second, as noted above, bureaucrats shirk. They can resist, ignore, and 
circumvent orders, even those which come directly from the president. During 
the Cuban missile crisis, for example, John F. Kennedy was stunned to learn that 
an arsenal of obsolete Jupiter missiles had not been removed from Turkey — even 
though he had issued direct orders to do so in early 1961, and again in August of 
1962 (Allison 1971,141-43). It seems that State Department officials were more 
concerned about maintaining good bilateral relations with Turkey than with
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carrying out the president's wishes.64 Kennedy was not alone. Harry Truman 
best captured the essence of the bureaucratic shirking problem back in 1952. 
Anticipating Eisenhower's management troubles, Truman remarked, ""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" (emphasis his. Neustadt 
1960,9).

The point to be made is this: shirking does not actually have to occur to be 
effective. The anticipated threat of bureaucratic resistance gives government 
agencies a strong hand against elected officials, particularly presidents. Why 
bother to force reform down the throat of an unwilling agency? Why run the risk 
that agencies will resist directives they oppose behind the scenes? Especially in 
national security affairs, the possibility of insidious bureaucratic rebellion makes 
agency reform or reorganization a chancy proposition. Combined with expertise 
and asymmetrical incentives, the shirking threat makes bureaucrats a force to be 
reckoned with.

Third, bureaucrats can gain political leverage over elected officials by 
appealing directly to the public. Press leaks, high-level resignations, public 
Congressional hearings and more targeted publicity campaigns all hit presidents 
and legislators where it hurts — the electorate. By leveling charges that agency 
proposals would cripple American defense, or would undermine U.S. 
intelligence operations, national security bureaucrats can erode public support 
for the president or Congress. This, in turn, can undermine policy goals and 
diminish prospects for reelection. All else being equal, presidents and legislators 
will hesitate to tamper with national security agencies which are willing to "go 
public" with their demands.

All of these things give government agencies room to maneuver. 
Presidents and Members of Congress listen to bureaucrats because they cannot 
afford to do otherwise. Armed with expertise, extraordinary incentives, shirking

64In this case, State Department foot dragging came back to haunt the president During the
Cuban missile crisis, Nikita Khrushchev offered Kennedy a quid pro quo withdrawal of the 
Jupiters for the Soviet missiles in Cuba — a deal which backed Kennedy into a comer. Faced with 
capitulation or escalation to potential nuclear war, Kennedy became furious. "Get those frigging
missiles off the board!" he reportedly shouted during a meeting (Allison 1971,142). This was not 
an isolated incident. Just one year earlier, CIA officials ignored the president’s direction to plan 
the Bay of Pigs invasion without American air support According to National Security Advisor
McGeorge Bundy, CIA officials assured Kennedy that their invasion force "could disappear into 
the woodwork. But what they really thought was that when they needed air, because die 
operation would be wrecked without it, that he would give it" (McGeorge Bundy, interview by 
author, 13 June 1995).
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mechanisms and public appeals, government agencies do not have to remain the 
servile subjects of their political masters.

Thus, to say the executive branch drives the creation and evolution of 
national security agencies is not to say the process is easy, agreeable, or even 
successful. While institutional incentives push presidents toward action, 
institutional constraints work to hold them back. Although it is possible in 
theory to ignore bureaucratic interests and concerns, it is impossible to do so in 
practice. Agency officials hold more cards than the statutes suggest.

V. Conclusions

This chapter makes two central claims. First, national security agencies 
are very different animals than the domestic policy bureaucracies traditionally 
studied in political science. With a relatively weak interest group environment, 
with high levels of secrecy, with a deeply-embedded norm of executive primacy 
in foreign affairs, and with strong bureaucratic interconnectedness, national 
security agencies arise and evolve in fundamentally different ways than their 
regulatory counterparts. In foreign affairs, the "politics of bureaucratic structure" 
(Moe 1989) is played out largely within the executive branch — between the 
president and existing foreign policy agencies. Once formed, agencies do not 
develop according to the shifting interests of Congressional committees. Instead, 
evolution of national security agencies is driven by institutional birthmarks, by 
the constellation of political interests and capabilities, and by events.

Second, and relatedly, national security agencies are not designed to serve 
the national interest. I mean this in two senses. First, new agencies are literally 
created by actors who are out for themselves, who put their own interests above 
national ones. Presidents do have broad concerns, but usually cannot get the 
kind of national security agencies they want. This is because existing 
bureaucratic actors have an enormous stake in the creation of new national 
security organizations, and are well armed to hobble them at birth. Today's 
bureaucrats have reputation, expertise, incentives, shirking capabilities and 
public outlets on their side. Unfortunately, they use these weapons to better their 
own power, resources, and interests at the expense of the overall policy making 
apparatus. That is how politics works. As for Congress, the average Member 
has little reason to play a major role in designing new foreign policy agencies. 
With its district-based representation, internal committee system, and majority
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rule requirements, Congress is structurally unsuited for taking an activist role in 
most foreign policy issues, much less the nitty gritty structural battles over 
national security agency design. Some legislators undoubtedly enter the political 
fray out of ideological or national concerns. However, these national security 
intellectuals usually defer to the executive branch; they know how hard it is to 
rally their colleagues, and they rightly fear that including them in the debate may 
debilitate national security agencies even more.

There is a second sense in which national security agencies are not 
designed to serve the national interest. This has to do with agency performance 
over time. Poorly designed to begin with, national security agencies must fight 
an uphill battle from day one. As we shall see in the following chapters, 
presidents, and even legislators, are able to improve agency performance only 
somewhat, in some cases, at some times. The price of initial structural choices 
appears to be high. In an absolute sense, American national security agencies are 
not created to serve American interests in a truly effective or efficient way. They 
do not do their jobs as they should, or at least as well as they could. Ironically, 
some of the very hallmarks of American democracy -  separation of powers, 
regular elections, majority rule — inhibit good agency design and provide 
incentives for political actors to keep it that way. American national security 
agencies are not created by IR realists who think in terms of organizational 
optimality. They are created by political actors who must operate in a reality 
suffused with conflict, contention, and compromise at the domestic level.
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PREFACE TO CHAPTERS FOUR AND FIVE

THE NSC SYSTEM CASE STUDY

Ask any student of U.S. foreign policy about the rise of the National 
Security Council system,65 and you would likely hear the following story:

In the beginning, Congress imposed the NSC system on an unhappy 
Harry Truman. Concerned about Franklin Roosevelt’s free-wheeling, ad hoc 
leadership during World War n, and worried about the impending challenges of 
the postwar world, Congress in 1947 set out to embed all presidents in a broader 
foreign policy decisionmaking system. The National Security Act of 1947 did 
this, among other things, by creating a formal, statutory National Security 
Council comprised of the president and his highest-ranking foreign and military 
policy officials. The idea was to both help and restrain the chief executive: 
foreign policy had become too important to leave in one person’s hands (Sander 
1972; Destler 1977; Endicott 1982; Hoxie 1982; Melbourne 1983; Brzezinski 1987; 
Hess 1988; Lord 1988; Stevens 1989; Burke 1990). However, once the National 
Security Council system became a reality, each president recreated and 
reinvented the system in his own image. Where Eisenhower’s military training 
made him obsessive about hierarchy, staff work, and formalized committees, 
Kennedy favored a looser, more flexible decisionmaking system of task forces 
and informal debate. While Nixon monopolized decisionmaking in the White 
House basement — conducting international negotiations and formulating major 
foreign policy initiatives with Henry Kissinger and few others -  Reagan pushed 
it outward, to the State Department and the self-appointed foreign policy "vicar," 
Secretary of State Alexander Haig. In short, what began as a creature of 
Congress has evolved into a series of unique institutional creations -  reflecting 
each president’s distinctive personality, demands and leadership style (Hall 1975; 
Destler 1977; Endicott 1982; Hess 1988; Stevens 1989; Shoemaker 1991, Kemp 
1993; Nathan and Oliver 1994). Or so goes the conventional wisdom.

^ I t  is important to note that the NSC, the NSC staff and the NSC system are not the same. The 
'National Security Council" refers to the formal, statutory body currently consisting of the 
president, the vice president, the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of State. The ’National 
Security Council staff' refers to the National Security Advisor and the fifty or so area and 
functional specialists who are appointed at the pleasure of the president and who are charged 
with coordinating analysis, offering policy recommendations for the president and providing the 
staff work for formal Council meetings. The 'NSC system" is meant to include both the formed 
Council and the informal staff.
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In the next two chapters, I take issue with this account. I argue the 
conventional wisdom gets the NSC story wrong because it has no theory to guide 
it ~ no clearly developed conception of which variables matter. At best, the NSC 
system literature grafts broad trends onto the particulars: the National Security 
Act is portrayed as part of a larger effort by Congress to restrain the growing 
institutional presidency, and the NSC system's evolution is viewed as a prime 
example of the personal nature of presidential power. At worst, these accounts 
pass off mere description for explanation. "It depends on the president" is not 
theory. And worse, it prevents us from understanding what really is going on. 
Without theoretical underpinnings, these examinations of the NSC system have 
been reduced to treasure hunting without a compass.

Even a quick glance should raise some questions about how wise the 
conventional wisdom actually is. How could Congress have foisted the NSC 
system on a reluctant Harry Truman when Truman proposed the idea himself? 
How can we reconcile the "hostility" of this legislative act with the traditional 
view of foreign policy bipartisanship and executive-Congressional harmony in 
the immediate postwar period? As for evolution, if each National Security 
Council system reflects the chief executive's personalities, policies, and 
proclivities, then why have all presidents since Eisenhower (including Reagan) 
ended up controlling foreign policy making from the White House instead of the 
State Department? Why do we see such continuity across administrations?

In the next two chapters, I will present a different story ~ one which is 
rooted in the National Security Agency Model developed in Chapter Three. I 
start by asking: "Who are the relevant political players? What positions would 
further their rational, self-interested goals? And what kind of power do they 
have?" Focusing on institutional interests and capabilities, we find that the NSC 
system was never a major bone of contention; it was more of an accident — a 
byproduct of a protracted, contentious battle between the president, the War 
Department and the Navy Department to unify the military services under a 
single Department of Defense. Legislators and interest groups were bit players 
in this drama. They were never pushing for the national interest, anyway. Only 
the president was. And in the face of intense interservice military conflict, he did 
not succeed. Indeed, the origins story reveals that the NSC system did not 
originally emerge out of any ideal vision of foreign policy making or executive 
restraint. It was a ploy by the Navy to retain its preeminent position among the 
military services. Truman may not have welcomed the NSC system at first, but
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he ultimately championed it as a way to get the Navy on board his unification 
plan. National interest had nothing to do with it.

Similarly, the evolution of the National Security Council system appears 
markedly different from the popular picture when we look at it through broad 
new institutionalist lenses. Continuity, more than change, is what we find. In 
relatively short order — between 1947 and 1963 ~ presidents Truman, Eisenhower 
and Kennedy laid the foundations for a White House-centered, modem NSC 
system. Gone was State Department dominance in foreign policy making. Gone 
was the preeminence of the formal National Security Council. Instead, the system 
that emerged was one in which the president's own, appointed NSC staff -- led 
by the Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs — managed 
the policy process, analyzed policy options, and offered policy advice with only 
the president's interests in mind. Though subsequent presidents altered the 
system in various ways, none of them changed these basic elements. A long 
view of the NSC system finds an evolutionary pattern of rapid development, 
followed by a prolonged period of stasis.

Why and how this happened fits with what we know about legislators, 
presidents, and bureaucrats. With weak electoral incentives and collective action 
problems, Congress had little reason to take an active role in the NSC system's 
development. Although presidents are normally constrained from getting their 
way, in this case they had powerful incentives and capabilities to mold the 
National Security Council system to their needs. In the wake of America's 
newfound internationalism and the shadow of potential nuclear war, chief 
executives had more reason than ever to gain maximum control and power over 
their own foreign policy making apparatus: the margin for error had become 
razor-thin. More important, the NSC system was ripe for takeover. Presidents 
could change the NSC system immediately, unilaterally, and easily -  without 
Congressional approval, confirmation, or legislation. While bureaucrats resisted 
the trend toward White House domination, they did not win; in this rare case, 
the president acted as the five hundred pound gorilla.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ORIGINS OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL SYSTEM:
A "BRASS KNUCKLE FIGHT TO THE FINISH'

The NSC system was bom out of conflict When Harry Truman signed the 
National Security Act on 26 July 1947, he capped off four years of some of the 
most intensive, protracted, public military debate in U.S. history.66 In public 
speeches, in Congressional testimony, in private correspondence, and in press 
conferences, members of the Army, Navy, Air Force and the White House 
accused each other of lobbying, of pandering to public fears and of destroying 
U.S. military capabilities. At one point, President Truman publicly assailed a 
Naval commandant, and at another, Navy Secretary James Forrestal threatened 
to resign. The New York Times called it a gloves-off, "brass-knuckle fight to the 
finish" (20 October 1945).

The NSC system itself was never the central concern. Instead, from day 
one, the critical issue involved military unification -  whether, how much, and 
how to merge the army, navy, and air forces under a central Defense Department 
and military Chief of Staff. This represented no small change; since 1798, the 
Departments of War and Navy had exercised virtual free reign over their 
respective realms.67 To them, unification unavoidably threatened some and 
benefited others. It meant changes in the relative power, prestige, resources, and 
influence among the military services. The National Security Council system 
became a weapon in this contest, designed by the Navy for its own protection. 
Initially, the Navy proposed the NSC system as part of a broad substitute for a 
unified Defense Department More than anything else, the proposal was a way

66The National Security Act did a number of things besides creating the NSC system. It 
established a separate Air Force Department from the Army and Navy, it granted statutory 
authority to the informal World War 0-era Joint Chiefs of Staff, it created the Central Intelligence 
Agency, and also provided for a number of other coordinating committees and structures. These 
included a National Security Resources Board to coordinate military, industrial and civilian 
mobilization; a War Council composed of the Secretary of Defense, and the secretaries and chiefs 
of staff of the Army, Navy, and Air Force; a Munitions Board; and a Research and Development 
Board to advise the Secretary of Defense on scientific research relating to national security. See 
Statutes at Large 1948,495-510.
67Until the 1947 National Security Act, the Departments of War and Navy had no common 
superior except the president At the end of World War II, the War Department consisted of the 
Army ground and air forces, while the Navy Department oversaw the Navy, the Marine Corps, 
and its own aviation unit Note that before the National Security Act, there was no separate 
Department of the Air Force. In fact, the autonomy of US. air forces proved to be a major issue in 
the National Security Act debates.
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to protect Naval power, autonomy, and resources in the postwar era. In the end, 
however, The Council and its staff became little more than a throwaway 
provision — a conciliatory presidential gesture to get the Navy's acceptance of a 
unification compromise plan. Not even Congress paid much attention to the 
National Security Council system in its final floor debates.

I. Players

The Department o f War
The battle lines were clear and sharp. On one side, the Department of War 

-  which included the Army ground and air forces — championed the notion of 
comprehensive military unification. Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall first 
proposed the idea even before the end of World War n, claiming it would save 
money and strengthen American defenses. Public claims aside, three underlying 
motivations lay behind the War Department’s position.

First, the Army felt unification would gamer a greater Army share of the 
postwar national defense budget. The Army believed that its lack of glamour, 
along with the existing two-department structure, had deprived the War 
Department of its share of national defense appropriations during the prewar 
years. General Dwight Eisenhower made this point clear during the unification 
debates, commenting:

Now, can you conceive, with the glamour that attaches to the Navy and to the 
Air Forces, that the ground forces, the boys who finally have to wade in and fight 
and take the losses, and win the battle, are going to get anything out of this? Not 
for an instant. The tendency is going to be to give appropriations and great 
concern to these more glamorous people, those who would win wars by pushing 
buttons. And the poor doughboy who finally has to trudge in and take his losses 
and win his battle, is the one who will suffer. (Senate 1947,114)68

Evidence suggests the Army's claims were not far off the mark. In the 1930s, 
Congressional funds built the Navy into one of the three strongest in the world, 
while the U.S. Army ranked about 17th. In 1939, appropriations for a single

68Please note: this chapter draws on five sets of Congressional hearings. They are: (1) 1944 
hearings before the House Select Committee on Post-War Military Policy (the Woodrum 
Committee); (2) 1945 hearings before the Senate Military Affairs Committee; (3) 1946 hearings 
before the Senate Naval Affairs Committee; (4) 1947 hearings before the House Committee on 
Expenditures in the Executive Departments; and (5) 1947 hearings before the Senate Armed 
Services Committee.
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battleship exceeded the budget for all Army weapons. Ground forces were left to 
make do with outdated World War I rifles (Caraley 1966,62). Postwar conditions 
only exacerbated these fears. Faced with expected budget cuts and the creation 
of an autonomous Air Force Department, the Army saw unification as its best 
defense against budgetary discrimination.

Second, traditional Army philosophy favored unified command. In his 
review of National Security Act testimony, Demetrios Caraley notes, "implicit in 
the testimony of the Army leaders was the belief that in any decision-making 
situation, there was an optimum solution...[which] could never be reached 
through bargaining and compromise" (Caraley 1966, 64). Within the War 
Department, this preference for central, hierarchical command and dear lines of 
authority had long taken hold. In 1903, the War Department integrated its own 
command under a Chief of Staff. And for decades, the Department favored 
organizing U.S. defenses on the basis of weapons: ground-based weapons 
belonged in the Army’s domain, sea-based weapons in the Navy, and aerial 
weapons in the Army Air Forces.

Finally, the War Department, like other military players in this battle, saw 
unification ultimately as a contest for service supremacy. World War II marked 
the transition to a new era of warfare — one in which air power became dedsive. 
Between 1939 and 1944, Army Air Forces skyrocketed from 22,000 men to 2.4 
million. Navy air power grew as fast Introduction of the atomic bomb and the 
jet engine, moreover, guaranteed an unprecedented role for air forces after the 
war (Congressional Quarterly 1965, 20). Such changes could not help but 
threaten the traditional roles of both ground and sea forces. As Robert J. 
Donovan writes, unification "aroused passion in Washington because it affected 
careers, pride, tradition, the roles of air, sea and land power, political influence, 
and allocation of funds among the military services" (Donovan 1977,138). The 
stakes were high. As one Air Force General starkly put it, "The Navy had the 
transport to make the invasion of Japan possible; the Ground Forces had the 
power to make it successful; and the B-29 made it unnecessary..." (Senate 1945, 
290, 308). In this context, the War Department saw unification as much more 
than a policy conflict; it was a fight for the future of the Army.

The Department of the Navy
On the other side, vociferously opposing unification, stood the Navy. As 

the preeminent service, the Navy had much to lose and little to gain by changing
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the existing dual department military system. Caraley writes, "...the navy during 
and immediately after World War II was a satisfied service. It wanted nothing 
more than to be left undisturbed, with its own secretary dealing with its own 
committees and appropriations subcommittees in Congress and presenting its 
case to the President" (Caraley 1966,90). During the war, the Navy had become 
the strongest sea-going force in the world, with a Marine Corps amphibious 
landing force second to none and an aviation arm that constituted nearly 40 
percent of its budget (Senate 1946, 278). The Navy had prospered from its 
favored treatment by Congress and President Roosevelt. Unification threatened 
all of that by placing a civilian "Supersecretary" of Defense and military chief of 
staff above the service heads and chiefs on all military matters — from budget 
appropriations to training to strategy.

In addition, unification violated core Naval decision making principles 
and values. Unlike the Army, the Navy tradition favored a looser, horizontal, 
collective decision making system (Hammond 1961,901). To the Navy, unified 
commands were appropriate only for theatres of war. Otherwise, the complexity 
of problems facing military strategists required broad-based discussion, 
bargaining and input between the services. Complementing this idea, Naval 
civilian and military leaders had long believed that rigid lines between services 
impaired, rather than improved, defense capabilities. Where the Army sought 
strict service distinctions based on weapon type, the Navy believed U.S. forces 
should be organized by function: each service should be assigned a basic mission 
and whatever weapons were needed to achieve it — regardless of whether they 
operated on the ground, in the water, or in the air. As Naval Assistant Secretary 
Artemus Gates argued before one Congressional committee, "Determine the 
functions and missions of the services, but leave to them the final voice as to 
what type of weapons they must have in order to carry out best those functions 
and missions. In other words, tell them what to do but not how to do it" (House 
1944a, 124). Paradoxically, the Navy saw integration as a product of service 
autonomy; placing the services on independent footing best guaranteed their 
success in combat, and their cooperation in planning.

Perhaps even more than the Army, the Navy viewed the post-war world 
of airplanes and atomic weapons as a zero-sum survival game between the 
services. Three related concerns pervaded senior Naval ranks. First, the Navy 
believed it would be left out of new air-based weapons development. In the 
words of Admiral Thomas C. Kincaid, Commander of the Sixteenth Fleet, "It has
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been clearly indicated that the Army Air Force intends to monopolize the 
research and development" of guided missiles, rockets, and "all such new 
weapons" (Senate 1946, 262). Second, Navy officials believed service merger 
would inherently favor ground and air services at their expense. They worried 
that the Army and Air Force would gang up against them in budget votes, and 
that a unified system would invariably undervalue the role of sea power -- 
concentrating instead on ground troops out of the "sheer weight of numbers" 
(Rear Admiral Ellis Zacharias, letter to Washington Post, May 27,1947).69

Third, and most important, many believed unification would strip the 
Navy of its integrated ground and aviation arms — forces critical to its Pacific 
War successes. According to Marine Corps Commandant Alexander Vandegrift, 
the Marine Corps' amphibious landing operations proved so successful, they 
quickly became the model for Army forces and U.S. allies (Senate 1946, 106-8). 
Other officers testified that Naval planes sank almost a quarter of all Japanese 
ships, providing key air support in campaigns where Army Air Forces could not 
or would not assist.70 In spite of, or perhaps because of, these successes, the 
Army and Air Force openly advocated a scale-down of both non-sea-based Naval 
units. Vandegrift made no bones about his view, testifying, "the War 
Department is determined to reduce the Marine Corps to a position of studied 
military ineffectiveness..." (Senate 1946,106). Admiral John H. Towers delivered 
a similar message about Naval air power. "I fear — and I have good reason to 
fear — that the Army Air Forces...have well established in mind the plan...to 
absorb naval aviation" (Senate 1946,278). Navy leaders believed that diluting or 
absorbing the Marines and Naval aviation would decimate the service, leaving 
American shores without a first line of defense. As Rear Admiral A.S. Merrill, a 
former Pacific combat commander, warned, "when the next war comes we will 
need the finest army and air force in the world because, with a greatly weakened 
navy, submerged under army control, the fighting will be on our shores" 
(Caraley 1966,130).71

The President
President Truman constituted the third and most important player in this 

political struggle. Solidly backing calls for unification as a vice presidential

69For more, see Senate 1946,228.
70See Senate 1946,305-322,346.
71See also Donovan 1977,139.
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candidate, Truman became more flexible as president. In a campaign article for 
Collier's called "Our Armed Forces Must Be United," (Truman 1945), Truman 
staked out a strong position — even stronger than the Army’s -- calling for a new 
Secretary of Defense and a new General Staff system to replace the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff. Yet, once in the White House, he retreated substantially from this proposal. 
Though partial to the Army from his World War I service and his days on the 
Senate Military Affairs Subcommittee on War Department Appropriations, 
Truman's presidential position became driven by distinctly presidential 
incentives. Facing a barrage of cold war crises, severe time constraints, and the 
pressing need to exercise effective leadership, Truman came to desire, above all, 
some form of unification. As his White House aide, George Elsey, remarked, "As 
a matter of fact, while Truman felt that unification was a practical necessity, he 
did not feel so strongly about the particular form it took” (Donovan 1977,140). 
Driven by his own institutional demands, Truman worked consistently only for 
some kind of unified military; the specifics of his proposals shifted a great deal 
between 1945 and 1947.

All three sets of actors lined up to serve their own institutional interests. 
To the War Department, the postwar world offered a chance to gain some of the 
prestige, resources, and input long denied in the previous two-department 
system. Unification meant a step up for the Army. But for the Navy, unification 
spelled disaster for all the same reasons. The Navy stood to lose its special 
treatment by Congressional Naval Affairs committees, its relatively generous 
budget allocations, its institutional autonomy (including control over the Marine 
Corps and Naval aviation forces) and its influence in military policy making. 
Truman backed the basic idea of unification, but ultimately modified his stand 
when faced with Naval opposition. He did so to enhance the powers and 
effectiveness of his own office; by shifting military coordination to a 
supersecretary and a chief of staff, Truman hoped to free himself for other, more 
immediate concerns. At the same time, unification promised in some measure to 
integrate the strategy, supply, and operations of the military services at a time 
when national security appeared more important than ever before.

Two Missing Pieces: Interest Groups and Congress
It is worth noting that two other actors were conspicuously missing from 

the unification debate: interest groups and Congress. In the most comprehensive 
study of interest group participation in the unification debate, Demetrios Caraley
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concludes that "interest group activity did not play a major role either in the 
creation or the resolution" of the issue (Caraley 1966, 234). New York Times 
coverage and the Congressional Record mention just nineteen such organizations. 
These fell into two broad categories: veterans groups and smaller, more narrow, 
service-specific associations. But veterans groups, by virtue of their multi-service 
membership, could not take sides in the debate, while service-related groups 
(such as the Air Power League) did not have the membership or clout to wield 
influence in Congress or the Administration (Caraley 1966, 234-35). Moreover, 
business organizations, including defense contractors, made no real effort to 
influence events in Washington. If anything, World War II contractors opposed 
large peacetime military budgets, fearing such government spending would take 
valuable resources away from the private sector and cripple the post-war 
economic recovery (Hill 1979, 70). Although in general, interest groups were 
alive and well in the 1940s, they focused on other issues. Even V.O. Key's 
seminal 1948 work identifies strong pressure groups in agriculture, business, and 
even religious and women's issues, but makes no mention of any military-related 
interests.

Congress also played a relatively passive role. The absence of strong 
interest group pressures removed one major set of incentives for legislative 
leadership. More important, Army-Navy sparring ensured that most legislators 
would stay the sidelines. While each service certainly had its key allies in the 
House and Senate, most were unwilling to dedde the unification issue without 
some kind of military consensus (Caraley 1966). Congressional deference to 
military expertise was both militarily and politically prudent. Unification 
involved making critical judgments about military organization, force 
requirements, service roles and missions, and longer-term defense needs in the 
Cold War — judgments which senior Army and Navy officers were in a far better 
position to make. Understandably, few Members were willing to risk challenges 
by either Army or Navy World War II heroes about their votes on the future of 
American defense. Indeed, even hard core Naval supporters recognized the vital 
importance of expert military opinion. As Senator Byrd advised his colleagues on 
the Naval Affairs Committee, "the only way we can make a fight..is to show that 
the Secretary of the Navy did not agree with what is in this bill. We may as well 
be frank about it. That is the only way that those of use who are opposed to 
unification can make a fight on the floor of Congress" (Senate 1946,227).
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Thus, Congress served less as an active player in the unification conflict 
than the stage on which it was played out. Divisions between the Military 
Affairs and Naval affairs committees mirrored Army-Navy cleavages within the 
executive branch. Committee hearings served as forums in which Army and 
Navy officials fought their case. Key Committee Members -  such as Senator 
David Walsh (D-MA), Senator Lister Hill (D-AL), and Representative James 
Wadsworth (R-NY) ~ worked at the behest of their military allies, holding 
hearings, drafting legislation, and erecting legislative roadblocks when 
necessary. Yet without high-level agreement between the services, these actions 
got unification nowhere. Without the blessing of both services, unification 
debates raged in Congress for three years. Once Truman engineered an Army- 
Navy compromise plan, legislation sailed through Congress in five months.

II. Overview: Unification and the NSC System

The National Security Council and its staff were the Navy's brainchild, 
and arrived none too early. For almost two years -  from the fall of 1943 to the 
fall of 1945 — the Navy had been on the defensive, objecting to War Department 
calls for unification but offering no alternative of its own. During that time, pro
unification forces had seized the initiative. A special committee of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff had come out in favor of full service merger. The Departments of 
War and Navy would be completely abolished and replaced with a Secretary of 
Armed forces and a single armed forces military commander.72 War Department 
ally Representative James Wadsworth had successfully created a Select 
Committee on Post-war Military Policy (the Woodrum Committee) to investigate 
postwar military requirements. Though the Woodrum committee ultimately 
decided to postpone consideration of "detailed legislation" until after the war, its 
hearings in the spring of 1944 gave momentum to the idea of unification. On 12 
April 1945, Franklin Roosevelt died, leaving the Navy without its key supporter 
in the White House. Roosevelt's successor, Harry Truman, was known to be a 
pro-unification, Army partisan. Given these developments, the Navy needed a 
constructive alternative, one that could integrate military policy making without

72The full JCS, however, could not agree on terms of the report- and sent it to the president with 
four separate commentaries. This split ultimately prevented the JCS from exercising much 
influence over the unification debate. See Caraley 1966,38.
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subordinating the Navy to an overarching Department of Defense or military 
Chief of Staff.

The Navy’s solution was the Eberstadt report, a 250-page study written by 
one of Naval Secretary Forrestal's closest friends and presented to the Senate 
Military Affairs Committee on 22 October 1945. Instead of merging the military 
services under a single department, the report recommended coordinating them 
through a committee system.73 At the apex of this system stood the National 
Security Council. Eberstadt's NSC was designed to be a strong, independent, 
collaborative institution. Rather than merely advising the president, the Council 
would be a "policy-forming" body. It would have statutory responsibility for: 1) 
"formulating and coordinating overall policies in political and military fields;" 2) 
"assessing and appraising our foreign objectives, commitments and risks" in light 
of U.S. military capabilities; and 3) advising the president on the combined 
military budget. This was no small charge. In short, the Council was given 
primary jurisdiction over integrating all U.S. military and foreign policies, and 
influence over Army, Navy and Air Force Department purse strings. It was, in 
Eberstadt's words, the "keystone of our organizational structure for national 
security" (Eberstadt 1945,7,35-46).

To ensure action on NSC decisions and recommendations, Eberstadt 
suggested NSC membership be "at the highest level" (Eberstadt 1945, 37). The 
president would serve as Council Chairman. Other members would be the 
Secretaries of State, Army, Navy, and two new positions -  the Secretary of the 
Air Force and the Chairman of the National Security Resources Board. In 
addition, the NSC would be given a nonpartisan, permanent staff of unspecified 
size, headed by a full-time executive, to prepare agendas, provide data and 
distribute Council conclusions for relevant departments and agencies. To 
Eberstadt, the staff was critical. It promised a permanent professional 
Secretariat— not appointed by the president — to ensure the right information 
reached the right people for the right problem. The nonpartisan staff would 
provide institutional strength and continuity in an NSC whose membership 
would naturally change over time (Eberstadt 1945,50-56).

It should come as no surprise that Eberstadt (and the Navy) publicly 
championed the looser, coordinate NSC system on grounds of efficiency and 
effectiveness. In a section titled "coordination versus unification," Eberstadt

73Note the report also recommended creating a separate Air Force Department. In total, then, 
there would be three military services: the Departments of Army, Navy, and Air Force.
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argued a coordinate system would better conform to American democratic 
ideals, would protect civilian control of the military, and would prevent 
domination by one military service -- all of this, while improving cooperation 
between the services and integrating U.S. military and foreign policies (Eberstadt 
1945,35-46).

While Navy officials may have supported Eberstadt's plan in part for these 
reasons, the report all too conveniently protected Naval interests. It preserved 
direct high-level contact between the Navy Secretary and the president. It 
ensured Naval participation in budget decisions. It expanded the Navy's 
purview to more general foreign policy issues. In fact, Eberstadt's NSC system 
avoided the one thing we know the Navy — by its own admission — feared most 
a unified Defense apparatus controlled by Secretary of Defense and Chief of 
Staff. It seems evident that whatever its claims and rationales, the Eberstadt 
report sought to protect the Navy. The National Security Council system was 
Eberstadt's anti-unification linchpin.

Despite the Navy's efforts, Truman publicly rejected the NSC system in his 
19 December 1945 special address to Congress. He called explicitly for 
"legislation combining the War and Navy Departments into one single 
Department of National Defense" to protect American interests and reinforce 
American leadership in the postwar world. Though he listed nine specific 
provisions for this proposed legislation, nowhere did the president mention a 
National Security Council or any such coordinating committee (Truman 1961-66, 
1:546-60).

Truman's address precipitated a period of fierce lobbying by both War 
and Navy Departments. Caraley notes that "hardly a week went by that a speech 
by Patterson, Symington, or one of the high Army and Army Air Forces generals 
did not, whatever its nominal subject, also manage to promulgate the War 
Department 'doctrine' on unification." On 16 February 1946, while a House 
subcommittee began drafting its version of the president's unification bill, 
General Norstad wrote the Army Public information head to recommend "an 
extensive press and radio program should now be organized to be touched off at 
the moment the text of the bill is announced." He even suggested specific 
editorial "lines" that could be taken (Caraley 1966,220). The Navy, meanwhile, 
set up an unofficial Secretary's Committee on Research and Reorganization 
(SCORER) to push its own point of view through the press, official speeches, and 
tours of key Naval installations. Moreover, in April 1946, Forrestal got the
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friendly Senate Naval Affairs Committee to hold hearings publicizing Naval 
objections to the president's bill. The Navy’s counterproposal, though modified, 
still centered on a National Security Council system. Forrestal offered instead of 
a Defense Department a "Director of Common Defense," who would coordinate 
the military departments in his role as NSC chairman (Caraley 1966,132).

By mid-May, the Navy's multi-faceted publicity campaign had raised the 
unification debate to a feverish pitch. With his public support faltering, Truman 
decided he’d had enough.74 On 13 May, he called together Forrestal and 
Secretary of War Patterson, and suggested they work out a compromise 
unification plan. Within two weeks, Patterson and Forrestal reported agreement 
on some major issues, including the need for a National Security Council system, 
the continuation of three autonomous military departments rather than a single 
Defense Department, and the need for an overall defense coordinator or 
Secretary. The Secretary's role, however, remained a major bone of contention 
(Congressional Quarterly 1965,24S).75

Until this point, the NSC and its staff had been a central component of the 
Navy plan. They had been presented as a replacement for, not a complement to, 
a unified Defense Department. But on 15 June 1946, Truman changed the game. 
In his second unification plan presented to Congress, the president 
recommended both a single Defense Department and a National Security Council 
system (Truman 1961-66,2: 306-8). It was a clever move, intended to placate the 
Navy while steering clear of adopting its anti-merger proposal.

The Navy's response is telling: rather than welcoming Truman’s 
acceptance of the NSC, Forrestal and his colleagues stepped up their opposition 
to the president's unification plan. Four days after Truman's announcement, 
Forrestal called on the president and threatened to resign if his proposal went

74The president's mounting frustration and anger can be seen in his press conferences. On 20 
December 1945, the day after his unification address to Congress, Truman pointedly denied that 
his remarks had been meant to "muzzle" the Navy. He declared,"I want everybody to express his 
honest opinion on the subject, and I want to get the best results that are possible. In order to do 
that, I want the opinions of everybody. And nobody has been muzzled” (Truman 1961-66,1:565). 
But on 11 April 1946, when asked if the Navy’s continued opposition to unification were justified, 
the president replied, "No, I do not I do not think the Navy was justified in making a fight after I 
announced the policy" (Truman 1961-66,2:194). By 17 April the president openly accused the 
Navy of lobbying and publicly assailed Rear Admiral A. S. Merrill, who had openly attacked 
unification in a recent press interview (Truman 1961-66,2:204).
75The role of the Marines and Naval retention of reconnaissance and anti-submarine land-based 
aircraft were the other outstanding areas of disagreement.
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forward (Donovan 1977, 201). It seems the Navy was far less interested in the 
NSC system for its own sake than in what it could do for the Navy.

Forrestal now shifted his attention away from the NSC system to the two 
provisions which most threatened Naval power and integrity: the establishment 
of a new Defense Department, and the future status of the Marine Corps and 
Naval aviation. Exchanging letters with the president over the summer of 1946, 
Forrestal succeeded in wresting major concessions on these points.76

By February 1947, Forrestal and the Navy had all but forgotten about the 
National Security Council system. Indeed, when the Budget Bureau jumped into 
the unification fray in the eleventh hour, suggesting major changes to the 
president's NSC provisions, the Navy did nothing.77 The Budget Bureau 
managed to strip the National Security Council of its policy-making authority, 
reducing it to a purely advisory body. More important, it removed all 
authoritative NSC functions from the statute. The Council was now limited to 
"making recommendations to the President" and performing even basic activities 
(like coordinating overall policies) at his direction. Budget officials even 
removed statutory reference to the president's right to meet with the Council, 
making it far easier for the president to ignore NSC decisions and 
recommendations. Yet Forrestal and Admiral Sherman, Deputy Chief of Naval 
Operations, both summarily approved these new provisions. As George Elsey 
noted, "Sherman and Forrestal O.K....This is a great concession by them" (Sander 
1972, 378-80). With the Navy's approval, Truman made the changes and 
submitted his fourth and final unification proposal to Congress on 26 February 
1947.78

In the next five months, the National Security Act made its way through 
Congress with relatively few changes. In the Senate, the Armed Services

76Truman's third unification plan, sent to Congress on 16 January 1947, eliminated all earlier 
references to a Defense Department The proposed Secretary of Defense would have no 
Department to support him. He would also have no administrative responsibility or right to 
control the three military services. In effect, the Army, Navy, and Air Force would be 
autonomous, headed by their own secretaries and military chiefs. In addition, the plan assured 
Naval control over Naval aviation and the Marine Corps. All and all, it was a major victory for 
Forrestal (Congressional Quarterly 1965,248; Donovan 1977,202,265).
^Two considerations prompted the Budget Bureau's involvement First, the Bureau was 
concerned that a powerful NSC might usurp its own advisory functions. Second, as Sander 
writes. Budget Bureau officials were "concerned that the draft delegated authority which only the 
President can delegate since in the American constitutional system only the President is 
responsible for the ultimate formulation of foreign and military policy” (Sander 1972,379).
78For the full text of Truman's 26 February 1947 proposed to Congress, see House 1947b.

85

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Committee reported a more detailed unification bill (S. 758) by a unanimous 
vote. Senate floor debate, described by Caraley as "not very exciting," lasted two 
days and resulted in only one successful amendment — a minor change in 
wording accepted without debate. The bill passed easily by voice vote. In the 
House, the Expenditures Committee hearings opened a torrent of rank and file 
Navy objections, but the committee, determined to report its unification bill, 
essentially passed a Senate counterpart with some additional provisions 
protecting the Marines and Naval aviation. After two days of floor debate, the 
House passed H.R. 4214 with seven amendments, the most significant of which 
defined the functions of the Navy in greater detail and eliminated the 
requirement for individual services to show their annual budget requests. After 
three days of Conference Committee discussion, both chambers approved the 
National Security Act by voice vote with little debate (Congressional Quarterly 
1965, 249; Caraley 1966, 168-180; Hartmann 1971, 68-69). The final National 
Security Council system was identical to Truman’s proposal in every respect but 
one: the Senate Armed Services Committee formalized presidential involvement 
by making the president a statutory member who, when present, would preside 
over Council meetings.

What began as the heart of the Navy's anti-unification offensive became, 
in the end, a largely ignored presidential concession.

III. Conclusions

Two major conclusions can be drawn from this overview. First, the 
executive branch played a principal role in the NSC system’s creation (Proposition 
One). Between 1943 and 1947, the most heated, protracted, and substantive 
debates occurred not in Congressional committees, or even on the House and 
Senate floors. They took place in the White House, between the War 
Department, the Navy Department, and the president. The military services and 
their Commander-in-Chief slugged it out — in the press, in Congressional 
hearings, in private negotiating sessions -- for four years, going through four 
different presidential unification proposals, while Congress played a far less 
active role. Though Congressional committees drafted and amended legislative 
proposals, these proposals always came at the president's urging and closely 
followed his own plans. At one point, the Senate Military Affairs Committee 
simply added Truman's recommendations to its working draft of the unification
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bill, marking at the top, "Printed with the amendments of the Senate carrying out 
the recommendations of the president in his letter to Senator Thomas of Utah of 
June 15" (Senate 1946,214). Even Congressional hearings were held at the behest, 
or at least the approval, of the War and Navy Departments.79

Substantively, Congress did not shape the final National Security Act 
nearly as much as other political players did. Congressional Quarterly notes that 
the House and Senate bills, "while differing in nomenclature and containing far 
more detail than proposed, followed the essentials of the Administration request" 
(Congressional Quarterly 1965, 249). The Senate Armed Services Committee 
reported its bill, S. 758, with a unanimous vote, and the Senate passed it by voice 
vote with only one minor amendment The House passed a similar measure with 
a few additional provisions by voice vote after minimal debate (Congressional 
Quarterly 1965,249; Caraley 1966,168-80).80 As for the National Security Council 
system, Congress gave the Administration everything it wanted, with only one 
modification.

Second, the formation of the NSC system illustrates how national interest took a 
back seat to self-interest (Proposition Two). Certainly, broad national concerns 
were not absent from the debate. Truman, from his presidential vantage point, 
saw unification as a way to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the 
military services at a time of decreasing postwar budgets and increasing 
international tension (Truman 1956, 46-52; Truman 1961-66, 1: 546-60). In his 
view, a Secretary of Defense would be able to devote greater time and resources 
to keeping interservice competition in check, to eliminating wasteful duplication 
among the services, and to making the military establishment more receptive to 
presidential concerns and needs. Under a unified system, the Secretary would 
set standard policies and budgets for all the services. The Army and Navy 
would no longer be able to run to their Congressional allies in the Military and 
Naval Affairs Committees in search of separate budgets, favors, and influence 
(Caraley 1966,83-4). Truman also foresaw vast improvements in joint operations 
from integration, citing the tragic attack on Pearl Harbor as a classic case of poor

79To give two examples, in March 1944, House Rules Committee Chairman Adolph J. Sabath held
up a resolution establishing a Select Committee on Post-War Military Policy until he received
assurances that President Roosevelt and the Secretaries of War and Navy did not object.
(Caraley 1966,25); in the spring of 1946, Naval Secretary Forrestal persuaded Senate Naval
Affairs Committee Chairman David I. Walsh to hold additional unification hearings for the sole
purpose of publicizing Navy opposition(Congressional Quarterly 1965,245).
°°See also Senate and House floor debates in the Congressional Record, 1947, 8291-8320,8489-8528,
9396-9457.
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Army-Navy coordination and collaboration (Truman 1961-66,1:547). Finally, he 
saw a single Defense Department as a valuable way to free himself for other 
pressing issues. Truman writes:

The President, as Commander in Chief, should not personally have to coordinate 
the Army and Navy and Air Force. With all the other problems before him, the 
President cannot be expected to balance either the organization, the training or 
the practice of the several branches of national defense. He should be able to rely 
for that coordination upon civilian hands at the cabinet level. (House 1945)

These ideas were not unique to Harry Truman's personality or outlook. Rather, 
they stemmed from the demands of the presidency itself. Truman, like anyone 
else in his shoes, sought ways to make his military more potent, more cost- 
effective and more responsive to the needs of the commander-in-chief.

For the military services, however, unification meant a zero-sum game of 
budgets, power, and prestige. Though both the Navy and War Departments 
publicly defended their positions in the name of improved military effectiveness 
and foreign policy making, the reality was far more selfish. The Navy’s NSC 
system proposal was intended to protect Navy preeminence among the services. 
As Admiral Nimitz confessed in a moment of candor, "...I have come to the 
conclusion that the yardstick by which we should measure any proposal to 
change our military organization should be, how does it affect our sea power?" 
(Senate 1945,386). The Navy stood to win only if it could prevent the creation of 
a central Defense Department. Its NSC-centered, loose committee framework 
promised to do just that.

If the Navy cared about the NSC system for its own sake, we would have 
expected two developments during the unification conflict 1) an end to Naval 
opposition in June 1946, when Truman submitted a new plan which included 
both an NSC system and a central Department of Defense; 2) a resumption of 
intense opposition in January 1947, when the Budget Bureau stripped away 
much of the proposed Council's statutory powers. In fact, we find the opposite. 
In June, the Navy escalated attacks on the president's plan, even though it 
included a National Security Council and staff. And in January, when 
confronted with drastic changes to the Council, Forrestal and his Naval officers 
did not utter a peep. Once it became clear the NSC proposal could not forestall 
unification altogether, the Navy focused on ways of limiting the new Defense 
Secretary. It worked for other measures to guard its interest. The NSC system 
was never the issue.
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While the War Department supported Truman's unification plan, it was 
no more public-spirited than the Navy. Unification was the Army's best shot at 
bigger budgets, at fighting the rising dominance of air power, and at preserving 
its own doctrine of centralized military command. Recognizing the Navy’s NSC- 
centered proposal for what it was — namely, a unification substitute — the War 
Department sought ways to get around its more damaging provisions. During 
compromise negotiations, War Secretary Patterson cleverly decoupled the Navy's 
proposal for a National Security Council system from its broader anti-unification 
framework. After quickly assenting to every NSC-related provision, Army 
representatives dug in their heels on the role of the Secretary of Defense, the 
status of Naval aviation and the Marines, and the relative autonomy of the three 
coordinate service branches (Truman 1956,46-52).

In the end, Truman could not get everything he wanted. The structural 
realities of American politics made it all but impossible. The president could not 
simply call upon his formal powers as chief executive, head of state, or 
commander-in-chief to integrate and improve the services. Indeed, as Neustadt 
(1960) argues, cases of unilateral presidential action are rare. In the American 
system of "separated institutions sharing power," presidents must elicit the 
cooperation of other political actors to get things done.

In Truman's case, this principal-agent problem was compounded by three 
specific factors. First, there was no Congressional majority early on to dampen 
military infighting. While vocal minorities gathered on both sides of the 
unification issue, most legislators preferred to stay uncommitted and undecided 
until after the executive branch had reached accommodation (Caraley 1966). This 
should not be surprising. The average Member had little to gain by taking a 
stand before knowing which service would emerge victorious. Especially in the 
Cold War climate, standing on the losing side posed huge political risks. 
Namely, losing legislators would be exposed to attacks that they were "soft" on 
defense, or even worse, Communist sympathizers.

Second, the Navy proved a particularly strong political opponent. Navy 
leaders used every weapon in their bureaucratic arsenal. They capitalized on 
their expertise advantage by couching their arguments and demands in terms of 
military effectiveness. They made it clear to Truman and his War Department 
allies that they would go the distance, that they would resist complete service 
integration in every way possible. In essence, such obstinacy forced Truman and 
the War Department to settle for much less than they originally wanted. As the
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diagram below illustrates, Forrestal and his sailors succeeded in moving the 
National Security Act away from the president’s ideal point and much closer to 
their own.

Elgure.4.1 A Picture of Naw Influence: Locating the National Security Act
among Actors’ Ideal Points

Navy National Security Act

STATUS QUO

The implicit threat of shirking only added fuel to the Navy’s fire. 
Unification was just one of many important items on Truman's agenda; the 
president needed Secretary Forrestal's support on a range of questions, from 
universal military training to Cold War military doctrine. Domestic political 
problems exacerbated the situation. With threats of massive railroad, coal and 
steel strikes, with plummeting approval ratings, and with reelection looming the 
distance, the president needed all the help he could get.81 As Donovan writes, 
"In the midst of the angry controversies that were already swirling over labor 
troubles in the coal mines and the railroads, as well as over the extension of OP A, 
the exit of the man who had led the navy through its greatest days would have 
strained the Truman administration" (Donovan 1977,201). Truman could not fire 
Forrestal, and he certainly could not afford to let his antagonism with the Naval 
Secretary fester over the unification issue. Seen in this context, the price of 
forcing unification on an unwilling Navy seemed high, indeed.

The Navy Department also benefited from a massive and multi-faceted 
publicity campaign. Using Congressional hearings, newspaper editorials, public 
speeches and other overt lobbying tools, the Department voiced its opposition to 
anyone who would listen. In one important episode, for example, Naval 
Secretary Forrestal managed to stall Senate consideration of a key unification bill 
by getting it referred to a friendly Naval Affairs Committee for additional 
hearings. During the April 1946 hearings, every one of the nineteen Navy

81In the fall of 1946, Democratic Representatives campaigned without mentioning Truman's 
name, the Republicans gained control of Congress for the first time since the Depression, and the 
president's popularity hit 32 percent -  a record low that would remain unbroken for over twenty- 
five years; only in October 1973, at the height of the Watergate scandal, did a president's public 
approval score dip lower (McCullough 1992,470-5,504,520,523; Edwards and Gallup 1990,153- 
63).
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witnesses testified that unification would severely injure Naval military 
strength.82 Such strident, public objections by Naval officers and civilian officials 
carried great weight in Congress and in public opinion circles; these officials 
were, after all, the most credible sources to assess the effects of unification on sea- 
based fighting capabilities. The hearings and the negative press they created did 
the trick. Growing concerned about Truman's weakening support among the 
public and the Congress, White House officials made their first major move 
toward a compromise plan (Congressional Quarterly 1965,245; Truman 1956,46- 
52; Donovan 1977,201).

Third and relatedly, Harry Truman was particularly constrained by public 
opinion because he was known to harbor strong Army sympathies. As George 
Elsey, Assistant Naval Aide in the White House, wrote to White House Counsel 
Clark Clifford:

It is being assumed publicly that the President has become a partisan of the 
Army against the navy, that he has developed prejudices against the navy which 
cause him to disregard naval wishes and that he will force the navy into a single 
Department of Defense which will be dominated by the Army and the Air 
Forces. (Elsey Papers, Box 82, Unification folder)

By the summer of 1946, public perceptions that he was siding with the 
Army and muzzling the Navy had decimated the president's public support. 
After a series of press conferences in which Truman blasted the Navy for 
"lobbying" and demanded Naval acceptance of his unification policy, a majority 
of U.S. newspapers came out against the president. Notably, almost of them had 
originally supported Truman's unification plan. (Caraley 1966,145).83

In sum, "victory" for Truman required much more than just issuing an 
executive order or persuading a few bureaucrats to change their ways. It 
demanded nothing short of Congressional legislation on an issue where the vast 
majority in Congress were uncommitted, where military expertise on the issues 
counted for a lot, where Naval opposition was strong from the outset, and where 
public opinion limited the president's room to maneuver.

Consequently, Truman — and the Navy ~ settled for partial success. The 
president and his War Department allies got their Secretary of Defense, but no

82Witnesses included the Chief of Naval Operations, Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, and the 
Pacific fleet Commander, Admiral John H. Towers.
83See press conferences of 28 March, 11 April, and 17 April, 1946 (Truman 1961-66,2:174,194, 
204).

91

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

corresponding Defense Department. They succeeded in creating a permanent 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, but failed to get a single military commander to exercise 
decisive leadership over the other chiefs. They established a system which 
appeared unified in name, but decentralized in substance; The Army, Navy and 
Air Force would each be administered primarily by their own service secretaries 
who had full Cabinet status and a great deal of administrative autonomy.

On the other hand, the Navy retained considerable independence, but still 
had to contend with a new Defense Secretary who had enough power to make 
life difficult. At a minimum, establishing this "principal assistant to the President 
in all matters relating to the national security" placed an advisor between the 
individual service secretaries and the president on a number of key issues, 
including budget appropriations.84 Forrestal also got a National Security 
Council, but a far different one than he had envisioned. Instead of a centralized, 
policy-making body to institutionalize Naval power, the National Security 
Council became a purely advisory council pitting the Navy against two powerful 
new players: the Defense Secretary and the glamorous new Department of the 
Air Force. Without policy making authority, without express statutory powers, 
without a Congressionally confirmed Executive Secretary, and without clear 
service independence, the NSC came nowhere close to Eberstadt's original vision.

Summary
New institutionalism goes a long way in explaining why the various 

political actors behaved in the way they did, and why the National Security 
Council system emerged as a result. Contrary to conventional wisdom, the NSC 
system was not foisted on a reluctant Harry Truman by a public spirited 
Congress. Instead, it was, as Anna Kasten Nelson notes, a "creature of 
compromise" (Nelson 1981, 231). What began as a self-interested Naval ploy to 
stave off unification ultimately became a forgotten presidential concession. 
Interest groups and legislators did not play a big part in all of this. They did not 
have to. In the face of unification, the military services had plenty of reasons to 
jump into the political fray.

84See Statutes at Large 1948,500.
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CHAPTER FIVE

EVOLUTION OF THE NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL SYSTEM:
"FROM KING'S MINISTERS TO PALACE GUARD"

The NSC system did not stay on the sidelines for long. Between 1947 and 
1963, Presidents Truman, Eisenhower and Kennedy each took steps which 
ultimately produced a radically different national security apparatus than the 
one set out in the National Security Act. By the time of Kennedy's assassination, 
the locus of foreign policy making had moved from the Cabinet to the White 
House -- in Leslie H. Gelb’s words, from the "king’s ministers" to his "palace 
guard" (Gelb 1980, 26). The president, his National Security Advisor, and the 
NSC staff had taken the lead in formulating policy, in negotiating with foreign 
governments, and in managing the daily affairs of state. This rise of the informal 
NSC staff paralleled the decline of the formal, statutory National Security 
Council. As the NSC staff grew from a purely administrative, coordinating 
secretariat to a powerful presidential policy staff, the Council itself fell into 
relative disuse. By 1963, what Eisenhower had called "the most important 
weekly meeting of the government" had become a shadow body, legitimating 
decisions which were debated and decided elsewhere. An altogether different 
national security system had emerged -- one whose essential features have 
remained through the present day.

Though few scholars dispute this transformation, most discount it, 
focusing instead on how each president remakes the national security apparatus 
in his own image (Tower 1987).85 According to these traditional accounts, 
change is the order of the day; the NSC system has developed according to the 
particular preferences, personalities, and proclivities of whoever has occupied 
the Oval Office. In Zbigniew Brzezinski’s words, it is the "NSC's relationship to 
the president and its dependence on his personal working style [which have] 
determined its evolution" (Brzezinski 1987,81).

I offer an alternative explanation. Viewing the evolution of the National 
Security Council system from a modified new institutionalist perspective, I find a 
pattern of continuity, not change. Driven by the imperatives of their office, 
coping with the exigencies of the moment, all presidents from Truman to Clinton 
have sought low-cost ways of gaining more control over the foreign policy

®̂ See also Hall 1975; George 1980; Endicott 1982; Melbourne 1983; Hess 1988; Lord 1988; Stevens 
1989.
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process. Admittedly, all presidents have not acted alike or used identical 
policymaking structures and procedures. And certainly the transformation from 
Cabinet to White House foreign policy dominance has not been immediate, 
automatic, or easy. The National Security Act itself constrained evolutionary 
choices at the outset, making some changes possible while ruling others out. 
Bureaucrats in the Departments of State and Defense, fearful of losing their own 
institutional prerogatives, attempted to stymie presidential reform efforts along 
the way. And during the NSC system's formative years, presidents Truman and 
Eisenhower took some crucial steps which set important precedents and 
produced unintended consequences down the line. Nevertheless, a closer look at 
political actors' incentives and capabilities, at their options, and at the action- 
forcing events of the day offers a compelling explanation of why and how the 
system developed as it did.

I start by discussing what happened — outlining the transformation from 
the original NSC system to the modem one. Next, I examine more closely the 
hallmarks and resilience of the modem system from Kennedy to Clinton. Then, I 
expose the weaknesses of traditional accounts by testing their claims against the 
historical evidence. I proceed to offer an alternative argument which explains 
evolution of the National Security Council system in terms of its initial structure, 
the ongoing interests and capabilities of political actors, and external events. 
Finally, I present some conclusions about how this case fits with the National 
Security Agency Model developed in Chapter Three.

I. Transformation: 1947-1963

The 1947 National Security Act contained two core ideas about the NSC 
system. First, the formal National Security Council was to be the central foreign 
policy coordinating organization within the executive branch. Its statutory 
membership was cast at the highest level, including the president; the Secretaries 
of State, Defense, Army, Navy, and Air Force; the chairman of the National 
Security Resources Board; and other Senate-confirmed officials which the 
president could "designate from time to time" (Statutes at Large 1948, 496). 
Moreover, the NSC's mandate was broad. The Council was charged with 
”advis[ing] the President with respect to the integration of domestic, foreign, and 
military policies relating to the national security..." (Statutes at Large 1948, 496). 
Duties included assessing U.S. commitments and risks in national security
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matters, considering those policies which related to the common interests of 
national security departments and agencies, and "performing such other 
functions as the President may direct" to generally improve coordination among 
national security organizations (.Statutes at Large 1948, 496-7). Though the 
president was not required to use the Council, it stood as the only statutory body 
which brought all of the major national security policymakers together. It was 
the only forum expressly set up to bring wide-ranging debate, analysis and 
advice before the president.

Second, the National Security Act provided for an executive secretary and 
small NSC staff to oversee the NSC paper flow and to serve generally as the 
"custodial-manager" of the process (George 1980). The statute's wording is 
important While other provisions of the National Security Act created chairmen 
and directors of new organizations, the head of the NSC staff was explicitly listed 
as an "executive secretary" -- a term which, in 1947, had come to mean a 
professional bureaucrat in the neutral competence tradition. Moreover, although 
the executive secretary was appointed by the president, he was apparently not 
confined to doing the president's bidding. Instead, the Act expressly charged the 
executive secretary with performing "such duties as may be prescribed by the 
Council in connection with the performance of its functions" (emphasis mine. 
Statutes at Large 1948,497). Finally, the Act suggests that the staff was assumed 
to be small. While the drafters made sure to cap the Joint Staff at 100, no ceiling 
was listed for the NSC staff. Instead, the Act provided only that the executive 
secretary appoint "such personnel as may be necessary" (Statutes at Large 1948, 
497).

In short, the original statutory provisions laid out a foreign policy making 
system designed to ensure active participation by the president's Cabinet. It was 
to be centered around the statutory National Security Council and administered 
by a secretarial NSC staff. While Cabinet officers and the president would 
discuss policy options and issues within the Council, the executive secretary and 
his NSC staff would make sure that the right papers got to the right people at the 
right time.

When Truman took charge of the NSC system in the summer of 1947, 
however, much was still unclear, unsaid, and unsettled. How active would 
Council — and hence, the Cabinet — be in deciding foreign policy issues? Would 
Council meetings be decision making forums or merely discussion sessions 
between the president and his key foreign policy Cabinet officers? Would the
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executive secretary serve the Council or the president? Would policy advice and 
formulation be dominated by the new Secretary of Defense or by the State 
Department? Would the NSC focus on long-term or more day-to-day national 
security needs?

In deciding these and other questions, President Truman took the first, 
critical steps toward personalizing and presidentializing the NSC system. 
Viewing the Council as a potential threat to his own foreign policy prerogatives, 
Truman seized the recommendations of a Budget Bureau memo which discussed 
how to prevent the Council from gaining "power over" the president (James E. 
James E. Webb to Truman, 8 August 1947, James E. Webb Papers). In memos and 
meetings, the president made clear that the NSC was "his Council" (Forrestal 
1951,320), that it possessed no policy-making or supervisory authority, and that 
its executive secretary reported to him (Sander 1972, 336). To emphasize the 
advisory nature of the Council, Truman stayed away from its formal sessions, 
attending only 12 of the first 57 meetings. Finally, as an added safeguard against 
military domination of the NSC system, Truman declined Defense Secretary 
Forrestal's offer to house the NSC staff in the Pentagon, placing it instead in the 
Executive Office Building — just across the street from the White House.

Prompted by the outbreak of the Korean War and an internal investigation 
of the NSC process, Truman initiated a second round of changes in 1949-50. 
These bolstered both the formal National Security Council and the informal NSC 
staff. On one hand, Truman strengthened the Council by directing it to hold 
regular weekly meetings and to consider all major matters of national security. 
To enhance discussion, he limited NSC attendance to a manageable size. And to 
signal his support for the Council, Truman began frequently presiding over its 
sessions (Nelson 1981,241-2; Falk 1964,412-17).86

On the other hand, the president made some significant changes to the 
NSC staff. In August of 1949, he insulated the staff from Congress and enhanced 
its status by officially placing it in the Executive Office of the President (EOP).87

^Between June of 1950 and January of 1953, the president missed only 9 out of 71 NSC meetings.
87It is worth noting that the Executive Office of the President has never come under financial 
attack by Congress. As Wildavsky argues, this is not simply because the size of the budget is 
relatively small. "After all,' he writes in 1988, "Congress has become involved in budgetary 
disputes over much smaller items" than the EOP's $100 million budget Instead, it appears that 
Congress has restrained itself out of a "tradition of comity" — out of the sense that the president 
has the right to spend funds for his personal expenses as he wishes, so long as he does not 
question what Congress spends on itself. As a result, Congress' purse strings have not proved 
particularly useful in overseeing this part of the executive branch (Wildavsky 1988,162-3).
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Soon thereafter, Truman reorganized the staff system entirely, replacing the 
inattentive, department-based "staff consultants" with a more active "Senior 
Staff" composed of representatives formally nominated from each of the NSC 
member departments, as well as from the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Treasury 
Department, and the CIA. He also eliminated the old position of "staff 
coordinator" — a post which had previously been filled by a State Department 
official — transferring its responsibilities to the NSC executive secretary. This 
was a major move. As Stanley Falk notes, the executive secretary now had "an 
intimate view of the President's opinions and desires that he could bring to bear 
quite early in the planning process" (Falk 1964,415).

To be sure, Truman's executive secretary, Admiral Sidney Souers, was no 
Henry Kissinger. And the Truman NSC system was still a far cry from the 
presidential, personal, White-House centered system that took shape during the 
Kennedy years. It is certainly true that Truman's various Secretaries of State — 
James Byrnes, George Marshall, and Dean Acheson -  played the commanding 
foreign policy role in his administration. It is also true that the president turned 
toward the entire NSC system with great reluctance and hesitation, and that 
Souers saw his own role as an honest broker, transmitting presidential and 
department views rather than working to influence them.88 At the same time, 
however, the president made choices about his NSC and NSC staff which set 
valuable precedents.

If Truman set up the NSC system, Dwight Eisenhower is best known for 
"institutionalizing" it. According to traditional accounts, Eisenhower moved 
quickly to increase the Council’s role and to make it the centerpiece of an 
elaborate, highly structured committee network. The revamped NSC met far 
more regularly, more often, and for longer periods of time than its predecessor.89 
Sitting on top of "policy hill,"90 the Eisenhower National Security Council 
considered policy papers only after they had been thoroughly prepared by an 
interdepartmental Planning Board of assistant secretary-level officials. On the 
implementation side, presidentially approved policies flowed down from the

^For more on this, see Souers 1949.
89Between 1953 and 1961, Eisenhower's National Security Council held 346 regular meetings -  
nearly one each week. On average, the meetings ran two and a half hours. Perhaps most 
important, over 90 percent of these sessions were attended by the president. (Destler, Gelb and 
Lake 1984, 172-3).
9̂ This oft-used term was originally coined by Eisenhower's first National Security Advisor, 
Robert Cutler. See Cutler 1956.
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NSC to an Operations Coordinating Board (OCB) of undersecretary-level officials 
and then to the relevant departments and agencies. The OCB was clearly the 
operational linchpin. Charged with translating policy recommendations into 
specific guidance, the OCB coordinated a multitude of interdepartmental 
working groups — typically, 35 to 40 at any given time — and often took as long 
as six months to determine an operational plan (Cutler 1956; Nelson 1981, 248; 
Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984). With so many layers, committees, and Council 
meetings, little wonder the Eisenhower NSC came to be seen as a highly 
formalized, Cabinet-driven process.

However, this is only part of the story. At the same time he set up "policy 
hill," Eisenhower took deliberate steps to control foreign policy making from the 
White House. Chief among these was the March 1953 creation of a new position, 
the Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs.91 Charged 
with running the Council’s operations and infusing the policy process with a 
broader presidential perspective, the Special Assistant — or National Security 
Advisor, as he later came to be called — was appointed at the president's 
pleasure, without Senate confirmation. Eisenhower signaled his intention to 
have "his" man in the job early on;92 rather than choosing a Cabinet official, 
professional bureaucrat or policy expert as the first National Security Advisor, 
he selected Robert Cutler, an energetic banker and former campaign advisor who 
had already served on his White House staff (Stevens 1989, 57). The president 
put Cutler in charge of the NSC Planning Board, which ensured that presidential 
views would be brought to bear in the earliest phases of the NSC process.93 
Although Cutler was not expected to advocate particular policies or positions, he 
was expected to ensure the Board presented the president and NSC with clear, 
viable, policy options.94 As John Hart writes, by creating the position of National

91The position was originally recommended by a study of the NSC system prepared by Robert 
Cutler. It was officially established on 17 March 1953 when the president approved Cutler's 
report in writing and directed that the recommendations "be circulated promptly to the Council 
for information and guidance."
92In a revealing 14 May 1953 diary entry, Eisenhower refers to Cutler as "my administrative 
assistant and director of the National Security Council" (Eisenhower 1981,238).
93 Later, the president put his Special Assistant in charge of implementation as well, appointing 
him chairman of the Operations Coordinating Board.
94According to the presidential directive which set up the NSC system, the Board was to
"facilitate the formulation of policies, during the process of drafting policy recommendations, by
marshaling the resources of the respective departments and agencies; by identifying the possible
alternatives; by endeavoring to achieve acceptable agreements; by discussing differences; by 
avoiding undesirable compromises which conceal or gloss over real differences; and by reducing
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Security Advisor, "Eisenhower signaled as clearly as any president has done that 
the NSC system was there to serve the president's purpose" (Hart 1995,73).

Less known but equally important, Eisenhower created a second position 
— the Staff Secretary — to handle his day-to-day national security affairs. While 
the National Security Advisor oversaw development of longer-term policy in the 
NSC system, the Staff Secretary managed the president’s paper flow, attended 
most of his meetings, oversaw sensitive intelligence activities, briefed the 
president on current developments, and ensured effective policy coordination 
among the departments and agencies. Tellingly, no report recommended this 
role, and no directive established it; fed up with snafus in the policy process, 
Eisenhower declared one day in 1953 that he did not wish to be his own sergeant 
major and asked Brigadier General Paul Tete" Carroll to serve as Staff Secretary 
on the spot (Destler 1986, 233). Carroll and his successor, Brigadier General 
Andrew J. Goodpaster, were more than glorified doormen. Clark and Legere 
write in their now-dassic history of the NSC system:

Through his daily information and intelligence briefing to the President and his 
attendance at most of the President's meetings.-.Goodpaster was thoroughly 
familiar with the President's views and interests, and he served as an active 
channel for conveying them to the departments and agencies through formal 
points of contact. (Clark and Legere 1969,61)

With an office in the West Wing of the White House, and with the job of running 
the president's daily national security affairs, Goodpaster essentially played the 
role later assumed by McGeorge Bundy and his successors (Destler 1986,234).

Under Eisenhower's direction, the National Security Council staff also 
developed an autonomous analytical capability for the first time. Noting that 
"the NSC staff should be strengthened," the president's guiding NSC system 
directive established "a small Special Staff" with broad jurisdiction and 
substantial authority. Staff responsibilities included analyzing and amending 
Planning Board reports before submission to the Council, examining "the totality 
of national security policies with a view to determining if gaps exist" and 
evaluating "the capabilities of the free world versus the capabilities of the 
Soviet... [bloc]" (Lay 1953). While Eisenhower made little mention of this super
staff, at least one special assistant found it "indispensable." At the very least, 
Clark and Legere conclude, the existence of the Special Staff provided the

differences to as clearly defined an narrow an area as possible prior to reference to the Council” 
(Lay 1953).
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president with an "independent source of analysis of departmental 
recommendations" (Clark and Legere 1969,64-5).

Finally, more recently released archival material suggests that Eisenhower 
supplemented formal National Security Council meetings with a host of other, 
informal mechanisms. Studies reveal that on major foreign policy issues — such 
as Indochina in 1954, the Suez crisis in 1956, and Lebanon in 1958 — the president 
made key decisions after informal Oval Office meetings with trusted advisors 
(Neustadt 1970, 103-6; Nelson 1983, 315-318; Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984,176; 
Burke and Greenstein 1989,57,59; Prados 1991,81-85).95 Moreover, throughout 
his administration, the president spoke regularly with his Secretary of State by 
telephone, and met often with defense and intelligence officials in the Oval 
Office, with his Staff Secretary taking notes (Nelson 1983, 324). As Destler 
concludes, "the findings of scholars on most specific issues suggest 
overwhelmingly that Eisenhower made his major policy choices as all other 
Presidents have made them — after informally organized, Oval Office 
consultations with those members of his administration whom he trusted 
personally and/or whose involvement was critical to these specific issues" 
(Destler 1986, 232). Eisenhower relied on the formal National Security Council 
far less than he claimed.

All of this suggests that Eisenhower's institutionalization of the NSC 
system masks important developments in the opposite direction. While the 
president held an unprecedented number of NSC meetings, he frequently made 
critical policy decisions outside of the Council. While he established an extensive 
network of interdepartmental committees, he placed his Special Assistant for 
National Security Affairs in charge of the two most important ones and 
authorized a special NSC staff to stand watch over the system, pointing out gaps, 
analyzing papers, and amending policy recommendations. Like Truman before 
him, Eisenhower made organizational choices which gave public preeminence to 
Cabinet-centered policy making but which also worked behind the scenes to 
presidentialize, personalize, and centralize the system.

John F. Kennedy accelerated these trends in three respects. First and 
foremost, he vastly expanded the National Security Advisor's role. This was 
done by merging the Eisenhower-era National Security Advisor and Staff 
Secretary jobs -  in essence, placing overall responsibility for both long-term

95See also Kinnard 1977; Henderson 1984.
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foreign policy formulation and daily foreign policy management with a single 
individual. As Destler notes, the job "now had enormous potential for 
engagement and influence" (Destler 1981c, 267).96 This is because it combined 
the formerly separate roles of coordinating interagency decisionmaking and 
providing personal staff assistance to the president. Kennedy's appointment of 
McGeorge Bundy to the post was telling. As a Harvard junior fellow at age 
twenty-two, and Dean of the Harvard Arts and Sciences Faculty at thirty-four, 
Bundy was known for his towering intellect and boundless self-confidence. In 
the words of one Harvard observer at the time, "Bundy is a take-over guy. They 
say [Harvard President Nathan] Pusey was glad to see him go. He'll take over in 
Washington, too" (Wise 1961).97

A second change stemmed directly from the first. Under Bundy, the NSC 
staff became a truly presidential foreign policy staff for the first time. Where 
previous staffs had concentrated on the technical aspects of managing the NSC 
process, Bundy’s team was almost exclusively concerned with developing 
policies and providing advice for the president. Rather than serving as the 
executive branch's professional bureaucrats, they served as Kennedy's personal 
advisors. As senior NSC staff aide Roy Komer recalled in 1964, "Kennedy made 
it very clear we were his men, we operated for him, we had direct contact with 
him. This gave us the power to command the kind of results that he wanted..." 
(Destler 1980b, 579). The staff now reached far beyond simply transmitting 
departmental views, amending interdepartmental committee reports or filling in 
gaps. They provided independent analysis, recommended specific courses of 
action, generated policy ideas, and acted as the president's eyes and ears in the 
foreign policy bureaucracy.98 If Eisenhower's Special Staff provided a small 
stream of independent staff analysis, Kennedy's let open the floodgates.

96Kennedy made clear the breadth and importance of Bundy's job in an April 1961 interview with 
NBC correspondent Ray Scherer. Describing his relationship with his National Security Advisor, 
the president remarked, "All matters of international security go through McGeorge Bundy ....He 
is now my assistant on national security matters....On every meeting that we have with those 
dealing with problems such as Laos, Mr. Bundy is there. He then follows for me the 
implementation of our decisions here so that we don't decide something and then have it fall 
between departments."
97According to Arthur M. Schlesigner's account of the administration, "Kennedy told friends that, 
next to David Ormsby Gore, Bundy was the brightest man he had ever known..." (1965,197).
98Bundy himself alludes to this expanded role in a letter to Senator Henry Jackson. "The business
of the National Security Council staff goes well beyond what is treated in formal meetings of the
National Security Council," he writes. "It is our purpose, in cooperation with other Presidential
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Third, accompanying the rise of the NSC staff came a sharp downgrading 
of the formal Council. Although Truman and Eisenhower both used extra-NSC 
meetings and conversations to make policy decisions, Kennedy used such ad hoc, 
informal mechanisms to an unprecedented degree. In a 1961 interim report 
about the NSC system to Senator Henry Jackson, Bundy remarked rather 
euphemistically, "the NSC meets less often than it did...Much that used to flow 
routinely to the weekly meetings of the Council is now settled in other ways...” 
(Bundy to Jackson, 4 September 1961, reprinted in Inderfurth and Johnson 1988, 
106). While Truman averaged an NSC meeting every two weeks, and 
Eisenhower averaged one every ten days, Kennedy's Council typically met just 
once a month." Moreover, the meetings themselves were seldom significant 
forums of policy debate or decision. As Theodore Sorensen w rites," At times 
[Kennedy] made minor decisions in full NSC meetings or pretended to make 
major ones actually settled earlier....He strongly preferred to make all major 
decisions with far fewer people present, often only with the officer to whom he 
was communicating the decision" (emphasis his. Sorensen 1965,284).

It is worth noting that in May of 1961, immediately after the Bay of Pigs 
disaster, two additional changes were instituted which had lasting effects on the 
NSC system: Bundy's office was moved from the Executive Office Building to the 
West Wing of the White House, and a new communications center, the Situation 
Room, was constructed in the White House basement. Both of these changes 
increased presidential control of foreign policy making considerably, allowing 
the president more direct contact with his closest foreign policy advisor and 
enabling him to monitor for the first time the outgoing cable traffic of the 
departments and agencies.

In any case, by Kennedy's assassination in 1963, a new, modem NSC 
system had been put in place -- a system which hardly resembled the one 
originally created by the National Security Act

staff officers, to meet the president's staff needs throughout the national security area" (McGeorge 
Bundy to Senator Henry Jackson, September 1961, printed in Smith 1987,40).
"Calculations based on NSC meeting data found in Falk 1964; Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984,172- 
3; and Smith 1987,31,39.
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II. Hallm arks of the M odem  NSC System

Three major hallmarks distinguish the modem NSC system from the old 
one. First, the National Security Advisor has evolved from a purely 
administrative executive secretary servicing the Coundl's needs to a powerful, 
political presidential advisor. While Truman's executive secretary faithfully 
transmitted departmental issues and analyses to the president, and while 
Eisenhower's Special Assistant occasionally offered his own opinion, McGeorge 
Bundy and his successors have clearly seen themselves as the president’s men; 
they have engaged in policy debates, offered policy advice and managed the 
NSC process in ways which serve the particular political interests of the 
president and no one else. Beginning with the Kennedy administration, all 
National Security Advisors have had offices in the White House, close to the 
Oval Office. All have enjoyed frequent, informal contact with the chief 
executive.100 And all have played a central role in designing and articulating the 
administration's foreign policy. Today’s National Security Advisors certainly 
view themselves differently than their pre-Kennedy predecessors. While Sidney 
Souers, the first executive secretary, saw himself as an "anonymous servant of the 
Council" (emphasis mine. Souers 1949, 537), Clinton National Security Advisor 
Anthony Lake described his job as making sure "that the president is getting all 
points of view" (emphasis mine). Lake confessed that such views typically 
included his own. ”[I]f you don't have views, you shouldn't be doing the job," he 
told a New York Times reporter (Jason DeParle, New York Times Magazine, 20 
August, 1995).101

100The one exception here is Richard Allen, Reagan's first National Security Advisor. The Reagan 
experiment in Cabinet government is discussed more below.
10lEven Brent Scowcroft, who as National Security Advisor during the Ford and Bush 
administrations was widely regarded as the closest modem example of the pre-Kennedy "honest 
broker" model, saw his job as "helping the president" (Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 8
February 1995). While this meant giving fair airing to department views, it also meant adding his 
own voice to the chorus -  advocating specific policies and courses of action, going on 
presidential diplomatic missions abroad, and helping to develop the administration's overarching 
foreign policy architecture. Scowcroft described his role in the Bush administration in this way: 
"The President had a clear idea of what he wanted to do on foreign policy. I could anticipate 
where he'd come down on an issue. He would let me go with things. I would go into his office 
and say 'here's what I'd like to do on these issues, unless you tell me differently'" (Brent 
Scowcroft, interview by author, 8 February 1995). For more on his style and role in the Bush 
administration, see John Barry, "The Jim and Brent Show," Newsweek, 27 February 1989; Priscilla 
Painton, "Brent Scowcroft Mr. Behind-the-Scenes," Time, 7 October 1991; Strobe Talbott, 'Toward 
a Safer World," Time, 7 October 1991; Ann Reilly Dowd, Fortune, 17 July 1989.
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A second feature of the modem National Security Council system stems 
from the first. The rise of the national Security Advisor has brought with it an 
increase in the power, jurisdiction, and capabilities of the NSC staff. As 
Rockman describes, the NSC staff has moved from "a once-anonymous ro!e...to a 
prominent contender for policy-making power in foreign affairs" (Rockman 1981, 
914). Where early staffs consisted almost entirely of apolitical career bureaucrats 
on loan from other departments and agencies, modem NSC staffs feature a mix 
of bureaucrats and fast-track, independent academics. All are appointed at the 
pleasure of the president and are expected to view foreign policy from his 
perspective.102 Dependent on the president for their positions, power, and policy 
successes, NSC staffers have more than lived up to the job. As Henry Kissinger 
observes, "...every president since Kennedy seems to have trusted his White 
House aides more than his Cabinet" (Kissinger 1979,47).

Moreover, Kennedy and his successors have allowed and even 
deliberately encouraged NSC staff dominance by expanding the staff's 
jurisdiction and by bolstering its capabilities. Recall that under Truman and 
Eisenhower, the NSC staff was limited to overseeing long-term policy planning; 
day to day national security affairs were not in its domain. Since 1961, however, 
this distinction has become blurred. Modem NSC staffs now routinely handle 
both long-term foreign policy planning as well as the more immediate business 
of national security — managing crises, clearing cables, and preparing state visits. 
Part of the reason NSC staffs now do these things is that they can. Kennedy’s 
creation of the Situation Room after the Bay of Pigs gave the president and his 
aides complete access to CIA, State Department, and Defense Department cables 
for the first time.103 Such information proved critical in controlling the 
bureaucracy. NSC staffers could find out exactly how, and how much, 
department officials were implementing presidential directives and policies. The 
Situation Room also enabled the president to communicate with U.S. Embassies 
without State Department knowledge, and to conduct negotiations with foreign 
diplomats in secret. By enabling the president to bypass regular bureaucratic

102Les Gelb writes, "It has been my experience that the same staffer behaves very differently in 
the White House than in the State Department, Defense Department, or CIA; one is far more 
conscious of presidential stakes and interests when in residence in Pennsylvania Avenue" (Gelb 
1980,27).
103Before then, the White House had a difficult time acquiring even routine information. 
Eisenhower Staff Secretary Andrew Goodpaster had to force a showdown with CIA Director 
Allen Dulles in front of the president to get Dulles’ cooperation in forwarding basic Agency 
information (Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984,243).
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channels, this new communications center allowed the president to be his own 
Secretary of State. Not surprisingly, every president since Kennedy has kept the 
Situation Room in good working order.104

Third, the modem NSC system is marked by a pronounced decline in the 
role of the formal National Security Council. As Destler wrote in 1977, "The 
council itself has increasingly been treated as a bore, if not an encumbrance" 
(Destler 1977,159). The NSC has not met on a prolonged, regular, weekly basis 
since the Eisenhower administration. Presidents have instead turned to the NSC 
staff and to a host of informal meetings with relevant Cabinet members to solicit 
information, analysis and advice. Kennedy is perhaps best known for his 
persistent use of ad hoc working groups, task forces, and other arrangements. As 
he declared, "We have averaged three or four meetings a week with the 
Secretaries of Defense and State, McGeorge Bundy, the head of the CIA and the 
Vice President, but formal meetings of the National Security Council which 
include a much wider group are not as effective" (Sorensen 1965, 284). Though 
no president since him has relied so extensively on informal arrangements, each 
has used some key informal mechanisms to work outside the formal National 
Security Council. Lyndon Johnson's Tuesday Lunches, the Kissinger-Nixon 
channel, Jimmy Carter's Friday breakfasts, Ronald Reagan's National Security 
Planning Group — each of these has served as a prime foreign policy channel, 
where the president invited whomever he wished, where written records were 
sparse, where leaks were low, and where discussions and decisions did not have 
the formal stamp of a regular NSC meeting.

Changes to the essential features of the NSC system are illustrated in 
Figure 5.1 below.

104For a detailed account of the Situation Room’s creation, see Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984; Smith 
1987.
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Figure 5.1 Malor Differences Between the Pre-Kennedv and Modem National Security
Council System s

Hallmark Pre-Kennedy Svstem Modern System

l .  NSC Staff Head • Administrative, professional 
Executive Secretary

• Political, policy-oriented 
National Security Advisor

• Neutral coordinator between 
Council and president 
Responsible for faithfully 
transmitting ideas, policies

• President's personal staff 
assistant. Responsible for 
transmitting, assessing 
and advocating ideas, policies

2. NSC Staff • Department detailees who 
view national security from 
home agency perspective

• Mix of detailees and outside 
experts who are all appointed 
at the president's pleasure and 
view national security from his 
perspective

• limited power: jurisdiction restricted 
to long-range affairs, planning.
No independent monitoring capability 
of other agencies. President must 
use official channels for negotiations

• substantial power: broad 
jurisdiction encompassing the 
full range of near, immediate 
and long-term affairs. Situation 
Room enables staff to monitor 
other agencies and implement 
policy from White House

3. National 
Security Council

• Central forum for policy discussion. • Marginal forum; infrequent 
meetings; used mostly to 
ratify decisions made else
where

Taken together, these hallmarks reveal a modem NSC system which has 
steadily drawn foreign policy making power away from the Cabinet departments 
and into the White House. It is the president and his National Security Advisor, 
not the Secretary of State, who serve as the principal architects of U.S. foreign 
policy. Indeed, recalling the names of most Secretaries of State since 1961 is 
difficult to do. Dean Rusk, William Rogers, Cyrus Vance — each of them was 
overshadowed by the more domineering personality of their National Security 
Advisor counterparts. Reagan’s two Secretaries of State -  Alexander Haig and 
George Shultz -  are better known for their complaints about getting shut out of 
foreign policy decisions than for their influence over them. Although Bush 
Secretary of State James Baker stands as the exception to this rule, Warren 
Christopher's role in the Clinton administration should quell any speculation that
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the Secretary of State has achieved anything resembling a comeback. The palace 
guard has, indeed, eclipsed the king’s ministers.

III. Coming Up Short: Explaining Evolution the Conventional Way

For students of national security, the steady refrain has long been that the 
Council and its staff vary according to the person they serve; the system 
responds to and reflects each president’s personality, policy preferences, and 
operating style. As I.M. Destler writes, the NSC system is "at the mercy of 
particular Presidents, to be used, reshaped, or ignored as they prefer" (Destler 
1977,160). This is a story of variance. Since different presidents can design the 
system in different ways, its structure, operation, and power are always up for 
grabs.

If this explanation is correct, then we would expect to see two things when 
looking at the NSC system's development. First, the essential features of the 
system should vary across presidential administrations. Jimmy Carter, after all, 
was no Richard Nixon. Second, barring any major crisis or scandal, we should 
find little variation in the NSC system within a presidential administration. 
Presidents may tinker here and there, fine-tuning the foreign policy process, but 
that is about all. Presumably the system's basic determinants — presidential 
personalities, operating styles, habits, and views — do not radically change in 
four to eight years.

But this is not what we find. Looking across administrations reveals a 
pattern of continuity, not change. Although post-Kennedy presidents have each 
modified the foreign policy process, none have successfully altered the system’s 
three essential features described above. If anything, it appears that presidents 
with very different personalities, proclivities, and policies have handled national 
security affairs in the same manner.

Consider Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter. By all measures, these two 
presidents stood worlds apart. Nixon, a Republican, approached foreign policy 
with a hard-nosed realism; Carter, a Democrat, elevated human rights -- the 
"search for justice and peace" -  as the cornerstone of U.S. foreign policy (Carter 
1995, 22). Where Nixon was a grand strategist, Carter was a micromanager, 
insisting on approving every govemment-to-government arms sale reported to 
Congress (Gelb 1980, 33). Where Nixon’s operating style favored secrecy, 
Carter’s favored openness. Nixon freely engaged in illegal activities -  from
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wiretapping his own staff to obstructing the Watergate investigation; Carter 
freely admitted to a deep religiosity and moral conviction which pervaded all 
aspects of his presidency.105

Yet both presidents ended up employing remarkably similar national 
security policymaking systems. Both chose strong-willed, outspoken academics 
to be their National Security Advisors. To an unprecedented degree, Henry 
Kissinger and Zbigniew Brzezinski served as powerful policy advocates and 
administrative spokesmen. They drafted broad strategic policy, recommended 
specific courses of action on issues ranging from China to the Iranian hostage 
crisis, directly participated in international negotiations, and defended the 
administration's policy before the press. With over 1,700 appearances in the New 
York Times between them -- more than all other National Security Advisors 
combined — Brzezinski and Kissinger stand as the most public, most recognized 
National Security Advisors in history.106 The Kissinger and Brzezinski systems 
were not identical, but they had much in common: these two National Security 
Advisors and their staffs dominated the foreign policy process to a degree 
unmatched by any NSC staff before or since. In both administrations, major 
issues were decided far away from the Department of State, Defense, or the 
National Security Council.107

Moreover, looking within administrations, we find far more change than 
we would expect. All presidents since Kennedy may have ended up using the 
modem National Security Council system, but not all of them started out that 
way. In particular, Presidents Carter and Reagan entered office with a deep-

105we get a striking image of the two men from their own memoirs. Responding to news of the 
Watergate break-in, Nixon seems to take the seamy side of politics for granted, writing " I had 
been in politics too long, and seen everything from dirty tricks to vote fraud. I could not muster 
much moral outrage over a political bugging" (Nixon 1990,628). Carter, by contrast, takes great 
pride in his anti-Watergate, populist presidential campaign. He writes, "As an American, I had 
been embarrassed by the Watergate scandal and the forced resignation of the President. I realized 
that my own election had been aided by a deep desire among the people for open government, 
based on a new and fresh commitment to changing some of the Washington habits which had 
made it possible for the American people to be mislead" (Carter 1995,29). Carter continues," I 
told supporters, if I ever lie to you, if I ever make a misleading statement, don't vote for me. I 
would not deserve to be your President" (Carter 1995,69).
106Tabulations done by author. Source: Destler 1980b and the New York Times Index. Kissinger 
and Brzezinski are the only two National Security Advisors ever to appear in the New York Times 
over 100 times in a given year. See Appendix C for more.
107For details on the Carter and Nixon administrations, including the NSC system, see Crocker 
1975; Kissinger 1979; Vance 1983; Destler, Gelb and Lake 1984; Brzezinski 1985; Nixon 1990; 
Shoemaker 1991; Isaacson 1992; Haldeman 1994; Carter 1995. Information about the operation of 
the NSC system was also obtained from personal interviews with Nixon and Carter NSC staffers.
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seated and well-publicized commitment to Cabinet government -  to the notion 
that foreign policy should be run out of the Department of State instead of the 
White House and the NSC staff. Yet both presidents soon jettisoned these 
experiments.

Carter expressed his desire for a renewed, Cabinet-centric foreign policy 
system from the outset. During the 1976 presidential campaign, he made a point 
of castigating Kissinger's "lone ranger" style of foreign policy making and 
pledged to end the excessive centralization and secrecy which characterized the 
Nixon years (Brzezinski 1985, 58). There was no mistaking the president's 
intentions. The president selected Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and the rest of 
his Cabinet before naming his White House team. During the transition, the 
president, Secretary Vance and National Security Advisor Brzezinski agreed that 
Vance would serve as the principal foreign policy advisor, with Brzezinski and 
the NSC staff playing a less prominent, coordinating role.108 On inauguration 
day, Carter issued a presidential directive which dismantled the Nixon NSC 
system, established a new one, and explicitly declared, "The reorganization is 
intended to place more authority in the departments and agencies while insuring 
that the NSC, with my Assistant for National Security Affairs, continues to 
integrate and facilitate foreign and defense policy decisions" (Carter 1977, l).109

Yet within a matter of months, this Cabinet government experiment had 
failed and faded to a distant memory. Vance’s reluctance to articulate the 
administration's policy left the door open for Brzezinski to play a more active, 
public role — a move which Carter encouraged and Brzezinski readily 
accepted.110 It was Brzezinski who appeared on television, who gave interviews, 
and who served as the administration's major spokesman. Internally, too,

108The concordance between the president and his two foreign policy players on this point is well 
illustrated in their memoirs and in subsequent interviews. Brzezinski remarked in 1982, for 
example, "My expectation [had] been that...[the president and I] would be working very closely 
as a team with the secretary of state being, as I said earlier, the initiator and principal adviser on 
policy and I coordinating the workings of the national security machinery...." (Washington 
Quarterly 1982,71-2). See also Vance 1983; Brzezinski 1985; Carter 1995.
109The directive established a Policy Review Committee, chaired by the Secretary of State, to deal 
with major policy reviews, with a separate Special Coordinating Committee, chaired by 
Brzezinski, to handle crisis management, sensitive intelligence issues, and arms control talks. 
nO"My own preference," Carter admits in his memoirs," was that one of the roles of the Secretary 
of State be the education of the American public about foreign policy. Secretary Vance was not 
particularly inclined to assume this task on a sustained basis....Zbigniew Brzezinski was always 
ready and willing to explain our position on international matters, analyze a basic strategic 
interrelationship, or comment on a current event" (Carter 1995,56). See also Vance 1983,34-5.
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Brzezinski and the NSC staff increasingly controlled the foreign policy making 
process. In the rush of events and in the face of State Department reluctance to 
offer "political" solutions with the president's interests at heart, Carter turned 
more and more to his NSC staff for ideas and policy options (Gelb 1980; 
Washington Quarterly 1982; Mulcahy 1986). On issues ranging from U.S.-Soviet 
relations to the Iranian hostage crisis to China, Vance and the State Department 
found themselves routinely outvoted and outmaneuvered by the NSC staff.111 
The NSC staff, not the State Department seventh floor, had the president's ear 
and spoke with his voice. As Kevin Mulcahy writes, "The irony is that although 
Carter entered office pledged to oppose the Kissinger model of foreign 
policymaking, the actual result was the concentration of nearly as much power in 
the White House as had been the case in the Nixon administration" (Mulcahy 
1986,286).

Like Carter, Ronald Reagan came to Washington with a Cabinet 
government model in mind.112 In appointing Alexander Haig as Secretary of 
State, Reagan got a Secretary who was exceedingly well-versed in foreign affairs, 
well-schooled in White House politics, and well-known for taking charge. 
National Security Advisor Richard V. Allen was no match for Haig, and was not 
expected to be; in both public speeches and private conversations, Reagan made 
it clear that "the Secretary of State will be the President's principal spokesman 
and adviser" (Haig 1984, 12). Judging from press interviews, Congressional 
testimony and personal memoirs, it seems that Haig and Allen agreed. Haig 
testified during confirmation hearings that the Secretary of State should be the 
sole "general manager of American diplomacy" (Inderfurth and Johnson 1988,

111It is undoubtedly true that Brzezinski quickly took advantage of opportunities to boost his 
own power and influence with the president. The National Security Advisor made sure to control 
all paper flow to the president and used his chairmanship of the interagency Special 
Coordinating Committee to shape U.S. policy on a range of substantive issues beyond its original 
mandate (Vance 1983,37; Brzezinski 1985,66). Nevertheless, Carter did not object. "After all, 
whey did [the president] keep me for four years?" Brzezinski asked in an interview. '1 mean, he 
could have fired me. I certainly advocated policies which he very often disagreed. It isn't that he 
liked me.... He knew two things about me.... One, he valued my loyalty. Two, he knew that I was 
advocating what I really thought. And he needed that... And three, he increasingly lost 
confidence in Vance" (Zbigniew Brzezinski, interview by author, 24 July 1995).
112Vesting principal authority in the departments and agencies had worked well during his 
governorship in California. More important, it offered a possible way to prevent a repeat of the 
Carter Administration's foreign policy feuding and confusion. By strengthening the Secretary of 
State's role and stemming the rising influence of the National Security Advisor, the Reagan inner 
circle sought to give greater coherence to U.S. foreign policy (Ty Cobb, interview by author, 28 
July 1995; Geoffrey Kemp, interview by author, 11 July 1995; Paul Stevens, interview by author,
25 July 1995; Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 7 July 1995).
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100). And Allen repeatedly told the press that as National Security Advisor, he 
would "offload" most of the traditional NSC staff responsibilities to the 
Department of State. He would eschew running the day-to-day business of 
foreign policy or forging policy initiatives from the White House. Instead, Allen 
promised to serve as a staff coordinator and honest broker between the Cabinet 
and the president (New York Times 19 November 1980; Mulcahy 1986, 291; 
Inderfurth and Johnson 1988,100; Lord 1988).113

Organizational arrangements reflected and reinforced the downgraded 
role of the National Security Advisor and his staff. Allen stands as the only 
National Security Advisor in history who operated without direct access to the 
president. He officially reported to White House Counselor Edwin Meese, he 
worked out of an office in the White House basement, relatively far from the 
Oval Office, and he soon found that even his daily presidential national security 
briefings could not be conducted in private. In addition, though no official 
presidential directive outlining the Reagan NSC system was signed during 
Allen's tenure, a series of Interdepartm ental Groups and Senior 
Interdepartmental Groups were established in a range of functional and 
geographic areas. None of these were chaired by the National Security Advisor 
or his staff (Melbourne 1983; Haig 1984; Mulcahy 1986; Brzezinski 1987; Lord 
1988; Regan 1988; Meese 1992; Kemp 1993; Hart 1995).

This foreign policy system did not last long. As Brent Scowcroft notes, 
"...after the first year, everyone realized it didn’t work."114 In the beginning of 
1982, Allen resigned and the administration began restoring the White House- 
dominated, modem NSC system. Reagan replaced Allen with Judge William 
Clark, a close personal friend and former chief of staff from his gubernatorial 
days. The change was dramatic; Clark's relationship with Reagan gave him 
direct, unlimited access to the president — access which enabled the National 
Security Advisor to assume control over long-range policy reviews previously 
controlled by the State Department, to handle the daily management of key 
foreign policy issues ranging from Nicaragua to technology transfers, and to 
bolster the influence and responsibility of the NSC staff. Reagan NSC staffer 
Geoffrey Kemp described the change from Allen to Clark in these colorful terms:

113See also Melbourne 1983; Haig 1984,10-12. 
H4Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 7 July 1995.
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I can tell you, the day Richard Allen resigned, the power of the people like 
myself dramatically increased literally overnight, because of William Gark.
Uncle Bill could walk into see Ronald Reagan any time....Deaver [and] Meese 
used to defer to Unde Bill....Now that is what power is all about in this 
town....Essentially, the power of the NSC staff is the capacity to use the 
president's name and be taken seriously. Now if your opposite numbers in the 
Pentagon and the State Department and the CIA - 1 think those are the three 
examples that I know most about — knew as they did during the first year of the 
Reagan administration, that your boss had been downgraded, they treated you in 
a very different way in terms of answering phone calls and going to meetings, 
which is what it's all about, right? The moment the Washington press started the 
stories about "Gark is different” our life was different.1 ̂

To be sure, the Reagan Administration’s NSC system never fully 
recovered from its first year. In fact, Kissinger (1986), Scowcroft116 and others 
argue that the Iran-Contra imbroglio stemmed partly from the continued 
weakness of the NSC staff.117 But the point here is that after only one year of 
operation, the system had already lurched back significantly from the Cabinet 
government model.

The Carter and Reagan experiments suggest that divergence from the 
modern NSC system has been short-lived and unsuccessful. Though both 
presidents entered office with a strong philosophical and political dedication to 
Cabinet government, both rapidly retreated from the model. More generally, 
these failed forays into Cabinet government, when coupled with the overall 
resilience of the modem NSC system across administrations, call conventional 
explanations into question. In the end, "it depends on the president" does not 
appear to explain very much. It predicts variance where we find continuity, and 
continuity where we find change. While individual presidents no doubt matter, 
coloring particular aspects of the foreign policy making process, the broad 
outlines of the system have been remarkably impervious to change (Rockman 
1981). To explain the evolution of the NSC system, then, we must turn not to 
what makes presidents different, but to what makes them alike. We must take a 
closer look at the options they face, the political opposition they confront, and the 
benefits they receive in bringing national security policymaking into the NSC 
staff. In short, we need ask why all presidents since Kennedy have been 
compelled to use their NSC systems in similar ways.

1 ̂ Geoffrey Kemp, interview by author, 11 July 1995.
11̂ Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 7 July 1995.
117For a good account of post-Iran Contra reforms of the NSC system, see Tower 1987; Powell 
1989; Stevens 1990.
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IV. A N ew  Institutionalist A lternative

As originally set out in Chapter Three, the National Security Agency 
Model explains agency evolution in terms of three related factors: 1) the agency's 
original set-up; 2) the ongoing interests and capabilities of key political players; 
and 3) exogenous events. Design choices made at time t condition agency 
development at time t+1. This does not mean agency change is impossible. It 
means that agency evolution is constrained at the outset; initial structural choices 
make certain evolutionary paths more likely while ruling others out. Within 
these constraints, agencies are shaped by conflict between political actors ~ 
presidents, other bureaucrats and legislators. Whether and how these actors 
jump into the fray hinges on their relative interests, incentives, and capabilities. 
On top of this, events can at times shift the balance of power between political 
actors -  by raising the stakes, by weakening some or empowering others. We 
turn to each of these factors in turn.

Initial Design: The National Security Act of 1947
The NSC-related provisions of the 1947 National Security Act are more 

remarkable for what they omitted than what they included. First and foremost, 
the Act did precious little to tie the fortunes of the NSC system to Congress. No 
Members of Congress were included as statutory Council members or were privy 
to its discussions. No mechanisms required the National Security Council to 
report to, consult with, or even notify Congress of its activities and deliberations. 
No NSC staff member was subject to Senate confirmation or was required to 
testify before any Congressional body. Under the law, presidents did not even 
have to use the NSC system. They were not required to hold or attend Council 
meetings. In short, the National Security Act provided Congress with few levers, 
short of freezing funds or passing new legislation, to shape the National Security 
Council or staff. As Kennedy National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy 
described the NSC system, "Congress can't get into it. That's the most interesting 
thing about it."118

In addition, the Act granted statutory legitimacy to the idea of a National 
Security Council staff. No matter that the staff was originally intended to serve

118McGeorge Bundy, interview by author, 13 June 1995.

113

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

as a purely administrative secretariat. The actual legislation only vaguely 
provided for an NSC staff to "perform such duties as may be prescribed by the 
Council in connection with the performance of its functions" (Statutes at Large 
1948, 497). Given that the Council's functions were themselves subject to 
presidential discretion and authority, this was hardly a ringing mandate for a 
Coundl-controlled administrative unit. More important, the Act called for the 
staff "to be headed by a civilian executive secretary who shall be appointed by 
the President" (Statutes at Large 1948,497). No Senate confirmation was required. 
Taken together, the positive provisions created statutory grounds for appointing 
an NSC staff at the president's pleasure, while the ambiguities and gaps left 
much room for presidents to use the NSC staff as they wished.

Finally, the Act implicitly recognized and reaffirmed presidential 
prerogatives in foreign affairs. The Council could advise, and issue 
recommendations and assessments of national security matters, but it could not 
dedde them. The Act made dear that the president and the president alone bore 
responsibility for forging U.S. foreign policy (Statutes at Large 1948,496-7).

No doubt, part of the reason for these provisions -  or lack thereof -  was 
Constitutional. The president's powers as commander-in-chief and chief 
executive grant him extensive prerogatives in foreign affairs and wide latitude to 
choose his own counselors and personal assistants. It is also true that writing 
more restrictive provisions might not have made much difference; presidents still 
might have been able to use, transform or discard the NSC system as they saw fit. 
However, at the very least, the National Security Act threw up few roadblocks 
for presidents to overcome. The legislation gave presidents substantial room to 
maneuver, permitting them to appoint their own foreign policy staffs without 
much fear of Congressional scrutiny or punishment.

Ongoing Interests and Capabilities of Political Actors
The National Security Act provided an opening for presidents to 

transform the foreign policy system. But the constellation of interests and 
capabilities among presidents, bureaucrats and the Congress made it possible -  
indeed, likely — that such change would take place. Presidents had both the 
motivation and capabilities to command the changes they desired. While the 
Departments of Defense and State certainly tried to block these efforts, they 
ultimately could not succeed for two reasons. First, presidents would not let
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them; on this issue, presidents were willing to go to the mat because the price of 
"failure" — of maintaining an unresponsive, inertial foreign policy system — far 
exceeded the cost of success. Second, because presidents could act unilaterally 
through executive orders and decision memoranda, bureaucratic opposition was 
more easily surmounted. Congress, for its part, lacked both the drive and the 
weapons to combat these changes. Once the National Security Act was passed, 
legislators had little to gain by getting involved in the intricacies of national 
security decisionmaking operations. Perhaps more important, the National 
Security Act tied their own hands in key respects. Short of passing new 
legislation, there was not much legislators could do to prevent presidents from 
getting what they wanted.

Presidents
Two basic forces have compelled all postwar presidents to pull the locus 

of foreign policy making into the White House and the hands of the NSC staff. 
First, presidents of all stripes have been held responsible for things they cannot 
possibly control. In Terry Moe's words, "the expectations surrounding 
presidential performance far outstrip the institutional capacity of presidents to 
perform" (Moe 1985, 269). Nowhere has this fact of life been more true than in 
postwar foreign affairs. When it comes to domestic issues like tax cuts and 
environmental policy, presidents can point fingers and shift the blame to other 
actors -  Congress, interest groups, and the press, to name a few. But in foreign 
affairs, success or failure clings to the president alone.119

Postwar developments have exacerbated the situation. The Cold War's 
onset raised both the stakes and the complexity of foreign policy issues to new 
heights. Suddenly, American presidents had to contend with the specter of 
nuclear confrontation over regions as remote as Israel and Vietnam. In addition, 
revolutionary developments in communications and transportation demanded 
"real time" responses to international crises. No longer could American 
presidents rest content in their geographic and philosophical isolationism. To do 
their jobs well, chief executives needed more information, more analysis, more 
advice than ever before. Ideally, they needed a bureaucracy which could see the

119Dick Cheney made this point in an interview. Having served as a Member of Congress, as a 
presidential chief of staff and as Secretary of Defense, Cheney concluded "I think if there is a bad 
[foreign policy] disaster they will blame the President. That's how come he gets paid so much 
money and gets to live in that fancy house. It is very hard to hold Congress accountable for 
anything, I was one....” (Dick Cheney, interview by author, 31 July 1995).
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world as they did, which possessed sophisticated knowledge across the foreign 
policy spectrum but which kept presidential interests at heart

The National Security Act of 1947 solved only part of the president’s 
problem. The Act expanded the foreign policy apparatus without granting the 
president sufficient means to control it. While new departments and agencies 
such as the Central Intelligence Agency, the Department of Defense and the 
National Security Resources Board vastly increased the amount of information 
and advice coming to the president, these organizations filtered such information 
through self-interested prisms. It is no secret that bureaucracies have their own 
agendas, missions, cultures, routines, and ways of viewing the world. As one 
Bush NSC staffer put it, "There is not an institution in this town that does not ride 
its own ax and transmit messages as it perceives...its interests."120 One need not 
impute sinister motives here. The simple fact is the resources, goals, and 
incentives of various agencies all differ from the president's. Thus, enlarging the 
foreign policy apparatus proved a mixed blessing. Creating so many new 
agencies only intensified the cacophony of voices in the president's ear. 
Although the National Security Council provided a forum for these bureaucratic 
players to come together, it did not provide a way to coordinate, prioritize, or 
adjudicate between their views. At the end of the day, there was still no agency 
or body which could view foreign policy events and decisions from the 
president’s perspective. As Theodore Sorensen suggests in his vivid account of 
the Kennedy administration, asking the various bureaucracies to step outside 
their own interests and perspectives was simply asking too much:

[President Kennedy]...knew that, in his administration, Cabinet members could 
make recommendations on major matters, but only the President could make 
decisions; and that he could not afford to accept, without seeking an independent 
judgment, the products and proposals of departmental advisers whose 
responsibilities did not require them to look, as he and his staff looked, at the 
government and its programs as a whole. (Sorensen 1965,258)

Little wonder presidents almost immediately began changing the national 
security system. Charged with leading the United States in an evermore 
uncertain and dangerous world, held solely responsible for the successes and 
failures of foreign policy, and assisted by a foreign policy bureaucracy with its 
own interests and views, presidents had overwhelming incentives to act.

120Bush NSC staff aide, confidential interview by author, 13 July 1995.
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There is a second factor which has prompted presidents to reshape the 
NSC system and which explains why the system has evolved along its particular 
path. Shifting the locus of foreign policy making to the NSC staff promised high 
returns at low cost While a modem NSC system did not offer a perfect solution, 
it did vastly improve policy making from the president's point of view.121 
Because staff members were appointed at the president's pleasure and were 
dependent on him for their pay, promotions, prestige, and power, they tended to 
be far more loyal to presidential needs and interests than their bureaucratic 
counterparts.122 To a striking degree, NSC staffs from Kennedy to Clinton have 
viewed themselves as the president's staff. As McGeorge Bundy put it, "We were 
not in business of having an NSC corporate view. We were in the business 
of....helping the president do his business.”123 In addition, the staff’s small size 
and access to the Oval Office made monitoring relatively easy; a president could 
discover rather quickly when staffers were not doing their jobs or acting on his 
behalf. Armed with rewards, sanctions, and a direct monitoring ability, 
presidents could trust the NSC staff to weigh and assess the conflicting policy 
recommendations coming from the foreign policy bureaucracies.

Equally important, transforming the NSC system has been relatively easy 
to do. The National Security Act made it possible for presidents to institute 
major changes without new legislation. This is exactly what they did — using 
executive orders, presidential directives and other self-executing commands to 
create the National Security Advisor's position; to alter fundamentally the NSC 
staff's role, power, and jurisdiction; and to downgrade the operation of the 
formal National Security Council. The NSC system's history is striking in this

l2lCuriously, the vast majority of scholarly studies have found fault with the modem National 
Security Council system, arguing instead that foreign policy authority should return to the 
Department of State. See for example Sapin 1966; d a rk  and Legere 1969; Destler 1972b; Allison 
and Szanton 1976; Gelb 1980.
122Several former members of NSC staffs emphasized the derivative nature of their power -  and 
their resulting dependence on the president. As Reagan NSC Executive Secretary Paul Stevens 
put it ,"... at the end of the day ...you are playing with the President's political capital when you 
are in a critically important function that close to him or her. [You need to be] conscious that 
political capital is a wasting asset. Once you lose it you don't get it back very easily....the NSC 
essentially, because of the nature of foreign policy and security policy and the way it's looked at 
now — can either make the returns on the investment extraordinarily great for a President or they 
can deplete it just as easily with equal and opposite results. So you have to run an NSC that is 
highly conscious of that and accountable to the president.." (Paul Stevens, interview by author, 
25 July 1995).
123McGeorge Bundy, interview by author, 13 June 1995. Note: Bundy's sentiment was 
unanimous among the NSC staffers interviewed from various presidential administrations.
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respect: with one exception, every major developmental milestone, every single 
innovation to the system, has been the product of unilateral presidential 
action.124 While certainly the Departments of State and Defense did not welcome 
such developments, they could do little about them. In this rare case, presidents 
have possessed the overpowering incentives and sufficient capabilities to 
singlehandedly overcome bureaucratic opposition.

Bureaucrats
For bureaucrats, the battle was not lost without a fight. Officials in the 

State Department and newly created Department of Defense had every reason to 
oppose the transformation of the NSC system. For them, a prominent Council 
meant a prominent Cabinet — and this guaranteed each department a roughly 
equal chance of influencing administration policy. A White House-centered 
system, by contrast, left both departments on the sidelines. An active, powerful 
NSC staff not only added another competing source of foreign policy advice, but 
it quite literally posed a buffer between the departments and the president — 
making it more difficult for Cabinet secretaries to air their views of influence the 
president's decisions.

For bureaucrats, the problem was not one of incentives, but of capabilities. 
In the end, the Departments of Defense and State both lacked the institutional 
power to mount a strong defense.

We can see this by viewing the two major phases of bureaucratic 
opposition to the NSC system. During phase one — from the Act's passage on 26 
July 1947 to the first NSC meeting on 26 September — the new Department of 
Defense tried to take command of the Council and the foreign policy process. At 
this point, the NSC staff was not an issue. Instead, these critical weeks were a 
time for determining the operational details of the new foreign policy apparatus. 
For Defense Secretary James Forrestal, it seemed a golden opportunity to wrest 
foreign policy power away from the president and Department of State (Clifford
1991,163). Forrestal moved quickly to strengthen the Council and control its 
staff -  entrenching military influence in the process. He offered to house the 
NSC staff in the Pentagon and staff it with military officers (Clifford 1991, 163; 
Sander 1972,87). He argued that NSC meetings should be chaired by him in the

l24In 1949, at President Truman's request. Congress amended the National Security Act Among 
other things, the amendments reconstituted the Statutory membership of the National Security 
Council by dropping the Secretaries of Navy, Army and Air Force and adding the Vice President.
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president's absence (Nelson 1981,234). And he tried to order the NSC executive 
secretary to take policy action on the Council's behalf (Truman 1956,60; Clifford
1991,163). The idea, as Clark Clifford writes, was to [use] the new NSC 
system...to circumvent the State Department...[and] diminish the President’s role" 
(Clifford 1991,163).125

The second phase of bureaucratic opposition has lasted from September 
1947 until the present, and has pitted the State Department against the president 
and his NSC staff. From William Rogers' fight against the Nixon-Kissinger "back 
channels" to Cyrus Vance's ill-fated effort to block the American hostage rescue 
attempt in Iran, most postwar Secretaries of State have waged an uphill battle for 
foreign policy preeminence. As Rockman writes, "a common perception is that, 
since the Kennedy administration, policy power has drifted steadily from the 
State Department to the president's team of foreign policy advisers" (Rockman 
1981, 911). Since John F. Kennedy's presidency, State Department-NSC staff 
competition has claimed the resignations of three Secretaries. Even with the 
relative resurgence of Cabinet government during the Reagan years, Secretary of 
State George Shultz found it difficult gain a seat at the foreign policy table, much 
less an upper hand. "I would have to struggle incessantly to do my job," he noted 
in his memoirs (Shultz 1993,313).126

Both of these bureaucratic efforts failed — and for the same reason: in this 
case, the Departments of Defense and State lacked the institutional capabilities to 
win. The military establishment of 1947 was institutionally weak on two counts. 
First, it did not possess the unity, strength or authority to compete with the State 
Department (Nelson 1981). A creature of compromise in the National Security 
Act, the military emerged with fragmented and confused authority. The Act 
charged the Secretary of Defense with "general direction, authority, and control" 
over the individual military services, but at the same time insisted that the 
Departments of Army, Navy and Air Force "be administered as individual 
executive departments by their respective Secretaries..." (Statutes at Large 1948, 
500). The Secretary of Defense could not even speak for the military in the 
National Security Council, because the Secretaries of Army, Navy and Air Force

125See also Forrestal 1951,315-16.
126Later, Shultz bitterly recounted that Reagan "had frustrated me with his unwillingness to 
come to grips with the debilitating acrimony among his national security advisers, [and] with 
overreliance on his immediate staff..." (Shultz 1993,1133).
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also sat as statutory members. Without a united front, Forrestal and the military 
were poorly positioned to take on either the State Department or the president

Second, the Defense Secretary failed because in the end, Truman just said 
no. I have already mentioned the overwhelming incentives compelling 
presidents to risk bureaucratic opposition and centralize foreign policy making. 
Here, it is worth noting that Truman did not make up his mind alone. In 
considering the issues, the president relied heavily on the counsel of his Budget 
Bureau. Why he did so speaks volumes about the power of bureaucratic 
location. While Forrestal could be expected to push for parochial interests, the 
Budget Bureau's position in the Executive Office of the President tied its fate to 
the institutional presidency. More prerogatives and power for the president 
meant more authority for the president’s office. Truman knew this, and came to 
see the Bureau as an organization he could trust. As Director James Webb noted, 
"[Truman] thought we really were there to serve him as the President..." (Nelson 
1981, 233).127 Forrestal, by comparison, could not make a persuasive case that 
what was good for the Defense Department was good for Truman.

The natural inclination for presidents to trust their own staffs more than 
their Cabinet departments and agencies also explains why the State Department 
has been unable to restore much of its power in foreign affairs. If the modem 
NSC staff has strong motivations to act on the president’s behalf and view policy 
issues from his point of view, the State Department does not. Its mission is to 
worry about U.S. diplomatic relations with country Z, not about how those 
relations affect domestic politics or the president’s reelection prospects.128 Its 
organizational structure — posting Foreign Service Officers abroad -  is designed 
to develop a wide-ranging knowledge base about foreign affairs. Yet this same 
structure fosters a tendency for Foreign Service Officers to "go native," to identify 
more with the host country than with the United States. Moreover, the very 
nature of bureaucracy — its routines, its institutional memory -  often make it the 
enemy of innovation. Knowing what has been tried before, State Department 
officials are naturally reluctant to help the next president try again. No wonder 
presidents have come to view the State Department as an outsider. As Les Gelb 
writes, "Once a president comes to believe that Foggy Bottom is not attuned to

122See also Sander 1972.
128This mission also deprives the Department of key domestic political allies to push their 
programs and help them withstand bureaucratic battles. While most domestic departments, and 
even the Department of Defense, have strong interest group and constituency ties, the State 
Department by and large does no t See Rockman 1981.
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politics, they are doomed to being ignored. Once he concludes that his staff has 
political savvy, that staff is on its way to dominating policymaking" (Gelb 1980, 
28).

One final point is worth noting. In this particular case, because presidents 
were able to change the NSC system without Congressional involvement, the 
Departments of Defense and State could not turn to Congress for support. 
Without legislation or other legislative action, the bureaucracy could not use 
Congressional levers to push its cause.

Legislators
In the evolution of the NSC system, Congress has been the proverbial dog 

that did not bark. Members, staffers, and NSC officials all agree on this point: 
Congressional oversight of the National Security Council system has been 
virtually nonexistent. As Richard Garon, Chief of Staff for the House 
International Relations Committee, put it, "We really haven’t done that."129

A quick glance at history reveals that Congress has not done much to 
either obstruct or shape the National Security Council system since 1947. The 
legislature has amended the NSC provisions of the National Security Act only 
once -- in 1949, at President Truman's request. It has conducted five 
investigations of the national security policy making process, none of which have 
produced any changes to the NSC system. If anything, the two best known 
investigations — the Jackson Committee of 1959 and the Iran-Contra hearings of 
1986-87 -- tell us more about Congressional weakness than strength. In 1959, 
President Eisenhower succeeded in pulling the teeth out of the Jackson 
Committee before it even began -  preventing the committee from discussing any 
substantive national security policies, vetting testimony from past and present 
government officials, and reminding the committee that he could simply avoid 
using the National Security Council if it intruded on presidential foreign policy 
prerogatives.130

1 ̂ Richard Garon, interview by author, 14 July 1995.
130It is worth noting that Nelson (1984) believes the Jackson Committee substantially influenced 
Kennedy’s decision to change the NSC system. But her evidence seems inconclusive at best. She 
argues that the committee's report received wide attention among political scientists and served 
as the topic of a Council on Foreign Relations seminar. But exposure does not equal influence. 
Certainly we do not know what went through the president's mind. But both explanations of the 
NSC system's evolution cast doubt on the influence of this report. For traditionalists, Kennedy's 
personality and leadership style made him inclined to favor a looser, more ad hoc NSC system. 
The logic of this argument suggests Kennedy would have made the changes he did with or
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As for Iran-Contra, the House and Senate Select Committees produced 
more show than substance. Though the hearings made for good television, they 
proceeded slowly, produced little new information, and ultimately played a 
minor role in changing the Reagan administration's foreign policy apparatus. Far 
more instrumental in revamping the Reagan NSC system was the president’s 
own bipartisan special review board, the Tower Commission. Charged with 
clarifying events, pinpointing problems and recommending improvements to the 
foreign policy making process, the commission issued its report in February 
1987, well before the House and Senate Select committees got fully underway. 
The Commission’s speedy work and its attention to improving the system 
received prominent attention within the Reagan administration. Paul Stevens, 
the NSC Executive Secretary at the time, recalls:

The Tower Commission looked at the history of the NSC for insights into how 
this could happen or how it could be prevented. Congress didn't bother. So it 
was really the Tower Commission that had the executive branch/the Executive 
Office of the President institutional perspective on the NSC system, and those 
were the ones that we were playing closest attention t o .^

Attention led quickly to action. On 31 March 1987 — four months before Lt. 
Col. Oliver North's televised testimony before Congress — Reagan issued a 
sweeping directive adopting all of the Tower Commission’s recommendations 
and instituting additional changes to the NSC system (Powell 1989; Stevens 
1990). By the time Congress weighed in, there was no more overhauling left to 
do; restructuring the NSC system had become a moot point. Even Congressional 
committee leaders admitted they did not expect their findings to have a 
substantial impact on the administration (Congressional Quarterly 1990,268-9).

As with presidents and the bureaucracy, Congress's actions can be 
explained in large part by its institutional interests and capabilities. On the 
incentives side, it seems clear that average legislators do not get rewarded for 
delving into the intricacies of the foreign policy making system. In fact, most get

without the Jackson committee report. My explanation leads to the same conclusion, but for a 
different reason: Kennedy -  like all presidents -  was compelled to act by the demands and 
capabilities of his office. Indeed, two of the most important Kennedy innovations to the NSC 
system — creating the Situation Room and moving McGeorge Bundy's office to the White House 
-  occurred in reaction to the Bay of Pigs. Given this fact, it seems reasonable to conclude that 
events themselves — the exigencies of office— played a much stronger role in making up 
Kennedy’s mind than the report of a Congressional investigation.
131paul Stevens, interview by author, 25 July 1995.
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little benefit from acting on foreign policy matters at all. As one House member 
put it, "My constituents back home don’t care how I vote on Bosnia."132 On the 
House side, at least, appointment to the Foreign Affairs committee is not highly 
prized. Ranking the committee’s popularity somewhere in the middle, one 
veteran Congressional staffer observed, "members have gotten much more 
assertive on getting their first committee choice....[and] not a lot of members 
come out and say 'I want Foreign Affairs."’133 For these Members, overseeing the 
foreign policy apparatus demands a lot of guts for little glory. At least policy 
issues like Bosnia afford an opportunity to grandstand, to appear statesmanlike. 
But discussing the details of agency design appeals to few interest groups and 
even fewer voters. Members are not likely to get much political support by 
vaunting their expertise about the bureaucratic predilections of Foreign Service 
Officers.

On the capabilities side, Congress is woefully ill-suited to overseeing or 
changing the NSC system. For one thing, oversight jurisdiction in foreign affairs 
is splintered among a host of different committees — from intelligence, to armed 
services, to foreign affairs, to appropriations. In addition, oversight weapons are 
poorly matched for the job. Thanks to the 1947 National Security Act, Congress 
can hold hearings about NSC staff activities, but it cannot compel staff members 
to testify. Nor does it enjoy the right to confirm appointments to the NSC staff. 
Moreover, although no law prevents Congress from using the power of the purse 
to influence the NSC system's development, norms and self-interest certainly do. 
When it comes to personal staffing arrangements, especially in foreign affairs, 
Congressional deference to the executive runs deep. As one senior 
Congressional staffer described, "...people of both parties tend to feel that the 
president ought to have as his advisors the people he wants....They don't like 
George Bush or whoever it may be, but they step back."134 Perhaps more to the 
point, the president's roughly five million dollar NSC staff budget pales when 
compared to Congressional staff allocations.135 Members know this, and realize 
that any showdown over the NSC staff budget is sure to invite closer public

132House Member, confidential interview by author, 2 August 1995.
^Legislative aide, confidential interview, 14 July 1995.
1-^Legislative aide, confidential interview by author, 14 July 1995.
135based on figures obtained for the FY1990 Bush administration NSC staff budget Collection of 
TyCobb.
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scrutiny of their own personal staffs. In any such executive-legislative budget 
contest, the Congress is bound to lose.

Taken together, the electoral interests of individual Members, the initial 
setup of the National Security Council system, and the collective capabilities of 
Congress have made it costly and difficult for Congress to influence the 
development of the NSC system.

Summary
Surveying the constellation of institutional interests and capabilities, we 

find that presidents have enjoyed a natural advantage over other political actors 
in shaping the NSC system. They are the only ones who possess both the 
motives and means to act unilaterally. The dangers and responsibilities of 
foreign policy leadership provide strong incentives for presidents to seek control 
of the foreign policy apparatus — to forge a system which serves their interests, 
promotes their policies and sees the world from their political vantage point. 
What’s more, the formal powers of office have enabled them to make these 
changes alone, even in the face of bureaucratic opposition. Although 
transformation of the NSC system spelled bad news for bureaucrats, they could 
do little about it without the president's trust or Congress's support. 
Bureaucratic expertise and information proved no match for a president bent on 
creating his own foreign policy staff. Congress, finally, could never get into the 
game. The National Security Act, the electoral connection, and the institution's 
own design made discretion the better part of valor.

Events
While an agency's initial structure may rule some developmental paths 

out, and while the interests and capabilities of political actors may lead 
development in a certain direction, all is not preordained. In the rough and 
tumble world of politics, crises arise, things happen, interests shift, and 
possibilities change. It seems reasonable to believe that events in the "real world" 
can accelerate, delay, or change the course of agency development.

In this case, foreign policy crises and scandals appear to have reinforced, 
not reversed, transformation of the NSC system. On a general level, this should 
not be too surprising; crises, by definition, require fast action and involve high 
political stakes -  they are the stuff of presidential staffs. Scandals, as well, often
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lead presidents to d rde the wagons, to trust those within the White House staff 
far more than those on the outside.

But a closer look at suggests that three particular events — the Korean War, 
the Bay of Pigs, and the Iran-Contra affair — have exerted a more direct influence 
on the NSC system’s development.

First, the Korean war prompted Harry Truman to initiate a series of 
changes to the nascent NSC system. While the reforms worked in two directions 
— bolstering both the formal NSC process and the informal NSC staff — the 
greater significance lies in the fact that Truman acted at all. In some sense, the 
war provided political cover for the president to experiment with his foreign 
policy machinery. It made "tampering" with the system politically acceptable.

The Bay of Pigs accelerated the pace of change. Coming early in 
Kennedy's administration, the failed Cuban invasion highlighted in devastating 
terms the need for better White House coordination, for better communications, 
and better military advice. As Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. writes, "[Kennedy] took 
a new view of the White House staff....In the future, he made sure that he had the 
unfettered and confidential advice of his own people. For our part, we resolved 
to be less acquiescent the next time. The Bay of Pigs gave us a license for the 
impolite inquiry and the rude comment" (Schlesinger 1965, 277-78). While 
Kennedy had already taken several steps to centralize foreign policy making in 
the White House, the Cuba fiasco prompted him to build a new communications 
center and to vest unprecedented power in his National Security Advisor, 
McGeorge Bundy. In the Bay of Pigs aftermath, Bundy quite literally moved 
from outside to inside, from his office in the Old Executive Office Building to the 
White House. In subsequent administrations, these two changes would become 
the pillars of the modem NSC system — enabling the president and his National 
Security Advisor to, in Schlesinger’s words, "tighten...[the president's] personal 
hold on the sprawling mystery of government" (Schlesinger 1965,278).

Third and finally, the Iran-Contra imbroglio marked the death knell for 
Reagan's Cabinet government experiment. To be sure, the system was already 
moving in the direction of recentralization. The rapid departures of National 
Security Advisor Richard Allen and Secretary of State Alexander Haig signaled a 
quick end to the State Department vicar days. Nevertheless, the lingering 
vestiges of Cabinet government were laid rest in the aftermath of Iran-Contra. 
Reagan cleaned out the staff and cleaned up the process, restoring management 
of day to day national security affairs to the National Security Advisor,
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revamping the interagency structure to give the NSC staff more coordinating 
authority, and removing operational responsibilities from the staffs portfolio.

In all three cases, major events triggered changes to the NSC system. Even 
more striking, however, is the fact that these changes worked in the same 
direction. In all three cases, presidents with very different ideas and challenges 
were driven by the force of events to seek greater control of the foreign policy 
making system. The Korean War pushed Truman -- who distrusted the entire 
NSC apparatus — to give it a go. The Bay of Pigs prompted Kennedy to go even 
farther toward centralizing the foreign policy system than he ever envisioned. 
And Iran-Contra forced Reagan to let go of his deep-seated commitment to 
Cabinet government. For the NSC system, major events served as a reinforcing 
mechanism — reminding presidents of the imperatives of office and the price of 
failure.

VJwOncl.Ugi.pns

Like the origins story, the evolution of the NSC system provides strong 
empirical support for the propositions developed in Chapter Three. Restating 
those propositions, we find three general claims about the evolution of national 
security agencies:

Proposition 3: Congressional oversight is sporadic and largely ineffectual.

Proposition 4: Agency evolution is driven by forces within the executive
branch.

Proposition 5: Evolution of a particular national security agency can be
explained first and foremost by its original design, and to a 
lesser extent by the shifting interests of key political actors 
and world events.

All three appear to be borne out in this case. It seems readily apparent 
that Congress has not exercised extensive oversight of the NSC staff. Five 
investigations and one amendment in forty-eight years hardly seem the stuff of a 
vigorous and vigilant legislature. Of course, it could be that Members stay out of 
the NSC system's business because they like the way it works. Absent any major 
crises or "fire alarms" (McCubbins and Schwartz 1984), legislators have little 
reason to get involved. Yet two things should give pause to this claim. First,
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almost every major study of the national security apparatus, including several 
sponsored by Congress, has recommended moving policy making authority back 
to the Department of State. From the first Brookings Study of 1960 to the 
Institute for Defense Analyses Study of 1969 to the Murphy Commission Report 
of 1975, the chorus has not exactly been singing the NSC system's praises. 
Second, Congress has not sprung into action even when the fire alarms have 
sounded. The Bay of Pigs fiasco, for example, prompted no Congressional 
action. Aside from one set of friendly pro forma hearings (whose tone resembled 
a cocktail party conversation more than a serious Congressional investigation), 
Congress left the NSC system alone. Even Iran-Contra, arguably the most 
intensive and public scandal in the history of the NSC staff, produced much 
Congressional public posturing with little effect. Committee hearings and 
investigations by and large did not unearth new facts, did not squarely address 
organizational issues, and did not proceed quickly enough to contribute to the 
Reagan administration's overhaul of the NSC system (Congressional Quarterly 
1990). As one Congressional staffer dismally concluded after serving on the 
Tower Commission staff, "Congress grandstands. They don’t care. They just 
want the show."136 It appears that philosophical objections and fire alarms have 
not been enough; Congressional oversight of the NSC system has, indeed, been 
sporadic and weak.

While Congress has played a bit role, the executive branch has been the 
driving force behind the development of the modern NSC system. From 
Truman's first moves to place the NSC staff in the Executive Office of the 
president, to Eisenhower’s creation of the National Security Advisor post, to 
Kennedy's construction of the Situation Room, presidents have been the 
dominant players in transforming the National Security Council system. 
Bureaucrats have failed to resist the changes, but not for lack of effort. Even in 
Eisenhower’s time, State Department officials — including John Foster Dulles — 
waged continuous battles to wrest power away from other departments and 
from the NSC staff.137 From the Kennedy years to the present day, Secretaries of 
State have sought presidential guarantees, directives and other measures to 
regain the mantle of power. Throughout, however, this has been an executive

136Tower Commission staff member, confidential telephone interview, 10 July 1995.
137For a colorful account of State-NSC staff battles during the Eisenhower administration, see 
Nelson 1984.
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branch affair. It has been a contest between king's ministers and palace guard. 
Congress and interest groups have not played a meaningful part.

Finally, my new account takes Proposition Five at its word and attempts 
to paint a picture of NSC development in terms of three specific variables. Such 
a picture not only fits with the facts but calls conventional explanations into 
question. Since 1947, the national security decisionmaking apparatus has not 
developed according to the shifting styles of various presidents. It has 
developed along a path made possible by the original National Security Act, 
made likely by the constellation of interests and capabilities of political 
institutions, and made real by critical events of the day.
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CHAPTER SIX

ORIGINS OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF:
"FIGHTING FOR THE VERY LIFE OF THE NAVY’

"I have the feeling that if the Army and the Navy had fought our enemies as
hard as they fought each other, the war would have ended much earlier."

—Harry Truman (Clifford 1991,146)

Like the National Security Council system, the Joint Chiefs of Staff traces 
its roots to the National Security Act of 1947. It, too, began as part of the postwar 
debate over military unification. And it, too, was crafted by executive branch 
conflict between the War and Navy departments, while Congress sat on the 
sidelines. However, the origins of the NSC system and the JCS differ in one key 
respect: while the NSC system arose as a Naval negotiating tool, the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff was a major bone of contention from the start. The NSC system found its 
way into the final National Security Act almost by accident. It was an artifact of 
compromise. The Joint Chiefs of Staff took center stage from day one.

At issue was not whether a JCS would be created. An informal wartime 
Joint Chiefs of Staff had been operating since 1942. Originally cobbled together 
to meet the immediate demands of allied war planning, this first JCS had no 
formally defined duties or functions. It had no basis in law, operating without 
any legislative charter or presidential directive. By the end of the war, however, 
the JCS had established relatively clear membership guidelines, responsibilities, 
and operating procedures. The Joint Chiefs of Staff officially consisted of four 
members: the Chief of Naval Operations, the Army Ground Forces Chief of Staff, 
the Army Air Forces Chief of Staff, and a nonvoting Chief of Staff to the 
President -  Admiral William Leahy -  who served as Roosevelt's de facto military 
liaison.138 According to its official history, the wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff soon 
"became the primary agency for coordination and strategic direction of the Army 
and Navy...." This corporate body answered directly to the president, advising 
him about "war plans and strategy, military relations with allied nations, the 
munitions, shipping, and manpower needs of the armed forces, and matters of 
joint Army-Navy policy" (Joint Chiefs of Staff 1980, 3). Notably, the Chiefs 
played no role in determining military budgets. Procedurally, the wartime Joint

138Note that despite having representation on the JCS, the Air Forces were still housed within the 
War Department.
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Chiefs of Staff functioned as a collective body of equals, making all decisions by 
unanimous consent.139

Beginning in 1944, the critical disputes involved how much to alter this 
organization for the postwar world. The War Department fervently supported 
measures which expanded JCS jurisdiction, increased its power, and centralized 
its decision-making under a single head.140 Specifically, Army and Air Force 
officials pressed for: 1) Transferring military budget authority from the civilian 
Departments of War and Navy into the Joint Chiefs of Staff; 2) Changing wartime 
JCS decision rules from unanimous consent to majority vote; and 3) Creating a 
senior ranking military commander or Chief of Staff with operational authority 
over all the armed forces and with decisive influence within the JCS. The Navy 
opposed all of these efforts, preferring instead to keep the more limited and 
collegial wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff in tact.

Ironically, the very importance of the Joint Chiefs of Staff guaranteed it 
would be poorly designed to serve the national interest. Everyone knew that 
questions of JCS budget authority, operations, and leadership had far-reaching 
implications for service autonomy and power. Lying at the heart of the 
unification debate, these issues drew heavy fire. From the start, War Department 
officials set out to transform the old wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff, while the Navy 
vehemently fought to maintain it. For Navy Secretary Forrestal and his 
colleagues, this was the Alamo, the last stand. Holding their ground on the JCS, 
these leaders gave Truman and his War Department allies a stark choice: 
concede on the Joint Chiefs of Staff or risk scuttling military unification entirely. 
In the end, the president realized he needed the Navy more than the Navy 
needed him. Firing Forrestal or ignoring Navy demands would have, in Clark 
Clifford's words, "enraged the Navy's powerful supporters in Congress, further 
entrenched the rest of the Navy, turned Forrestal into a martyr, and doomed 
hope for military unification on any basis." Realizing this, the president began "a 
slow, patient, and skillful strategy designed to move Forrestal as far as possible 
without losing him" (emphasis his. Clifford 1991,151).

Unfortunately for Truman and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Forrestal did not 
move far. In July of 1947, the National Security Act created a JCS with no single

139For more about the wartime JCS, see Eberstadt 1945.
140At the time, the Department of War included both the Army and the Air Force. In fact, 
creation of a separate Department of the Air Force was one of the few provisions which all sides 
accepted early in the unification conflict.
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head, no authoritative decision-making system, and no control over the 
individual service budgets. It was weak by design.141

h Pteygrs

The Department o f War
Battle lines over JCS design mirrored those of the broader unification 

conflict. The War Department, on one side, propelled the unification campaign. 
Even before the war's end, civilian and military officials proposed merging the 
Departments of War and Navy into a single Department of Defense. As we 
would expect, War Department plans included major changes to strengthen and 
centralize the Joint Chiefs of Staff. During the war, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had 
functioned as a collective military authority — determining military strategy, 
exercising operational authority and advising the president by unanimous 
consent. The proposed postwar JCS, by contrast, would be headed by a senior 
military commander or Chief of Staff with supreme authority over all American 
sea, air, and ground forces. It would, for the first time, take the lead in 
formulating a coordinated military budget. And it would function by majority 
vote.142

Publicly, War Department officials took great pains to frame their 
proposals in terms of the national interest, emphasizing the twin themes of 
effectiveness and efficiency. In Congressional hearings, department witnesses 
repeatedly attacked the wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff as unproductive and 
incapable of effectively managing joint military operations. They blasted the 
customary JCS practice of unanimous decision-making, arguing it granted each 
service chief an effective veto over any and all proposals. They recounted 
numerous tales of how JCS disputes and delays imposed added hardships on 
combat units. And they questioned the wisdom of decentralized military 
management in general. Secretary of War Robert P. Patterson captured the 
essence of these arguments in his 1945 Senate testimony:

141 White House aide Gark Gifford concedes this point in his memoirs (Gifford 1991,150).
142This summary is based on the two principal War Department plans which dominated the 
unification debate. The first of these, drafted by General Joseph T. McNamey, Deputy Chief of 
Staff of the Army, was presented to the House Select Committee on Post-war Military Policy (the 
Woodrum Committee) in the spring of 1944. The second was drafted by Lt. Gen. Lawton Collins 
and submitted to the Senate Military Affairs Committee in the fall of 1945. For a good overview 
of the plans, see Legere [195111988; Caraley 1966; JCS 1980.
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I will concede that coordination by committees is better than no coordination at 
all. But in military matters action by committee is not the equivalent of action by 
a single authority. There should be in our Military Establishment a final voice 
that takes the full responsibility and determines the policy to be pursued. 
Someone has said that one poor commander is better than two good 
commanders sharing a command. (Senate 1945,21)143

Economic efficiency claims also pervaded War Department statements, 
press releases and testimony. Department officials denounced the customary 
practice of funding the War and Navy departments separately. Instead, they 
argued that a single unified defense budget formulated chiefly by the JCS would 
produce more defense for the dollar. As Lt. General Collins remarked, "It is 
believed that this [new] procedure would have great advantages over the current 
method... The Congress would know in advance that the budget submitted to it 
would have been based on the considered opinion of the country's leading 
military experts — that it had been reviewed as an integrated program by the 
executive branch..." (Senate 1945,158).144 Secretary of War Patterson went so far 
as to suggest this new budget system would have saved "billions of dollars" 
during the war (Senate 1945,13).

This public posturing belied far more parochial concerns. The War 
Department had little doubt about who would benefit from its proposed changes 
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. For one thing, chances were good that the new Chief 
of Staff would be partial to the Army. Senior Army officers vastly outnumbered 
their Navy counterparts, providing a more plentiful pool of potential candidates 
(Pratt 1947). Moreover, although the Air Force would soon break with the Army 
and become its own department, Air Force officers had been trained in Army 
thinking and had risen through Army ranks. Even if the Chief of Staff position 
rotated among all three military services, this guaranteed a pro-Army Chief two 
thirds of the time.

I43see also Senate 1945,9-22,49-61,155-80,359-80; testimony of War Department officials in 
House 1944a.
l44In the same vein. General Marshall remarked:

Under the present system, or lack of system, two separate executive departments 
compete for annual appropriations. Each asserts it independent viewpoint before 
separate committees and subcommittees of the Congress. And each tends to seek 
the maximum appropriations for itself. Such a procedure offers no assurance that 
each dollar appropriated buys the largest measure of protection for the nation. 
(Senate 1945,51-2)
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In addition, majority voting gave the Army a way to circumvent Naval 
opposition in the JCS. Under the old Joint Chiefs of Staff system, a single service 
chief could veto any proposal. But majority voting promised to change the game. 
With a postwar JCS composed of the Chief of Naval Operations, the Air Force 
Chief of Staff, the Army Chief of Staff, and the military Chief of Staff, the 
Army/Air Force coalition would have an almost permanent majority. Even in 
the worst case scenario -  a Naval military Chief of Staff -  the Army could still 
generally count on a 2-to 2 split. For the Army and Air Force, majority voting 
stacked the deck.

Perhaps most important, the JCS's new budget responsibility promised to 
improve the Army's share of the postwar appropriations pie. As Caraley writes, 
Army leaders "felt that the [old] two-budget system discriminated against the 
unglamorous but highly important ground Army, which [General] Marshall 
specifically feared would be 'starved' in another period of peace" (Caraley 1966, 
62). Glimpses of the War Department's underlying budget motives appear 
throughout the 1945 Senate hearings. Secretary Patterson declared, "We ought 
not to tolerate in our military budget overlarge sums for one purpose and 
insufficient sums for another which must inevitably result from a lack of a single 
direction over the planning of all the constituent service elements" (Senate 1945, 
14). General Eisenhower intimated that preferential treatment of the Navy had 
hurt morale among the ground forces. The general complained, "If you have a 
system that is so arranged that some one group feels that it is favorably treated 
and another one, correspondingly, that its is unfavorably treated, it is a very hard 
thing to keep up morale" (Senate 1945,374). Though Patterson and Eisenhower 
did not name names, they left little doubt about which service suffered under the 
status quo.

Finally, and more generally, the War Department's vision of a postwar 
Joint Chiefs of Staff promoted its philosophy of unified command. All sides 
realized that abstract ideas about the nature of military command had concrete 
consequences for service power, prestige, and influence in the postwar world; 
already, under the principle of service autonomy, the Navy had developed its 
own mini-military, complete with sea, air and ground forces.145 Against this

145Lest there be any doubt about whether Navy autonomy threatened the future of the Army or 
the Air Force, consider the remarks of Admiral William Halsey: "We have everything in the Navy 
-  sea, air -  and the marines are our ground troops. If they want to build up from there, okay. 
Otherwise I'm against unification" (Quoted by Assistant Secretary of War John J. Mcdoy, Senate 
1945,460).
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backdrop, the War Department had good reason to forge a Department of 
Defense and Joint Chiefs of Staff in its own image — with clear lines of authority, 
with a hierarchical decision-making structure, and with individual components 
that carried out dearly defined, narrow missions.

The Department o f the Navy
The Navy Department stood on the opposite side, opposing military 

unification in general and the War Department's JCS proposals in particular. 
From the beginning, the Navy railed against the idea of a single military Chief of 
Staff, challenged the imposition of JCS majority voting, and adamantly resisted 
JCS control over an integrated military budget. Instead, it sought to freeze the 
existing Joint Chiefs of Staff -  with its unanimous consent rules and limited 
jurisdiction — into law. Like their War Department counterparts, Navy offidals 
dressed these objections in the garb of national interest. They, too, used the 
public good to justify self-interested positions and proposals.

Two strands of arguments permeated the Navy’s public case. First, Navy 
officials darkly warned that the War Department’s unification plans threatened 
civilian control of the military. Secretary James Forrestal raised the specter of 
militarism as early as 1944 (House 1944a, 233).146 By the Senate hearings of 1945, 
Forrestal and others had become more direct. The Secretary testified that 
unification "in effect amounts to an isolation and derogation of the civil 
authority" (Senate 1945, 101). Assistant Navy Secretary Struve Hensel charged 
that 'The main effect, if not the objective" of the War Department's JCS proposal 
"seems to be the reduction of civilian control over the armed services..." (Senate 
1945,245). Admiral Ernest J. King, Chief of Naval Operations, went even farther, 
declaring, "...a single commander of all the armed forces....is, potentially, the 
'man on horseback'" (Senate 1945,121). Their message was unambiguous: only 
the existing weak JCS system would maintain the proper relationship between 
military and civilian branches of government.147

146At the time of the hearings, Forrestal still technically held the post of Under Secretary of the 
Navy. Due to Secretary Knox's illness, however, he became the most senior Naval official to 
testify before Congress. In any event, Forrestal was swom in as Secretary two months later, in 
May of 1944.
147See Eberstadt 1945,35-6; testimony of Secretary James Forrestal and Rear Admiral Thomas 
Robbins, in Senate 1945,575-604; testimony of Admiral Forrest Sherman, Deputy Chief of Naval 
Operations, in House 1947a, 238.
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Military effectiveness was the Navy's second public line of defense. Here, 
Navy officials argued that centralization itself assured defeat on the battlefield; 
unified militaries were unsuccessful militaries. The reasoning was 
straightforward: any overall military commander would naturally favor the 
strategic thinking and combat weapons of his own training. As a result, other 
service components would likely be undervalued in strategic planning, 
underfunded in budget decisions and underutilized in combat — a recipe for 
disaster. In making their case, Navy officials frequently invoked the vanquished 
unified militaries of the past, from the Romans, to Napoleon’s troops, to Hitler’s 
General Staff. As Admiral Ellis Zacharias succinctly put it in the Washington Post 
(27 May 1947), "History shows that every nation which has had a merger of its 
armed forces has gone down to defeat."148

As with the War Department, such public posturing masked more selfish 
interests. Arguments about civil-military relations and combat effectiveness may 
have been useful tactics, but they were not the driving force behind the Navy's 
objections. Instead, four chief concerns fueled Navy opposition to the War 
Department JCS plan.

First and foremost, Naval officials were convinced that a Chief of Staff or 
supreme military commander threatened the power, prestige, and role of the 
Navy. Secretary Forrestal admitted he feared the Chief of Staff proposal more 
than any other -  believing it to be "an Army plot" to weaken the Navy (Clifford 
1991, 149). Publicly, Forrestal and others warned that a supreme commander 
would inevitably underappreciate and overlook some combat elements; privately 
they knew the slighted service would be their own. Hints of the Navy's 
underlying fears are not hard to find. The Navy’s own Eberstadt report notes:

The appointment of a single commander of all the armed forces, particularly in 
the light of the past education and training of our military men, might lead to 
domination by one branch of the military services over the others. In those 
countries where a single commander has existed, the needs and interests of one 
service have always predominated in the determination of a comprehensive 
strategic plan. (Eberstadt 1945,38)

One does not have to read much between the lines to realize which branch would 
dominate. Indeed, according to the Navy, every case of unified command told

148See Eberstadt 1945,38,79; Pratt 1947; Naval witness testimony in Senate 1945 and Senate 1946.
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the same story: an overall commander who favored ground forces, ignored the 
Navy, and went down to defeat.149

Second, Navy leaders strenuously objected to the idea of majority voting 
in the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They knew full well that any JCS organization would 
likely leave them in the minority, at the mercy of an Army/Air Force coalition. 
Navy leaders had already missed one brush with this particular danger. In 1942, 
when a 3-to-l JCS vote approved cutting battleship and cruiser building 
programs, the Navy representative objected, and insisted on a policy of 
unanimous consent. He "replied coldly that so far as he was concerned, the Joint 
Chiefs were not a voting organization on any matter in which the interests of the 
Navy were involved" (Frye 1947,325). If anything, postwar conditions made the 
Navy's veto right even more valuable. With fluid strategic circumstances, rising 
air power and declining military budgets, the Navy could not afford to be 
outnumbered.150

A JCS with majority rule was bad enough; a Joint Chiefs of Staff with 
budget authority appeared life-threatening. Under the old dual-department 
system, Navy leaders could determine their own budget priorities, present their 
program to the Budget Bureau without War Department competition or 
interference, and lobby Congress directly for their appropriations. For a host or 
reasons -  the Department’s prestige, its lobbying skills, its big ticket building 
projects — Navy programs had prospered. But this War Department proposal 
threatened to turn the tide in two ways. First, majority voting on the JCS 
naturally favored Army and Air Force budget priorities. As Fleet Admiral 
William Halsey colorfully put it, "If this would not give the Army control over 
the Navy’s budget, then I've forgotten my arithmetic. With [Air Force and Army] 
admitted prejudice toward the battleship and the carrier it seems clear what use 
they would make of their 2-to-l vote” (Senate 1945,543). Second, the plan made 
Naval appeals all but impossible. Though the Navy could send a "minority 
report" to the president, it could not directly negotiate with the Budget Bureau or 
with Congress. Taken together, majority voting and budget authority spelled 
serious trouble for Navy appropriations.

Finally, the War Department’s proposed Joint Chiefs of Staff challenged 
fundamental principles of Naval organization and decision-making. For

149See Eberstadt 1945; Senate 1945; Pratt 1947; testimony by Admiral Forrest Sherman in Senate 
1947,154-235.
l3°See testimony by Admiral Charles M. Cooke, Senate 1945,274-5,281.
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decades, the Navy's philosophy of collective decision-making and service 
autonomy had worked to its own advantage: decision by committee ensured the 
Navy’s voice would be heard in joint planning. In addition, service autonomy 
helped justify the Navy's development of a complete sea/air/land fighting force. 
But the War Department's JCS struck at the core of these ideas. A single military 
commander, an integrated budget, a JCS with majority rule — all of these 
provisions concentrated authority and narrowed service missions. In doing so, 
they undermined the very rationale which justified Navy dominance.

In sum, the War and Navy departments took opposing sides on the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff for the same reasons. Both departments sought to gain advantage 
in the changing postwar world. For the War department, this meant change. It 
meant pushing for an entirely new kind of Joint Chiefs of Staff organization. For 
the Navy, however, advantage came from resistance, from maintaining a 
wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff which used unanimous decision rules, which 
answered to no senior military leader and which exercised no control over 
service budgets. Both sides knew the stakes of agency structure were high. As 
Forrestal confessed, "We are fighting for the very life of the Navy" (Clifford 1991, 
149).

The President
President Truman was a third and decisive actor in this contest. He 

supported the War Department's proposals, but did so on entirely different 
grounds. For Truman, the overriding aim was not service preeminence, but 
national survival. As president, he sought a new military apparatus which 
would provide superior strategy and advice, better performance, and a bigger 
bang for the buck. This, he thought, would come only from a Joint Chiefs of Staff 
which could not be held captive by any one of its members, which could forge a 
streamlined national defense budget, and which would be led by a senior 
military Chief of Staff. Above all else, the president sought a Joint Chiefs of Staff 
organization which worked well (Truman 1961-66,1:546-60).

Truman's stand reflected the unique incentives and imperatives of his 
office. As the only political actor with a national constituency, Truman had good 
reason to consider broader national interests and resist narrow political pleas 
(Moe and Wilson 1994). As we would expect, general interests in economy, in 
military performance, and in presidential control of the military heavily 
influenced his thinking. 'The basic question," Truman declared in 1945, "is what
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organization will provide the most effective employment of our military 
resources in time of war and the most effective means for maintaining peace" 
(Truman 1961-66, 1: 550). National, not parochial, concerns compelled the 
president to support the War Department's plan.

Two Missing Pieces: Interest Groups and Congress
As in the NSC case, the Joint Chiefs of Staff arose with little input from 

either interest groups or Congress. Here, too, interest groups were simply too 
few, too weak, and too divided to have much impact. Caraley (1966) concludes 
as much from his survey of group appearances in the New York Times and the 
Congressional Record.151 A closer look at Congressional hearings further 
underscores the point. (See Table 6.1.)

. L n m c M . i  m i v i c o k  u i w u p  M v y c a i a n v M  al
Hearinas. 1945-1947

Committee #IG Witnesses

W I I U i n a i U M B I  U M I M V B U U I I

# Total Witnesses
1945 Senate Military Affairs 0 29
1946 Senate Naval Affairs 1 23
1947 House Expenditures 5 26
1947 Senate Armed Services 0 9

Total: 6 87*

Tabulations conducted by author.

*This number includes witnesses who testified before more than one committee.

Between 1945 and 1947, House and Senate committees heard eighty-seven pieces 
of personal testimony. Of these, only six came from interest group 
representatives. Even more significant, almost all of the interest groups who did 
appear before Congress came late in the game, after War and Navy positions had 
hardened. In the critical period between 1945 and 1946, when all sides were most 
susceptible to influence, only one interest group leader offered his views.

Congress also played a small part in determining the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
design. As the following section discusses in more detail, legislators deferred to 
the executive branch on virtually every substantive and procedural issue. 
Congress did not fashion any of the major unification proposals and

!5fSee Chapter Four for a more complete discussion.
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recommended few changes to the proposals it received. Indeed, comparing the 
Truman administration's final compromise plan to the National Security Act, we 
find virtually identical JCS provisions. In over four months of hearings, debate 
and conference committee negotiations, legislators insisted on just one 
substantive change: the Chiefs were given the added duty of formulating 
coordinated educational policies for the military (Statutes at Large 1948, 505).

Why did Congress acquiesce so readily on the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and on 
other aspects of the unification debate? For one thing, without interest groups 
calling the office, testifying before committees, and sending mail, the average 
legislator had relatively weak electoral incentives to delve into the details of 
military structure. In addition, most legislators tended to defer to military 
expertise, which was itself divided on this issue. As Senator Styles Bridges 
explained during the 1947 Armed Services Committee hearings, Members of 
Congress normally approached military matters with far greater caution and 
hesitancy than other issues:

[I]n many ways, it is more difficult for Congress to deal with problems of 
national defense. There is a certain hesitancy of a Senator, even though he may 
have been on the Armed Services Committee, or the Appropriations Committee, and may 
have been dealing with these things over a long period of years, in setting his judgment 
up against that of a man who is devoting his whole time to that job. (Emphasis 
mine. Senate 1947,66)

It seems that even military experts within the legislature -  those national 
security intellectuals — shied away from challenging War and Navy Department 
officials. Representative Clare Hoffman underscored this point during the House 
unification hearings of 1947, remarking, "...if Congress ventures to suggest...any 
change, if it has to do with national defense, immediately the individual Member 
of the Congress is charged by commentators or columnists or somebody with 
being against national defense, with being against the Government" (House 
1947a, 172). Little wonder Members preferred to let the military take a lead role 
in shaping the postwar national security apparatus. With such high stakes and 
such deep divisions within the armed forces, Congress could not win. For 
legislators, any stand risked angering at least one military service and igniting 
public criticism. As Bridges ruefully put it, Congress was "rather behind the 
eight ball..." (Senate 1947,66).

Finally, War and Navy officials took deliberate steps to keep Congress out 
of the game during its closing minutes. Once the services reached a compromise,
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they dosed ranks; in Congressional hearings, the vast majority of soldiers, sailors 
and airmen expressed unwavering support for the plan. More important, they 
took pains to highlight the tenuous and delicate nature of the compromise. With 
such hard-won agreements and such a fragile framework, they argued, any 
single change could unravel the entire plan. Consider these comments from both 
War and Navy Department representatives:

Gen. Lauris Norstad: I believe this is the best bill — I think this is a good bill; it
is sound, it is workable. I have no fears about any of it; I 
personally would not change a word, a period, or 
comma. (House 1947a, 226)

Adm. Forrest Sherman: I am afraid if you start to change one part of the
structure, you will get demands to change another part 
of the structure and then you will have divergent views, 
much as they were a year ago. (House 1947a, 185)

Such a strategy proved effective -  so effective, in fact, that it drew angry 
outbursts from a few frustrated legislators. In perhaps the most testy exchange, 
Representatives Porter Hardy and Carter Manasco blasted both Army and Navy 
representatives for their unwillingness to criticize the bill. "How in the world are 
we going to arrive at the truth of this thing and get this bill in the kind of shape it 
ought to be in if people are not going to be willing to tell us where the corrections 
need be made?” Hardy asked in exasperation. When Admiral Sherman 
responded by suggesting one addition -  a legislative preamble which he and the 
War Department had already drafted -  Manasco sarcastically thundered," But 
we dare not touch the sacred document you gentlemen have agreed to..." (House 
1947a, 185). These were words of angry defeat. Facing the military's united 
front, Hardy, Manasco and others had nowhere to go. On 16 July 1947, their 
committee favorably reported the administration's unification bill, with few 
changes.

In sum, it appears that expecting Congress to play even a modest role in 
JCS design would have been asking too much. Ironically, military divisions kept 
Congress on the sidelines in the early going, while military cohesion had the 
same effect in the end. With weak electoral incentives, with high risks, and with 
sharp splits among military experts, legislators had rational reasons to take no 
role at all. The Joint Chiefs of Staff was an executive branch creation.
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II. Overview: Unification and the Joint Chiefs of Staff

The original wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff was an easy target. Thrown 
together by President Roosevelt just two months after Pearl Harbor, this first JCS 
operated in the rush of war. Procedures were decided, organizational 
arrangements were made, and jurisdictions were established with little thought 
to long-term consequences. As the official JCS history notes, "The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff came into being to meet an immediate need, without a background of long 
study and specific decision within the US Government regarding the most 
effective form of higher military organization for war" (JCS 1980,1). Operating 
without so much as a presidential directive or charter, the JCS emerged from 
World War II with no firm legal grounding. This tenuous legitimacy, coupled 
with the JCS's short history and unwritten rules, made for an uncertain postwar 
future.

The War Department lost no time in seizing the initiative. Realizing the 
potential for postwar gains, leaders began issuing calls for radical military 
integration even before the war’s end. All of these calls included plans for a 
revamped, revitalized Joint Chiefs of Staff with broad statutory duties and 
specific procedures.

The opening salvo came during the Congressional hearings of 1944 and 
1945. There, Army General Joseph T. McNamey and Lt. General Lawton Collins 
presented two specific plans to unify the armed forces. The details varied 
between the two plans, but the core JCS provisions did not. Both proposals 
recommended fixing key wartime JCS functions into law: the new JCS, like the 
old, would be responsible for advising the president on crucial issues of military 
policy and strategy. In addition, the McNamey and Collins plans recommended 
some dramatic changes. They called for creating a new Chief of Staff or military 
commander to "head" the Joint Chiefs of Staff and to exercise overall command of 
the armed forces. They implicitly suggested replacing the wartime JCS's 
unanimous agreement rule with majority voting.152 Perhaps most important,

152This conclusion is based on the Congressional testimony of War and Navy department 
offidals. The clearest exposition of the War Department's position comes from Assistant 
Secretary of War John J. McQoy. He states in the 1945 Senate Military Affairs Committee 
hearings:

...the view advanced by the Secretary of the Navy is that the top authority should 
be the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a group of four or five senior officers who can reach 
decision only by unanimous agreement....I think those words "unanimous 
agreement" must be emphasized....My understanding from the Eberstadt report
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both plans proposed adding a substantial new power to the Joint Chiefs: 
formulating a central military budget. As the McNamey Plan put it, the new 
Joint Chiefs of Staff would have the "sole duty" of advising the president on "the 
general determination of budgetary needs and allocations" (House 1944a, 35). 
With decisive rules, a strong head, and principal authority over service budgets, 
the postwar Joint Chiefs of Staff would be a powerful one.153

If War Department fortunes hinged on strengthening the wartime JCS, the 
Navy's fate lay in its continued weakness. From the start, Navy leaders pressed 
for maintaining the essential features of the old JCS system. In the early days of 
1944, Navy officials openly challenged the idea of JCS budgetary authority. In a 
disingenuous but effective move during the Woodrum Committee hearings, 
Forrestal "wondered” aloud whether Congress would want the military budget 
determined chiefly by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. "I do not know. I just raise the 
question," Forrestal mused, adding "It runs somewhat counter to our concept, I 
think, of government" (House 1944a, 133). Assistant Secretary Gates underscored 
the point. Arguing that Congress had properly placed funding authority "in 
civilian hands for 150 years," Gates concluded that he could "not favor such a 
radical change" as McNamey's Joint Chiefs of Staff (House 1944a, 233). Such 
complaints did the trick. Concerned about potential Navy opposition, Congress 
postponed all consideration of military unification until after the war.

When hearings resumed in the fall of 1945, Navy leaders took the 
offensive, issuing a lengthy and serious counterproposal to War Department 
plans. Known as the Eberstadt report, this study included very specific 
provisions for postwar JCS organization — provisions which aimed to minimize 
the agency's power and effectiveness. For starters, the Eberstadt report placed 
budget authority not in the JCS, but in the civilian National Security Council; 
there, the Navy Secretary could directly (and if past experience were any guide, 
successfully) lobby for his own programs before the president. The report also 
insisted on writing the old JCS unanimous decision rules into law. Although this 
increased the likelihood of indecision and gridlock, it maintained the Navy’s 
critical veto against an emerging and ever-threatening Army/Air Force coalition.

(p.82) and from the position taken by all witnesses who have opposed current 
unification proposals, is that the Joint Chiefs of Staff must continue as a 
nonvoting body which can act only by unanimous agreement...[But] [tlhe 
Constitution grew out of the conviction that committee government by 
unanimous consent was unsound. (Senate 1945,444)

133For more, see House 1944a; Senate 1945; Legere [1951] 1988; Caraley 1966; JCS 1980.
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To further protect Naval autonomy and influence, the Eberstadt study rejected 
the idea of a supreme military commander or a JCS chairman of any sort.154

Finally, and most important, the report institutionalized conflict of interest 
at all levels of the organization. At the top, Army, Air Force, and Navy Chiefs 
were charged with producing sound overall military advice and strategy within 
the JCS. But these same officers were also supposed to head their own services, 
promoting service-specific interests and satisfying service-based needs. Lower 
level JCS officials faced similar tensions between joint and service 
responsibilities. Though a new Joint Staff was to have responsibility for staffing 
joint projects, and was expected to bring joint perspectives to the table, it would 
be staffed by "detailees" from the individual military services. In essence, these 
Navy provisions guaranteed that all JCS personnel would serve two masters. 
Given that Chiefs and staffers alike depended on just one master — their parent 
service — for promotions and assignments, the outcome was clear. JCS personnel 
had little incentive to put joint interests ahead of parochial ones.

Thus, with no head, no budget authority, no means of forcing decisions or 
action, and no structural incentives to foster truly joint recommendations, the 
Eberstadt report’s Joint Chiefs of Staff hardly appeared destined for success. This 
is exactly what the Navy wanted.

Despite the Navy’s efforts, President Truman initially sided with the War 
Department. In a special message to Congress on 19 December 1945, the 
president called for nothing short of unified command -  complete with a ranking 
Chief of Staff, and a powerful JCS organization with budget authority and 
majority rule. Criticizing the original Joint Chiefs of Staff as an "expedient" of 
war, the president remarked, "This kind of coordination was better than no 
coordination at all, but it was in no sense a unified command" (Truman 1961-66, 
1:548). Peacetime conditions, he argued, would only make matters worse. With 
declining resources, rising interservice rivalries and new military challenges, the 
old JCS system would have a harder time reaching agreement, forging policies, 
and offering coherent, useful advice to the president. As Truman put it, "During

154The Eberstadt report did provide for a "Chief of Staff to the President" to serve on the JCS, 
should the president desire one. However, it is dear in the report and in subsequent 
Congressional testimony that this "Chief of Staff" was not meant to "head" the JCS in any way or 
exerdse any sort of operational command over the armed forces. Indeed, the Navy's model 
appeared to be the wartime JCS "chairman," Admiral William Leahy, who served as the 
president's military liaison. In Admiral Ernest King’s words, the wartime Joint Chiefs of Staff 
considered Leahy more of a "spokesman" than a "chairman" (Senate 1946,129).
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the war period of extreme national danger, there was, of course, a high degree of 
cooperation. In peacetime the situation will be different. It must not be taken for 
granted that the Joint Chiefs of Staff as now constituted will be as effective..." 
(Truman 1961-66,1:550).

Truman's speech dealt a serious blow to the Navy, igniting a round of 
furious lobbying and debate. Privately, Navy Secretary Forrestal confronted the 
president head-on, calling his unification plan "completely unworkable" 
(Forrestal 1951, 148). Publicly, Navy leaders launched a massive media 
campaign and pressed friends in the Senate Naval Affairs Committee to hold a 
fresh round of hearings (Caraley 1966, 132).155 At these hearings, Navy officials 
mounted a vigorous new attack against the president's plan, giving particular 
attention to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. A rough survey of witnesses suggests just 
how much Navy postwar hopes hinged on maintaining a weak central military 
organization. Considering the most senior civilian and military officials who 
testified — Secretary Forrestal, Eberstadt report author Ferdinand Eberstadt, 
Chief of Naval Operations Chester Nimitz and Fleet Admiral Ernest King — we 
find 41 percent of the testimony devoted to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. (See Table 
6.2.)

Iafclel.2  The Naw Attack's JCS Focus: Testimony bv Top Civilian
and Military Officials. 1946 Senate Naval Affairs Committee 
Hearings

■Witness____________________ Pas Devoted to JCS Total Pas of Testimony
Ferdinand Eberstadt 8 20
Navy Sec. James Forrestal 6 23
Adm. Ernest King 16 19
CNO Chester Nimitz 5 24

Total: 35 86

Tabulations conducted by author.

The attention was hardly positive. Chief of Naval Operations Chester Nimitz 
called the Chief of Staff one of the four "major defects" of the president's plan 
(Senate 1946,94). Admiral King launched a more philosophical attack, c rit ic iz in g

^ O n e  need only scan the Committee’s witness list to see the pro-Navy bias of these hearings. All 
together, the Committee heard from twenty-three witnesses. Twenty of these held official 
positions in the Navy, two were Senators and one represented General Electric. Not a single 
witness testified on behalf of the War Department or the White House (Senate 1946, HI).

144

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

I

the president and his War Department allies for confusing unified field 
command with unified command at home. ”[T]here are positive dangers in a 
single command at the highest military level," King declared. "I consider this fact 
the most potent argument against the concept of the single department" (Senate 
1946, 128). Forrestal reserved some of his harshest criticism for the War 
Department/Truman JCS, calling it an effort to "emasculate and destroy" a 
wartime system which had been proven in battle (Senate 1946,41).

By May of 1946, Navy objections had so inflamed the unification debate, 
White House officials began to worry. Clark Clifford notes in his memoirs, "On 
May 12,1 told President Truman that I had concluded the Army’s position might 
be correct on its merits, but was politically out of reach. Our real choice, I said, 
was between concessions to the Navy or no bill at all" (Clifford 1991,150). The 
president's predicament was clear: yield on the JCS, or risk losing the entire 
unification bill. The following day, Truman called Forrestal, Secretary of War 
Patterson and other military leaders into his office, dropped his support for the 
Chief of Staff proposal,156 and strongly urged the two departments "to sit down 
together and work out their points of agreement and disagreement..." (Truman 
1956,50). This broke the impasse. Sensing the shifting winds, Patterson declared 
that he was not prepared to "jump into the ditch and die for the idea" of a Chief 
of Staff (Forrestal 1951,161). Compromise negotiations began.

JCS design was settled almost immediately, and to the Navy’s satisfaction. 
On 31 May 1946, just two weeks after negotiations began, Patterson and Forrestal 
sent president Truman a letter declaring "agreement" on eight major issues, 
including the Joint Chiefs of Staff.157 This was no surprise. With a Chief of Staff 
now out of the question, War officials had little to gain from digging in their 
heels on other JCS provisions. Instead, they turned their attention and energies 
on other key unification issues like the civilian Department of Defense and 
service roles and missions.

By February 1947, the War and Navy departments reached final 
agreement on all aspects of postwar military organization. The JCS which 
emerged bore a striking resemblance to its wartime predecessor. It would consist

156As Forrestal recalled, "The President said that while he would not be too much concerned if 
the nation could always count on having someone like Admiral Leahy in the position, he felt 
nevertheless that the idea was a dangerous one, that it was too much along the lines of the 'man 
on horseback’ philosophy, and that he had finally made up his own mind against it" (Forrestal 
1951,161).
157 The letter is reprinted in Senate 1946,203-7.
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of three statutory members -- the ranking Air Force, Navy and Army officers — 
who would both head their own services and furnish joint perspectives.158 It 
would operate by unanimous consent, without a chairman. It would continue to 
advise the president, prepare strategic and logistical military plans, establish 
unified field commands, and formulate policies on other joint issues. Equally 
important, this proposed Joint Chiefs of Staff organization would have no hand 
in formulating military budgets. Budget authority would rest, as it always had, 
in civilian hands.159

Over the next five months, Truman's War-Navy compromise proposal 
made its way through Congress with negligible changes. As for the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, Congress appeared to follow General Lauris Norstad's advice, changing 
hardly a "word, a period or comma" (House 1947a, 226). Indeed, the JCS which 
Truman signed into law in July of 1947 differed in only one minor respect from 
his own February compromise plan: Congress added a rather uncontroversial 
provision assigning the JCS responsibility for coordinating military educational 
policies.

In the end, Forrestal and his Navy colleagues got the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
they wanted. From the beginning, they were convinced that Navy strength lay in 
weak central military organization. The dual-department system of the previous 
150 years had served the Navy well, enabling it to garner large pieces of the 
budgetary pie, to develop its own aviation and ground arms, and to wield 
substantial influence in strategic thinking. Without a Joint Chiefs of Staff, the 
Navy had become the preeminent service. With a weak Joint Chiefs of Staff in 
World War n, the Navy had been able to hold its own. But a strong JCS along 
War Department lines posed grave dangers to Navy interests. Little wonder 
Navy leaders set out to hamstring the postwar JCS from day one. They knew — 
as the War Department did — that their future depended on i t

158Truman's plan also gave the president the option of appointing a fourth JCS member — the 
"Chief of Staff to the Commander in Chief." Despite its title, this Chief of Staff was expected to 
function as a presidential military liaison rather than a supreme military commander or JCS 
chairman.
159The full text of Truman's 26 February 1947 proposal to Congress is referenced under House 
1947b. For a summary of provisions, see also Senate 1946,11-12.

146

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

IIL_ Conclusions

If the propositions developed in Chapter Three are on target, then we 
would expect to find two things in this case: minimal Congressional involvement 
(Proposition One) and poor agency design (Proposition Two). We find both.

The postwar Joint Chiefs of Staff was clearly a product of executive branch 
politics. Its membership, its jurisdiction, its capabilities, and its procedures were 
all determined by three actors: the president, the Department of War, and the 
Department of the Navy. Congress may have provided a forum for debate, but it 
never took the initiative. At every juncture, Congressional committees followed 
the lead of the president and his feuding military departments. When War 
Department officials first pushed for unification in 1944, the House responded by 
creating a Select Committee on Post-war Military Policy. When Navy officials 
objected to the Committee's study, it retreated, concluding "the time is [not] 
opportune to consider detailed legislation which would undertake to write the 
pattern of any proposed consolidation..." (House 1944b, 4). When the President 
presented his first unification proposal in a December 1945 public address, the 
Senate Military Affairs Committee began translating his ideas into legislative 
language. But when the Navy saw these proposals, they pressed the Senate 
Naval Affairs committee to hold hearings which could publicize their objections 
and stem the unification tide. Only in the spring of 1947, once the warring 
military services settled their differences, did House and Senate committees 
resume action -- and then they fashioned only minor changes to the 
administration's final unification plan. The Joint Chiefs of Staff which ultimately 
appeared in the National Security Act of 1947 was, line for line, almost identical 
to the one proposed by the Truman Administration.

As discussed above, legislators had good reason to stay out of the fray. 
Without a strong interest group environment, potential electoral rewards were 
low. Yet the risks associated with challenging military expertise seemed high. 
As Senator Bridges explained during the 1947 hearings, any Congressional action 
which questioned military advice laid the legislature open to public attack. 
"[T]he accusation would go out that Congress was trying to interfere with the 
workings of the War and Navy Departments....And we are told that General So- 
and-so, and Secretary So-and-so, who are devoting their whole time to it, should 
know more than the Congress" (Senate 1947, 66). In the JCS case, where any

147

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

stand risked opposing at least one military department, no stand seemed the 
wisest choice for rank and file Members.

Evidence also suggests the Joint Chiefs of Staff was ill-designed to serve 
national needs. Why? Because it was a creature of the Navy, and the Navy cared 
first and foremost about its own future. Navy self-interest comes across loud in 
clear in Secretary Forrestal's own diaries. He writes:

My own conduct in this matter [of military unification] has been governed by 
three main considerations: (1) to try to keep the Navy intact as a Service as 
distinct from a merely subordinate branch of a vast Department; (2) to obtain the 
improvements in our national defense organization which the war indicated 
should be made but without sacrificing the autonomy of the Navy; (3) to discharge 
my responsibilities to the President as a member of his Cabinet, which means 
that I must go as far as I can in accepting and promulgating his views, always 
having the alternative, when I can no longer do so honestly, of resigning.... 
(Emphasis his. Forrestal 1951,167)

For Forrestal, the Navy came first.
Unfortunately, Navy interests did not coincide with national interests. At 

a minimum, the United States stood to benefit from a postwar military 
organization which could allocate limited budgets and resources effectively, 
which could eliminate unnecessary waste and duplication between services, 
which could provide coherent strategic planning, and which could offer sound, 
overall, and timely advice to the commander-in-chief. The Navy's idea of a Joint 
Chiefs of Staff was not designed to do any of these things. The budget process in 
the National Security Act expressly provided multiple lobbying channels for each 
service to plead its own case. JCS veto rights granted Navy protection, but at the 
risk of perpetual gridlock. Decentralized command gave the Navy more 
autonomy at the expense of service coordination. JCS structure provided strong 
incentives for Chiefs and staffers alike to cast aside joint interests in favor of 
parochial ones. By maintaining control over individual assignments and 
promotions, the Navy ensured its JCS representatives would be loyal. Under 
Secretary of War Kenneth C. Royall offered this candid assessment of the new 
national security apparatus. "[It] will not save money, will not be efficient, and 
will not prevent interservice rivalry" (Clifford 1991,157).160

160There is reason to believe Royall was expressing his sincere beliefs here, rather than presenting 
the offidal War Department line. His remarks were made in private, to White House aide dark  
Clifford, after the passage of the National Security Act.
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Certainly, it is possible that Navy officials did not see JCS design issues in 
such narrow terms. It is conceivable they created an ineffective Joint Chiefs of 
Staff by mistake, and not by design. Yet two considerations should give pause to 
this claim. First, cleavage lines over JCS proposals -  and unification in general — 
were sharp, with the vast majority of War Department officials on one side and 
the vast majority of Navy officials on the other. Both sides pushed agency 
models which all too conveniently protected their own missions, their own 
budgets, their own philosophies and their own political power. If the War and 
Navy departments harbored any altruistic or more noble intent, it was hard to 
see.

Second, the Navy's own Eberstadt report suggests that officials knew how 
to create a productive and powerful joint military agency, but chose not to. 
Eberstadt spends all of chapter two drawing lessons from the wartime JCS 
experience. In doing so, he makes a point of analyzing why some JCS staffing 
committees worked better than others. Singling out the Joint Strategic Survey 
Committee for its "invaluable service," Eberstadt finds one key to success: a 
structural design which maximized the incentives for members to think in joint 
terms. His study notes:

The members of the [Joint Strategic Survey] Committee attribute a substantial 
part of their success to the fact that from their inception they have been housed 
together and have no departmental duties assigned. This has enabled them to 
concentrate on joint problems which in turn has increased their individual 
knowledge of the problems and viewpoints of the other services and has enabled 
them to develop an over-all joint viewpoint which has had great weight and 
influence.... (Eberstadt 1945,64)

As this passage suggests, Eberstadt and his staff saw at least the rudiments of 
successful agency design, and realized the consequences of ignoring it. They 
knew the dangers of asking joint committee members to split their duties 
between service and joint assignments. "Dual hatting" did more than just pit 
service interests against national interests. It gave service interests the upper 
hand — impeding the development of "an over-all joint viewpoint." Yet, 
Eberstadt's proposed JCS invited that very outcome!

Ultimately, Navy leaders successfully hobbled the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
because they gave the president no other option. Three factors enabled the Navy 
to negotiate from a position of strength. First, Forrestal and his colleagues 
favored the status quo. In a political system which naturally made change
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difficult to achieve, this was a substantial advantage. Navy officials had only to 
muster one critical majority in one committee in one chamber of Congress to 
derail the president's entire unification effort. This low threshold was easily met. 
The Navy’s public relations campaign tapped just enough Congressional support 
to cast doubt on the National Security Act's chances of success.161 Expertise was 
also a key ingredient here. Legislators stayed on the sidelines because they 
feared opposing military experts on military issues. This put the burden of proof 
on unification supporters. To change the existing military system, Congress had 
to take action, it had to take a stand. But taking a stand meant opposing Navy 
war heroes — a situation which even Congressional defense experts wanted to 
avoid. The structural realities of American politics appear to have worked 
against Truman from the start.

Second, even without the prospect of Congressional opposition, President 
Truman had good reason to satisfy the Navy’s demands: the Navy was simply 
too important to ignore. Forcing massive military reorganization against its will 
promised to entrench Naval opposition, not end it. Sailors, after all, were 
perfectly capable of resisting organizational changes and shirking new duties 
they disliked. Moreover, the Department could retaliate against the president by 
withholding support on other key Cold War issues. With Soviet aggression, 
postwar economic conversion, and his own reelection campaign looming on the 
horizon, President Truman could not take that chance. Compromising on the 
JCS now appeared a much better option than dealing with Navy resistance later.

Third and finally, the distribution of preferences within the executive 
branch played into Navy hands. Though Truman and the War Department 
ideally wanted a complete merger of the War and Navy Departments, they 
preferred any change to the status quo. Some unification was better than no 
unification at all. This gave the Navy Department tacit veto power. Forrestal 
knew he could push Truman and his War Department allies into a comer, 
presenting them with a stark choice: compromise along Navy lines or condemn 
unification on any basis. He was right. Truman eventually met Navy demands 
on a host of issues — including JCS design — because he knew he could do no 
better. As one War Department official put it, Truman signed the National 
Security Act because he "felt it was the best we could get under the circumstances

161Congressional support came mostly from members of the old Naval Affairs Committee -  
many of whom had personally served in the Navy and whose districts benefited from Naval 
shipbuilding programs.
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and constituted an improvement over the system with which we had fought 
World War I I" (Kenneth C. Royall, quoted in Clifford 1991,157).
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CHAPTER SEVEN

EVOLUTION OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF:
'THE SWALLOWS RETURN TO CAPISTRANO"

Criticism and stagnation are the two watchwords of JCS evolution. Since 
its statutory creation in 1947, the Joint Chiefs of Staff has been roundly attacked 
as unhelpful, unimaginative, and ineffective. Referring to the Pentagon in such 
derisive terms as "Disneyland East" and "Malfunction Junction," politicians, 
pundits, and professional military officers alike have launched a barrage of 
complaints about every aspect of JCS activity (Davis 1985, 155). Dean Acheson 
likened the agency's uncreative and untimely advice to his "favorite old lady who 
could not say what she thought until she heard what she said" (Acheson 1969, 
243). Henry Kissinger dismissed JCS planning recommendations as 
"nonaggression treaties among the various services" which bore no relationship 
to any coherent vision or strategy (Kissinger 1979, 398). Dwight Eisenhower 
found JCS direction of military operations so poor that he remarked, "had I 
allowed my interservice and interallied staff to be similarly organized in the 
theaters I commanded during World War II, the delays and the resulting 
indecisiveness would have been unacceptable to my superiors" (Eisenhower 
1958-61,6:282). In 1982, one defense expert noted that "recommendations about 
the JCS are as perennial as the return of the swallows to Capistrano" (House 1982, 
514-15). The Joint Chiefs of Staff stands among the most studied and criticized 
executive agencies in modem American history.

Criticism, however, has not led to action. Though every president, every 
Secretary of Defense, and many military leaders have believed the JCS to be 
seriously flawed since its inception, the agency remained virtually untouched for 
most of its life — with serious consequences. As former JCS Chairman Colin 
Powell writes, "These failings in the JCS were more than bureaucratic. In my 
judgment, this amorphous setup explained in part why the Joint Chiefs had 
never spoken out with a clear voice to prevent the deepening of the morass in 
Vietnam" (Powell 1995, 411). Only in 1986, with a once-in-a-lifetime political 
aligning of the stars, did the agency finally undergo substantial reform.162

The largely unchanging state of JCS design and operation presents a sharp 
contrast to the NSC system case. The two agencies' evolutionary paths could

162The Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 (Statutes at Large 1989,992-1075b) 
wrought major changes in JCS design and operations. More on this below.
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hardly diverge more. While the NSC system underwent rapid and radical 
transformation, the Joint Chiefs of Staff organization seemed mired in its original, 
ineffective design. In the NSC case, presidents had both the incentives and 
capabilities to lead the reform charge. They were able to effectively pull foreign 
policy making power into the hands of their NSC staff. But presidents have been 
handicapped when it comes to the JCS. Though Truman and Eisenhower 
attempted some major defense reforms following the National Security Act, their 
proposals were watered down in form and thwarted in practice. No other chief 
executive has made the same mistake; since 1958, no president has ever initiated 
a major reorganization of the U.S. military establishment. Instead, as we shall 
see, presidents found other ways of coping with an ineffective and intransigent 
defense apparatus.

Below, we start with the evolutionary facts, tracing JCS organizational 
history through the early years of attempted reform in the Truman and 
Eisenhower administrations, to the stagnation era of the 1960s and 1970s, then 
onto the sudden emergence of reorganization in mid-1980s. Next, we pick up the 
analytic threads of the NSC evolution case — examining how JCS development 
was influenced by the agency's initial design in the 1947 National Security Act; 
by the ongoing interests and capabilities of bureaucrats, presidents, and 
legislators; and by exogenous events. Finally, we revisit the National Security 
Agency Model and offer some conclusions which bring the JCS and NSC system 
cases together.

JuJLCS Evolution

1947-1958: Presidential Reform Attempted and Thwarted
The Joint Chiefs of Staff which emerged in 1947 was weak by design. It 

had no primary budget authority, no chairman, no action-forcing voting 
procedures, and no structural incentives for members to think in joint terms. As 
we saw in the last chapter, the Navy Department wanted it that way. Ineffectual 
central military organization protected Naval budgets, promoted Naval 
autonomy, and guaranteed Naval preeminence in an increasingly competitive 
military environment. For the Navy, poor centralization was the next best thing 
to no military centralization at all. For President Truman and his unification 
supporters, the 1947 National Security Act was the best they could do.
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Though Truman lost the initial battle over JCS design, he believed the war 
was far from over. Reacting to the passage of the National Security Act, the 
president confided to a White House aide, "Maybe we can strengthen...[the 
military organization] as time goes on" (Clifford 1991, 157). Two years later, 
Truman proposed, and Congress passed, a series of amendments to the National 
Security Act.

The National Security Act Amendments of 1949 sought to strengthen both 
the civilian Department of Defense and the military Joint Chiefs of Staff 
organization. On the civilian side, the amendments downgraded all three service 
secretaries, stripping them of Cabinet rank and removing them from the National 
Security Council. Legislative provisions also elevated the central "National 
Military Establishment" to the status of an executive Department of Defense, 
streamlined budget procedures, and augmented the direction, authority and 
control of the Secretary of Defense over the individual military services. On the 
military organization side, changes to the Joint Chiefs of Staff were far less 
ambitious. The 1949 amendments created a new position of JCS Chairman, 
increased the Joint Staff from 100 to 210 officers, and added the National 
Security Council to the list of those who would be advised by the JCS corporate 
body on military affairs (JCS 1980,27; Statutes at Large 1950b, 578-92).

Two points are worth noting about these amendments. First, Truman's 
drive for a stronger central military organization was propelled by the support of 
an unlikely ally -  James Forrestal. As Secretary of the Navy, Forrestal had led 
the charge against military unification. But in 1947, Forrestal became the first 
Secretary of Defense. This move prompted a sharp reversal in Forres tal's views 
of military organization. Almost immediately after assuming office, Forrestal 
began calling for a statutory JCS Chairman to advise him on military problems, 
for an expanded Joint Staff, and for additional measures which strengthened his 
own authority over the military services. As the official JCS history concludes, "it 
is clear that the initiative for the 1949 reorganization came from Secretary 
Forrestal" (JCS 1980,33).

The second point worth highlighting is that Truman’s proposed changes 
to the Joint Chiefs of Staff were modest ones. Increasing the size of the Joint staff 
and adding a nonvoting JCS chairman hardly compared to downgrading the 
individual service secretaries and bolstering the power of the Defense Secretary. 
In fact, evidence suggests that Truman explicitly rejected more far-reaching 
proposals to centralize the Joint Chiefs of Staff under a powerful military head.
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In February 1949, when the White House legislative drafting team presented its 
proposed amendments, Truman accepted every recommendation except one: the 
creation of a powerful, ranking, military Chief of Staff. Why, especially given the 
president's preference for such a post, would he refuse to put it on the table for 
consideration? Because the president knew that a JCS Chief of Staff, more than 
any other provision, would draw Navy fire (Clifford 1991,161). While Forrestal 
may have jumped on board the unification movement when he became Secretary 
of Defense, the rest of the Navy did not. To avoid intensive Naval opposition, 
then, the president opted for the creation of a much weaker and more politically 
palatable JCS Chairman — someone who would nm JCS business and "be the 
principal military adviser" to civilian leaders, but who would not exercise any 
kind of military command (Truman 1961-66,5:163-66).

In the end, even this proposed Chairman was too strong. The final 
National Security Amendments of 1949 explicitly confined the Chairman's duties 
to expediting JCS business — setting agendas, presiding over meetings, and 
informing civilian leaders of JCS decisions. The corporate JCS, and not the 
Chairman, would serve as "principal military advisers" to civilian leaders 
(Statutes at Large 1950b, 578-92). Such provisions guaranteed the new JCS 
Chairman would have little significance. As William Lynn and Barry Posen 
write, ”[t]he JCS continued to operate on the World War II model as a weakly led 
committee of service representatives, with only a small, service-dominated Joint 
Staff" (Lynn and Posen 1985,73).

Like Truman, Dwight Eisenhower made military organization a central 
focus of his administration. In 1953 and again in 1958, he introduced what he 
hoped would become sweeping military reforms. Both efforts aimed to improve 
civilian control of the military, increase efficiency in military spending, and raise 
the quality of strategic planning (Eisenhower 1958-61, 1: 225-38). More 
specifically, they targeted four areas of JCS operation: 1) the Chairman's lack of 
independent authority; 2) the chiefs’ conflicting interests between service and 
joint responsibilities; 3) the parochial character of the Joint Staff; and 4) the 
weakness of unified and specified commanders (Lynn 1985, 175). In all four 
areas, however, reforms failed to produce significant results. They were at once 
too limited and too ambitious. Strong measures were enfeebled in the face of
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Navy opposition. Weaker measures were simply circumvented once they 
became law.163

To bolster the Chairman's power, for example, Eisenhower's 1953 
Reorganization Plan (Statutes at Large 1953, 638-9) gave the JCS Chairman 
authority to help appoint and manage the Joint Staff. These moves soon proved 
inadequate. In 1958, Eisenhower requested the Chairman be given voting rights 
in JCS deliberations, and that he be granted direct authority to assign Joint Staff 
duties and to select the Joint Staff Director. In the end, however, voting rights 
proved inconsequential -- JCS decisions continued to be determined by 
consensus, not votes -  while the other measures never made it through Congress 
in tact. Prompted by intense Navy pressure, legislators granted the JCS 
Chairman only partial and imperfect control over the staff.164 The final Defense 
Reorganization Act of 1958 (U.S. Statutes 1959, 514-22) charged the Chairman 
with managing the Joint Staff "on behalf of the Joint Chiefs of Staff," required him 
to seek "consultation" with the chiefs and "approval" of the Secretary of Defense 
when selecting the Joint Staff Director, and gave overall authority over Joint Staff 
activities to both the Chairman and the corporate JCS. In short, the 1958 Act 
ensured the Chairman could not exercise any authority, administrative or 
otherwise, without the consent of the other chiefs.

Eisenhower's 1953 and 1958 reforms fared no better in getting JCS 
members to think in joint terms. Charged with both heading their respective 
services and with serving on the JCS, the chiefs faced an inherent conflict of 
interest between their joint roles and their service responsibilities. Invariably,

163 The analysis below draws principally from William Lynn's treatment(1985,174-81). Other 
useful sources for the Eisenhower reforms include: Ries 1964; Congressional Quarterly 1965,276- 
77,299-300; Korb 1976; JCS 1980; Kester 1982; Lynn and Posen 1985; Joint Staff Officer's Guide 
1991, 2/8 to 2/20. See also Eisenhower's 9 January 1958 'State of the Union Message" 
(Eisenhower 1958-61 6:2-15); the President's 3 April 1958 "Special Message to the Congress on 
Reorganization of the Defense Establishment" (Eisenhower 1958-61,6:274-90); and Statutes at 
Large 1959,514-22.
164According to Congressional Quarterly, testimony by key Navy witnesses like Chief of Naval 
Operations Arleigh Burke, "pointed up the Navy's long-standing opposition to unification moves, 
and its success in maintaining support for its views" (Congressional Quarterly 1965,300). Navy 
pressures proved particularly influential in defeating three of Eisenhower's most radical 
proposals: 1) repealing restrictions on transfer or reassignment of combatant functions assigned 
to the services; 2) granting the Secretary of Defense full authority to initiate or end service 
research and development projects; 3) appropriating all defense funds to the Secretary of Defense, 
rather than to the military departments. Note that these provisions did not directly deal with the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, suggesting that Eisenhower felt he had more room to push through stronger 
measures centralizing military organization on the civilian side than he did on the military JCS 
side.
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parochial concerns and views colored JCS deliberations. As the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) report put it in 1985:

Although the 1947 National Security Act mandates that a service chiefs joint role 
should take precedence over his duties as leader of a service, this does not occur 
in practice — and for good reason. If a chief did not defend service positions in 
the joint forum, he would lose the support and loyalty of his service, thus 
destroying his effectiveness. (CSIS 1985,12)

Eisenhower's solution to this "dual hatting" problem was to reduce the 
chiefs' service workloads. In 1953, he did this by trying to put more 
administrative authority in the Chairman's hands and by removing the JCS from 
the chain of command. The 1958 Act took more direct aim, creating vice chiefs in 
the Army, Navy and Air Force who would be primarily responsible for handling 
service issues.165 All of these measures passed, but none worked in practice. 
Indeed, twenty-two years later, JCS Chairman David Jones still complained of 
rampant service parochialism among the chiefs. Testifying before a 
Congressional committee, Jones remarked, ""[IJndividual service interests too 
often dominate JCS recommendations.... because four of the five members are 
charged with the responsibility to maintain the traditions, esprit, morale and 
capabilities of their Services" (House 1982, 55). Eisenhower’s vice chiefs never 
assumed principal authority for service duties because the chiefs never let them. 
As Lawrence Korb put it, "The man who spends nearly forty years as a follower 
in his service sees his appointment to the JCS as the opportunity to remake his 
service in his own image. He does not view it as an opportunity to serve as a 
principal military advisor to the President and the Secretary of Defense" (Korb 
1976,20). Service interests easily overwhelmed legislative dictat.

Eisenhower also missed his third target: service parochialism among the 
Joint Staff. Though the president succeeded in expanding the Joint Staff from 210

165The president remarked in a special April 1958 message to Congress:
I have long been aware that the Joint Chiefs’ burdens are so heavy that they find 
it very difficult to spend adequate time on their duties as members of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. This situation is produced by their having the dual 
responsibilities of chiefs of the military services and members of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff.—I therefore propose that present law be changed to make it clear that 
each chief of a military service may delegate major portions of his service 
responsibilities to his vice chief. Once this change is made, the Secretary of 
Defense will require the chiefs to use their power of delegation to enable them to 
make their Joint Chiefs of Staff duties their principal duties. (Eisenhower 1958- 
61,6:282-3)
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to 400 officers and in eliminating its committee system (which gave service 
representatives tadt veto rights over JCS proposals at all stages of deliberation), 
these measures had little effect. Staff officers continued to press the interests of 
their parent services, and continued their cumbersome, veto-ridden committee 
system under a different name. They were rewarded for doing so; without more 
specific legislative reforms, Joint Staff members continued to be appointed and 
promoted by their respective services.

Fourth and finally, the president sought to create more integrated 
commands in the field. "Separate ground, sea, and air warfare is gone forever, " 
Eisenhower dedared in April 1958. "If ever again we should be involved in war, 
we will fight it in all elements, with all services, as one single concentrated effort" 
(Eisenhower 1958-61,6:274). Toward this end, Eisenhower sought to downgrade 
the JCS, and more specifically to reduce the military chiefs’ command authority. 
The 1953 Plan removed JCS members from the operational chain of command 
entirely, transferring executive authority over unified commands from the chiefs 
to the dvilian-run departments of Army, Navy and Air Force. In 1958, 
Eisenhower removed even the service departments from the chain, while making 
the JCS a transmitter of military orders. This meant the operational chain of 
command ran from the president, to the Secretary of Defense, "through" the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, and directly to the unified combat commanders. The 1958 
Defense Reorganization Act also removed the chiefs' statutory operational 
authority, gave the president power to establish unified commands, and 
attempted to clarify the division of labor between military services and the 
unified commands in the field. In essence, Eisenhower’s new proposals were to 
give the commanders in chief (CINCs) of the unified and specified services "full 
operational command" of their forces.

This did not happen. Statutory provisions withered in the face of 
entrenched service interests and power. Members of the JCS took full advantage 
of the blurry line between transmitting and issuing orders. Moreover, the Army, 
Navy, and Air Force continued to administer their respective "components" 
within each unified command, deciding vital questions of training, logistics, 
procurement, and maintenance. Except for purely operational matters, 
component heads still reported directly to their own services, bypassing the 
CINCs and the unified command structure. Finally, while the president now had 
official authority to establish all unified and specified commands, informally the 
services maintained a system where each got its own piece of the command pie;
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the Air Force assumed a dominant role over the three specified commands,166 
while the Navy primarily controlled Atlantic and Pacific Commands, and the 
Army served as the dominant influence over European, Southern, Readiness, and 
Central Commands. In reality, the CINCs never achieved anything close to the 
"full operational command" which Eisenhower desired.

In sum, the Eisenhower reforms of 1953 and 1958 were more far-reaching 
on paper than in practice. The president's efforts failed to get at the root 
problem: service power and interests. Eisenhower granted the JCS Chairman 
voting rights in a system that had always operated informally by consensus. He 
created the position of service vice chiefs and simply assumed they would be 
used to handle service issues and allow the chiefs to focus on more joint 
concerns. He eliminated the Joint Staff committee system, but did nothing to 
change the incentives which compelled all staffers to favor parochial service 
interests over joint ones. He ordered the creation of truly integrated commands, 
without creating compelling reasons or capabilities to achieve unified command 
in practice. As Lawrence Korb concludes, none of Eisenhower’s measures had 
much impact "upon the manner in which the Joint Chiefs have operated" since 
1947. "The problem areas that existed in 1947 still persisted] a generation later" 
(Korb 1976,18).

1958-1986: Stagnation and Circumvention
The 1960s, 1970s, and early 1980s were a period of stagnation for the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff. After Eisenhower's last stand, the JCS stood unchanged for the 
next twenty-eight years. There were no new military reorganization plans, no 
new pieces of major legislation,167 no major initiatives from either the White 
House, the military, or the Congress which reformed joint structure and 
operations.

JCS stagnation was not due to lack of attention. In fact, Eisenhower's 
successors thought a great deal about defense reorganization. John F. Kennedy 
considered the issue even before assuming office, initiating a wide-ranging study 
of defense organization during his 1960 presidential campaign. Chaired by 
Stuart Symington, the committee concluded that Eisenhower's efforts had failed

166These were: 1) the aerospace defense command; 2) the military airlift command; and 3) the 
strategic air command.
167The only legislative change to the JCS which transpired during this time period was a minor 
one: in 1978, the Commandant of the Marine Corps was made a full JCS member, codifying what 
had existed in practice since 1952.
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and recommended massive reform. Among other things, the Symington report 
called for eliminating the three separate military departments; empowering the 
JCS chairman, rather than the corporate JCS, to advise the president and 
Secretary of Defense; and stripping the military chiefs of all service-specific 
duties (Symington 1982). The Symington report had good company. As Lynn 
and Posen note, "every time control of the White House has shifted from one 
political party to the other, a major study of the defense establishment has been 
initiated" (Lynn and Posen 1985,75). In 1970, Richard Nixon fulfilled a campaign 
pledge to examine defense organization by appointing the Fitzhugh 
Com mittee.168 In 1978, Jimmy Carter commissioned a series of studies on 
defense issues, including one — the Steadman Report — on the military command 
structure.169 While the specifics of these reports varied, their conclusion was the 
same: the American defense establishment was in need of extensive overhaul.170

None of these studies led to action. Kennedy, according to his personal 
lawyer, rejected almost all of the Symington committee's proposals "without 
serious discussion" (Clifford 1991, 330). Recommendations of the Fitzhugh and 
Steadman reports also went unheeded. Instead of undertaking legislative 
reform, presidents lived with and worked around JCS weaknesses. Kennedy, 
Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, and Reagan all used a variety of informal 
mechanisms to get military advice, to oversee military operations, and to guide 
strategic planning and budget allocations largely outside the JCS. To compensate 
for JCS shortfalls, presidents made do with what they had.

Chief executives during this period employed two basic strategies. First, 
they took steps to bring alternative sources of military expertise and advice into 
the White House. Truman, Ford and Reagan all appointed high-ranking military 
officers to head their National Security Council staffs.171 Eisenhower chose to be

168The committee, chaired by Gilbert W. Fitzhugh, was officially called the Blue Ribbon Defense 
Panel.
169For a good analysis of the Steadman report, see Barrett 1983.
170These are only the presidentially-appointed reports; numerous other studies of the defense 
apparatus have been produced by executive agencies, as well as by outside defense analysts and 
observers. In a 1982 article in Armed Forces Journal International, General Edward Meyer counted 
at least nine such critical reports between 1970 and 1982 alone. "Almost from its inception the JCS 
has been a magnet for critical studies," he notes, concluding, "each new Administration 
customarily revisits the national security apparatus and its decision-making process...[but] 
change targeted at fundamental shortcoming of the JCS has been absent" (Meyer 1982,82-90).
171Truman’s first executive secretary, Sidney Souers, was an Admiral in the Navy. Ford's 
National Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft, held a Ph.D. in International Relations and had risen 
to the rank of Brigadier General in the Air Force. Reagan appointed three military men to serve
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"his own Secretary of Defense," (Greenstein 1982, 136) and in addition relied 
heavily on his Staff Secretary — first General Pete Carroll and then General 
Andrew Goodpaster — to run his daily national security affairs. Kennedy, after 
the Bay of Pigs, appointed the revered soldier-statesman General Maxwell D. 
Taylor as a special independent "Military Representative to the President" (Smith, 
1987,36). According to White House counsel Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy "was 
convinced after the Bay of Pigs that he needed military advice that neither 
Bundy's civilian [NSC] staff nor the holdover Chiefs of Staff were able to give" 
(Sorensen 1965, 607).172 During the Nixon administration, General Alexander 
Haig served first as Deputy national Security Advisor and then as Chief of Staff. 
Notably, when Haig became Chief of Staff to the president, he was replaced on 
the NSC staff by Air Force General Brent Scowcroft. In addition, over time, 
National Security Council staffs came to include special functional directorates 
for defense and arms control issues — directorates which provided the president 
an in-house source of information and advice on major military matters.173

In addition to bringing defense expertise into the White House, presidents 
tried to get around the JCS system by relying more heavily on civilian officials 
within the Department of Defense. Reform efforts during the 1940s and 1950s 
vastly strengthened the civilian side of the defense apparatus, while making 
more modest proposals — and achieving even more modest results -- on the 
military side (Davis 1985).174 Not surprisingly, Eisenhower's successors took 
advantage of what tools they had. This led naturally to appointing relatively 
strong Secretaries and giving them leeway to assume more responsibility in

as National Security Advisor during his tenure: Marine Lieutenant Colonel Robert "Bud" 
McFarlane, Navy Admiral John Poindexter and Army Lieutenant General Colin Powell.
172Brent Scowcroft echoed this view of Taylor’s appointment, remarking "the Bay of Pigs was a 
huge embarrassment to the president, and I think one of the things he felt as a result of it was that 
he didn't get the kind of military analysis that he wanted and that it was too hard to get from the 
JCS, too cumbersome, and not as useful, and so what he wanted was a real military expert 
answerable just to him" (Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 7 July 1995).
1731 owe Ty Cobb and Paul Stevens a great debt for providing information about the organization 
and personnel of the NSC staffs before 1982. Such information about post-1982 NSC staffs can be 
found in the Federal Staff Directory and the Federal Yellow Book.
174Davis notes, "There was no question that the OSD civilian hierarchy gained new bureaucratic 
strength, and it is largely correct that foe overall JCS apparatus, in comparison to the growing 
clout on foe civilian side within foe OSD, remained generally weak and ineffective." However, 
Davis goes on to conclude that this did not mean "foe services were somehow withering on foe 
vine." Indeed, it was precisely because the JCS remained weak that foe services could continue 
their internecine warfare and exert centrifugal pressures on U.S. defense policy (Davis 1985,153- 
4).
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advising, budgeting and strategic planning. Presidents Kennedy, Johnson and 
Carter were the most ardent supporters of this approach. Robert S. McNamara's 
appointment as Secretary of Defense in 1961 ushered in a fundamental shift 
towards more centralized, rationalized budgeting procedures. Instead of relying 
on the military chiefs to provide their own services' budget wish lists, McNamara 
drew from a new group of brilliant young civilians -- the "whiz kids" -- to 
develop procurement, budgetary and strategic plans which cut across service 
lines.175 While this systems analysis approach changed over time, its core 
elements continued to be used by McNamara's successors.176

Why presidents used these two strategies instead of instituting more 
wholesale reform, and the costs that such strategies entailed, will be discussed 
more below. For now, the point worth noting is that presidents during this 
period clearly saw JCS weaknesses, had concrete reform proposals before them, 
and yet shied away from sweeping reorganization. The 1958-1986 period can 
rightly be called a time of JCS stagnation and presidential circumvention.

1986-1996: Reform from Within and Without
On 1 October 1986, the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 

Reorganization Act was signed into law (Statutes at Large 1989,992-1075b). Its 
passage came without much fanfare or public attention; the New York Times 
covered the story in just four paragraphs on a back page (Boo 1991). Yet 
Goldwater-Nichols marked a major milestone in the history of JCS design and 
operations. Congress and the Nation called it "the most sweeping reorganization of 
the U.S. military establishment since the creation of the Department of Defense in 
1947" (Congressional Quarterly 1990, 299). Defense expert Lawrence Korb

175For more, see Sorensen 1965,605-7; Jordan, Taylor and Korb 1993,189-211.
176There can be little doubt about the connection between JCS ineffectiveness and the increasing 
power of civilian analysts within the Department of Defense. To quote two long-time 
organization experts, Philip Odeen notes, "the McNamara defense management revolution in the 
1960s was in no small part the result of shoddy cross-service coordination, poor or nonexistent 
analytic support for military department budgets, programs, and weapons choices, and the 
failure of the services and JCS to do long-range planning” (in Art et al. 1985, 299). Along the 
same lines, John Kester observes:

Secretary Robert S. McNamara’s broadening of the role of the assistant secretary 
of defense for international security affairs reflected in some part a need for help 
in political-military activities which the chiefs were not supplying. McNamara's 
expansion of his civilian staff and designation of an assistant secretary for 
systems analysis clearly was designed to supply him with alternatives to 
programs urged by the services — alternatives he could not get from JCS. (Kester 
1982,531)
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hailed the act as "one of the primary contributing factors to our success" in the 
Persian Gulf War (Boo 1991). Senator Barry Goldwater himself told reporters, 
"It's the only goddamn thing I've done in the Senate that's worth a damn" 
(George Wilson, Washington Post, 10 May 1986).

Succeeding where Eisenhower had failed, the Goldwater-Nichols Act 
instituted fundamental change on three fronts. First, the legislation bolstered the 
power of the JCS Chairman. It granted him direct authority over the Joint Staff. 
It designated him -  rather than the corporate JCS -- the "principal military 
adviser to the President, the National Security Council, and the Secretary of 
Defense" (Statutes at Large 1989,1005). It assigned him responsibility for strategic 
plans, military contingency plans, and budget estimates. And it created the 
position of Vice Chairman to assist him in running daily JCS business. These 
moves enhanced both the Chairman's independence and his capabilities. 
Suddenly, the JCS Chairman could act on his own, unencumbered by service 
dissent, on a host of critical joint defense issues. As Colin Powell notes, "[t]his 
act, for the first time, gave the Chairman of the JCS real power" (Powell 1995, 
411).i77

Second, Goldwater-Nichols vastly improved the composition and 
administration of the Joint Staff. By requiring joint service for promotion to flag 
or general office rank, the Act provided strong incentives for attracting top- 
quality officers to Joint Staff postings. The act also weakened service 
parochialism by allowing the JCS Chairman to make promotion decisions on his 
own, even over the objections of the parent service chief.

Finally, Goldwater-Nichols granted the unified and specified combatant 
commanders (CINCs) more autonomy and authority over their units. Clarifying 
the chain of command, the act expressly stated that operational orders ran from 
the president to the Secretary of Defense to the CINCs in the field. Moreover, 
within their respective commands, the CINCs were granted broader authority 
than ever before — authority which covered, among other things, all aspects of 
military operations, interservice training, and supplies. These and other 
measures loosened the services' grip on joint field commands.

This landmark legislation did not suddenly appear out of nowhere. On 
some fundamental level, it was forty years in the making -  achieving the kind of 
military centralization which Truman had fought so hard for in the mid-1940s.

l77Note, however, the bill expressly prohibited the JCS Chairman from having any command 
authority over combat forces.
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More directly, it is fair to say that Goldwater-Nichols was four years in the 
making, the culmination of a bitter fight between reformers and anti-reformers 
which began in 1982. Curiously, the battle lines were not nearly so sharp as they 
had been in 1947. While reformers were led by an Air Force General and an 
Army General, they soon became joined by think tank defense experts and key 
members of Congress — defense intellectuals like Sam Nunn, Les Aspin, Barry 
Goldwater, and Bill Nichols. This reform coalition encountered bitter resistance 
from the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), by four of the five sitting 
chiefs, by many high-ranking officers in all three services, and especially by 
civilian and military officials in the Navy. Meanwhile, President Reagan and his 
White House aides sat this one out, taking no public stand until the legislation 
passed Congress decisively -  by a vote of 406-4 in the House and 95-0 in the 
Senate.

The opening salvo came from inside the JCS itself. In March of 1982, two 
sitting JCS members -  JCS Chairman (and Air Force General) David C. Jones and 
Army Chief of Staff General Edward "Shy" Meyer — published articles criticizing 
the joint military apparatus and calling for dramatic change (Jones 1982; Meyer 
1982). Jones and Meyer were a powerful pair, well respected within the military, 
on Capitol Hill, and on Pennsylvania Avenue for their leadership and their 
intellect. As Admiral William Crowe, a future JCS Chairman himself, noted 
about Meyer, "[he had a] reputation for knowing what he was talking about. No 
one concerned with the military was likely to dismiss his opinions outright" 
(Crowe 1993,146-7). The result was dramatic. As Goldwater put it, these articles 
were like a flamethrower, "scorching the seats of pants all over town" (Goldwater 
1988,351). JCS reform was suddenly on the agenda.

Within a month, in April 1982, Jones persuaded the House Armed 
Services Committee to hold hearings on military reform. Congress did not 
eagerly jump on the reform bandwagon at this point. Rather, the Armed Services 
Committee appeared an unenthusiastic partner, acquiescing to the Chairman's 
request because of two background conditions or political contexts. First, there 
was some baseline recognition that American military forces had not performed 
well since World War II. The Korean War, Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs, the Iranian 
hostage rescue attempt of 1980 -- all of these episodes were hardly seen as 
stunning military triumphs. Stories of operational failures, blundered missions,
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and organizational snafus were well-known.178 The abortive Iranian mission, 
above all, stood as a searing reminder of the cost of poor military coordination. 
Occurring most recently, and in the midst of the year-long hostage crisis, 
"Operation Eagle Claw" lingered in the press, in the Congress, and in the public 
consciousness. Two investigations — one by the Senate and one by a special JCS 
commission — came to similar conclusions: the mission was, in one Senator's 
words, "plagued with planning, training, and organizational problems” 
(Goldwater 1988, 344). Among other things, the operation went ahead with no 
centralized command, with no joint training drills among the various mission 
components, and with no thought as to which service was best equipped to 
perform which role.179 In the end, eight team members were killed and the 
mission was aborted in the desert.180

House hearings also stemmed from concerns that Reagan administration 
defense budgets were bloating the federal deficit while producing only minor 
improvement in U.S. security. With spiraling defense budgets came reports of 
waste, fraud and abuse in the military procurement system. Stories of how the 
Pentagon paid $110 for a 4-cent diode (Hiatt 1983) and $9,000 for an ordinary 
wrench made national headlines (Werner 1983). Though Reagan and his Defense 
Secretary, Caspar Weinberger, vowed to ruthlessly root out military waste, fraud, 
and abuse, few appeared to believe them. In 1981, the Reagan administration's 
own Budget Director, David A. Stockman, called the Pentagon a "swamp" of 
waste and "contracting idiocy" which cost the taxpayers an unnecessary $10 to 
$30 billion each year (Webbe 1981a). A Republican Congressional Study came to 
same conclusion, citing potential savings of $15 billion a year if the Pentagon put 
its house in order (Webbe 1981b). In the face of these reports, even hard-line 
defense advocates within Congress could not avoid turning an eye toward 
defense organization. Unprecedented deficits turned Pentagon management into 
a salient domestic political issue. As Senator Charles E. Grassley, a Republican 
member of the Budget Committee, put it, "Why dump huge sums of money into

178During the Vietnam war, for example, American armed forces conducted five separate air 
wars so that each military service could get its own piece of the action. Even the evacuation of 
Saigon in 1975 was split between two commands -  one at sea, one on land. As a result, each 
command determined its own "h-hour” for evacuation, leading to serious confusion and delay 
(Jones 1984,276).
179For example, Marine pilots were chosen to fly Navy helicopters on the six-hour flight, even 
though Air Force pilots were far better suited for such a lengthy, low-altitude mission.
(Goldwater 1988,344).
180For more, see Beckwith and Knox 1983; Sick 1985; Perry 1989; Boo 1991.
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the Defense Department when it is rotting with bad management?" (Roberts 
1982).181

The 1982 hearings did not initiaUy produce much in the way of results.182 
While reformers like Jones, Meyer, and former Secretary of Defense Harold 
Brown made their case, the anti-reform coalition issued a firestorm of protest. 
Led by Defense Secretary Weinberger, Navy Secretary John Lehman and a 
number of high-ranking Navy officers, this group argued that the military 
establishment did not need fixing and that any potential cure would be far more 
dangerous than the illness it meant to remedy. As Admiral Thomas B. Hayward, 
Chief of Naval Operations, put it, "In my judgment the current organization is 
entirely adequate to the task and performs its functions well. I believe it would 
be effective in war and does not need major surgery at the present time." While 
admitting the need for "significant improvement" in planning, Hayward warned, 
"I have grave reservations that reorganization along the lines proposed would 
not move toward a more effective joint organization but would rather be the first, 
dangerous step toward a general staff..." (House 1982, 100).183 Such statements 
proved quite effective, stalling the reform movement in June of 1982. Though 
House Armed Services Committee Chairman Les Aspin continued to hold 
hearings, it was clear that no major legislation stood a chance of passing during 
the 97th Congress (Perry 1989).184

Pentagon reform would have remained dead in the water had it not been 
for two military events which occurred within days of each other. The first of 
these was the 23 October 1983 terrorist bombing of a Marine barracks in Beirut. 
One of the single worst disasters in U.S. military history, the truck bomb killed

181 For more on waste and abuse during this period, see Richard Halloran, "Why Defense Costs so 
Much,” New York Times, 11 January 1981; George C  Wilson, "Even Senate Hard-Liners Find Rich 
Pentagon Diet Difficult to Swallow," Washington Post, 17 April 1981; Richard Halloran, "Aide 
Acknowledges Waste in Pentagon Spending,” New York Times, 13 July 1983; Charles Mohr, 
"Pentagon Expert Cites More Waste," New York Times, 30 September 1983.
182At the same time that House hearings got underway, a new Washington think tank, the 
Roosevelt Center for American Policy Studies, began an independent assessment of the defense 
establishment. The study was headed by two well-known insiders, Barry Blechman and Doug 
Bennett.
183See also testimony by Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, Admiral James L. Holloway HI in House 
1982; Perry 1989; Caspar Weinberger, telephone interview by author, 11 March 1996.
184two other factors contributed to the setback: first, in an effort to placate Secretary Weinberger 
(whom he hoped to replace). Senate Armed Services Committee Chairman John Tower 
obstructed all reform efforts in the Senate. Second, the Roosevelt Center's independent study 
collapsed, removing any alternative forum for studying and advancing the reform issue (Perry 
1989).
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241 Marines and brought home in human terms the cost of confused chains of 
command. While command responsibility lay with the unified European 
Commander, General Bernard Rogers, operational authority over issues such as 
defense logistics rested in a separate Marine chain of command looping from 
Beirut to Norfolk, Virginia. In essence, this left Rogers with no authority to "run 
the show," to tell the Marines how to defend their position (Rogers, quoted in 
Boo 1991 ).185 Interservice rivalry and confusion ran so high in the immediate 
aftermath of the attack that the Navy and Air Force began fighting over which 
service would treat the wounded. While service officers squabbled aboard a 
transport helicopter, two of the injured Marines went into cardiac arrest (Perry 
1989,317-18).

The next day, in the early hours of 24 October, American military forces 
launched an invasion of Grenada to rescue American medical students, restore 
democracy and expel Cuban forces. Though hailed as a military success, the 
operation was riddled errors and blunders.186 Unable to agree on a unified 
command, the military services literally divided the island in half, with one side 
controlled by the Army and the other by the Marines. Army helicopter pilots 
were unable to evacuate wounded soldiers because they had never been trained 
to land on Navy ships. All in all, it took three days for 7,000 American troops to 
defeat 50 Cuban soldiers and a few hundred lightly armed construction workers 
(Goldwater 1988, 350). In the process, 18 U.S. troops were killed and 116 
wounded. As one Pentagon official observed, the military "botched the whole 
operation. The result was easy to see, command and control, communications, 
planning and operations -  it was just a disaster." He added, "Hell, we haven't 
had a successful military operation since Korea. Grenada should have been a 
walk" (Perry 1989,321).187

The combination of Beirut and Grenada radicalized key Members of 
Congress, and in so doing, restarted the engines of reform. Senator Sam Nunn, 
Senator Barry Goldwater, Representative Bill Nichols and former Senate staffer

188For more on problems in the chain of command, see Long 1983.
186Reagan administration officials hotly contest this assessment of military "failure." As then- 
Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger noted in an interview, "We did exactly what we meant 
to do in Grenada, and did it in nine days. Grenada was an outstanding success. Combat is a 
messy thing. I’ll never see a flawless combat operation" (Caspar Weinberger, telephone interview 
by author, 11 March 1996). See also Weinberger 1990; Meese 1992; Shultz 1993.
187For more on the military aspects of the invasion, see Duffy 1984; Goldwater 1988; Perry 1989; 
Allard 1990.
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Barry Blechman all credit these twin military failures with catalyzing a renewed 
and reinvigorated reform effort Nichols -  a World War II veteran who had lost 
a leg in combat — visited the Marine barracks in Beirut before the bombing and 
seemed particularly affected by the attack. "That picture became indelibly printed 
in my mind," he told Washington Post reporter George Wilson in a 7 August 1986 
article. Though rank and file members were still a long way from embracing 
wholesale reorganization of the Pentagon, reform now drew support among 
some of the staunchest military supporters in the legislature.

What happened between the fall of 1983 and the passage of Goldwater- 
Nichols in October 1986 is a story of Congress — of how the hard core reform 
advocates galvanized support from their legislative colleagues and how they 
overcame entrenched resistance from both military and civilian leaders in the 
Pentagon. Gaining legislative support and quelling bureaucratic resistance were 
two sides of the same coin. Indeed, looking in from the outside, reform leaders 
in late 1983 appeared to face an uphill battle. In the pages that follow, we will 
examine more closely the interests and incentives which have compelled average 
legislators to resist military centralization. Here, it is worth pointing out that the 
typical district-oriented Representative or Senator clearly stood to profit from a 
decentralized military system; military duplication and inefficiency filled the 
trough of pork barrel politics. As Dan Morgan of the Washington Post (2 
December 1982) put it, 'The Pentagon is by far the largest governmental provider 
of contracts and employment, with virtually every congressional district 
beholden to it for jobs, money and patronage." Lest there was any doubt, 
Weinberger, Lehman and others lobbied hard to make clear the political price of 
legislative overhaul.

Why, then, did reform ultimately succeed once it appeared on Congress' 
agenda?

There appear to be two reasons. First, by the fall of 1983, military reform 
had the backing of crucial leaders within the House and Senate. Goldwater and 
Nichols both had distinguished careers in the military, while Nunn, Aspin and 
others were well-respected supporters of the military establishment As defense 
stalwarts go, their credentials were unparalleled and unassailable. In the words 
of Senator Joseph Biden, "You know that old comment...that only Nixon could go 
to China. Only Goldwater could produce this. If anybody else had been the one 
who had been advocating this reorganization, every military man and woman at 
the Pentagon would have been down on our backs as 'communist sympathizers'"
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(Wilson, 1986a). Such a hawkish reputation shielded other members from public 
criticism — and in the process lowered the cost of a pro-reform vote.

But reputation, by itself, was not enough. Goldwater, Nichols and other 
leaders made conscious use of their political prestige and capital to bring other 
Members on board.188 At this critical juncture, these defense intellectuals had 
become convinced that reform was crucial to military effectiveness, and that 
military effectiveness was an issue worth fighting for. Theirs was a massive 
campaign, taking more than four years, twenty-two hearings, and hundreds of 
pounds of testimony and studies. Broad legislative support did not come easily. 
Goldwater writes that as late as February 1986, during markup of the bill, the 
Senate Armed Services Committee "was split almost down the middle," with ten 
members supporting the reform bill and nine "against or leaning that way" 
(Goldwater 1988, 339).189 The final, overwhelming Senate and House votes for 
Goldwater-Nichols were thus quite deceiving. The Defense Reorganization Act 
of 1986 passed because some of Congress’s most honored leaders and military 
supporters staked their careers on it. "Had there not been a swan song by the 
retiring Goldwater, all the ’anti-military’ bluster of the opponents might have 
prevailed," notes Katherine Boo in the Washington Monthly (1991).

The second reason reform succeeded was that President Reagan stayed 
out of the political fray. He made no grand public stand, issued no strong 
personal appeals, and invested no major presidential capital in either opposing 
or promoting Pentagon reorganization. Why the president preferred the role of 
observer to actor on this issue is unclear. He may have chosen to let Defense 
Secretary Weinberger take the lead out of a philosophical commitment to Cabinet 
government. He may have deliberately chosen to sacrifice Weinberger in order 
to focus presidential attention on other military issues such as the Strategic 
Defense Initiative, arms control negotiations with the Soviets, or the then-

188I am grateful to Dick Cheney for raising this point When asked what would prompt the 
average, district-oriented legislator to press for major defense reorganization, Cheney noted,” The 
average member doesn't. That's the reason why it's called Goldwater-Nichols. Barry Goldwater 
took it on as his last crusade, his last really significant thing he did as a Member of the Senate. He 
...[and] Bill Nichols....were very well respected members and had distinguished military careers 
in their own right, years before" (Dick Cheney, interview by author, 31 July 1995).
189Committee members supporting the plan were: Strom Thurmond (SC), William Cohen (ME), 
Gary Hart (CO), James Exon (NE), Carl Levin (MI), Edward Kennedy (MA), Jeff Bingaman (NM), 
Alan Dixon (IL), Sam Nunn (GA), and Goldwater (AZ). Those against were: John Warner (VA), 
Pete Wilson (CA), Jeremiah Denton (AL), Phil Gramm (TX), John Stennis (MS), and John Glenn 
(OH). Three Senators leaning against reform were: Gordon Humphrey (NH), Dan Quayle (IN), 
John East (NC). (Goldwater 1988,339).
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brewing Iran-Contra initiative. He may have felt, as Weinberger did, that reform 
would only codify existing practices and consequently had no "monumental 
significance or importance."190 Whatever the reason, one thing is clear: Reagan 
was never a large part of the political equation.191 This presidential absence 
substantially reduced the political power and influence of his military 
bureaucracy. Whether he intended it or not, Reagan’s apparent indifference to 
reform undercut the Defense Department's position, giving Congress the room to 
maneuver without fear of a presidential veto.

In sum, Goldwater-Nichols became a reality because all of the right factors 
converged. The 1986 Act was one of those rare and unpredictable moments 
where all of the political stars aligned. 40 years of military fiascoes, failures and 
deficiencies set the broad backdrop for reform. The history of military operations 
led many to wonder how well equipped American forces actually were: if U.S. 
troops could not perform well in small-scale conflicts like Grenada and Iran, how 
could they be expected to win "the big one?" Reagan defense increases, coupled 
with scandalous reports of Pentagon waste and fraud, provided a more 
immediate context. When the Administration's own budget director began 
charging the military with "contracting idiocy" worth $30 billion a year, 
legislators and voters began to take notice. JCS members David Jones and Shy 
Meyer also played a pivotal role. Their articles and testimony marked the first 
time in JCS history that acting chiefs had openly criticized the military system. 
Coming from within the organization itself, their charges catalyzed the reform 
movement. Without them, Goldwater-Nichols would never have gotten off the 
ground. The timing of tragic events was also fortuitous for JCS reform; the 
Beirut bombing and Grenada invasion came at just the right moment to restart 
reform after it had stalled. Even so, Goldwater-Nichols still required an all-out 
campaign by national security intellectuals to win the support of rank and file 
legislators. Had Barry Goldwater not made JCS reform his swan song, had other 
defense stalwarts not used their political chits to rally their colleagues behind 
them, the bill would have gone down to defeat. Finally, President Reagan's low 
profile quelled the possibility of a strong, sustained executive opposition. Each 
of these factors was necessary to make JCS reform a reality. Each had to occur at 
the same time.

190Caspar Weinberger, telephone interview by author, 11 March 1996.
191 At best, the president stalled for time, appointing a Blue Ribbon presidential commission -led  
by former Deputy Secretary of Defense David Packard -  to study reform in depth.
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Summary
Constancy, not change, has been the hallmark of JCS evolution. From its 

statutory creation in 1947 until the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, the 
organization remained virtually untouched. The $64,000 question is not why the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff finally underwent reform in 1986, but why it was not 
overhauled earlier. For almost forty years, during the darkest days of the Cold 
War, political leaders knew about serious organizational flaws in the American 
military, and even had recommendations about how to redress these problems. 
Although Presidents Truman and Eisenhower attempted reform, in the end they 
did not succeed. Subsequent presidents did not make the same mistake. Rather 
than taking on Pentagon reorganization, these leaders chose informal, low-cost 
ways of coping with JCS deficiencies. By bringing military expertise into the 
White House and by relying on civilian officials within the Department of 
Defense, chief executives sought ad hoc, makeshift ways to improve strategic 
planning, to get better military advice, and to develop more efficient and 
effective military budgets. Only in the 1980s, after a long line of problematic 
military operations — including recent embarrassing failures in Iran, Beirut and 
Grenada — after widespread reports of Pentagon waste, after unprecedented 
personal pleas by two sitting JCS members, after an aggressive lobbying effort by 
Congressional national security intellectuals, and after the president got out of 
the way, did Congress reluctantly and gradually take up the reform banner. If 
anything, Goldwater-Nichols suggests just how difficult it was to change this 
agency.

II. Explaining Evolution

JCS evolution presents a stark contrast to the NSC system case of Chapter 
Five. Rather than undergoing rapid radical transformation, the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff organization seemed stuck in its original, ineffective design. If the National 
Security Council system shows how powerful presidents can be in shaping their 
foreign policy apparatus, the JCS case shows just the opposite: here, presidents 
were frustrated at almost every turn. The agency proved remarkably resistant to 
reform.

Yet, these different outcomes can be explained by the same set of 
variables. Here, too, we can understand why the agency developed as it did by
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examining three basic factors: its initial design, the ongoing interests of relevant 
political players, and critical events.

Initial Design
The Joint Chiefs of Staff was not originally destined for success. A 

creature of the Navy, the JCS was meant to exercise little authority or influence 
over military affairs. While NSC provisions of the 1947 National Security Act 
were part of a long-forgotten compromise, JCS provisions were not. The Joint 
Chiefs of Staff organization was made weak in explicit, positive, statutory 
provisions. This made all the difference (Statutes at Large 1948,495-510).

The JCS was statutorily encumbered in two fundamental ways. First, the 
National Security Act vested authority not in any individual office or position, 
but in the corporate JCS body as a whole. Every provision relating to the JCS 
made clear that the chiefs could act only in unison. The chiefs together would 
serve as the "principal military advisers" to the President and Secretary of 
Defense (Statutes at Large 1948,505). The Joint Chiefs of Staff as a unit would be 
responsible for appointing the Joint Staff Director and for directing the staff’s 
work. Noticeably absent were any references to a JCS chair, or to any action- 
forcing procedures or voting rules. By providing no way to surmount internal 
dissent, the Act virtually guaranteed that JCS recommendations would be 
watered down, least-common-denominator agreements between the services. A 
hydra-like corporate body, the Joint Chiefs of Staff was given authority but no 
real power.192

Second, the Act demanded that each service head wear two hats: one as 
service chief and one as JCS member. This built conflict of interest into every 
aspect of JCS activity. The chiefs were expected to defend the interests of their 
services and to make recommendations from a broader national perspective. It 
did not take much to see which hat would be tossed aside. General Shy Meyer 
captured the essence of the problem. "It should not... be surprising," he wrote in 
1982, "that the four Service Chiefs found it somewhat difficult to sit down three 
times a week and act as a corporate body against some of the very remedies they 
individually were seeking to apply within their respective Services." Indeed, in a 
world of limited military budgets, acting responsibly usually meant acting to the

192This original setup made even the 1949 addition of a JCS chairman irrelevant. As one Air 
Force officer described it, "The chair was in effect a eunuch unless the JCS concurred"
(confidential interview by author, 8 February 1995).
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detriment of one’s own service. Meyer concluded, ”[t]his ’dual-hatting, dictated by 
law, confers real power with the Service Chief hat and little ability to influence 
policy, programming and budget issues with the joint hat. This is the root cause 
of the ills which so many distinguished officers have addressed these past 35 
years" (emphasis mine. Meyer 1982, 9-10). As Meyer suggests, the National 
Security Act of 1947 made it structurally impossible for the Joint Chiefs of Staff to 
promote national interests.

These two features of JCS design were not easily altered. The National 
Security Act’s JCS provisions were written in a way that made it virtually 
impossible to improve agency operations short of wholesale legislative reform. 
For one thing, JCS design was spelled out in detail. Compare, for example, the 
NSC staff to its JCS equivalent, the Joint Staff. While both organizations were 
designed to backstop the activities of their parent agencies, their similarities end 
there. The NSC staff is mentioned only briefly and vaguely. Nothing is said 
about the staff's size, its composition, its activities, or its management. The only 
specific provision concerning the NSC staff — that it be "headed" by a civilian 
"executive secretary" appointed by the president -- gives the president legal 
grounds and legal room to change the agency unilaterally. The Joint Staff, by 
contrast, is ridden with statutory specifications. Its size is limited to 100 officers, 
with "approximately equal numbers " from each of the armed services. Its head, 
the Joint Staff Director, serves the corporate JCS and directs staff activities 
according to their wishes. Such a setup leaves no room for president-led reform 
(Statutes at Large 1948,495-510).

What's more, the JCS was not a standalone organization. It was part and 
parcel of a much broader "National Military Establishment." This meant that 
questions of JCS design and operation unavoidably affected interservice 
relationships and civil-military relations. JCS operations could not be changed 
without somehow affecting the distribution of power between the Army, Navy 
and Air Force. Nor could agency change take place without addressing the 
relationship between the military chiefs and the civilian Secretaries of Air Force, 
Army, Navy, and Defense. By law, tackling the JCS involved taking on these 
broader, and thornier, relationships.

From the outset, then, the Joint Chiefs of Staff was hobbled and well 
insulated from future political interference. Its corporate character and dual 
hatting stacked the deck in favor of parochial service interests. At the same time, 
the specific nature of JCS provisions left little room for interpretation or for
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maneuvering around the law. Reform, if it came at all, would have to come from 
new legislation. Because of Congress’s multiple veto points, this was a difficult 
task under ordinary circumstances. In this case, statutory reform seemed a 
monumental task; with repercussions for interservice relationships and civil- 
military relations, legislative changes to the JCS could not be narrowly targeted. 
For presidents, this was the worst of all worlds. The National Security Act itself 
posed serious obstacles to improving JCS design and operations.

Ongoing Interests and Capabilities o f Political Actors
Initial agency design left open only one viable path to JCS reform. The 

interests and capabilities of political players made sure this path would rarely, if 
ever, be taken. While presidents certainly wanted to improve jointness within 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, bureaucrats and legislators did not. This combination of 
bureaucratic and Congressional resistance proved devastating — overpowering 
any moves toward reform legislation for nearly forty years.

Presidents
We already know that presidents deliberately avoided reorganizing the 

military establishment, choosing instead to bring military expertise into the 
White House and to rely on civilian Defense Department officials. The question 
here is why they chose such ad hoc strategies in lieu of more thoroughgoing 
legislative reform.

The answer is that presidents were long on motive but short on 
capabilities. Presidents of all stripes shared the same aims: to create an 
unsurpassable, unified fighting force; to ensure civilian (presidential) control 
over the military; to maximize efficient allocation of defense resources, and to 
have at their disposal top-notch military advice from professional officers who 
considered broad national interests above all else. These aims, they all knew, 
could best be met by amending the National Security Act.

But presidents also knew that legislative reform of the military was a 
costly venture. It required substantial investment of three scarce resources: 
political capital, energy, and time. Devoting these resources to organizational 
reform meant taking them away from other initiatives — initiatives which were 
far more likely to advance presidential policy agendas, to improve presidential 
electoral prospects, and to satisfy presidential desires for a place in history. 
Success was by no means guaranteed. JCS reform meant taking on Congress, the
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civilian Department of Defense, and the military services, all of whom had good 
reasons to resist any kind of centralization (more on this below), and all of whom 
could punish the president by withdrawing support from other initiatives. In 
Kennedy’s case, for example, evidence suggests the President sidestepped reform 
recommendations precisely because he anticipated fierce military resistance and 
political controversy (Sorensen 1965,238; Clifford 1991,330). Even "winning" did 
not promise much in the way of rewards. Truman and Eisenhower may have 
secured new legislation, but they paid a high price and received little benefit 
(Steadman, in House 1982, 851). Their reform efforts of 1947, 1953 and 1958 
alienated the services, divided the Congress, and drained their political capital. 
In short, major legislation offered presidents high risks, high costs, and low 
personal returns.

Bureaucrats
Two bureaucratic groups vehemently opposed any moves to improve the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff: civilian officials within the Department of Defense, and the 
individual military services.

For Defense Department officials, a weak Joint Chiefs of Staff allowed 
interservice rivalries to flourish, which in turn opened the door for greater 
civilian influence and control.193 Samuel Huntington recognized this dynamic as 
early as 1961. "Interservice rivalry," he writes, "not only strengthened the civilian 
agencies but also gave them a whipping boy upon whom to blame deficiencies in 
the military establishment for which just possibly they might be held 
responsible" (Huntington 1961, 380). Without an effective Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Defense Department officials were left with the task of resolving interservice 
disputes and with providing coherent, broad-based recommendations to the 
Secretary on military matters. JCS reform threatened this civilian primacy and 
power. Not surprisingly, civilian authorities sounded the alarm quickly and 
loudly when major reform initiatives surfaced. In 1982, for instance, during the 
early days of the Goldwater-Nichols debates, General Meyer testified that he had 
"already seen some comments from that group." He explained, "under the top 
level civilians within the Defense Department...see their role, which has been to 
provide military advice in lieu of the advice of the military, threatened" (House 
1982,29-30).

193More on the relationship between service rivalry and civilian control can be found in 
Ginsburgh 1964; Ries 1964; Kanter 1975; CSIS1985; Davis 1985; and Huntington 1985.
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The three military services also stood firm in resisting JCS legislative 
reform. At first glance, this may seem surprising. After all, the original JCS arose 
over the objections of the Army and Air Force, both of whom preferred a strong 
central military agency. Yet, once the National Security Act of 1947 became law, 
the game changed. In relatively short order, Army and Air Force officers came to 
embrace the status quo. In part, this stemmed from military culture which 
tended to view any change with suspicion. Army doctrine, for instance, 
defended the necessity of the horse cavalry until 1940 (Kester in House 1982, 
512). In part, support for the existing system also arose from the services' deep- 
seated distrust of one another. As Vincent Davis writes, "A truly effective set of 
JCS mechanisms would have clearly required that senior officers receive and 
obey orders from other senior officers not of their own service" (Davis 1985,159). 
Given the vast philosophical differences and longstanding competitive 
relationships between the Army and Navy, this was asking quite a lot.

Mostly, however, support for the existing JCS system arose out of the 
rapid realization that it fostered a mutually beneficial "live and let live" 
arrangement between the services. With weak central military control, each 
service could and did secure for itself a place in the sun. Davis notes, "by the end 
of the Eisenhower administration, each of the services had won enough rounds 
to least assure its survival in an acceptable form" (Davis 1985,157). Budget data 
confirms this conclusion. (See Table 7.1.)

Table 7,1 Service Shares of U.S. Military Budget. 1951-1985

Service_____________________ Average Budget Share
Army 29.4%
Navy 32.6%
Air Force 38.0%

Tabulations conducted by author.

Source: C.W. Borkund, U.S. Defense and Military Fact Book (Santa Barbara:
ABC-CLIO, 1991), 54-57.

Given the greater technological needs of the Air Force, service shares of 
budgetary pie were relatively equitable.

Moreover, budget disparities between the Army, Navy and Air Force 
grew smaller over time. As Table 7.2 shows, between 1951 and 1960 the Air 
Force received the greatest budgetary allocation — an average of 42.11 percent of 
the budget — while the Army received the lowest — 29.73 percent. Taking the
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difference between these averages, we get a gap between the richest and poorest 
service of 13.95 points. During the following decade, that margin shrank to 9.85 
points. By 1980, the gap dropped even further, to 7.25 points. The trend here is 
clear: Army, Navy, and Air Force budgets were becoming more even over time.

Service

---- m a M B M I l  J C I T I h C  J l i q i C O  M l M r tJ .

by. Decade

Decade & Budaet Share

m i m a i y  u u u y c i

1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980

Army 29.73 % 29.65% 29.55%
Navy 28.16% 30.85% 36.80%
Air Force 42.11% 39.50% 33.65%

Disparity: 13.95 points 9.85 points 7.25 points

Tabulations conducted by author.

Source: C.W. Borkund, U.S. Defense and Military Fact Book (Santa Barbara:
ABC-CLIO, 1991), 54-57.

An enfeebled JCS also ensured that each service got its share of the action. 
It is no coincidence that control over unified and specified commands was split 
fairly evenly between the Army, Air Force and Navy. Nor is it a coincidence that 
military operations usually provided a major role for each service, even at the 
expense of overall effectiveness and efficiency. Stories like the five separate air 
wars in Vietnam and split command of the Grenada invasion were not isolated 
events. They were direct results of a Joint Chiefs of Staff system which was 
structurally incapable of exerting discipline over its service members. As Richard 
Steadman noted in 1982, the JCS system was "designed to minimize controversy 
and to reach compromise at the lowest possible levels, and it remains like this 
because such a system protects the interests of the individual services" (emphasis mine. 
House 1982,845).

In short, civilian officials and the military services all came to favor the 
1947 JCS organization because it protected and promoted their individual 
interests. Doing so, of course, came at the expense of broader, national concerns.

Legislators
Congress's role in JCS evolution can be understood as a classic collective 

action problem. Though Congress as a whole has held a strong interest in
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providing the best possible defense apparatus, most individual members have 
n o t To be sure, Congressional national security intellectuals like Stuart 
Symington, Sam Nunn and Barry Goldwater have long seen the need for JCS 
reform. But these Members have constituted a tiny minority within the House 
and Senate. For average Members, those traditional reelection-seekers, three 
factors have provided overwhelming incentives to protect the status quo JCS 
system.

First, military decentralization enhanced Congressional power. Brent 
Scowcroft captured the situation well:

One of the things you have to remember about the Hill is that it is useful to the 
Congress to have the services, or any subordinate agencies, separated, because 
the Congress then can get inside the harmony between the Army, Navy, and the 
Air Force.... The Congress plays a role in that. It helps them, because they can 
balance off people and it lets them play a much stronger role than if you have 
this monolithic department that they just can't get a handle on.194

Division within military ranks was good for Congress. Not only did it reinforce 
civilian control of the military, but it enabled individual Members to exercise 
substantial influence over military policies and weapons programs.195

This suggests a second, more important reason why average legislators 
favored the status quo: pork. A decentralized, inefficient military meant more 
defense spending. And more defense spending provided more jobs to more 
voters in districts back home. Goldwater notes,"[historically, Congress ...has
been a foe of centralized leadership of the military and its branches This was
to attract military bases and spending contracts to their states and congressional 
districts" (Goldwater 1988,340). Military spending was, indeed, big business. In 
1985, the Pentagon's $261 billion defense budget constituted 26.7 percent of all 
federal outlays and 6.4 percent of the Gross Domestic Product (Statistical 
Abstracts of the United States 1995,336).

Though the precise relationship between military budgets and political 
patronage is difficult to prove, general indicators and anecdotal evidence are 
compelling. Consider, for example, the distribution of military installations and 
defense contract awards. In an efficient and effective military system, we would 
expect basing and contracting to be relatively concentrated. Ground troops

194Brent Scowcroft, interview by author, 7 July 1995.
195See also Ries 1964; Kester 1982; and Davis 1985.
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might be somewhat dispersed, but domestic Navy bases should cluster along 
coastlines and air force installations should be located in more inland, protected 
locations. Generally, we would not expect to see large areas with installations 
from all three services. Similarly, an optimal defense contracting system would 
not scatter contracts to an array of different manufacturers, but would channel 
awards to a few, cost-effective, reliable producers. The market should reward 
companies which possess a comparative advantage.

But this is not what we find. In 1991,30 of the 50 American states housed 
facilities from all three military services. Nearly 90 percent of all states — 44 of 50 
— contained installations from two or more services. Navy facilities did tend to 
cluster along coastal areas, but they could also be found in many other states — 33 
in all — including some which had no access to major waterways (Borkund 
1991). Defense contracts were also geographically diffused. (See Figure 7.1.) The 
South led all regions with 39 percent of 1994 contract dollars. However, the West 
was not far behind, with a 30 percent share. Northeast and Midwest contractors 
garnered 17 percent and 15 percent of awards, respectively.

Figure 7.1 FY1994 Defense Contract Awards bv Region

Northeast

Midwest

W
South

Source: Statistical Abstracts of the United States, 1995 (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Census Bureau, 1995), 358196

This pattern becomes even more apparent at the state level. (See Table 7.3.) 
In 1994, only one state, California, received more than 8 percent of defense 
contract dollars. Four others — Texas, Virginia, Missouri and Florida — garnered 
relatively large shares ranging between 5 and 8 percent. The majority of defense 
contract dollars went to the remaining 46 states.

196For exact percentage and dollar breakdowns, see Appendix E.
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Table 7.3_____ Distribution of Defense Contract Awards bv State. FV1994

yg.Qf all contracts:- _______ L5%_______ 5-8%_______ >8%
# of states: 26 20 4 1

Source: Statistical Abstracts of the United States, 1995 (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Census Bureau, 1995), 358.

Given that a one percent share equaled roughly a billion dollars in awards, these 
seemingly small pieces of the pie translated to substantial economic advantages. 
As Barry Blechman put it, "[r]are is the congressman whose district is not 
measurably affected by trends in defense spending" (Blechman 1990,45).

Dispersed basing and contracting patterns had more to do with politics 
than with economics. Anecdotal evidence reinforces this conclusion. Examples 
of unnecessary weapons programs, of military duplication, and of explicit 
political patronage abound. In the 1950s, Congressional pressure led to the 
production of two nearly identical missile systems — the Thor and Jupiter— 
despite protests from Pentagon officials that only one was needed. Called by one 
general "about as alike as the Ford and Chevrolet" (Senate 1957, 959), these 
missiles incurred an estimated $200 million in extra costs (Huntington 1961,414). 
In the end, Defense Secretary McElroy put both Thors and Jupiters into 
production. As one former Pentagon official observed:

If the Defense Department suggested canceling the Air Force's Thor program, a 
Congressional delegation from California would be down our necks. And 
elimination of the Army Jupiter program would have half the Alabama 
delegation plus a couple of representatives from the Detroit area fighting us.
(Fairfield 1958,21)

Little has changed. In 1995, Congress authorized an extra $30 billion to 
save the batlike B-2 Stealth bomber from cancellation. The vote came despite 
repeated administration claims that the B-2 — which had been designed to 
penetrate highly sophisticated Soviet radar — had become both unaffordable and 
unnecessary in the post-Cold War world. Even a Congressionally-funded 
independent study, conducted by the Institute for Defense Analyses and led by 
former Air Force Chief of Staff Larry Welch, advised against continuing B-2 
production. Nevertheless, fears of economic dislocation back home led a few 
key Congressional delegations to keep the program alive. As Lawrence Korb
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notes, the final debate came between "those who ha[d] defense contractors in 
their district and those who [did] not" (Korb 1985,22).

Stories of personal political patronage also are plentiful. In 1958, one 
South Carolina representative was identified simply as "Mendel Rivers of the 
Charleston Navy Yard" (Huntington 1961,389). In more recent times, even such 
liberals as Senators Edward Kennedy and Alan Cranston have supported defense 
programs like the F-18 fighter bomber, for the business they brought local 
corporations (Morgan 1982). During the Carter administration, Secretary of 
Defense Harold Brown estimated that $5 billion a year could be cut from the 
military budget if legislators voted for national interests rather than the economic 
interests of their districts (Halloran 1981).

The third and final reason average members resisted JCS reform was that 
it exposed them to reputational attacks. Few legislators were willing to risk 
being labeled "soft" on defense or "anti-American." During the 1947 unification 
debates, Representative Clare Hoffman explained, "...if Congress ventures to 
suggest...any change, if it has to do with national defense, immediately the 
individual Member of the Congress is charged by commentators or columnists or 
somebody with being against national defense, with being against the 
Government" (House 1947a, 172). Senator Joseph Biden made the same point 
during Goldwater-Nichols debates.

In sum, maintaining the status quo military system provided large 
benefits for average Members. A weak JCS bolstered civilian control of the 
military — and Congressional power in particular — by allowing Congress to play 
the three services against one another. Military inefficiency meant big business 
for Congressional districts; one legislators "waste" was another's pork. 
Supporting the military also offered more reputational advantages than 
supporting military reform. As Les Aspin put it, "When it comes to national 
security matters, there is a tendency to 'play it safe.’ Playing it safe usually 
means buying more" (Aspin 1975, 157). These three considerations made 
Congress a forceful ally of the military services and Defense Department officials. 
All of these players had good reason to prefer the devil they knew to the devil 
they did not. Together, they created a powerful resistance to JCS reform.

Obviously, history shows that the interests and capabilities of these actors 
did not freeze JCS design forever. Yet, presidential, bureaucratic and 
Congressional incentives and tools go a long way toward explaining why it was 
so difficult to change the Joint Chiefs of Staff for so long. To succeed, reform had
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to come through major legislation. And it had to contend with opposition from 
three fronts: average legislators, civilian officials, and the military services.

Events
The most stunning thing about political events is how little they 

influenced JCS development. It is no secret that the Joint Chiefs of Staff operated 
poorly from 1947 to 1986. Indeed, if performance in combat is the ultimate test of 
military organizational design, then the JCS system failed time and time again. 
During the Korean War, interservice rivalry extended to conflicts over which 
service would operate a laundry in Alaska (Dickson 1983). The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff signed off on Kennedy's Bay of Pigs plan, despite serious reservations about 
its chances for success. "The advice of every member of the Executive Branch 
brought in to advise was unanimous," Kennedy remarked, "and the advice was 
wrong" (Sorensen 1965,305). The military's lackluster performance in Vietnam 
has been the subject of myriad examinations. More recently, even small-scale 
operations in Iran, Grenada and Beirut were rife with planning, command, and 
coordination problems. It did not take much to see that the system was not 
working, and that the price of failure — loss of American lives, prestige and 
political credibility — was high.

Reform did come in the end, but it came more than ten years after 
Vietnam, twenty-five years after the Bay of Pigs, and forty years after the start of 
the Cold War. If anything, examining the role of events in JCS evolution reveals 
the agency's remarkable resilience to exogenous shocks. It took forty years of 
mounting pressure to finally move the agency towards reform. Even then, 
success was by no means guaranteed; without the timely and tragic occurrence of 
the Beirut bombing and Grenada invasion in 1983, or the sustained leadership of 
key national security intellectuals within Congress, Goldwater-Nichols almost 
certainly would have failed.

Summary
Odds were against the Joint Chiefs of Staff from the start. JCS provisions 

of the National Security Act fulfilled the Navy's wildest dreams -  hamstringing 
the Joint Chiefs at the outset and making future modifications nearly impossible. 
The statute conferred authority on a corporate JCS but gave it no power. It 
created conflicting interests at all levels of agency activity. It insulated the 
agency from presidential meddling by spelling out JCS features in specific,
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positive, statutory language and by embedding the agency in a web of intricate 
and delicate relationships. All of these features ensured that changing the JCS 
would be difficult; to succeed, reform would have to be sweeping and it would 
have to come through Congressional legislation.

The ongoing interests and capabilities of relevant political players also 
worked against improving JCS design after 1947. Civilian Defense Department 
officials, the military services, and average legislators all stood to gain from a 
weak Joint Chiefs of Staff. Poor central military organization enhanced civilian 
control, assured service survival and provided electoral benefits to reelection- 
minded legislators. Presidents had the incentive to reform JCS design, but lacked 
the capabilities. Congress, on the other hand, had the capabilities but lacked the 
incentive. With bureaucrats and legislators supporting the status quo, there was 
little presidents could do.

These two factors -- initial design and the constellation of political 
interests — made the Joint Chiefs of Staff particularly resilient to the pressures of 
events. For forty years, the JCS system was buffeted by operational failures and 
by calls for reform. And for forty years, nothing happened. No single event, not 
even the Vietnam War, could break through this wall of resistance. Instead, 
reform required a massive accumulation of all these events, and a crusade by 
some of Congress's most venerated leaders. Even then, it nearly failed. Had 
Goldwater not made JCS reform his last Congressional crusade, had Grenada 
and Beirut not occurred when they did, had Reagan not stood silently by, 
Goldwater-Nichols would have become an historical footnote.

III. Conclusions

The National Security Agency Model proposed three general hypotheses 
about the evolution of national security agencies: 1) Congressional oversight 
should be sporadic and largely ineffectual; 2) agency evolution should be driven 
by the executive branch; and 3) specific agency trajectories can be explained by 
initial agency design, by the ongoing interests and capabilities of political actors, 
and by world events. The JCS case fits fairly well with all three claims.

Though Congress has undoubtedly gotten more involved in defense 
budgets and issues since the Vietnam War (Blechman 1990), it has not done much 
to improve the workings of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In fact, Congress's 
assertiveness on budget issues places its indifference to organizational issues in
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stark relief. After Vietnam, Authorization and Appropriations committees may 
have kept a more watchful eye over Pentagon expenditures, but they turned a 
deaf ear to complaints about basic problems of military organization. The Joint 
Chiefs of Staff was left to run amok.

Instead, what few changes were made to the Joint Chiefs of Staff came 
from executive branch initiatives. Defense Secretary Forrestal was the driving 
force behind the 1949 National Security Act amendments, Eisenhower pressed 
for reforms in 1953 and 1958, and JCS Chairman General Davey Jones set the 
reform ball rolling in the early 1980s.

Finally, examining initial agency design, actors' preferences, power, and 
outside events gets us a long way toward understanding precisely how and why 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff evolved in the way it did. A broad view of JCS evolution 
finds an overwhelming pattern of stasis. The Joint Chiefs of Staff was bom a 
hard target: its initial design favored the status quo and gave bureaucrats and 
legislators little reason to change it.

If anything, JCS reform in 1986 stands as the exception which proves the 
rule. The truth is Goldwater-Nichols should never have happened. No theory 
or general explanation could have predicted its passage. Reform succeeded only 
because a series of factors converged at just the right time, in just the right way. 
Had any one of them been missing, the Joint Chiefs of Staff would still be 
hobbled today.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

ORIGINS OF THE CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY:
"THOSE SPOOKY BOYS"

When most Americans think of the Central Intelligence Agency, they 
conjure up images of a "rogue elephant," a supersecret organization gone out of 
control.197 "Those spooky boys," as Secretary of State Dean Rusk called them 
(Leary 1984, 6), designed exploding Cuban cigars to assassinate Castro, mined 
Nicaraguan harbors, planted Soviet moles, and sponsored coups from Guatemala 
to Vietnam. The ultimate Cold War agency, the CIA became best known for its 
covert, subversive operations abroad.

But this Central Intelligence Agency looks nothing like the one created by 
the 1947 National Security Act. When Truman submitted that draft legislation in 
February 1947, he meant to create an intelligence confederation. Conforming to 
his military's wishes, the president sought a small central intelligence agency 
which would coordinate, evaluate, and disseminate intelligence, but which 
would not collect i t  The original CIA was never supposed to engage in spying. 
It was never supposed to sponsor coups, influence foreign elections, or conduct 
any other kind of subversive operations. It was never supposed to be more than 
an analysis outfit, coordinating the information gathered by other pre-existing 
intelligence units in the Army, Navy, FBI and State Department. To put it 
plainly, the CIA was supposed to be weak.198 Its provision in the National 
Security Act was among the least noticed and least debated of all.

At the outset, it is also important to bear in mind that CIA origins were 
much more complicated than the NSC system or the Joint Chiefs of Staff cases. 
This is so for two reasons. First, there were many more bureaucratic actors on 
the scene who had a stake in the creation of a central intelligence organization. 
Despite the popular perceptions generated by Tom Clancy novels and James 
Bond movies, American intelligence gathering was not a Cold War invention: it

197The term "rogue elephant” was originally coined by Senator Frank Church in his 1976 review 
of CIA history and activities. See Senate 1976.
198This point is hotly contested. Many believe that Harry Truman intentionally created a central 
intelligence agency with covert capabilities and insulation from Congressional control. At the 
very least, they argue, Truman deliberately included two "elastic" dauses in the National Security 
Act which could be used to justify covert CIA operations (see, for example, Cline 1981; Clifford 
1991). However, Truman's insertion of these dauses was merely a response to Congressional 
enumeration of the CLA’s authority. As the following discussion shows, Truman did not seek a 
CIA with wide discretionary powers.
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has existed since the Republic's founding. George Washington organized his 
own intelligence unit during the Revolutionary War, sending spies behind 
enemy lines and overseeing counterespionage operations. In 1790, just three 
years after the Constitutional Convention, Congress acknowledged executive 
prerogative to conduct intelligence operations and gave then-President 
Washington a secret unvouchered fund "for spies, if the gentleman so pleases" 
(Andrew 1995, ll).199 Intelligence has been a component of American foreign 
policy ever since.

More important for our purposes, America's growing involvement in 
world affairs during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries led to the 
establishment of several permanent intelligence organizations. In 1882, the 
Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) was created and charged with collecting 
technical data about foreign navy ships and weapons. Three years later, the 
Department of War established its own intelligence unit -- the Military 
Intelligence Division (MID). In 1908, the Federal Bureau of Investigation opened 
its doors. By the 1930s, the FBI had become the nation’s preeminent 
counterespionage agency and had branched into running intelligence activities in 
Latin America. The State Department, meanwhile, had developed an expertise 
and a mission which focused on overt information collection. Finally, Japan's 
stunning surprise attack on Pearl Harbor200 sparked the creation of a new 
wartime central intelligence agency under the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Office of 
Strategic Services (OSS), which collected information, analyzed raw intelligence, 
and carried out a range of covert, subversive operations abroad -- from 
propaganda, to sabotage, to paramilitary operations. By the end of World War n, 
these five bureaucratic actors were vying for their own place in the postwar 
intelligence arena. This was hardly the same straightforward War versus Navy 
Department environment that gave rise to the National Security Council system 
or the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Second, although the CIA's statutory charter can be found alongside 
provisions which established the NSC system and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
questions of postwar intelligence were peripheral to the unification debate. 
Political players -  particularly the president — were far more concerned with

199For more on early American intelligence activities, see Pennypacker 1939; CIA 1976; Sayle 
1986.
200Much has been written about the intelligence failures surrounding Pearl Harbor. The 
definitive work on the subject is Wohlstetter 1962.
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consolidating the military services than with establishing any kind of peacetime 
central intelligence agency. The JCS, and even the NSC system, figured directly 
into War-Navy unification discussions. But postwar intelligence issues were 
mostly hashed out along a separate, parallel negotiating track. Indeed, these 
issues appeared to be settled in January 1946, a full year before the Truman 
administration presented Congress with its final version of the National Security 
Act: in an executive directive, the president signaled his acceptance of a hard- 
won compromise intelligence plan. The arrangement protected all existing 
intelligence units by granting each exclusive control over its own sphere of 
activity and by creating a new, weak, central coordinating body called the 
"Central Intelligence Group" (CIG). All sides expected this arrangement to be 
simply and automatically codified in the forthcoming National Security Act

However, to everyone's surprise, the new Central Intelligence Group 
quickly took on a life of its own, pressing the administration for broader 
jurisdiction, more autonomy and stronger legal foundations in the National 
Security Act. The timing could not have been worse. The warring military 
services were just now edging toward a comprehensive compromise unification 
bill. Reopening intelligence discussions at this point threatened to rekindle 
military opposition and derail the entire legislative package. Facing this specter, 
Truman and his aides were in no mood to compromise with CIG. Determined to 
get a military consolidation bill through Congress in 1947, the White House 
rejected all of CIG's demands and kept intelligence provisions as brief and as 
uncontroversial as possible. The administration's proposed National Security 
Act included the barest mention of a Central Intelligence Agency. Ironically, 
such thin, vague provisions opened the door for subsequent CIA abuses. 
Truman's uncontroversial language would become the proverbial wolf in sheep's 
clothing.

U layeis

"Wild Bill" Donovan and the Office of Strategic Services
Called an "empire builder" by some and "Wild Bill" by most, William J. 

Donovan began floating radical ideas for a powerful central intelligence 
organization as early as 1940 (Troy 1981, 74). During a European tour for 
President Roosevelt, Donovan became convinced that the existing intelligence 
system — which left War, Navy, State, FBI and other intelligence units to their
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own devices — was incapable of providing the president with integrated 
intelligence analysis or operations. With war on the horizon, Donovan began 
pressing Roosevelt for an agency which would not only coordinate these 
disparate intelligence components, but which would combine intelligence 
collection, analysis and subversive foreign operations under a single roof 
(Karalekas 1984). Events soon played into Donovan's hands. The stunning 
surprise Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor gave rise to the Office of Strategic 
Services (OSS). With Donovan at its helm, the OSS was directed to "collect and 
analyze...strategic information" and to "plan and operate...special services" 
(Franklin D. Roosevelt, "Military Order of June 13, 1942: Office of Strategic 
Services," reprinted in Troy 1981,427). The agency quickly evolved. By the end 
of the war, OSS was engaged in a range of activities — from guerrilla warfare to 
clandestine activities to strategic analysis — and employed over 1,200 people 
(Yergin 1977,215-16).201

Still, OSS was far from the all-encompassing, powerful central intelligence 
agency that Donovan envisioned. Placed under the Joint Chiefs of Staff, OSS 
faced stiff competition and firm resistance from both the Office of Naval 
Intelligence and the Army's G-2 intelligence branch. Anne Karalekas writes, 
"From the outset the military were reluctant to provide OSS with information for 
its research and analysis role and restricted its operations" (Karalekas 1984,17). 
General MacArthur, she notes, excluded OSS from the Pacific theater. FBI 
Director J. Edgar Hoover prohibited OSS from conducting any domestic 
espionage activities and maintained the FBI's tight control over all intelligence 
activities in Latin America. In short, with no direct access to the president, with 
relatively limited autonomy, and with little cooperation from other intelligence 
components, the Office of Strategic Services contributed only modestly to the 
wartime intelligence effort (Lowenthal 1992).

The OSS experience was central to Donovan's thinking about postwar 
intelligence organization. In the fall of 1944, Donovan once again took the 
initiative, proposing a new and improved OSS to meet American peacetime 
intelligence needs. According to Donovan's 18 November 1944 memo to 
Roosevelt, this proposed central intelligence agency would report directly to the 
president. It would have its own budget. It would be able to call on other 
intelligence agencies for personnel and information. And it would have explicit

201 For additional information about the Office of Strategic Services, see Darling [1953] 1990; Troy 
1981.
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authority to gather its own intelligence, to conduct its own subversive activities 
abroad, and to coordinate the intelligence functions and policies of all other 
intelligence agencies. In short, the Donovan proposal called for a truly 
centralized system, dominated by a single agency.202

The Military, the FBI, and the Department of State
Donovan's strong central agency plan ran up against serious opposition. 

The Navy Department, the War Department, the Justice Department’s FBI, and 
the Department of State all conducted intelligence activities of their own. 
Without objecting outright to the idea of a central coordinating agency, these 
actors sought to protect their own turf. As former CIA Deputy Director Ray 
Cline writes, "The one thing that Army, Navy, State, and the FBI agreed on was 
that they did not want a strong central agency controlling their collection 
programs" (Cline 1981,112). A common enemy forged common bonds. Though 
the specific motivations and plans varied among these actors, their objective was 
the same: maintaining the maximum power and independence of their own 
intelligence operations. In an unusual coalition, sailors, soldiers, G-men and 
diplomats came together and lobbied for a decentralized, confederal intelligence 
system. Nominally coordinated by a small central organization, the system 
would allow each department to run its own intelligence affairs.

The Department of the Navy
The Navy Department led the charge against Donovan’s idea of a 

powerful central intelligence agency. This should not come as a surprise. A 
decentralized intelligence system fit nicely with the Navy's unification proposals 
and philosophy. Lauding the virtues of decentralization and loose coordination 
served the Navy's interests on all fronts. Navy leaders knew that confederal 
organizations -  be they the National Security Council, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, or 
some diluted central intelligence agency -  offered the best odds of maintaining 
the department's preeminent status, power, and influence. That was exactly 
what they wanted. In Cline's words, the Navy "sought a central [intelligence] 
structure strong enough to prevent any other agency from dominating 
everything but weak enough to present no threat to Navy's control of its own 
affairs" (Cline 1981,112).

202A complete reprint of Donovan's 18 November 1944 memo to the president can be found in 
Troy 1981,445-47 and Leary 1984,123-5.
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But there was more to the Navy's motives than naked self-interest. As 
Ferdinand Eberstadt's 1945 report suggests, the Navy, War and State 
Departments had very different informational needs — needs which could not 
easily be combined or even understood by a central intelligence apparatus. 
Developing navy strategy, tactics, weapons programs, and force structure 
required detailed technical information about enemy and allied naval forces. The 
same was true for the Army and Air Force. As for the State Department, 
diplomatic moves required both military information as well as intelligence 
about broader economic and political conditions abroad. Eberstadt concludes, 
"each of these departments requires operating intelligence peculiar to itself. 
Intimate and detailed knowledge of the objectives and problems of each service 
is obviously indispensable to successful operation" (Eberstadt 1945,163). For all 
three Departments, collecting the right information and interpreting it in the 
right way required specialized expertise. Such skills, they believed, were most 
efficiently developed and utilized by their own, in-house intelligence 
components.

The Department of War
War and Navy Department interests coincided. While the two 

departments fought tooth and nail over almost every other provision of the 
National Security Act, they formed a united front against a strongly centralized 
intelligence system. Like the Office of Naval Intelligence, the Army's G-2 served 
the unique needs of its parent department. Operations, intelligence gathering 
and analysis were all undertaken with an eye to improving War Department 
strategy and tactics. Though military consolidation promised a multitude of 
benefits for the War Department, intelligence consolidation did not. In this one 
area, War Department leaders willingly chanted the Navy's mantra: the more 
organizations, the better.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation
The FBI, like the Navy and War Departments, had good reasons to resist a 

highly centralized intelligence system. Initially established as the Justice 
Department's basic federal law enforcement agency, the Bureau quickly extended 
its activities to counterterrorism and counterintelligence. During the 1930s, J. 
Edgar Hoover’s G-men were responsible for rooting out spies, for investigating 
sabotage, and for hunting down communist and fascist agents/operatives within
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the United States. It was not long before the ever-ambitious Hoover began 
pushing for more. In 1939, the FBI assumed responsibility for collecting foreign 
intelligence in Latin America. With President Roosevelt's blessing, the Bureau 
created a Special Intelligence Services whose 360 agents controlled Western 
hemisphere intelligence activities throughout the war (Richelson 1989, 136). 
Thus, by 1945, Hoover's FBI had become the nation's paramount 
counterespionage agency — with near total control over domestic activities -  and 
had begun venturing into overseas operations. As the war's end drew near, the 
Bureau was naturally reluctant to cede either of these hard-won gains to 
Donovan's OSS or any other organization.203

An Uneasy Partner: The Department of State
The State Department sat more tenuously in this coalition. It appeared 

caught between two countervailing pressures.
On the one hand, Donovan's idea of a strong central intelligence agency 

threatened the Secretary of State and his colleagues. As State saw it, the line 
between analyzing intelligence and providing foreign policy advice was a thin 
one. Indeed, the State Department largely saw its mission in terms of 
intelligence; what else did Foreign Service Officers do but collect information and 
use it to develop workable policy proposals and programs? For diplomats, 
information was power. Donovan's new agency, with its broad information 
gathering mandate and direct presidential access, posed a direct challenge to the 
State Department's influence in foreign affairs.

On the other hand, the Department's own cultural norms and 
organizational structure pulled in the opposite direction. Disdain for all things 
covert ran deep within the diplomatic corps. As Secretary of State Henry L. 
Stimson succinctly put it, "gentlemen do not read each other's mail.” Such 
sentiment prompted the Department to disband its code breaking joint venture 
with the Army and Navy in 1929 and to resist creating an internal clandestine 
intelligence unit until after World War II. For these officials, intelligence was 
supposed to be gained openly, by trained diplomats who spent their time 
monitoring foreign news, socializing with foreign diplomats, and cabling their 
impressions back home to Washington (Cline 1981, 30-37). If clandestine 
activities had to be performed at all, the feeling ran, it was better to let some

203For more on the FBI, see Cline 1981,39-41; Troy 1981.
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other organization take responsibility. By this reasoning, a powerful central 
intelligence agency might not be a bad thing. At the very least, it kept the dirty 
business of spying from sullying the hands of diplomats.

The Department's centrifugal organization only added fuel to the fire. 
Regional bureaus dominated the State Department's power structure. Rooted in 
this division was the idea that all activities — including overt intelligence 
collection — should be scattered across the various country and regional offices 
rather than concentrated in any kind of Department-wide functional bureau. 
This resistance to creating an in-house, State Department intelligence outfit 
weakened the Department's hand in the broader executive branch battle.

As we shall see, these countervailing pressures led the State Department 
to move in and out of its alliance with the Navy, the War Department, and the 
FBI. At first, fears of Donovan's all-powerful agency drove the Department into 
their arms. However, once Donovan’s plan was off the table, Secretary of State 
James Byrnes tried to break away from the coalition and take control of all 
intelligence activities in the executive branch. But Byrnes soon found himself 
waging a two-front war -- one against his coalition partners in the executive 
branch and the other against his own Department. Byrnes eventually conceded, 
rejoined the War-Navy-FBI coalition and lived to fight another day.

A  Late Arrival: The Central Intelligence Group
The Central Intelligence Group was never supposed to become an actor in 

the intelligence conflict When Harry Truman created CIG by executive directive 
on 22 January 1946, he believed the bureaucratic battle to be over: CIG's design 
represented a decisive victory for proponents of decentralized intelligence. 
Surrounded by superintending and advisory bodies, dependent on other 
departments for budgets and staffing, and limited to coordinating, correlating, 
evaluating and disseminating the intelligence collected by others, CIG was 
designed to be a clearinghouse without strong central authority or power.204

Truman expected to codify this language eventually (and easily) in the 
National Security Act. CIG had different ideas. Within six months of its creation, 
the Central Intelligence Group began pushing for wide-ranging changes. 
Complaining about its "step child" status, CIG Director Hoyt S. Vandenberg

204A full copy of Truman’s CIG directive can be found in Troy 1981,464-5; Leary 1984,126-7; or 
CIA 1994,29-31.
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mounted a campaign to win his agency greater autonomy, broader jurisdiction, 
more power — and to enshrine all of these gains in a new statutory charter. 
Rather than ending the intelligence controversy, CIG’s creation added one more 
voice to it.

The President
For Harry Truman, creating a strong peacetime central intelligence agency 

was never a high priority. Publicly, he remained relatively detached from 
intelligence hostilities, refusing to take strident positions or get out in front of the 
issue.205 However, when moments of decision did arrive, the president sided 
with his military services. At every critical juncture of the intelligence debate, 
Truman opted for the military’s weaker central intelligence agency proposal. 
There were three major moments of decision. The first came in September 1945, 
when Truman chose to disband the wartime Office of Strategic Services instead 
of maintaining it during the peace, as Donovan wanted. Second, in January 1946, 
the president opted to coordinate intelligence through an emasculated Central 
Intelligence Group rather than through a much stronger State Department 
apparatus. Finally, in 1947, Truman proposed a QG-like agency for the National 
Security Act instead of the more powerful provisions recommended by CIG 
Director Vandenberg.

These choices may seem surprising at first. After all, we would expect any 
president, ceteris paribus, to prefer more information to less, and to favor 
centralized control over decentralized arrangements. By this reasoning, Truman 
should have been driven by the imperatives of office to reject the military's 
intelligence plans. However, Truman's position makes more sense when placed 
in context. For this president, no organizational issue appeared more important

205Truman's 19 December 1945 special message to Congress is quite revealing on this count His 
most important address on foreign policy organization, the remarks focus almost exclusively on 
the need for consolidating the military services. Intelligence issues are mentioned only obliquely, 
almost in passing. In more than 14 pages of comments, the president refers to postwar 
intelligence organization only three times. In the first reference, Truman notes generally that 
"[o]ur military policy...should reflect our fullest knowledge of the capabilities and intentions of 
other powers." The second reference comes while emphasizing the need for "other major aspects" 
of a total security program. Even here, Truman seems far more concerned with industrial 
mobilization and the development of scientific research programs than with developing a 
peacetime intelligence system. At the end of the paragraph, he adds, "The findings of our 
intelligence service must be applied to all of these.” In the third reference, Truman notes that 
”[t]he development of a coordinated, government-wide intelligence system is in progress," but 
gives no hint about how the system should be organized or what it might do (Truman 1961-66,1: 
546-60).
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than consolidating the War and Navy Departments into an effective, efficient 
military apparatus. As he explained in his 1945 Special Message to Congress:

We would be taking a grave risk with the national security if we did not move 
now to overcome permanently the present imperfections in our defense 
organization. However great was the need for coordination and unified 
command in World War II, it is sure to be greater if there is any future aggression 
against world peace....Our combat forces must work together in one team as they 
have never been required to work together in the past. (Truman 1961-66,1:549)

Unification of the armed forces was Harry Truman’s crusade. For two years, the 
president marshaled all of the energies and powers of his office to make this idea 
a reality. Eyeing the unification prize, Truman had little patience for anything 
which might jeopardize his campaign.

A new, powerful central intelligence agency threatened to do just that. 
Intelligence was one of the few issues on which the warring Navy and War 
Departments actually agreed. From the start, both services resisted any proposal 
which sought to concentrate intelligence authority in a single organization -  be it 
the OSS, the State Department, or a Central Intelligence Agency. From the 
president's vantage point, opposing the military on this issue posed high risks 
and low potential rewards. Given the delicate nature of unification negotiations, 
Truman needed all the help he could get206

Two Missing Pieces: Interest Groups and Congress
Just like the NSC system and JCS cases, the CIA was created without 

much input from interest groups or Members of Congress. The absence of 
interest groups in this case is understandable. We already know that the foreign 
policy interest group scene was rather sparse. In addition, intelligence 
operations and organizations were, by nature, shrouded in secrecy. This made it 
difficult for interested citizens to know what the issues were, much less to 
organize and try to influence the debate.

206The president's personal beliefs also contributed to his position. Evidence suggests Truman 
harbored "Gestapo” fears about concentrating intelligence authority in one organization. 
Presidential aide George M. Elsey recalled that Truman "wanted to be certain that no single unit or 
agency of the Federal Government would have so much power that we would find ourselves, 
perhaps inadvertently slipping in the direction of...a police state" (Transcript, George M. Elsey 
oral history interview by Jerry N. Hess, 10 July 1970, quoted in Jeffreys-Jones 1989,29). Budget 
Bureau Director Harold Smith agreed. In his diaries, Smith notes how the president repeatedly 
expressed concern about "building up a gestapo" (Harold D. Smith Papers, Truman Library, 
quoted in Jeffreys-Jones 1989,29).
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Legislators also played minor parts in the CIA's creation. Between 1944 
and 1947, substantive debates about postwar intelligence organization stayed 
within the boundaries of the executive branch. Though House and Senate 
committees held a string of hearings during that time about military unification, 
questions of intelligence organization were rarely raised and hardly discussed. 
Tellingly, Truman succeeded in disbanding the wartime OSS and creating a new 
Central Intelligence Group without any Congressional involvement at all: both 
changes were made by unilateral executive action.207 Moreover, legislators 
appeared to duck the intelligence question even when given the opportunity. In 
1947, Truman's National Security Act intelligence provisions sailed through the 
House and Senate with little controversy. Though the House Committee on 
Expenditures in the Executive Departments insisted on specifying CIA functions, 
they adopted the president's old CIG directive almost word for word. No one 
ever seriously considered what this new agency would, or should, be doing. The 
question hinged on whether CIA powers should be spelled out in legislation, not 
on what those powers should be (Troy 1981, 385; Lowenthal 1992, 17). Thus, 
National Security Act provisions ended up creating a CIA which closely 
resembled its CIG predecessor. This was precisely what the Truman 
administration wanted.

Congress acquiesced on CIA design for many of the same reasons it did on 
the NSC system and JCS provisions of the National Security Act. First and 
foremost, average Members had no real incentives to take charge of the issue. If 
anything, electoral considerations militated against challenging the executive 
branch on national security organization. There were no strong organized 
interests which could reward legislators for their votes. On the other hand, 
broad-based public opinion could easily be turned against Members who 
challenged military experts on American national security issues. Against the 
Cold War backdrop, these considerations prevented even Congressional national 
security intellectuals -th a t is, leading legislators who tackled national issues for 
non-electoral reasons — from taking a prominent role. With dim prospects of 
rallying their colleagues to action, Congressional leaders sat on the sidelines.

The Administration also made it difficult for Congress to join the 
intelligence debate. For one thing, placing intelligence provisions in the omnibus 
National Security Act deflected attention away from the CIA itself and toward

207OSS was disbanded by executive order, while CIG was created by an executive directive.
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other more contentious issues such as the Secretary of Defense's powers or Naval 
autonomy. For another, White House aides deliberately adopted a strategy of 
"the less said, the better," making CIA provisions brief and vague (Troy 1981; 
Clifford 1991). Fearing that any more detailed language might reopen 
bureaucratic conflict or invite closer Congressional scrutiny, Administration 
officials kept controversial provisions to a minimum, presented them as "stop
gap" measures, and promised Congress a second, separate intelligence bill in the 
future (Admiral Forrest Sherman, in House 1947a, 174).208 The approach 
worked: all but a few legislators were content to let the National Security Act’s 
intelligence provisions stand unchallenged.

In sum, like the National Security Council system and the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, the Central Intelligence Agency was forged out of executive branch conflict 
A host of bureaucratic actors — the wartime OSS, the military, the FBI, the State 
Department, the Central Intelligence Group — all held a substantial stake in 
postwar intelligence organization. Each fought to achieve its own goals. 
President Truman was a reluctant arbiter in all of this. Preoccupied with military 
unification, the president took action only when necessary and always sided with 
his military departments. Legislators, for their part, had little reason to get 
involved. Flexing Congressional muscles on this issue offered little in the way of 
electoral rewards and much in the way of potential public criticism.

II. Overview: Unification and the Central Intelligence Agency

The intelligence battle was a three-round affair. All were fought within 
the executive branch, but they did not involve the same actors or the same 
options. Round one, which lasted from late 1944 to the fall of 1945, pitted Wild 
Bill Donovan and his OSS against a coalition of the State, Justice, Navy and War 
Departments. At issue was whether to transform the wartime Office of Strategic 
Services into a powerful, independent peacetime central intelligence agency. 
When the round ended, Donovan had lost. Not only did the president reject 
Donovan’s vision of a central intelligence agency, but he disbanded OSS 
altogether, transferring its divisions to the Departments of War and State like

2®®The administration did present a separate CIA bill to Congress two years later — the Centred 
Intelligence Agency Act of 1949. The Act regularized the CIA's budget and enabled the Director 
of Central Intelligence to spend funds on covert operations without notifying Congress.
However, it did not specify Agency functions, jurisdiction, or restrictions in any greater detail.
See Statutes at Large 1950,208-13.
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spoils to the victors. In round two, it was State versus the military; suddenly, 
without OSS as a common enemy, the State/Justice/Navy/War coalition began 
to fray. While Secretary of State Byrnes pressed for a new State Department 
controlled intelligence system, War and Navy officials stuck to their guns, 
continuing to support the old coalition plan for a "Central Intelligence Group" 
under joint State/W ar/Navy control. In the end, State conceded and CIG was 
established by executive directive. Round three featured two new players -  the 
freshly minted Central Intelligence Group and the White House. Between 
January 1946 and February 1947, CIG pushed for more power and for stronger 
statutory foundations in the National Security Act, while Truman and his 
legislative drafting team — mindful of the military’s position — desperately tried 
to quell their demands. With the entire unification bill hanging in the balance, 
CIG did not have much of a chance. The G A  which emerged from the National 
Security Act of 1947 satisfied the War and Navy departments. It was weak by 
design.

Round One: November 1944-September 1945
OSS head Wild Bill Donovan kicked off the conflict in November 1944 

with a memo to Franklin Roosevelt (reprinted in Troy 1981, 445-7). In it, 
Donovan urged the president to not only keep OSS after the war, but to vastly 
increase its autonomy, capabilities, and jurisdiction.209 Where the wartime OSS 
had to report to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Donovan's postwar agency would be led 
by a director who reported directly to the president. Where OSS had to make do 
with budgets from other departments and agencies, the postwar central 
intelligence agency would have an independent budget. Where OSS's mandate 
was limited, Donovan's new agency had wide-ranging authority to rim its own 
spies, conduct subversive operations, as well as analyze and disseminate 
intelligence gathered by State, ONI, G-2, the FBI, and any other governmental 
intelligence units. With its own money, its direct access to the president, and its 
broad authority, Donovan's new agency would be suffused with power. It was 
designed not to coordinate existing intelligence agencies, but to dominate them.

209The OSS wartime experience had been an exercise in frustration and bureaucratic competition. 
Karalekas notes, "Although by the end of the war OSS had expanded dramatically, the 
organization encountered considerable resistance to the execution of its mission. From the outset 
the military were reluctant to provide OSS with information for its research and analysis role and 
restricted its operations" (Karalekas 1984,17).
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Naturally, the departmental intelligence services resisted Donovan's plan. 
As Troy notes, OSS's "pretensions to permanence and power" generated "intense 
hostility" among other intelligence producers, particularly those in the 
Departments of War, Navy and Justice. "These had not wanted...OSS in the first 
place, had never become reconciled to it, and were determined it would never 
attain what they were sure it aspired to, namely, control over their intelligence 
and their intelligence departments" (Troy 1981, 278). In their view, effective 
intelligence gathering and analysis could only be realized by a decentralized 
system in which each department trained its own experts and developed its own 
priorities.

Politics made for strange bedfellows. Between November 1944 and 
September 1945, the Departments of State, War, Navy and Justice joined forces 
against the Donovan plan. Their counterattack came along several fronts. The 
military spearheaded the proposal effort, working within the JCS to develop 
constructive alternatives to the Donovan memo. They finished in a matter of 
weeks. Their counterproposal, which was issued as JIC 239/5 on 1 January 1945, 
diluted much of the central agency’s power.210 Instead of reporting directly to 
the president, the agency's director answered to a "National Intelligence 
Authority" consisting of the Secretaries of State, War, Navy and a representative 
from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. This NLA was a far more powerful superintending 
authority than anything Donovan had envisioned — with near total control over 
the new agency's budgets, jurisdiction, and activities. The JCS plan also called 
for an intelligence advisory Board, filled with the heads of all the major 
intelligence units, which would advise the new central agency's director. In 
essence, this scheme sought to create a central intelligence system in name only; 
sandwiched between the NLA and the advisory Board, the proposed central 
intelligence agency would have minimal authority and power (Troy 1981,151).

Meanwhile, Hoover’s FBI worked behind the scenes to sabotage the OSS 
effort. In February 1945, news of Donovan’s plan made front page headlines in 
three leading anti-Roosevelt papers -the  Chicago Tribune, the New York Daily 
News, and the Washington Times Herald. The articles, written by journalist Walter 
Trohan, carried classified details of the Donovan plan, and denounced the 
proposed central intelligence agency. "Donovan Proposes Super Spy System for 
Postwar New Deal; Would Take over FBI, Secret Service, ONI and G-2 to Watch

210A complete reprint of JIC 239/5 can be found in Troy 1981,451-54.
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Home, Abroad," ran the Times Herald story. The Chicago Tribune declared, "New 
Deal Plans Super Spy System; Sleuths Would Snoop on U.S. and the World..." 
(quoted in Troy 1981,255). Calling the proposed central intelligence agency "an 
all-powerful intelligence service to spy on the postwar world and to pry into the 
lives of citizens at home" (quoted in Troy 1981, 255), Trohan inflamed public 
fears of a U.S. Gestapo. Though J. Edgar Hoover never admitted responsibility, 
many, including Donovan and White House aide Clark Clifford, believed him to 
be the source of the leaks (Darling [1953] 1990; Troy 1981; Clifford 1991).

As the JCS counterproposal made its way to the president's desk, and as 
press leaks made Donovan's plan increasingly untenable, the Departments of 
State, Justice, War and Navy embarked on a diplomatic initiative to stall 
consideration of the entire intelligence issue. On 5 April 1945, just before his 
death, President Roosevelt asked Donovan to canvass the heads of all intelligence 
services about the establishment of a postwar central intelligence agency. 
Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson responded by sending a letter to Donovan. 
His position was firm and clear: as the primary protectors of U.S. national 
interests abroad and at home, the Departments of State, War, Navy and Justice 
had to retain complete control over their own intelligence operations. Stimson 
also made clear that the War Department was not standing alone. "State, War, 
Justice and the Navy have together examined the proposed central intelligence 
service and are in substantial agreement that it should not be considered prior to 
the termination of hostilities against Germany and Japan," he wrote (quoted in 
Troy 1981, 269). The meaning of this sentence could not have been lost on 
Donovan: the four most powerful Cabinet departments had already forged a 
coalition against him (Darling [1953] 1990; Troy 1981). Delaying the intelligence 
issue was merely a polite — and effective — signal or their intentions.

Donovan and the Office of Strategic Services had no chance against such 
odds. Indeed, as Troy writes, the agency "was in a fundamentally weaker 
position than all its rivals and foes" (Troy 1981,277). Forged in wartime, without 
any statutory authority, OSS was never intended to be anything more than a 
temporary creation. As such, the agency lacked institutional strength. It had no 
alumni to speak of, few Congressional supporters, and no real broad public 
support If anything, as the war wound down, public sentiment favored quickly 
returning to "business as usual." This meant demobilizing wartime agencies as 
much, and as fast, as possible.
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This first round of conflict ended five months later, on 20 September 1945, 
when President Truman issued an executive order disbanding the Office of 
Strategic Services and transferring its divisions to the Departments of State and 
War. With the big four Cabinet departments on the offensive, with public 
criticism on the rise, and with Donovan against the wall, the president's choice 
was easy. When the dust cleared, OSS was dead, and Donovan's hopes for a 
strong postwar central intelligence agency were dashed.

Round Two: September 1945-January 1946
Round two began immediately. With OSS gone, the locus of conflict 

moved inside the State/Justice/War/Navy coalition. On 20 September, the same 
day he eliminated OSS, Truman asked Secretary of State James Byrnes to "take 
the lead in developing a comprehensive and coordinated foreign intelligence 
program..." ("Letter from President Truman to Secretary Byrnes Concerning the 
Development of a Foreign Intelligence Program," 20 September 1945, reprinted in 
Troy 1981, 463). Why the president handed this responsibility to the State 
Department remains unclear; what is clear is that Byrnes and his acolytes seized 
the opportunity. They soon began lobbying for a State Department-controlled 
postwar intelligence system. The State Department plan, developed by Byrnes' 
Special Assistant for research and intelligence, Alfred McCormack, called for 
housing an overarching national intelligence authority within the State 
Department, under the exclusive authority and direction of the Secretary. Under 
the McCormack plan, State would be the sole conduit of intelligence reports to 
the President (Troy 1981; Jeffreys-Jones 1989; Clifford 1991).

McCormack's proposal touched off a new and bitter struggle between the 
Department of State and the military. To War and Navy Department officials, a 
State-run intelligence system was no better than Donovan's independent central 
intelligence agency. Both threatened departmental prerogatives. Both promised 
to undermine military control over military intelligence units. Both guaranteed 
outside interference in Army, Navy, and Air Force intelligence activities. As 
Rhodri Jeffreys-Jones put it, "The services wished to keep their own intelligence 
arms intact. If there had to be a central system, they demanded a major say in it" 
(Jeffreys-Jones 1989,34).

War and Navy leaders quickly forged an alliance to resist this new threat. 
On 13 October 1945, Navy Secretary James Forrestal wrote Secretary of War 
Robert Patterson a memo which, among other things, praised the old JCS
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intelligence plan and suggested the two secretaries "push it vigorously at the 
White House" (Troy 1981, 316). Days later, the Navy Department publicly 
released its lengthy study of military unification, the Eberstadt report. In forceful 
prose, the report reiterated the Navy's support for a weakly centralized 
intelligence system. "Complete merger of the intelligence services of the State, 
War and Navy Departments is not considered feasible," the report declared 
(Eberstadt 1945, 163). On 3 November the War Department concluded its own 
internal study of intelligence issues. The Department's final report differed in 
some details, but agreed in principal to JCS and Navy proposals for a confederal 
intelligence system with minimal central control. As Troy concludes, "With these 
two reports in hand... the two secretaries had both a common position and a 
common front...and their alliance presented a serious challenge to the Secretary 
of State..." (Troy 1981,319).

State leaders also found themselves facing fierce opposition within their 
own Department. Regional division heads feared the proposed State 
Department national intelligence authority would interfere with their own 
intelligence efforts. Jealously guarding their prerogatives, these Foreign Service 
Officers wanted no part of McCormack's plan. As Under Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson recalled, the geographic divisions, led by Latin American division chief 
Spruille Braden and Near Eastern division chief Loy Henderson, "were moving 
into solid opposition to intelligence work not in their organizations and under 
their control." Braden later described it as a "knockdown, dragout fight" 
(Acheson 1969,160).

The combination of internal and external resistance proved devastating. 
With a two-front war on his hands, Secretary of State Byrnes did not last long. In 
mid-November, Byrnes began to move towards accommodation with the 
Secretaries of War and Navy. In December, the military turned up the heat, 
sending the president copies of the State and JCS plans, along with a cover memo 
by Admiral Sidney Souers outlining why the president should adopt the 
military's proposal.211 The critical moment came on 6 January 1946, when 
Byrnes, Forrestal and Under Secretary for War Kenneth Royall met at the 
Shoreham hotel. In their meeting, Forrestal reportedly told Byrnes, 'Jimmy, we

211It should be noted that Truman originally requested a review of the intelligence debate. 
However, it is undear whether the president directly asked that Souers, a Navy officer and 
author of the Eberstadt report’s intelligence sections, be charged with the task. Souers' memo can 
be found in CIA 1994,17-19. See also Troy 1981,339-40.
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like you, but we don't like your plan. Just think what might happen if another 
William Jennings Bryan were to succeed you in the State Department" (Darling 
[1953] 1990, 70). Byrnes capitulated. Before the meeting ended, he agreed to 
rejoin the coalition and renew his support for a decentralized intelligence system 
(Darling [1953] 1990; Troy 1981).

Three weeks later, President Truman made the deal official. His executive 
directive of 22 January 1946 created a central intelligence system which closely 
followed the military's recommendations. Under the directive, each department 
retained almost complete autonomy over its own intelligence services. A new 
Central Intelligence Group was created, but given no real autonomy or power. 
Instead of reporting directly to the president, as Donovan had originally wanted, 
CIG served under a National Intelligence Authority — a board which included 
the Secretaries of State, War, Navy and a presidential appointee. Sitting above 
the central agency, State, Navy and War Department Secretaries were in an ideal 
position to protect the interests of their own intelligence components. That was 
not all. Truman’s directive created an Intelligence Advisory Board of all 
intelligence agency heads to "advise" the new CIG Director. The presidential 
order also guaranteed the continued existence of departmental intelligence 
agencies, provided no authority for CIG to collect intelligence or conduct covert 
operations, and explicitly prohibited the new agency from exercising any 
"internal security functions" which might infringe on the FBI's jurisdiction. 
Truman even gave the State, War and Navy Departments control over CIG 
budgets and staffing. As Anne Karalekas notes, this was a recipe for feeble 
centralization. "Through budget, personnel, and oversight," she writes, "the 
Departments had assured themselves control over the Central Intelligence 
Group. CIG was a creature of departments that were determined to maintain 
independent capabilities as well as their direct advisory relationship to the 
President." She concludes, "they succeeded in doing both..." (Karalekas 1984,21).

Round Three: January 1946-February 1947
At this point, all sides thought the intelligence battle was over. Donovan 

and OSS were out of the picture, the State Department had come back into the 
fold, and the president had created a Central Intelligence Group which left each 
department to run its own intelligence affairs. As Truman and his warring 
military services now turned to drafting a compromise military unification bill, 
the intelligence consensus was clear: any legislation should include provisions
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codifying the president's CIG directive.212 Doing so would freeze the existing 
intelligence system into law, insulating it from the whims or desires of future 
political players. On this much, at least, the War and Navy departments agreed.

The Central Intelligence Group did not. Ink on the CIG directive had 
hardly dried before the agency began taking on a life — and agenda -  of its own. 
CIG’s problems were apparent from the start. During the early months of 1946, 
departmental intelligence services readily bypassed the central agency, sending 
their information and taking their case directly to the president They provided 
CIG with a small budget and a meager, mediocre staff. They refused to share 
raw intelligence and ignored the agency's efforts to reconcile or synthesize 
conflicting information. As Anne Karalekas writes, the intelligence units 
"jealously guarded both their information and what they believed were their 
prerogatives in providing policy guidance to the President, making GG's 
primary mission an exercise in futility" (Karalekas 1984,24). The problem was 
simple: CIG's success hinged on the generosity of those who wanted it to fail. 
Truman's directive appeared to be working too well.

Frustrated with their agency's impotence, CIG officials soon began 
pressing for substantial changes. In their capacity as National Intelligence 
Authority members, the Secretaries of War, Navy and State granted some 
significant concessions.213 But these were not enough. In July, CIG General

212The documentary evidence on this point is striking. From May 1946 to January 1947, Truman 
and the military consistently included intelligence provisions in their unification proposals -  
intelligence provisions which dearly meant to grant CIG statutory authority without changing its 
design or operation in any way. On 31 May 1946, the Secretaries of War and Navy drafted a letter 
outlining their points of agreement and outstanding differences on all aspects of military 
unification. Creation of a Central Intelligence Agency was listed among the eight agreed upon 
points. The letter makes dear this new CIA would be no different than the existing Central 
Intelligence Group. Like CIG, the CIA would "compile, analyze, and evaluate information 
gathered by various Government agendes...." but would not collect information or conduct its 
own operations. Like CIG, the CIA would operate under a superintending authority of the 
Secretaries of State, War, Navy, and others. To remove any doubt, the letter noted that ”[a]n 
organization along these lines, established by Executive order, already exists" (Congressional 
Record 1946,7425-7426). President Truman used identical CIA language in the draft unification 
proposal he sent to Congress on 15 June 1946. On 16 January 1947, the War and Navy 
Departments finally agreed to an entire unification bill. Sending a letter of transmittal to the 
president, they again noted "There shall be a...Central Intelligence Agency (which already exists) 
as agreed by the Secretary of War and the Secretary of the Navy in their letter to the President of 
May 31,1946" (Letter from Robert P. Patterson and James Forrestal to President Truman, 16 
January 1947, reprinted in Senate 1947,2-3).
213Spedfically, the NIA authorized QG to carry out independent research and analysis, and gave 
the agency its own clandestine collection capability. With these changes, CIG moved from 
coordinating intelligence to producing its own intelligence estimates for the president.
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Counsel Lawrence R. Houston sent a draft "Bill for the Establishment of a Central 
Intelligence Agency” to the White House which sought to transform CIG from a 
small planning staff to "a legally established, fairly sizable, operating agency" 
(Elsey Papers, Box 56).

This move came as an alarming surprise to the White House, which was 
now deeply embroiled in the unification conflict. As Troy writes, "In this 
perspective, where the White House had the difficult problem of getting generals 
and admirals to agree on a fundamental reorganization of their services, the 
legislative problem of the CIG must have seemed...an unwelcome detail" (Troy 
1981,371). As the War and Navy Departments moved towards compromise, the 
president and his legislative drafting team hardened toward CIG. By January, 
when the military finally agreed to a comprehensive unification bill, the White 
House was in no mood to humor CIG's demands that the legislation specifically 
outline CIA functions, make the Director of Central Intelligence a statutory 
nonvoting member of the NSC, provide procurement authorities, or grant the 
CIA power to "coordinate" foreign intelligence activities and "operate centrally" 
where appropriate. Such controversial measures threatened to reignite military 
opposition and reopen the entire unification conflict (Troy 1981). Thus, as CIG 
pressed for more, the White House responded with less. On 26 February, the 
President submitted his draft National Security Act to Congress. It included only 
the barest mention of the CIA -- enough to transform the CIG directive into 
statutory law, and nothing more. In just 30 lines, the CIA section established the 
agency, placed it under the National Security Council, gave it a director 
appointed from civilian or military life by the president (with the Senate's 
consent), and authorized it to inherit the "functions, personnel, property, and 
records" of the Central Intelligence Group (House 1947b, 10). Round three was 
over. QG had lost.

Epilogue: Congress Considers the National Security Act
CIA provisions of the National Security Act went relatively unnoticed and 

unaltered in Congress. Instead, legislators concentrated on the more hotly 
contested aspects of merging the two military departments — issues like the 
power of the new Secretary of Defense and the protection of the Navy’s Marine 
corps and aviation units. In the Senate, Armed Services Committee deliberations 
resulted in only two relatively minor changes to the proposed CIA, neither of
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which dealt with CIA functions or jurisdiction.214 In fact, the committee's final 
report specifically noted that the Agency would continue to perform the duties 
outlined in Truman’s CIG directive until Congress could pass permanent 
legislation at a later date (Troy 1981). In the House, Members of the Committee 
on Expenditures in the Executive Departments raised more questions and 
concerns about the CIA's "Gestapo" potential and about its unspecified functions. 
But transcripts clearly show such questions and concerns were overshadowed by 
other unification issues. CIA discussion occupied just 29 out of 700 pages of 
House committee testimony.215 The Committee’s probing did not go far or 
produce far-reaching changes to the bill. Quite the opposite: when House 
Members finally decided to list CIA functions in greater detail, they simply cut 
and pasted from Truman's existing CIG directive.

The CIA which arose from the National Security Act of 1947 closely 
resembled its QG predecessor. Like QG, the CIA was supposed to "correlate," 
"evaluate" and "disseminate" intelligence from other services, but was given no 
specific authority to collect intelligence on its own or to engage in any covert 
subversive operations. Like CIG, the CIA operated under the watchful eyes of 
other intelligence producers; where CIG reported to a National Intelligence 
Authority, the CIA operated under the National Security Council — a committee 
including the Secretaries of War, Navy, State, Defense and the President. 
Mimicking the CIG directive, The National Security Act protected existing 
intelligence components with explicit guarantees. In deference to the FBI, the 
law barred the CIA from exercising any "police, subpena [sic], law-enforcement 
powers, or internal-security functions." It also provided that "the departments 
and other agencies of the Government shall continue to collect, evaluate, 
correlate, and disseminate departmental intelligence." Finally, the Act borrowed 
two broad clauses from Truman's directive which were to have a profound 
impact on the CIA's subsequent development. The new agency was charged

214First, the committee voted to make the president a statutory National Security Council 
member. Since the QA reported to the NSC, this move theoretically gave the CIA greater 
presidential access than originally planned. However, it still fell far short of granting the agency 
a private channel to the president, especially since the president was not required to attend NSC 
meetings. Second, the Committee made dear that dvilians, as well as military, were eligible for 
appointment as Director of Central Intelligence; the president’s bill did not rule out dvilian 
appointments, but did not spedfically mention them (Troy 1981).
2l5House 1947a. Tabulations conducted by author. Note that the Committee also went into 
executive session to discuss intelligence issues. But these sessions appeared to have been brief 
and focused on press leaks of CIG operational activities. For more, see Darling [1953] 1990; Troy 
1981.
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with conducting "such additional services of common concern as the National 
Security Council determines" and with performing "such other functions and 
duties related to intelligence affecting the national security as the National 
Security Council may from time to time direct" (Statutes at Large 1948, 497-99). 
Taken together, these CIA provisions created an agency which suited War and 
Navy department interests to a tee. If CIG were any guide, the CIA would pose 
no threat to departmental intelligence agencies.

III. Conclusions

Here, too, it appears that a major national security agency was forged 
without much Congressional input and without much consideration of broad 
national concerns. Like the National Security Council system and the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, the Central Intelligence Agency took shape almost exclusively 
within the executive branch, where bureaucratic players cared first and foremost 
about their own institutional interests.

The CIA was clearly a product of executive branch discussions and 
decisions. All three rounds of the postwar intelligence battle were fought among 
bureaucratic actors and were ultimately decided by the president. Round one, 
which pitted OSS chief Donovan against the State/Justice/N avy/W ar 
department coalition, ended with an executive order disbanding OSS and 
transferring its functions to the Departments of State and War. Round two 
featured internecine warfare between top State Department officials and the 
military. It, too, ended with unilateral presidential action: an executive directive 
which implemented the military's recommendations for a weak Central 
Intelligence Group. In round three, it was CIG against the White House. With 
the entire unification bill hanging in the balance, and with military preferences 
about postwar intelligence well known, Truman and his legislative drafting team 
took decisive action. Rebuffing CIG's advances, they introduced a National 
Security Act bill which included brief, vague CIA provisions- Their aim was to 
continue CIG under new, statutory authority while generating as little 
controversy as possible.216

216Truman's diary suggests the president intended to grant QG statutory legitimacy without 
changing its substantive functions or operations in any way. See also Senate 1976,71; Karalekas 
1984; Lowenthal 1992.
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Truman succeeded, thanks in large part to Congressional indifference. 
Legislators in both chambers accepted CIA provisions with little comment or 
debate. Though a few Members raised alarms about the Agency's potential 
police power and broad jurisdiction, these voices were whispers against the 
wind.217 Average legislators had little incentive to probe deeply into CIA design, 
while national security intellectuals had bigger fish to fry in the unification bill. 
Tellingly, even those who pressed for a more specific CIA mandate ended up 
simply copying from Truman's CIG directive of 1946. It seems that even here, 
legislators were content to defer to the executive. The CIA which emerged bore 
an uncanny resemblance to the Central Intelligence Group. Truman himself 
writes that the National Security Act succeeded in "renaming" the Central 
Intelligence Group -  implying the Act made no substantive changes to CIG's 
design or operations at all (Truman 1956,57-58).

There can also be little doubt that the Central Intelligence Agency was 
forged out of parochial, rather than national, interests. Creating any kind of 
postwar central intelligence apparatus inevitably benefited some bureaucratic 
actors and threatened others. While OSS and CIG had much to gain by a 
strongly centralized system, the Departments of State, Justice, War and Navy all 
stood to lose. For these "big four" departments, promoting U.S. national security 
was never a paramount concern. Instead, these departments sought a central 
intelligence system which, above all, insulated their own intelligence services 
from outside interference. Paradoxically, their vision of an "effective" central 
intelligence agency was one without strong central control or coordination. The 
ideal CIA was a weak CIA.

But why did these departments succeed? Why did the president so 
readily accept their vision of postwar intelligence organization? The short 
answer is that Harry Truman needed the military services more than they 
needed him. Propelled by national interest, the president had placed military 
consolidation at the top of his political agenda. To him, no issue was more vital 
to American postwar security than unifying the War and Navy Departments into 
a single Department of Defense, and no price was too great to achieve success. In 
this context, Donovan's vision of a powerful statutory CIA never had a chance. 
From day one, War and Navy leaders strenuously opposed such a scheme. With 
no political capital to spare, the president went along. His executive actions and

217The most vocal legislators were Reps. Clarence Brown (R-OH), James Wadsworth (R-NY),
Fred Busbey (R-IL), and Senator Millard E. Tydings (D-MD).
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legislative recommendations all sought to create a central intelligence apparatus 
which protected departmental intelligence units rather than ensuring the new 
central agency would function well.
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CHAPTER NINE

EVOLUTION OF THE CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY: 
"CONGRESSIONAL UNDERSIGHT'

QA evolution bears a remarkable resemblance to both the NSC system and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. At first glance, this may seem peculiar. After all, the 
NSC system is a case of rapid and radical president-led reform, while the JCS 
appears a model of agency stagnation. For presidents, changing the NSC staff 
came easily. Almost overnight, they were able to turn an insignificant staff 
provision of the National Security Act into a powerful, presidential foreign policy 
organization. This was hardly true of the Joint Chiefs of Staff organization, 
which remained impervious to presidential reform efforts and hobbled by its 
ineffective design for forty years. If anything, the NSC system and JCS 
evolutionary patterns appear to be polar opposites.

How could the CIA have been radically transformed and mired in its 
original design at the same time? The answer is that the Central Intelligence 
Agency really contains two organizations in one: a coordinating/analysis unit 
and a clandestine service.218 With separate personnel, vastly different cultures 
and missions, and rigid organizational barriers, these two sides of the CIA have 
evolved in separate ways along separate tracks.219 The CIA's schizophrenic 
nature has led to schizophrenic development

The covert wing — now called the Directorate of Operations — has 
developed much like the NSC staff. It first arose and flourished because 
presidents wanted it to. Covert action was never explicitly authorized by the 
National Security Act or any other subsequent legislation. Instead, clandestine 
intelligence gathering and secret political activities have been conducted solely 
on the basis of presidential orders, memos, and directives.220 What's more, this

218The clandestine service has performed two distinct types of activities. The first — covert 
intelligence collection — involves obtaining secret information about a foreign country without 
that country's knowledge. The second type of activity is covert action, defined by the CIA as "any 
clandestine operation or activity designed to influence foreign governments, organizations, 
persons or events in support of United States foreign policy" (Senate 1976,141). Action can range 
from low-level propaganda, to coup attempts, to paramilitary activities. For purposes of 
simpliaty, I have grouped both types of activities together when discussing foe CIA's covert side.
219Wilson (1989) provides an insightful discussion of foe role of conflicting CIA cultures.
220Presidents contend that two sources give them legal authority to order CIA covert operations: 
1) Constitutional guarantees of executive power in foreign affairs; 2) Vague provisions of foe 
National Security Act which direct foe Central Intelligence Agency to perform "additional 
services of common concern" and "such other functions and duties related to intelligence affecting
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covert branch has remained well insulated from Congressional oversight or 
reform, even through the scandals of the 1970s and 1980s.

At the same time, the CIA's analysis and coordination efforts — now 
housed in the Directorate of Intelligence and the office of the Director of Central 
Intelligence — have floundered. Like the JCS, these offices originally arose out of 
intense bureaucratic conflict. CIA design pitted a State/Navy/W ar/Justice 
coalition against OSS founder Bill Donovan and various incarnations of his 
wartime intelligence service. Above all, coalition members wanted the CIA to be 
a coordinating agency which left them alone — one which did not actually 
coordinate much at all. They got what they wanted in the 1947 National Security 
Act. Statutory provisions created a Central Intelligence Agency which was 
incapable of centralizing intelligence. Truman and his successors naturally 
disliked such an unwieldy decentralized system, and yet could do little about it. 
As in the JCS case, presidents have been stymied by Congressional acquiescence 
and the threat of bureaucratic resistance. Thus, instead of pressing for major CIA 
reforms, chief executives have developed alternative ways of centralizing and 
analyzing critical intelligence.

As we shall see, CIA evolution provides a third supporting case for the 
general propositions of the National Security Agency Model. Here, too, the 
executive branch shaped agency evolution. Here, too, Congress paid little 
attention and exerted little influence: when it came to oversight, Congress's bark 
proved worse than its bite. And here, too, agency evolution can be understood 
by examining initial design, the interests and capabilities of political actors, and 
events.

Below, we track the development of both CIA branches through the 
decades, offer a new institutionalist explanation, and assess how well this case 
fits our general claims about the evolution of American national security 
agencies.

the national security as the National Security Council may from time to time direct" (Statutes at 
Large 1948,498). More on this below.
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I. CIA Evolution

1947-1974: The Spooky Boys Reign Supreme
The Central Intelligence Agency was never supposed to amount to much. 

The Departments of State, Navy, War, and Justice wanted it that way. Creating a 
central intelligence organization with no real central authority and limited power 
guaranteed that each department could continue developing its own intelligence 
priorities and maintain its own intelligence capability.

Two points are worth highlighting about initial CIA design. First, the 
Agency was given no authority to engage in covert activities of any sort — be it 
collecting intelligence or conducting subversive political activities abroad. This was no 
accident. Evidence strongly suggests that, with the exception of OSS chief Bill 
Donovan, nobody wanted or intended the Central intelligence Agency to 
undertake covert action. Of all the central intelligence agency proposals, only 
Donovan's 1944 memo called for direct CIA intelligence "collection" and for 
"subversive operations abroad" (reprinted in Troy 1981,445-7). The JCS plan,221 
the Navy's Eberstadt report,222 Truman's 1946 Central Intelligence Group 
Directive,223 and successive drafts of the National Security Act all mention 
"intelligence collection" only when discussing the activities of existing 
departmental services, not the CIA. And they all avoid mentioning covert 
operations altogether. The bureaucrats were not alone. It seems that back alley 
warfare never received serious consideration in the halls of Congress, either. As 
the Senate's CIA investigating committee concluded in 1976, "There is no 
reference to covert action in the 1947 National Security Act, nor is there any 
evidence in the debates, committee reports, or legislative history of the 1947 Act 
to show that Congress intended specifically to authorize covert operations" 
(Senate 1976, 149).224 Nor did Truman anticipate or sanction the idea. Thomas 
Troy writes, "It is quite likely true that on July 26 1947, when he signed the act, he

^ T h e  JCS plan was JIC 239/5, issued on 1 January 1945.
^ S e e  Eberstadt 1945.
^T rum an’s CIG directive was issued on 22 January 1946. Reprinted in Leary 1984,464-65. 
^ T h e  Church Committee is the popular or more widely known name of the Senate Select 
Committee to Study Governmental Operations with respect to Intelligence Activities. The 
Church Committee Report is listed in the reference section according to the Chicago style, under 
U.S. Senate 1976.
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had no thought of the new agency conducting subversive operations against 
foreign governments. As far as evidence goes, no one did" (Troy 1981,413).225

This leads to the second point. Ostensibly, the CIA's primary responsibility 
was coordinating the disparate elements of the intelligence community. Yet, as we saw in 
the previous chapter, the Agency was not designed to do this job well. CIA provisions 
of the 1947 National Security Act clearly show an agency whose mandate far 
exceeded its capacity to perform. The Act charged CIA with "coordinating the 
intelligence activities of the several Government Departments and agencies" but 
provided no language compelling these various agencies cooperate. The Director 
of Central intelligence had no levers — no general budget authority, no overall 
intelligence personnel authority, no exclusive access to the president — to force 
interagency collaboration on his own. In addition, the Act explicitly protected 
existing intelligence components by barring the CIA from domestic law 
enforcement activities and by providing that other agencies "shall continue to 
collect, evaluate, correlate, and disseminate departmental intelligence." Even 
more important, the Central Intelligence Agency was placed "under the direction 
of the National Security Council." Since NSC membership included the 
Secretaries of State, Defense, Army, Navy and Air Force, this gave departmental 
intelligence services a court of final appeal. In reality, the CIA sat beneath the 
very agencies it was supposed to coordinate (Statutes at Large 1948, 497-99). 
Taken together, these provisions created a centralized intelligence apparatus in 
name only. That was precisely the point. CIA design reflected the interests and 
desires of existing intelligence organizations — the very actors who most wanted 
it to fail.

It turns out that the National Security Act only half succeeded in 
restraining this new intelligence agency. Between 1947 and 1974, the CIA 
ventured into a range of unforeseen clandestine activities. Yet as the covert side 
of the Agency ballooned into a powerful and large organization, its coordination 
functions suffered. Analysis and coordination offices languished, forcing 
presidents to devise new ways of centralizing intelligence.

225See also Truman 1956,52,58; Reichard 1986,262; Lowenthal 1992,17.
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The Covert Side226
Ink had no sooner dried on the National Security Act when policymakers 

began contemplating covert action. By 1947, Communists had assumed power in 
Poland, Hungary, and Romania and were making electoral inroads in Western 
Europe. As Anne Karalekas notes, Truman and his advisors viewed these 
developments as a grave, global threat to American security which demanded 
"new modes of conduct in foreign policy to supplement the traditional 
alternatives of diplomacy and war." On 14 December 1947, at its very first 
meeting, the NSC granted the CIA authority to perform psychological activities 
throughout Eastern Europe.227 One week later, the Agency created a Special 
Procedures Group which, among other things, laundered over $10 million in 
captured Axis power funds to influence the Italian prime ministerial election 
(Andrew 1995,172). In June 1948, an NSC directive made the CIA's covert unit 
permanent and official. NSC 10/2 charged the Central Intelligence Agency "with 
conducting espionage and counter-espionage operations abroad" (reprinted in 
Leary 1984,131).

The CIA's covert office immediately took off. In 1949, the euphemistically 
named Office of Policy Coordination (OPC) employed a staff of 300 in 7 overseas 
offices with a budget of $4.7 million. In 1952, thanks in large part to the Korean 
War, OPC agents numbered almost six thousand. Their activities spanned across 
47 countries and used an annual budget of $82 million (Karalekas 1984, 43-44). 
With more resources came a greater reliance on paramilitary operations and 
other more intrusive political activities. In 1948, CIA subversive ventures in Italy 
had been confined to dropping leaflets, spreading anti-Communist propaganda 
and financing the Christian Democratic party. In 1953-54 the Agency 
successfully sponsored anti-leftist coups in Iran and Guatemala. It is fair to say 
that by the mid 1950s, the Office of Policy Coordination had been transformed 
from a small office which conducted ad hoc political information activities to a 
vast organization which performed ongoing covert operations on a massive scale 
(Karalekas 1984, 43). Clandestine activities had become the CIA's dominant 
mission.

^ T h is  section on covert activity draws principally from Ann Karalekas' study (1984), which was 
originally printed as part of the Church Committee’s 1976 CIA investigation. Other major sources 
include: Senate 1976; Cline 1981; Andrew 1995.
^ T h e  authorization officially came in NSC 4/A. Activities included broadcasting propaganda 
by radio and by leaflet drops (Breckinridge 1986,32).
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Covert intelligence collection and action continued to flourish throughout 
the 1960s. In the early part of the decade, attention turned toward Cuba and 
ousting Fidel Castro. During the summer of I960, CIA Deputy Director Richard 
Bissell developed a series of assassination plots which ranged from hiring Mafia 
hitmen to poisoning Castro's favorite cigars (Andrew 1995,252-3). In January of 
1961, Bissell went so far as to order a "standby capability" for "executive action," a 
euphemism for assassinating foreign leaders (Andrew 1995,263). Ironically, the 
Bay of Pigs debacle did nothing to dampen the enthusiasm for covert activities. 
Though President Kennedy requested a thorough review of paramilitary 
operations, the aim was to improve such activity, not to abolish it. Karalekas 
notes, "The President’s request assumed the necessity for continued, indeed, 
expanded operations..." (Karalekas 1984, 63). After 1961, counterinsurgency 
operations spread to other parts of Latin America, the Far East, and Africa. The 
CIA's Laos operation became one of the largest paramilitary efforts in postwar 
history. Covert action peaked between 1964-1967 (Senate 1976, 148). Though 
reliance on intrusive covert action declined in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
clandestine operations still occupied a central place in the CIA's identity and in 
its resource allocation. As of 1973, the CIA’s covert side had 6,000 employees and 
a budget of $440 million (Richelson 1989,17). Between 1961 and 1974, the CIA 
conducted over 900 major covert action projects and thousands of smaller ones 
(Senate 1976,445).

The Coordination!Analysis Side
While the CIA's covert side prospered, its coordination and analysis side 

floundered. Ostensibly, the CIA had been established to provide thorough, 
objective intelligence analysis for senior policymakers and to eliminate 
duplication among the various military intelligence services. Producing 
interagency intelligence estimates and coordinating the broader intelligence 
community were two sides of the same coin. Without exercising direction over 
departmental intelligence units, the CIA could not hope to provide the president 
with high-quality, coherent intelligence.

Problems began immediately. Karalekas notes:
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From the outset no Department was willing to concede a centralized intelligence 
function to the CIA. Each insisted on the maintenance of its independent 
capabilities to support its policy role. With budgetary and management 
authority vested in the Departments, the Agency was left powerless in the 
execution of interdepartmental coordination. (Karalekas 1984,103)

Faced with determined departmental resistance, the Agency quickly abandoned 
its clearinghouse role and began producing its own intelligence analysis based on 
its own sources. But this only added to the intelligence cacophony — duplicating 
the efforts of other intelligence agencies and expanding the overall intelligence 
paper flow to senior policymakers. The CIA's transformation from intelligence 
coordinator to intelligence producer, in turn, hindered the Director of Central 
Intelligence in managing the overall intelligence community. As Mark 
Lowenthal concludes, "the DCI was no longer a fully independent agent in 
dealing with other intelligence agencies -  especially in analytical disputes -  
because he sometimes had to defend 'his agency"' (Lowenthal 1992,106).

We can see this trend clearly in the evolution of national intelligence 
estimates. In 1947, the CIA established an Office of Reports and Estimates (ORE) 
to issue longer-term, broad-based reports on major intelligence issues. Initially, 
ORE was to synthesize the ideas, information and predictions from the various 
intelligence agencies. However, ORE's efforts were quickly stymied by 
departmental resistance. Forced to rely on its own research and analysis, ORE's 
reports remained insignificant and ineffectual. In January 1949 — just 18 months 
after the CIA's creation — a presidential commission delivered a devastating 
attack on ORE and the CIA in general. The report concluded:

The principal defect of the Central Intelligence Agency is that its direction, 
administrative organization and performance do not show sufficient 
appreciation of the Agency's assigned functions, particularly in the fields of 
intelligence coordination and the production of intelligence estimates. The result 
has been that the Central Intelligence Agency has tended to become just one 
more intelligence agency producing intelligence in competition with older 
established agencies of the Government departments. (Reprinted in Leary 1984,
134-42)

As Karalekas notes, by 1950 "it was clear that the CIA's record in providing 
national intelligence estimates had fallen far short of expectation" (Karalekas 
1984, 28). The situation was so bad that in October 1950, three months after 
American troops landed in Korea, the Agency still had no current coordinated
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analysis of the war. Subsequent organizational reshuffling and reform had little 
effect. Despite the creation of a new Office of National Estimates in 1952, 
National Intelligence Estimates were not consistently read by high-level officials. 
By the end of the 1960s, such analyses still had not achieved the consistent policy 
support role which had been the primary purpose of the CIA's creation. It would 
take twenty more years, a former CIA director in the Oval Office, and the 
physical relocation of the NIE office outside the CIA to make National 
Intelligence Estimates a true interagency product

Presidents responded to the CIA's coordination problems much like they 
did to the Joint Chiefs of Staff: instead of reforming the CIA, they circumvented 
it, devising new mechanisms to compensate for the Agency's deficiencies. They 
did so in two ways -- by creating additional intelligence centralizing 
organizations and by developing an intelligence analysis capability in the NSC 
staff. Harry Truman was the first to farm out CIA management duties to other 
agencies. In 1952, frustrated by reports criticizing CIA coordination of signals 
intelligence, Truman created a separate National Security Agency (NSA). Issuing 
a secret executive order, the president gave NSA responsibility for all 
communications intelligence such as eavesdropping and codebreaking. In doing 
so, he made sure to give the new agency undisputed direction over all 
departmental signals activities.228 Within five years, NSA employed almost 9,000 
employees and ran the most sophisticated computer complex in the world 
(Andrew 1995, 216). Today, it is estimated to be the single largest American 
intelligence agency, with a staff somewhere between 80,000 and 120,000 
(Lowenthal 1992,134).

Truman was not alone. During the Kennedy Administration, Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara ordered the creation of a Defense Intelligence Agency 
(DIA) to reduce the overlap and parochialism among the various military 
intelligence services. Duplication and bias, it seems, had gone largely unchecked 
by the Central Intelligence Agency. Nixon went even further, setting up his very 
own intelligence arm -the "plumbers" — in the White House basement

^ M u ch  about the National Security Agency — including Truman's original executive order — 
remains secret. However, the 1972 version of NSA's charter grants the agency dear control over 
all cryptologic activities in the intelligence community. NSQD 6 authorizes the Director of NSA 
"to issue directions to any operating elements engaged in SIG1NT operations such instructions 
and assignments as are required" and states that ’’All instructions issued by the Director under 
the authority provided in this paragraph shall be mandatory, subject only to appeal to the 
Secretary of Defense" (Richelson 1989,22).
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In addition to founding new intelligence organizations, presidents tried to 
offset CIA shortcomings by placing intelligence experts directly inside the White 
House. Truman's first National Security Council Executive Secretary, Sidney 
Souers, had been Deputy Chief of Naval Intelligence during World War II and 
had served as the first director of CIG, the CIA's immediate forerunner. 
President Kennedy had raw intelligence sent directly to the West Wing, where 
he, National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy and a small NSC staff could 
interpret the information themselves (Schlesinger, 1965, 391-397). Kissinger's 
memoirs tell of how Nixon’s National Security Advisor actively recruited 
intelligence officials to serve on the NSC staff. It is worth noting that presidents 
continued this strategy long after 1974. Records show that every NSC staff from 
Carter to Clinton has included a functional directorate specifically devoted to 
intelligence issues.

These presidential efforts were better than nothing, but they fell far short 
of creating a truly unified intelligence apparatus. In 1974, as in 1947, intelligence 
continued to be collected and analyzed by a wide array of organizations, each 
with its own priorities and interests. For example, while Army intelligence 
officers sought information about enemy ground forces and strategies, Navy 
intelligence tended to focus exclusively on Navy needs. The development of a 
Defense Intelligence Agency made only marginal headway toward integrating 
military efforts: as the Church Committee put it, "...DIA has met this need [for 
strong analysis] better than the service intelligence organizations which preceded 
it, but...has not fulfilled expectations that it would provide a coordinating 
mechanism for all defense intelligence activities and information" (Senate 1976, 
463). Such a system created serious inefficiencies — duplication in some areas, 
neglect in others.

Congressional Undersight
As the Central Intelligence Agency’s covert side blossomed and its 

coordination side withered, one political actor remained conspicuously silent: 
Congress. Barry Blechman (1990) aptly calls the 1947-74 period an era of 
"Congressional undersight." For twenty-seven years, oversight was splintered 
among subpanels of the Appropriations and Armed Services committees in both 
the House and Senate. These subpanels had little time for or interest in the CIA's 
activities. They usually met just two or three times each year. At these rare 
meetings, legislators seldom questioned CIA representatives about Agency
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programs or problems. As CIA legislative counsel Walter Pforzheimer remarked, 
'We briefed in whatever detail they wanted. But...you couldn’t get Congress to 
get interested" (Smist 1994,5). Pforzheimer's recollection is supported by Senator 
Leverett Saltonstall (R-MA), who served on both the Senate Appropriations and 
Armed Services committees during the 1950s. "It is not a question of reluctance 
on the part of the CIA officials to speak to us," Saltonstall remarked in 1956. 
"Instead it is a question of our reluctance, if you will, to seek information and 
knowledge on subjects which I personally, as a Member of Congress and as a 
citizen, would rather not have..." (Congressional Record 1956,5924). In such an 
atmosphere, CIA budgets were routinely approved, CIA coordination flaws 
routinely ignored, and covert actions routinely executed without prior 
Congressional notification (Smist 1994).

It is important to stress that Congress sat on the sidelines by choice, not by 
chance. Legislative majorities voted repeatedly, and overwhelmingly, against 
bills to consolidate their fragmented intelligence oversight system. Of more than 
150 oversight reform measures proposed during this period, only two made it 
past the committees to floor votes — Mike Mansfield's 1956 Resolution for a joint 
Senate-House intelligence oversight committee, and Eugene McCarthy's 1966 
proposal for a general Senate Committee on Intelligence Oversight. Both 
measures were soundly and easily defeated. Executive opposition played some 
role; Eisenhower is said to have commented privately that Mansfield's bill 
"would be passed over my dead body" (Ambrose 1981,187). However, it was the 
senior Congressional leadership which ultimately proved decisive. Unwilling to 
cede their own committees' jurisdiction, Senators like Armed Services Committee 
Chairman Richard Russell and Leverett Saltonstall mounted a powerful 
opposition campaign.229

Even after the 1961 Bay of Pigs debacle, legislators shied away from 
challenging or changing the CIA. Reaction was limited to a single set of hearings 
by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Though the Committee called 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk, CIA Director Allen Dulles, CIA Deputy Director 
Richard Bissell and others to testify, the tone of these meetings was friendly, even 
jovial. Bissell and the Committee members exchanged pleasantries. Chairman 
Wayne Morse expressed some surprise at some of the support logistics, but left it 
at that. The CIA emerged without a scratch (Jeffreys-Jones 1989).

^ F o r  details about these reform efforts, see Karalekas 1984; Jeffreys-Jones 1989; Blechman 1990; 
Smist 1994.
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Congress even gave itself low marks for the period. The Church 
Committee's final report bears quoting at length:

The legislative branch has been remiss in exercising its control over the 
intelligence agencies. For twenty-five years Congress has appropriated funds for 
intelligence activities. The closeted and fragmentary accounting which the 
intelligence community has given to a designated small group of legislators was 
accepted by the Congress as adequate and in the best interest of national security.
There were occasions when the executive intentionally withheld information 
relating to intelligence programs from the Congress, but there were also 
occasions when the principal role of the Congress was to call for more 
intelligence activity, including activity which infringed the rights of citizens. In 
general, as with the executive, it is clear that Congress did not carry out effective 
oversight. (Senate 1976,11)

For these twenty-seven years, Congress was content to avert its eyes.

Summary
For the Central Intelligence Agency, 1947-1974 was a time of lopsided 

development and Congressional undersight Covert activities, which had never 
been planned or expressly authorized by the National Security Act, quickly 
became the Agency's dominant mission. By the 1960s, the covert Directorate of 
Plans claimed more than half of the CIA's budget and personnel. While the 
covert side took off, CIA's coordination and analysis functions never got off the 
ground. As Karalekas concludes, the root of the problem was structural. "The 
notion that the CIA could serve as a coordinating body for departmental 
intelligence activities and that the DCI could orchestrate the process did not take 
into account the inherent institutional obstacles posed by the Departments" 
(Karalekas 1984, 103). No department was willing to bow to centralized control; 
to ensure success, the Navy, War, Justice and State Departments sabotaged CIA 
design at the outset. This was bad news for presidents. After 1947, coordinating 
central intelligence became an exercise in damage control. Congress, meanwhile, 
did nothing. The spooky boys reigned supreme.

1974-1996: The More Things Change...
The mid-1970s ushered in a period of unprecedented Congressional 

activism, particularly in foreign affairs. Gone were the days where legislators 
automatically deferred to the executive branch. With Vietnam and Watergate 
dominating news headlines, a resurgent Congress started flexing its muscles.
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Since 1974, legislators have taken aim at a host of executive branch offices and 
agencies — none more than the CIA.

However, targeting and hitting an agency are two different matters. A 
longer view of the past two decades suggests the oversight revolution has been 
short-lived and ultimately ineffectual: for all the hearings, scandals, 
investigations and bills, Congressional resurgence has not seriously constrained 
covert activities or fostered more integrated intelligence analysis. Even the Cold 
War's end has yet to produce fundamental legislative reform. The past six years 
have brought major changes in the CIA’s intelligence priorities, but relatively 
minor changes in its basic design and operations. Today’s CIA may focus on 
nuclear terrorism instead of Soviet aggression, but it does so in a decentralized 
intelligence system which still prizes clandestine action and intelligence 
collection over coordinated analysis.

Congress Targets the Covert Side
1974 was not a good year for the Central Intelligence Agency. In August, 

President Richard Nixon resigned amidst deepening suspicion that he had 
obstructed Watergate investigations — and had used the CIA to do it. In 
September, press headlines revealed the CIA was undertaking a deliberate, 
covert action to "destabilize" Salvador Allende’s Marxist government in Chile. 
The real blow came on 22 December, with a front-page New York Times article by 
Seymour Hersh. Citing "well -placed Government sources," the article chronicled 
a "massive illegal domestic intelligence operation during the Nixon 
Administration against the antiwar movement and other dissident groups in the 
United States...." The CIA had been spying on American citizens since the 1950s, 
in direct violation of its statutory charter.

Hersh's allegations were like sparks igniting a prairie fire. Within days, 
Congress passed its first oversight measure, the Hughes-Ryan Amendment to the 
Foreign Assistance Act. Initially drafted in response to CIA's secret Chilean 
activities, Hughes-Ryan required presidents to issue "findings" certifying that 
each covert operation was "important to the national security of the United 
States" and to report those findings to six Congressional committees "in a timely 
manner” (Statutes at Large 1976,1804). In January, the Senate went even farther, 
establishing a Select Committee to Study Government Operations with Respect
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to Intelligence Activities under the chairmanship of Frank Church.230 The 
committee's mandate was to examine allegations of "illegal, improper, or 
unethical" intelligence activities and, if necessary, to recommend appropriate 
remedies (Senate 1976, 2). It was, without a doubt, one of the most sweeping 
Congressional investigations in American history (Smist 1994).231

Notably, it was intelligence abuses, not inefficiencies, which prompted 
Congress to act. Responding to press reports, legislators were principally 
concerned with protecting American civil liberties rather than with devising 
ways of making the intelligence apparatus work better.232 Senate Resolution 21, 
which established the Church Committee, clearly emphasized domestic and 
foreign "dirty tricks" over broader coordination and management issues. Of the 
fifteen "specific areas of inquiry and study" listed in the Church committee's 
mandate, nine involved illegal secret activities at home and abroad. Only two 
mentioned management issues such as agency overlap and cooperation (Senate 
1976,2-3). As the Church Committee's final report put it, "The purpose of...[our] 
inquiry into the intelligence activities of the United States has been to determine 
what secret governmental activities are necessary and how they best can be 
conducted under the rule of law" (Senate 1976,423). The Senate inquiry targeted 
the clandestine side of intelligence, but left the coordination/analysis side mostly 
alone.

The Church Committee's covert focus should not be surprising. Tackling 
the unglamorous and knotty coordination problems of intelligence analysis was 
hard enough under ordinary circumstances. In times of public spy scandals, it 
was virtually impossible. With the camera lights on, Congressional attention 
naturally gravitated to covert activities, and for good reason: investigating and 
reforming the CIA’s covert arm offered political dividends. Scandalous spy 
schemes made for sexy work and great publicity. Legislators who investigated 
press reports of clandestine abuses were considered "players." They appeared

^ I n  February 1975, the House created its own Select Committee on Intelligence, chaired by 
Representative Otis Pike. However, for a number of reasons — including massive leaks of 
classified intelligence information — the Committee never got off the ground. Spending most of 
its effort investigating its own security breaches, the Pike committee did not influence CIA reform 
proposals or debates. For more, see Smist 1994.
^ T h e  executive branch did not sit idly by. On 14 January 1975, President Gerald Ford 
established a blue ribbon panel headed by Vice President Nelson Rockefeller to investigate 
charges of illegal domestic CIA activities.
232The Church committee itself writes that its inquiry "arose out of allegations of substantial, 
even massive wrong-doing within the 'national intelligence' system" (Senate 1976,1).
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important, in the center of action — and this appearance appealed to voters back 
home. Focusing on more knitty-gritty organizational issues offered none of these 
rewards.

Fifteen months, 800 interviews, 110,000 pages of documents, and 126 
meetings later, the Church Committee issued its final report (Senate 1976, 7; 
Smist 1994, 28). It did not mince words: the intelligence community required 
massive and immediate reforms to bring covert activities under Congressional, 
and constitutional, control. The Committee's centerpiece recommendation called 
for developing a new comprehensive legislative intelligence charter. There were 
four parts to this plan: 1) New legislation which would spell out the 
responsibilities and functions of each intelligence agency. Such legislation would 
replace the presidential directives which had previously determined the 
development of CIA, DIA, NSA, and other intelligence services. More important, 
it would offer stronger, more specific statutory protection of American civil 
liberties; 2) New omnibus legislation which would replace the 1947 National 
Security Act and which would clarify relationships between the various 
intelligence agencies, the president, and the Congress; 3) A statutory ban on 
many covert activities such as political assassinations; 4) Stronger Congressional 
oversight mechanisms — including a new permanent Senate intelligence 
committee whose prior approval would be required for all covert activities.

As it turns out, these recommendations failed on two levels. On a broad 
level, the Church Committee’s recommendations slanted Congress's intelligence 
reform agenda. Directing Congressional attention and energies toward covert 
operations, these proposals all but ignored the CIA's broader coordination 
functions. Even a cursory glance reveals the skewed focus of the Committee's 
agenda. Three of the four major recommendations — agency charters, covert 
activity bans, and new Congressional reporting requirements for clandestine 
operations — targeted the covert side of the intelligence community. The fourth, 
a recommendation for omnibus legislation, made some headway toward 
clarifying the roles and responsibilities of the various intelligence agencies. 
However, it hardly constituted a ringing endorsement or mandate for 
management reform. Taken together, these recommendations had serious, long
term implications for Congressional reform of the CIA. The Church Committee 
had been specifically established to provide an intelligence reform agenda; in 
performing that task, Church and his colleagues unwittingly ensured that more
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fundamental coordination issues would be kept off the table for the next twenty 
years.

On a second level, Church Committee recommendations failed in their 
own terms. Most of these proposals never made it off the ground. Those that 
did were grossly delayed and diluted.

This was not inevitable. Momentum from the 1976 report was enormous 
and the newly-elected president, Jimmy Carter, harbored a well-known hostility 
toward the intelligence community. At first, the Senate responded quickly, 
establishing a permanent Select Committee on Intelligence and charging it with 
implementing the Church Report recommendations. Yet, the new Senate 
Committee soon bogged down. Chairman Walter Huddleston (D-KY) took a full 
year to draft a National Intelligence Reform and Reorganization Act. When he 
finished in 1978, the bill was a behemoth spanning 263 pages and containing a 
host of controversial provisions. Drawing fire from the intelligence community 
and the president, Huddleston's committee had to go back to the drawing board. 
In the interim, their window of opportunity closed. Between 1978 and 1979, 
Soviet-backed subversive activities were discovered in Ethiopia, Angola, and 
Mozambique; Islamic fundamentalists overthrew the Shah of Iran, seized the 
American embassy and took more than fifty American diplomats and citizens 
hostage; and Soviet tanks rolled into Afghanistan. As Blechman writes, these 
events "created an atmosphere too politically charged to build a consensus about 
the proper role of covert operations..." (Blechman 1990, 152). Even Carter 
changed his mind in 1979 -  increasing CIA budgets, ramping up covert activities 
and defending the Agency publicly (Turner 1985; Smist 1994; Gates 1996). By 
1980, restraining and reforming the intelligence system had become politically 
untenable.

When Huddleston's bill finally passed in October, 1980, it was a shadow of 
the original. Stripped from 263 pages to four, the Intelligence Oversight Act no 
longer included any legislative charters, any language about managing the 
intelligence community, or any bans on covert activities. Instead, in provided a 
set of loose, weak reporting requirements for covert activities. Though calling on 
presidents to keep the two permanent intelligence committees "fully and 
currently informed," the Act did not require Congressional approval for these 
activities. Moreover, it allowed presidents to withhold Congressional 
notification altogether in certain circumstances. All in all, the act was a major 
failure (Smist 1994).
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Congress never regained the initiative. Charter legislation, which the 
Church committee had called "urgent" in 1976 and had recommended passage 
"in the coining year," did not pass until 1992 (Senate 1976, 426). By that time, the 
Cold War's end had made such agency charters moot; the collapse of the Soviet 
Union had thrown into question the very functions, responsibilities and missions 
this legislation sought to nail down. New omnibus framework legislation for the 
intelligence community never saw the light of day. Similarly, Congress never 
succeeded in passing any outright bans on covert activities. Instead, covert 
activity prohibitions continued to be determined by executive orders which were 
easily changed. Indeed, President Carter attempted to aid the Church committee 
in 1978, issuing an executive order which tightly restricted covert activities.233 
The order lasted just three years. In 1981, Ronald Reagan drafted a new order, 
EO 12333, which granted broader powers to the QA, including the authority to 
conduct domestic covert operations (Leary 1984, S).234

The Church Committee's final recommendation — that Congress enhance 
its oversight of intelligence agencies -  also sputtered. Originally, oversight was 
to be strengthened in two ways: by creating permanent select intelligence 
committees in both houses, and by passing legislation which required prior 
Congressional consent before the initiation of any covert activity. Both chambers 
did establish permanent intelligence committees. However, Congress never 
passed the prior consent legislation. Instead, the Intelligence Oversight Act of 
1980 required only that Congress be informed of covert activities. What’s more, 
the legislation deliberately left room for presidents to approve operations in 
some cases without any Congressional notification at all. As Blechman 
concludes, the 1980 act "was careful to stipulate that congressional approval was 
not required for intelligence activities to be carried out" (Blechman 1990, 155). 
Though reporting requirements were tightened in the 1991 Intelligence 
Authorization Bill, these still did not require Congressional approval. And they 
still left constitutional room for presidents to authorize clandestine activities 
without notifying a single Congressional Member (Congressional Quarterly 1993, 
280-81).

All in all, the Church Committee's four major reform proposals were 
short-lived and watered down. Three of the four never got anywhere, while the

233See Executive Order No. 12063,24 January 1978. Reprinted in Leary 1984,153-68.
^R eagan 's Executive Order No. 12333 was issued 4 December 1981. Reprinted in Leary 1984, 
169-79.
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fourth was so long delayed that it became meaningless. Even Iran-Contra 
seemed unable to prod passage of the Church Committee’s recommendations. 
Though the President's own Special Review Board and the Senate's investigating 
committee found serious breaches of intelligence reporting requirements during 
the arms-for-hostages scandal. Congress passed no new intelligence legislation in 
Iran-Contra's aftermath.235 In the end, Congressional reform of the CIA's covert 
side was more bark than bite.

Presidents and the CIA: The Pattern Continues
Presidents, meanwhile, continued the pattern of the 1947-1974 period: 

they relied heavily on CIA covert operations. At the same time, they used a 
variety of informal coping mechanisms to coordinate analysis of the broader 
intelligence community.

At first, the CIA's covert days appeared numbered. In 1976, not only was 
the Agency embroiled in public scandal and Congressional investigations, but it 
became a prime target for Jimmy Carter's presidential campaign. Condemning 
the national disgraces of "Watergate, Vietnam and the CIA," Carter made no 
secret of his distaste for secret activities (Andrew 1995, 425). Carter's first 
nominee for the Director of Central Intelligence, Theodore Sorensen, was 
considered so anti-CIA that the Senate Intelligence Committee forced his 
withdrawal (Lowenthal 1992; Andrew 1995). Despite this setback, Carter's early 
actions supported his rhetoric. In January of 1978, the president issued an 
executive order which placed pervasive restraints on covert activities. The order

^ H e re , too. Congress missed its window of opportunity. At first, reaction to Iran-Contra was 
relatively mild. According to Barry Blechman, Senate Intelligence Committee Chairman David 
Boren and Vice Chairman William Cohen were reluctant to legislate any changes to the 
intelligence community, preferring instead to arrange more informal changes with the White 
House. It was not until September 1987, ten months after Iran-Contra first became public and 
well after the President's own Special Review Board issued its report, that Boren and Cohen 
introduced reform legislation. Their bill, S. 1721, included major changes to intelligence 
reporting. It spelled out oversight procedures for covert operations more clearly, mandated 
Congressional notification for all covert activities, and required presidential "findings" to be 
conveyed to the appropriate committees within 48 hours. Yet, the Cohen-Boren bill failed to get 
through the House before the end of five 100th Congress. In the interim, Speaker Jim Wright 
rekindled fears of Congressional security breaches when he publicly revealed classified 
information about covert operations in Nicaragua. By 1989, the bill was doomed. Efforts 
continued to pass the legislation for the next two years, but as one Intelligence Committee staffer 
remarked, "The further you got from Iran-Contra, the less political steam you had” (Smist 1994, 
273). As the scandal of Iran-Contra receded, so too did public attention and Congress's political 
will (Blechman 1990; Smist 1994).
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was intended to be a stop-gap measure, restricting covert activities until 
Congress could pass more permanent legislation.

However, the next 21 months produced a complete reversal in Carter’s 
attitude towards covert activities. In November 1978, in the wake of Iran’s 
Islamic revolution, Carter sent a note to his Secretary of State, National Security 
Advisor, and Director of Central Intelligence which declared, "I am not satisfied 
with the quality of our political intelligence. Assess our assets and, as soon as 
possible, give me a report concerning our abilities in the most important areas of 
the world" (Turner 1985, 113-14). In 1979, the Iranian hostage crisis and the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan made Carter's transformation complete. As 
Christopher Andrew concludes, these two events "together converted Carter to 
covert action as a major instrument of his foreign policy" (Andrew 1995,455). By 
the end of his administration, Carter had authorized covert activities from 
Afghanistan to Nicaragua to Iran to Yemen (Gates 1996). Carter’s CIA agenda 
had shifted from regulating the CIA's covert side to revitalizing it. As the 
President himself remarked in his final State of the Union address, "We need to 
remove unwarranted restraints on America's ability to collect intelligence" 
(Quoted in Lowenthal 1992,62).236

Ronald Reagan continued the trend, expanding covert operations, 
approving dramatic increases in foreign intelligence budgets, and drafting a new 
executive order which, as mentioned above, granted the CIA more power and 
broader jurisdiction, particularly in covert activities. The details of Reagan 
administration covert ventures have been much discussed elsewhere.237 Here, 
suffice it to say that the president made clandestine programs a centerpiece of his 
anti-Communist policy, launching more than a dozen major covert operations 
from Latin America to the Middle East to Africa.238 Foreign intelligence budgets 
followed suit, increasing by more than 300 per cent during Reagan's first term -  a 
rate that exceeded even the Pentagon's budget increases (Jeffreys-Jones 1989, 
234). Covert activities may have declined from their peak in the late 1960s, but 
in 1988 they still accounted for half of the CIA's total budget (Richelson 1989, 13, 
17).

236Gates (1996) is particularly insightful and informative about the Carter years.
^ S e e  in particular Woodward 1987.
^"M ajor” covert operations are defined as programs which cost at least five million dollars, 
which aim to overthrow a foreign government, or both (Jeffreys-Jones 1989,235).
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Evidence from the Bush and Clinton administrations is harder to come by. 
Nevertheless, it appears that the last two presidents have continued to protect 
and use covert operations, despite the Soviet Union’s collapse and the end of the 
Cold War. Rather than eliminating or drastically reducing U.S. clandestine 
capabilities, George Bush fought to retain them — directing CIA Director Robert 
Gates to rethink the Agency's intelligence priorities for the post-Cold War world 
(Andrew 1995). And while candidate Clinton promised substantial intelligence 
budget cuts during the 1992 presidential campaign, President Clinton has so far 
refused to implement them (Smist 1994).

As CIA covert activities have continued to thrive, the Agency's 
coordination functions have continued to languish. Like their predecessors, 
presidents of the last twenty years have refrained from initiating fundamental 
organizational reform of the intelligence community, using informal 
coordination mechanisms instead. They, too, have used the same two dominant 
strategies — delegating coordinating functions to new organizations and pulling 
intelligence expertise into the White House. Bush, in particular, tried to exert 
more discipline over intelligence analysis by developing new, independent 
interagency units. In November 1991, for example, he moved the National 
Intelligence Council and the National Intelligence Officers who produce National 
Intelligence Estimates out of the CIA and into a building of their own. At the 
same time, he authorized the creation of a National Human Intelligence Tasking 
Center to improve coordination of intelligence collection. Centralizing 
intelligence expertise in the White House has been a more popular strategy. 
Every administration from Carter to Clinton has created an NSC staff directorate 
specifically devoted to intelligence issues.

Summary
Since 1974, when back alley warfare began making front page headlines, 

activity has swirled around the Central Intelligence Agency. Yet, all of this 
attention has produced remarkably little change in the Agency's broad 
evolutionary pattern. Congressional reform efforts have proven elusive -- 
targeting only one half of the Agency and failing to achieve results even there. 
As a result, CIA covert operations have never been seriously constrained by 
legislators: today, presidents still use clandestine programs as a major foreign 
policy instrument, and still authorize them without Congressional approval. At 
the same time, a resurgent Congress has overlooked the thornier and more
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troublesome management problems of the Central Intelligence Agency. In the 
1990s, as in the 1940s, presidents have had to cope with CIA coordination 
deficiencies on their own. The CIA has continued to develop in a lopsided 
fashion.

II. Explaining Evolution

CIA evolution was neither preordained nor haphazard. Like the NSC 
system and JCS cases, development of the Central Intelligence Agency can be 
understood as a product of three related factors: its initial design, the ongoing 
interests of political actors, and exogenous events. The 1947 National Security 
Act contained structural choices which ruled out some developmental paths 
while making others more likely. The interests of presidents, bureaucrats and 
legislators helped narrow down these possibilities even further. Events had a 
reinforcing effect, entrenching the Agency along its particular trajectory. 
Together, these factors made it possible, indeed likely, that the CIA's covert 
capabilities would prosper and its coordination capabilities would lapse.

Initial Design
The CIA's schizophrenic development had roots in its schizophrenic 

design. In a very real sense, CIA provisions of the National Security Act laid the 
groundwork for the Agency's subsequent evolution. These provisions allowed 
for the development of covert activities, while handicapping the development of 
the Agency's coordination and analysis functions.

Vagueness was the critical factor. The National Security Act made no 
specific mention of covert activities anywhere. As noted earlier, this is because 
policymakers saw no need for continuing widespread clandestine activities after 
the war. Nevertheless, the Act included two broad, catch-all provisions which 
ultimately opened the door for covert operations. First, the Act charged the CIA 
with performing "such additional services of common concern as the National 
Security Council determines can be more efficiently accomplished centrally." 
Second, and more important, the legislation authorized the new agency "to 
perform such other functions and duties related to intelligence affecting the 
national security as the National Security Council may from time to time direct"
(Statutes at Large 1948, 498). It was these two provisions, along with the
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executive's general constitutional foreign policy prerogatives, which presidents 
later used to justify the creation of CIA's clandestine service.

No such vague phrases came to the aid of CIA's management functions. 
Quite the opposite. The National Security Act listed and limited CIA 
coordination provisions with precision. Military, State Department and FBI 
intelligence units received explicit protection from CIA interference. In addition, 
these agencies were given the ultimate trump card against the new Central 
Intelligence Agency: a National Security Council comprised of their Department 
heads with supervisory authority over the CIA. Specifics, it seems, meant 
trouble. Initial agency design did not rule out improving CIA's management 
capabilities, but it did make reform an uphill battle from day one. The CIA’s 
coordination/analysis side was hobbled by birth.

Ongoing Interests and Capabilities o f Political Actors
The CIA's original design made it relatively easy to create covert 

capabilities and relatively difficult to centralize intelligence analysis. The 
interests and capabilities of political actors turned these possibilities into reality.

Presidents
One of the most striking aspects of CIA evolution is how presidents of all 

stripes have protected and promoted CIA clandestine operations. Truman, who 
distrusted secret ventures, became the first postwar president to use them. 
Kennedy insisted on increasing covert activity even after the Bay of Pigs disaster. 
Ford’s efforts to protect the Agency in the 1970s went to great lengths. He tried 
to stave off Congressional investigations by appointing his own blue-ribbon 
commission. He then narrowly circumscribed the commission's inquiry to those 
abuses which had already been reported in the press (Andrew 1995). Fully 
disclosing all of the CIA's abuses, he feared, "could cripple...[its] effectiveness" 
(Ford 1979,230). Even Jimmy Carter, who entered office intent on downgrading 
and reigning in the spooky boys, embraced clandestine activities by the end of 
his administration.

Two reasons explain why every postwar president has supported and 
relied upon the CIA's covert branch to such a great extent. First, all presidents in 
all ages have strong natural incentives to develop foreign policy tools directly 
under their own control. Held uniquely responsible for foreign policy successes 
and failures, presidents have good reason to crave responsive weapons wherever
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and whenever they can. Thanks to the National Security Act, Truman and his 
successors could easily develop a covert capability which responded to their own 
policy needs — without Congressional interference.239 They readily took 
advantage of the opportunity. Since 1947, the CIA’s covert side has developed on 
the basis of NSC directives and executive orders. Even today, presidents can 
authorize clandestine activities unilaterally, over the objections of CIA directors 
and legislators.

Second, the Cold War exacerbated these natural imperatives. With 
nuclear war hanging in the balance, Soviet-American conflict moved into a kind 
of twilight zone where each power sought to gain maximum advantage over the 
other without triggering overt military confrontation. Countering Soviet 
aggression and subversion required new weapons somewhere between 
diplomacy and war (Karalekas 1984). Clandestine operations filled this need. 
Former CIA Director Robert Gates writes, "the national interest, as perceived by 
the President, sometimes can be protected or advanced only by action in the gray 
areas -  somewhere between the politically acceptable and unacceptable..." (Gates 
1996, 568).240 In the Cold War, such gray areas were everywhere. More than 
ever before, presidents needed options, they needed flexibility, they needed 
programs which coped with foreign policy problems in incremental steps, away 
from the public eye. Clandestine activities fit the bill. As Gates succinctly 
concluded, ”[i]n the real world, if CIA were to disappear, Presidents would create 
some entity to take its place" (Gates 1996, 568). Presidents, in short, were driven 
to champion the CIA's covert branch because it was easy to do, and because it 
created a foreign policy weapon which gave them what they wanted most: 
flexibility and control.

As for the CIA's coordination/analysis branch, we already know that 
Truman and his successors avoided major reform measures, choosing instead to 
create new coordinating agencies and to draw intelligence expertise directly into 
the White House. The question here is why. If presidents had powerful 
incentives to centralize and coordinate foreign policy making, why did they 
avoid tackling CIA management deficiencies head-on?

^Representative Lee Hamilton (D-IN), Chairman of the House Intelligence Committee during 
1985-1986, put it this way: "The advantage of covert action is that the action can be done without 
the approval of Congress. A covert action 'finding' doesn't need the approval of Congress. This is 
the big attraction of covert action to the executive branch" (Smist 1994,257-8).
240por concrete examples, see Woodward 1987,116 187.
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In part, the answer is that major reform efforts require presidents to 
expend tremendous political capital, energy and time — all of which are in short 
supply. Creating a new agency is almost always easier than reforming an 
existing one, particularly when the new agency can be created without legislation 
— as the NSA and DIA were. Presidents undoubtedly knew this, and opted for 
those strategies which produced maximum returns for minimal effort.

More important, presidents shied away from CIA management reform 
because it risked exposing the CIA’s covert side to scrutiny and reorganization as 
well -- a risk which they could ill afford. The problem was not Congress; 
presidents could have revamped the Agency’s coordination capabilities on their 
own, through executive orders and directives. Rather, the problem lay within 
the executive branch, in the numerous agencies of the intelligence community. 
State, defense and FBI intelligence units had both the interests and the 
capabilities to resist intelligence reorganization. Indeed, as we saw in the last 
chapter, these agencies succeeded in hamstringing CLA coordination capabilities 
in the first place. After 1947, these same intelligence outfits tolerated, and even 
promoted, the CIA's covert arm. They did so largely for rational reasons. 
Strengthening the CIA’s clandestine service kept the Agency busy and out of the 
coordination business. And so long as the CIA stayed out of the coordination 
business, each intelligence service could continue setting its own priorities and 
conducting its own activities. By contrast, revamping the CIA's coordination and 
analysis branch threatened to upset the entire arrangement. By jeopardizing 
what these agencies prized most — autonomy -  major management reform 
promised to open up a Pandora's box of jurisdictional issues. Faced with a battle 
royal, other intelligence agencies might very well fight for pieces of the covert 
action pie. This was bad news for presidents who knew that CIA control over 
covert activities meant presidential control. In sum, strengthening the CIA's 
coordination capabilities left the Agency's covert side vulnerable to bureaucratic 
attack. The Central Intelligence Agency's coordination/analysis side was hardly 
ideal, but it was not worth the cost of reform.

Bureaucrats
Above all, bureaucrats in the broader intelligence community wanted to 

be left alone. They fought for a decentralized intelligence system in 1947, and 
they tolerated the CIA's development so long as it allowed them to run their own 
affairs. Though all organizations generally prefer more autonomy to less, these
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intelligence agencies had other, performance-based reasons for maintaining their 
independence. As Ferdinand Eberstadt first observed in 1945, each organization 
had intelligence needs which were "peculiar to itself" (Eberstadt 1945, 163). 
Military intelligence units in particular feared that nonmilitary personnel would 
be unqualified to set defense intelligence priorities, unfit to interpret military 
intelligence data, and unable to make good use of i t

Thus, intelligence organizations in the Army, Navy, Air Force, Defense, 
State and Justice departments accepted the CIA's development without much 
opposition. Indeed, during the late 1940s, they even encouraged the Agency to 
acquire covert capabilities. For one thing, none of these services wanted to be 
bothered with clandestine activities which could sully their hands and detract 
from their own work. For another, as mentioned above, involving the CIA in 
covert affairs directed attention away from analysis and coordination.

Admittedly, these intelligence bureaucrats never expected the CIA's covert 
arm to become as large or as powerful as it ultimately did. Evidence strongly 
suggests that when George Kennan, James Forrestal and others pushed for the 
creation of CIA's first clandestine unit in 1948, they believed the office would be 
small and used on an infrequent, ad hoc basis. As Ann Karalekas writes:

Gearly...policymakers intended to make available a small contingency force that 
could mount operations on a limited basis. Senior officials did not plan to 
develop large-scale continuing covert operations. Instead, they hoped to 
establish a small capability that could be activated at their discretion. (Karalekas 
1984,43)241

Nevertheless, as the CIA's clandestine activities ballooned during the early 
1950s, other intelligence agencies did not mount much of a resistance.242 They 
refrained because, as the old southern saying goes, they did not have a dog in 
that fight. Lopsided CIA development suited the needs and interests of these 
players quite well.

241See also Cline 1981,125.
242Karalekas attributes the rapid growth of the CIA's covert activities in late 1940s-early 1950s to 
four factors: 1) The Korean War; 2) Vague policy directives from the National Security Council; 3) 
Conflicting policy needs of the State and Defense Departments which generated additional 
clandestine activities; 4) Internal CIA organizational arrangements which provided incentive to 
expand the number and scope of covert operations (Karalekas 1984,43-45).
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Legislators
The role of legislators in CIA evolution has been a bit more complex. We 

know that for the first half of the Central Intelligence Agency's life, the vast 
majority of Members remained blissfully ignorant of CIA covert activities and 
managerial deficiencies. Oversight subcommittees of the Armed Services and 
Appropriations committees paid little attention to either side of the CIA. 
Beginning in the 1970s, however, Congress appeared to take a more active role, 
investigating CIA abuses, establishing new permanent select oversight 
committees and attempting to pass legislation reforming the Agency's covert 
side. Yet, this recent activism has been more apparent than real. Press reports 
and public scrutiny of CIA abuses during the 1970s and 1980s gave legislators 
strong incentives to investigate the CIA, but not to reform it. For all the hoopla 
about the "oversight revolution,'' Congress has remained content to sit on the 
sidelines. It has allowed the Agency's covert side to blossom and its coordination 
side to wither.

The truth is that average legislators have never had strong incentives to 
exercise vigilant oversight of the Central Intelligence Agency. Under ordinary 
circumstances, delving into covert affairs offers little in the way of electoral 
rewards. Intelligence issues do not provide any tangible benefits for voters back 
home. As one Senate Intelligence Committee senior staffer put it, "You don’t 
make any brownie points with constituents by serving on this committee. You 
get nothing for your state" (Smist 1994, 92). Legislators cannot use national 
security affairs for grandstanding purposes, either; discussing covert activities 
would mean divulging classified information and jeopardizing U.S. national 
security interests. Moreover, as Blechman notes, playing an active role on 
intelligence matters brings substantial political risks. "(I]n the event an operation 
failed and embarrassed the United States....the legislators might share in the 
administration's culpability," he writes (Blechman 1990,144).

Legislative incentives for dealing with the Agency's coordination/analysis 
side are even lower. Spies are at least interesting and glamorous; there is some 
political cachet in appearing to be involved in high-level decisions about covert 
operations. But no one much cares about improving the CIA's management 
capabilities. Organizational details like the CIA's specific statutory authorities 
are never burning election issues. In the CIA’s 49-year history, Congress has 
never seriously considered management reform legislation.
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Moreover, it is hard for Members of Congress, even those who serve on 
the select intelligence committees, to get information about Agency activities and 
deficiencies. Classification restrictions, the absence of interest groups, and 
bureaucratic self-interest all work against them. During the Reagan 
Administration, for example, Representative Norman Y. Mineta (D-CA) made 
this remark about CIA Director William J. Casey: Tve often said that if you were 
talking to Casey, and your coat caught fire, he wouldn't tell you about it unless 
you asked" (Congressional Quarterly 1985b, 120). While Casey may be an 
extreme case, the fact is that CIA Directors and their subordinates have good 
reason to keep information to themselves. As a result, legislators have little way 
of knowing what they do not know. Information asymmetries make it even more 
difficult and costly for Congress to take on the Central Intelligence Agency.

Presidents further compound the oversight problem. Their unique 
responsibility for American foreign policy gives them strong incentives to control 
and protect national security agencies whenever possible. Presidents may not go 
to the mat for the Federal Communications Commission, but they will for the 
CIA. Legislators know this. Indeed, the anticipated threat of presidential 
resistance is a powerful deterrent to legislative reform.

We can see the presidential threat at work in all of Congress's major 
intelligence reform efforts. The first push for charter legislation fizzled in the 
face of Jimmy Carter’s opposition. When legislation finally did pass in 1980, it 
was a hollow shell of the original. Fearing a presidential veto, Congress did not 
even try to legislate strict prior notice for all covert operations (Blechman 1990; 
Smist 1994). In 1991, Congress tried again. This time, it took seven months of 
negotiations with the White House to produce a bill which ultimately changed 
reporting requirements in minor ways. As one key participant bluntly remarked, 
"You cannot legislate in this area without the president There are not enough 
votes to override a veto" (Smist 1994,279). Congress's one successful legislative 
initiative -  the 1992 passage of charter legislation for all intelligence agencies — 
went through only after the House received assurances from President George 
Bush that he would not veto the bill (Smist 1994,286).

That said, there is one exception to the general rule of Congressional 
inattention: when spy scandals surface, even reelection-minded legislators have 
powerful incentives to jump into action. We have seen such sudden intelligence 
activism on three occasions: after the Bay of Pigs debacle in 1961, after press 
revelations of CIA domestic and foreign espionage abuses in 1974, and after Iran-
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Contra in 1986. In these rare moments, snafus and abuses in CIA clandestine 
operations captured the headlines and the public's attention. Congress reacted 
quickly, mounting special investigations.

Yet in all three cases, investigation did not lead to action. Legislators 
expended vast amounts of time and resources exposing "what went wrong," but 
never succeeded in making it right. No major proposals emerged out of the Bay 
of Pigs hearings in 1961. Church Committee recommendations sputtered and 
died soon after their 1976 debut. Nor did Iran-Contra prod new legislation. 
Reagan officials had been found playing fast and lose with existing reporting 
requirements. They had authorized arms-for-hostages deals in violation of 
administration policy and Congressional statutes. And still, Congress did not 
act. Why?

Because Members of Congress get rewarded for rooting out abuses, not 
for rectifying them. What counted for Frank Church was that he led the 
investigation into CIA wrongdoing. He was in the center of action. When the 
cameras were rolling, he was there, the man on the scene, fighting for American 
civil liberties. But once the investigation ended — and the hard work of drafting 
legislative reform began -  the cameras disappeared. As scandal faded from the 
public eye, so too did Congress’s political steam. Once reform moved off center 
stage, it had little hope of moving anywhere.

The link between public attention and Congressional action is apparent in 
even the most basic aspects of Congressional oversight. Consider, for example, 
participation on the House and Senate intelligence oversight committees. 
Created with great fanfare in the 1970s, these committees were originally 
considered plum assignments. Senator Daniel Inouye (D-HI), the Senate 
committee's first chairman, considered committee membership to be "very 
prestigious in the Senate" (Smist 1994, 86). During the 1980s, however, 
intelligence committees became less and less attractive. As Smist writes, 
"increasingly, members of Congress...have failed to devote the time and attention 
necessary for the committees to oversee properly" (Smist 1994, 320). By the 
1990s, participation had become so problematic on the House side that Speaker 
Foley and Republican Leader Michel sought strict assurances from the Class of 
1993 that they would take their intelligence duties seriously (Smist 1994,321).

In sum, bringing in rational self-interest helps explain Congress's 
protracted period of "undersight" as well as its periodic bouts of seeming 
activism. Average, district-oriented legislators stood to gain by staying out of the
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intelligence fray as much as possible, and by jumping into it only in key 
moments, only on the covert side, only on an investigative level, and only when 
the public was watching.

Summary
Presidents, bureaucrats, and legislators all propelled the Q A  along its 

evolutionary path. Presidents had strong incentives to develop the CIA’s covert 
side and avoid taking on the Agency's coordination problems directly. 
Bureaucrats were content to let well enough alone; so long as the CIA did not 
infringe on their own priorities, programs and needs, so long as the CIA never 
became a truly central intelligence agency, they were satisfied. Legislators, for 
their part, stayed out of the intelligence business as long as they could. When 
press revelations in the 1970s and 1980s drew public attention to the CIA, 
Congress followed suit — investigating, but not seriously reforming, CIA covert 
operations. Driven by electoral concerns, legislators had little reason to tackle the 
Agency’s management problems. The Central Intelligence Agency developed in 
a way that suited the interests of key political players.

Events
As in the NSC system case, critical developments in American politics and 

foreign policy had a reinforcing effect, entrenching the CIA in its evolutionary 
trajectory. We can see this by examining more closely two types of incidents: 1) 
positive events — those which nudged the CIA along its path of lopsided 
development; and 2) negative events -  those which could have prompted 
reversal of this trend, but did no t

Three major positive events contributed to expanding CIA's covert 
operations. The first was Soviet aggression in Europe during the late 1940s. U.S. 
officials became preoccupied with the Soviet threat almost immediately after the 
war’s end (Senate 1976; Karalekas 1984). Their fears were well founded. By the 
end of 1948, Communist regimes had been established in Poland, Romania, 
Bulgaria, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Soviet domination threatened Western 
Europe as well. With Soviet pressure on Berlin, with Soviet troops amassed on 
the borders of Eastern Europe, and with Soviet-backed Communist movements 
in Italy, Greece, and France, many American officials believed an outright 
military attack on Europe to be imminent (Cline 1981). Karalekas concludes,
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”[f]or U.S. policymakers, international events seemed to be a sequence of Soviet 
incursions" (Karalekas 1984,38).

These incursions helped catalyze the creation of CIA covert capabilities. 
Indeed, covert operations in the late 1940s became one weapon in an arsenal of 
new American foreign policy initiatives ranging from massive economic aid 
programs (the Marshall Plan) to regional military alliances (NATO).

Just how crucial were these early Soviet actions to developing the CIA's 
covert arm? Or, to pose the counterfactual, would the CIA's clandestine service 
have arisen without the Cold War? Given presidential incentives for responsive 
and flexible foreign policy tools, the odds appear about even. If anything, the 
absence of a dear threat might have provided even greater incentive to cultivate 
a sophisticated covert capability. Presidents need more intelligence, not less, 
when they are unsure where the danger lies. In recent years, policy makers have 
used this very argument to justify CIA's continuation after the Cold War (more 
on this below).

The Korean War also contributed to the growth of covert operations. The 
requirements of war led to a fourfold expansion of the CIA and a new emphasis 
on paramilitary activities (Senate 1976, 23). By 1953, the Agency’s covert 
operations had become far-flung and well funded. As former CIA Deputy 
Director Ray Cline concludes, "The CIA began to get the authority, the funds, 
and the staff to operate as a real central intelligence machine only under the 
impetus of the War in Korea in 1950" (Cline 1981,103).

Communist aggression came to the Agency's aid once more in the late 
1970s. Besieged by Congressional investigations, negative press reports, and a 
hostile president, the Central Intelligence Agency's covert directorate appeared to 
be in trouble. Yet, a series of Soviet-backed Communist incursions, culminating 
with the Afghanistan invasion, helped silence the Agency's critics and transform 
the president into a clandestine supporter. By 1979, even the American press 
began urging policymakers to revitalize the Agency.243

243On 7 May 1979, U.S. News and World Report spoke of "plummeting morale" in the CIA. A Wall 
Street Journal headline of 4 October 1979 declared "Experts Fear that US. Loses Espionage Battle 
with the Soviet Union.” The Washington Star ran a column by Hugh Sidey on 9 December 1979 
which called for a renewed emphasis on 'hack alley" operations. And on 20 December 1979, the 
New York Times, which had led the charge against die Agency just five years earlier, published a 
column by Ray d in e  arguing for "Rebuilding American Intelligence" (quoted in Cline 1981,274- 
5).
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These three episodes worked in the same direction; Communist offensives 
in Europe during the late 1940s, in Asia during the early 1950s, and in the Middle 
East and Africa during the late 1970s all bolstered policymakers' support for 
clandestine operations. As the Soviets moved into back alleys, so too did the 
CIA.

But these threatening actions by the Soviet Union and its proxies did not 
exist in isolation. For all the major episodes of Soviet aggression, there were 
equally major incidents of American clandestine activities gone awry, of dirty 
tricks discovered and scandals exposed. Three events in particular — the Bay of 
Pigs, the 1970s scandals, and Iran-Contra -  raised serious questions about the 
usefulness and ethics of CIA covert operations. And yet none of these events 
stemmed the growing tide of covert activity. As noted earlier, the CIA's failed 
invasion of Cuba in 1961 prompted Kennedy and his advisors to use covert 
actions more, not less; in fact, the number and scope of clandestine operations 
peaked late in the decade. Similarly, press reports of CIA assassination plots, 
subversive operations and illegal domestic activities in the mid-1970s created a 
scare for Agency officials. But calls for severely limiting, and even banning 
covert activities soon gave way to a renewed emphasis on them. During the 
Reagan administration, intelligence budgets mushroomed and covert actions 
flourished (Prados 1986; Woodward 1987; Andrew 1995). One Reagan-era 
initiative -  a training and armament program for the Afghani Mujaheddin, ranks 
among the largest and most successful covert operations ever undertaken by the 
United States (Blechman 1990, 137). Even Iran-Contra appeared to have little 
effect. In 1988, the CIA's Directorate of Operations still garnered half the 
Agency's budget. Scandalous moments, it seems, have not seriously harmed or 
diminished the CIA’s covert activity.

Finally, no account of the CIA would be complete without considering the 
end of the Cold War. Indeed, if one had to choose a single event with the 
greatest chance of transforming the Central Intelligence Agency, the Soviet 
Union's collapse would be it. And yet, five years later, the Central Intelligence 
Agency looks remarkably unchanged. Certainly, the "new world order" has 
shifted intelligence priorities to new areas such as nuclear proliferation and 
international terrorism. But the Agency's basic organization, its operations, its 
powerful covert side and ineffectual coordination/analysis side have remained 
in tact.
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Whether scandalous moments or massive changes in the international 
environment, exogenous shocks have been unable to move the CIA off its 
developmental course. Communism may have sustained the Agency's covert 
branch, but its absence has not led to the Agency's demise.

Summary
The CIA’s fate was not preordained, but it was highly determined. 

Structural choices made in 1947 allowed presidents to house clandestine 
capabilities in the new intelligence agency. Using vague clauses in the National 
Security Act, presidents were able to develop, expand, and order covert 
operations by themselves, without Congressional interference or involvement. 
At the same time, initial CIA design made it difficult for the Agency to perform 
its clearinghouse role. This was no accident. Weak centralization was the price 
for the CIA's creation.

Self-interest also goes a long way toward explaining why the Central 
Intelligence Agency’s covert side flourished and its coordination side stagnated. 
The National Security Act created a range of developmental paths for the CIA. 
Presidential, bureaucratic and legislative interests determined which path the 
new agency would take. Natural incentives and Cold War imperatives gave 
presidents good reason to bolster the CIA's clandestine unit. Ironically, however, 
doing so made improving the CIA's coordination side politically untenable. 
Reforming one side of the Agency unavoidably opened the other to bureaucratic 
attack. This presidents could not afford. Bureaucrats in other intelligence 
agencies accepted these developments; so long as the CIA did not interfere with 
their own work, it did not pose much of a threat. Legislators had little reason to 
oversee covert operations, and even less reason to delve into the details of 
management reform. Finally, events appeared to reinforce CIA evolution. 
Threatening actions by the Soviet Union helped sustain the CIA's covert arm, 
while other events — CIA scandals and the Soviet Union's demise — seemed 
unable to shake the Agency from its course.

III. Conclusions

The Central Intelligence Agency case corresponds with the three 
evolutionary hypotheses developed in the National Security Agency Model. 
First, like the National Security Council system and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the
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CIA developed without much Congressional involvement. Oversight of covert 
intelligence activities proved minimal before 1974 and ineffectual after that. 
Meanwhile, Congress has never paid much heed to the CIA's 
coordination/analysis side. The decentralized intelligence system which 
soldiers, diplomats, and G-men fought so hard to achieve in 1947 has remained 
largely in tact.

Second, and relatedly, CIA evolution has been shaped primarily by the 
executive branch. Postwar presidents have had a natural affinity for clandestine 
operations. Every president since Truman has protected and relied on the 
Central Intelligence Agency to wage shadow wars across the globe. Clandestine 
activities offered presidents flexible, responsive, and secret foreign policy 
weapons at a time when Cold War combat made these attributes more desirable 
than ever before. Yet, presidents have refrained from tackling the Agency’s 
coordination problems. Their reluctance has stemmed not from fears of 
Congressional intervention, but from fears of bureaucratic resistance.

Third, the CIA's evolutionary course can be better understood by 
examining its initial design, the rational motives of political players, and a 
handful of focusing events. As in our other cases, structural choices made at the 
agency's birth had lasting implications for its development While vague clauses 
opened the door for covert operations, specific management provisions 
prevented the Agency from fulfilling its coordination responsibilities. The 
interests and capabilities of presidents, bureaucrats and legislators also 
influenced the CIA's schizophrenic evolution. No one, it seems, had strong 
incentives to stem the growth of the CIA's covert side or to reform its 
coordination side. Finally, the CIA has proven remarkably resilient against the 
force of events. While the Cold War Communist threat helped justify the 
creation and growth of clandestine operations, its disappearance has not yet 
reversed the trend. Similarly, CIA imbroglios and failures may have damaged 
Agency morale, but they did not lead to major changes in its mission, design, or 
operations.
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CHAPTER TEN

CONCLUSION

It has been nearly fifty years since Harry Truman signed the National 
Security A ct During that time, the National Security Council staff has grown 
from a little-known secretarial unit to the most important foreign policy body in 
American government What started as a throwaway provision became by 1961 
a powerful presidential foreign policy staff. By comparison, the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff organization began as a centerpiece of the unification bill, but remained 
mired in its original, ineffective structure for forty years, until 1986. Ironically, 
attention to the details of JCS design worked against good organization from the 
start. Meanwhile, the Central Intelligence Agency’s covert side rapidly and 
unexpectedly overshadowed its coordination and analysis functions. As the 
Church Committee concluded in 1976, "...the Agency was established primarily 
for the purpose of providing intelligence analysis to senior policymakers....[but] 
within three years clandestine operations became and continued to be the 
Agency’s preeminent activity’’ (Senate 1976, 92). The CIA has never recovered. 
In short, these three agencies have evolved along very different paths. 
Transformation, stagnation and bifurcation have been the hallmarks of their 
respective histories. (See figure 10.1.)

Figure 10.1 Agency Evolutionary Tratectories. 1947-1996
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Such variation spells good news for the National Security Agency Model. 
The ability of a single model to explain different outcomes is always a positive 
sign. It indicates that the model’s variables are the right variables. It suggests 
that we have hit on the key factors, that we have separated what matters from 
what does not. We are on the right track. Taken together, the three empirical 
cases provide compelling evidence that national security agencies are different 
bureaucratic creatures than their domestic policy counterparts. National security 
agencies may develop in a variety of ways, but they do so for similar reasons.

Key Findings
Three key findings are worth highlighting. First, the empirical cases reveal a 

much weaker and more insignificant Congress than most political scientists like to admit. 
To put this claim into some perspective, it is worth taking a step back and asking, 
"If the proverbial Martian were to land in Washington, how would she know an 
ineffectual Congress when she saw one?"

For starters, weak Congresses should have a hard time getting their views 
and desires written into law. Whether for lack of interest or capabilities, they let 
others take the lead. Initiative — or more precisely its absence — is the key 
indicator. Legislators are unlikely to call for hearings, to insist on playing a part 
in the executive branch’s drafting process, or to amend legislation once it is 
introduced. Such a Congress is more of a political stage than a political actor in 
its own right. It is a forum in which others fight their battles and publicly air 
their views.

Congress’s behavior during the unification conflict fits this description to a 
tee. From the opening salvos in 1944 until Truman’s signature in 1947, legislators 
stood above the political fray. Hearings were held, but always at the request of 
executive branch players. The purpose of these hearings was not so much to 
sway others within the House and Senate: everyone knew most Members were 
waiting for the War and Navy Departments to work out a deal. Rather, the 
hearings were a good public relations tactic, a way for each side to publicize its 
views and objections to the president, the press and the public. In addition, draft 
bills were always written according to the specific instructions of the president 
and his warring military departments. In June of 1946, the Senate Military 
Affairs Committee took rubber stamping to new heights when it simply stapled 
the most recent War-Navy compromise plan to its current draft bill. Finally,
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provisions of the National Security Act bore an uncanny resemblance to the 
Truman Administration's proposal. NSC and JCS provisions copied the 
Administration's language literally word for word. Although House Members 
insisted on including more detailed language for the CIA, they did not look far; 
instead of drafting their own provisions, they simply copied the wording from 
Truman's original intelligence executive directive of 1946. Congress may have 
passed the National Security Act, but it did not have a strong hand in shaping 
the bill.

An outside observer would also expect weak Congresses to shy away 
from overseeing national security agencies once they arise. On a daily basis, 
legislators should pay little attention to agency activities. Longer term, they 
should produce little in the way of reform legislation, even in cases where agency 
problems and abuses are well known.

This is exactly what we find in the NSC, JCS and CIA cases. For over 
twenty-five years, Congress refused to set up an intelligence oversight committee 
at all. Only in 1974, after press reports of CIA domestic surveillance activities, 
did the House and Senate begin to create an oversight infrastructure. The JCS 
and NSC staff have received even less attention on a daily basis. As for reform 
legislation, the historical record speaks for itself: in 150 years of CIA, JCS and 
NSC staff history, Congress has succeeded in passing just one piece of major 
reform legislation — the Goldwater-Nichols Defense Reorganization Act of 1986. 
This, despite the fact that Members have known about JCS deficiencies ever since 
the late 1940s, and CIA management problems at least since the 1970s. In sum, 
Congressional oversight initiatives have been rarely undertaken, poorly directed 
and easily overcome.

The second major finding is that national security agencies appear remarkably 
impervious to external shocks. Escalating Cold War tensions in the 1950s and 1960s 
did nothing to generate improvements to either the Joint Chiefs of Staff or the 
CIA's management capabilities. Nor did outright policy failures, fiascoes or 
scandals. The Bay of Pigs disaster led Kennedy to use covert operations more, 
not less. It did prompt the president to appoint a special White House military 
advisor, but did not lead to any more thoroughgoing efforts to fix either the CIA 
or the JCS. For the Joint Chiefs of Staff, twenty more years of military 
misadventures still did not do the trick. Fundamental reform required nothing 
less than a harmonic convergence of prolonged pressure, sudden events, 
individual personalities and good fortune. The Central Intelligence Agency has
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not been so lucky. Today, five years after the end of the Cold War, and two years 
after Aldrich Ames’ arrest as a Soviet mole, the Agency has yet to undergo 
anything resembling an organizational overhaul. Though the NSC staff has had 
a better overall track record, Oliver North's shady schemes show that even this 
agency can go awry. And when it does, little can be done. There is nothing 
which prevents today's NSC staff from repeating the mistakes of Iran-Contra. 
National security agencies appear to be well insulated, indeed.

How can this be? How can such critical organs of government be so far 
out of reach? Why are they not held accountable for the bad outcomes they 
produce? There appear to be two answers. The first has to do with initial agency 
design. I have argued that founding moments loom large for national security 
agencies. This is because the American political system stacks the deck in favor 
of the legislative status quo. Separation of powers, the Congressional committee 
system, majority voting rules -  all of these things make new laws difficult to 
pass. Consequently, laws which do manage to get through the system usually 
last. They are hard to change. Given these political facts of life, major agency 
overhauls should be rare, even in the face of agency scandal or poor 
performance. It turns out they are.

The second reason has to do with presidents. Presidents have strong 
incentives to develop national security organs which are effective, responsive, 
and responsible; of all the actors in American politics, presidents are most likely 
to have national interests at heart The problem is they have weak capabilities. 
Only in rare moments can they undertake fundamental agency reforms on then- 
own. The NSC staff appears to be such an example. Usually, however, 
presidents are not so fortunate. They must contend with powerful bureaucratic 
opponents and self-interested legislators. In addition, presidents always have 
full plates. They face more competing claims and demands on their time than 
any other political player. Their most valuable assets — political capital and 
attention — are in shortest supply. Though CIA management reform may be 
important, there is always a more immediate crisis on the day's agenda. It is no 
coincidence that every president since Truman has developed coping 
mechanisms to circumvent JCS and CIA deficiencies. With so much to do and so 
little time in which to do it, they have few other options.

The upshot here is that agencies do not respond naturally or easily to 
changing international events, conditions, and problems. They do not adapt to 
their environment. They do not evolve according to structural-functionalist
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imperatives. This is bad news for policymakers. National security agencies are 
likely to be poorly designed and built to stay that way.

Third and finally, we find that American national security agencies are not 
designed to serve the national interest. In a literal sense, most political players did 
not consider broad national concerns when they designed the National Security 
Council system, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Central Intelligence Agency. 
Policymakers were not sitting around a table, dreaming up the ideal foreign 
policy apparatus. They were waging full-scale political warfare. They were 
fighting to protect their own interests. President Truman tried to get a system 
which worked well, which served broader national needs. But he was 
surrounded. Self-interested bureaucrats ruled the day.

The results were far from the bureaucratic ideal. The National Security 
Council and its staff ended up in the legislation by accident They were political 
byproducts, artifacts of compromise which no one much considered in the end. 
JCS design was more deliberate; the Navy set out to cripple the agency at birth. 
Secretary Forrestal and his colleagues infused the Joint Chiefs of Staff with 
conflicting interests at all levels. They guaranteed interservice gridlock by 
insisting on unanimous decision rules. And they made sure the JCS had no 
authority over service budgets. The Navy demanded these things not because 
they were good for the country, but because they were good for the Navy. Navy 
leaders intentionally created a JCS which was incapable of producing coherent 
military strategy, coordinating military operations, or offering useful military 
advice. The Central Intelligence Agency also was not destined for success. 
Existing intelligence services within the Navy, War, Justice and State 
Departments had no interest in ceding autonomy and power to a new central 
intelligence authority. Instead, they set out to undermine the CIA's powers at the 
outset. They succeeded. The Central Intelligence Agency was bereft of any 
statutory authority to do its job well. It could not compel interdepartmental 
intelligence cooperation or coordination. It could not determine the budgets, 
priorities, or activities of other intelligence units. It became a central authority in 
name only. In short, all three of these agencies were poorly designed because 
that's what bureaucrats wanted. President Truman may have had national 
interests at heart, but he had to compromise. For him, something was better than 
nothing. The National Security Act was the best he could do.

Not surprisingly, these agencies have worked poorly through the decades. 
Institutional birth marks have had lasting effects. Only one of the three agencies
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— the NSC staff — has been able to overcome its initial handicaps soon enough to 
make a real difference. And this was purely accidental. Using a few loopholes in 
the National Security Act, presidents were able to reinvent the NSC staff and 
discard the more formal statutory National Security Council. Timing was key: 
they began making these changes almost immediately, before the newly created 
and still fragmented Defense Department could mount a united opposition. In 
this one instance, presidents had a unique opportunity to wipe the slate clean. 
Unfortunately, the NSC staff appears to be the exception, not the rule. In the 
words of an old Texas saying, the NSC staff shows that "even a blind hog can 
find an acorn now and then.”244

Implications: The Cost of Agency Design
Poor agency design is not without costs. These can be classified into two 

types. First, badly designed agencies can produce bad policy outcomes; they can 
cause policy setbacks, diplomatic failures and military disasters which hurt 
American interests and American citizens. For instance, JCS design ensured that 
top American military officers would be kept out of the loop on major military 
issues. The agency was structurally incapable of offering a comprehensive 
military point of view on basic matters of planning, strategy, and operations. As 
John Kester commented in 1982:

The present JCS system makes the Chiefs irrelevant much of the time. I recall 
many occasions on which the Secretary of Defense would try to get the advice of 
professional officers on pending issues. He could talk to the Chiefs alone
sometimes, and he daily consulted with the Chairman But that did not take the
place of well thought out and developed positions by a staff looking at issues 
from the point of view of the armed forces as a whole...." (House 1982,509)

Instead, policymakers have relied on civilian defense officials for basic advice on 
military matters -  and this has led to trouble. Many defense experts attribute the 
Vietnam War to the unwise counsel of uninformed Defense Department civilians. 
As former JCS chairman David Jones put it, "Vietnam was perhaps our worst 
example of confused objectives and unclear responsibilities" (House 1982,53).245

244This saying was related by former Texas Governor Ann Richards in the spring of 1995. In a 
televised address honoring Supreme Court Justice Harry A. Blackmun, Richards used the remark 
to laud Richard Nixon's appointment of the liberal jurist 
245See also Powell 1995.
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The ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion was also concocted without any input from the 
JCS; the Chiefs discovered the plan by accident (Korb 1976,134).

Disaster has also stemmed from the JCS's inability to coordinate 
interservice operations in the field. The Iranian hostage rescue attempt of 1980 is 
a textbook case. The mission was doomed from the start, when each service 
insisted on its piece of the action. Responding to service interests, the rescue plan 
called for Marines to launch their helicopters from Navy ships and rendezvous 
with Army commandos (transported by Air Force planes) in the desert. Despite 
the plan's obvious complexity and reliance on interservice cohesion, no 
coordinated training was ever conducted. Instead, each service practiced its own 
part in isolation. When the rescue day arrived, many of the team members had 
never met. Tellingly, there weren't even any arrangements for the service 
commanders to communicate with each other. On 24 April 1980, the mission was 
aborted just hours after it began — but not before 8 men had burned to death 
when a helicopter collided with a transport plane. Similarly, poor coordination 
and confused lines of command led to the 1983 bombing of a Marine barracks in 
Beirut, killing 241 American soldiers. Investigations revealed that the U.S. 
unified commander in Lebanon had expressed concerns over lax security months 
before the blast, but had lacked the power to order the necessary changes (Boo 
1991).

CIA organizational deficiencies also have led to missteps and 
misadventures. The Agency's inability to coordinate intelligence from the rest of 
the community produced major intelligence failures in the Korean War and the 
Bay of Pigs. Moreover, the CIA's focus on covert activity has borne little fruit at 
considerable expense. Of the five major paramilitary activities examined by the 
Church committee in 1976, four failed to achieve their stated objectives and 
further undermined U.S. credibility. The Committee concluded that such covert 
activity not only "limited the foreign policy options available to the United States 
by creating ties to groups and causes...." (Senate 1976, 156) but proved 
"increasingly costly to America's interests and reputation" (Senate 1976,425).

As these examples suggest, there is a connection between agency structure 
and policy outcomes. Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs, Iran, Beirut, the Korean War -  all 
of these episodes might not have occurred had the Joint Chiefs of Staff and 
Central Intelligence Agency been able to do their jobs well. Certainly, even the 
best organizations make mistakes, and even the most irrationally constructed

247

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

agencies can produce results. Poor agency design is not a surefire recipe for 
failure, but it does make policy setbacks more likely and more frequent.

The second type of cost associated with faulty agency design has to do 
with success. Ill-suited agencies may still end up producing positive outcomes, 
but they exact a high price in the process. U.S. troops may have successfully 
invaded Grenada in 1983, but they suffered a surprising number of casualties 
because of interservice coordination problems. Jimmy Carter eventually secured 
the release of the American hostages in Iran. However, if the rescue attempt had 
succeeded, the hostages would have come home 9 months earlier. In 1950, 
Truman's "police action" in Korea successfully repelled the Communist advance. 
But had the Central Intelligence Agency been better able to read the situation, 
our military involvement there might well have been avoided altogether. In all 
of these cases, the results were good. They could have been better.

In addition, such successes impose all sorts of opportunity costs. How 
much time do presidents waste, how much capital do they needlessly expend in 
order to overcome the shortcomings of their own national security agencies? 
What would Lyndon Johnson have accomplished without the Vietnam War? 
What policies would Carter have pursued if he had not been incapacitated by the 
hostage crisis for so long? If Kennedy had not gone forward with the Bay of Pigs, 
would Khrushchev have dared place nuclear missiles in Cuba and brought us to 
the brink of nuclear war? Seen in this light, agency design hardly appears trivial. 
Because of they way they are structured, American national security agencies 
ensure that both policy failures and successes will be costly.

Next Steps
Examining national security agencies through a new institutionalist lens 

naturally raises as many, if not more, questions than it answers. Here, let me 
suggest two fertile areas for future research.

First, it makes sense to expand the scope of the National Security Agency 
Model, to see just how broadly the framework applies. What does this approach 
have to say about the origins and evolution of other foreign policy organizations 
such as the United States Trade Representative or the National Economic 
Council? What about other domestic policy agencies? Is this, in fact, the 
beginnings of a general theory of bureaucracy?

I believe that it is. In this work, I have argued that we get analytic 
leverage by transporting new institutionalism from American politics to
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international relations. While the approach needs some serious tweaking, the 
logic suggests a way to understand why national security agencies look and 
behave the way they do. New institutionalists have made a compelling case that 
domestic regulatory agencies are hindered at birth. The same appears to be true 
for national security agencies. Equally important, we now know at least four key 
variables which distinguish national security agencies from their regulatory 
counterparts: the interest group environment, the availability of information, the 
policy domain and the degree of bureaucratic connectedness. Indeed, it makes 
sense to think of regulatory agencies at one end of the bureaucratic spectrum and 
national security agencies at the other. On the one side, regulatory agencies live 
in a world where interest groups are plentiful and powerful, where information 
is readily available, where issues lie in the legislative domain, and where 
bureaucracies are loosely connected to one another. The politics is distributive in 
nature. National security agencies lie at the opposite extreme, with weak interest 
groups, extreme secrecy, issues which lie in the executive domain, and tightly 
connected bureaucracies. The political game is played over public goods. (See 
Figure 10.2)

ElflUK IQ.2___ The Bureaucratic Spectrum

Regulatory
Agencies

Trade agencies? 
Others?

National Security 
Agencies

•Strong Interest groups 
•Open information 
•Legislative Domain 
•Unconnected Bureaucracies

•Weak interest groups 
•Secrecy
•Executive Domain 
•Connected Bureaucracies

This is good news. It means that all other agencies should lie somewhere 
in the middle of the spectrum. If this is true, then it should be possible to relax 
the values of these four variables and test their influence in a systematic way. 
We can begin filling in the spectrum, developing a richer picture of American 
bureaucracy using a single theoretical framework.

Second, we need to leam much more about the relationship between 
agency structure and policy outcomes. This project has sought to understand
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national security agencies as dependent variables. However, in the long run, it is 
not enough to know why agencies arise and develop in the ways they do. We 
need a better understanding of how design choices affect policymaking and 
international relations in general. Such connections are admittedly murky. 
Current approaches, including mine, have a hard time going beyond the basic 
intuition that organization matters. We need to do better.

The building blocks are there. With a firm grasp of agency origins and 
evolution, we can now begin designing comparable cases which test the 
influence of agency design on policymaking. To say that "JCS design led to 
policy failure in case X at time Y" means little unless we know how this 
organization arose and what it looked like at different points in time. Indeed, the 
JCS of 1946 is a far cry from the JCS of 1996. By isolating design changes, we can 
compare different JCS structures in similar crises. We can, for example, test the 
influence of Goldwater-Nichols provisions by comparing the Joint Chiefs' 
performance in the Korean War to the Persian Gulf War of 1991. Ultimately, 
treating agencies as dependent variables has the potential to illuminate their 
influence as independent variables.

In the end, the challenge for political scientists and policymakers alike is to 
find a useful, meaningful middle ground between grand theory and ad hoc 
reality. It is to discover the underlying regularities which shape government 
agencies, and through them, policy choices. It is, in short, to start with politics.
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APPENDIX A

NOTES ON TABULATION OF 
FOREIGN POLICY INTEREST GROUPS

The breakdown of foreign policy/domestic policy interest groups is based on the following 
numbers:

Domestic Policv Interest Grouns = 8.216
Business 3,469
Transport/Energy 1,377
Public Interest 1,256
Health 1,054
Local Government 540
Miscellaneous 520

Foreign Policy Interest Groups = 922

Total Number of Interest Groups =9.UR

As a baseline, I used data found in the Selected Subjects Index (pp.721-63) of Washington 
Representatives 1990. This is generally considered the most comprehensive listing of interest 
groups in the United States. It indudes law firms; professional lobbying organizations; national 
and professional associations; corporations; foundations; foreign governments; issue-specific 
lobbies; PACs and other special interest groups. The Selected Subjects Index lists individual 
organizations under 140 headings according to "significant or timely legislative, manufacturing 
or professional interest” Examples indude: Sugar, Marine, Health Care, Environment, Religion, 
Law.

The original data posed two problems:
1) Foreign policy-related interest groups were underestimated. Of the 140 subject headings, only 
two — "Foreign Relations" and "Foreign Trade" — were related to foreign affairs. This left out 
organizations such as defense contractors, veterans groups, and religious relief organizations.

To get a more liberal estimate of foreign policy-related interest groups, I included ten additional 
headings with a strong foreign policy orientation.

Aerospace Defense
Aircraft Industry Military
Arab Naval
Conservation Nudear Energy
Copyrights Veterans

Next, I turned to headings which featured a significant but not overwhelming number of foreign 
policy organizations:

Civil Rights Natural Resources
Economic Development Political Sdence
Environment Pollution
Foundations Population
Government Religion
Law Sodal Welfare
Minorities Women
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These were recoded and data were reaggregated to separate foreign policy from domestic policy 
groups. Thus, "Gvil Rights” became two headings: "Civil Rights -Domestic'' and "Civil Rights - 
Foreign."

2) Many groups were listed under more than one heading. LTV, for example, appeared under the 
Aerospace, Aircraft Industry and Defense headings.

To clean the data, I grouped headings into twelve broader area clusters and then eliminated 
duplicate entries within each cluster. For example:

Cluster Headings
Agriculture: Agriculture, Beverage, Cocoa, Coffee, Dairy,

Food, Fruit, Grain, Feed, Livestock, Meat,
Poultry, Pesticides, Sugar, Tobacco
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APPENDIX B

NOTES ON PERSONAL INTERVIEWS

Forty-five members of the national security community were interviewed for this dissertation 
between May 1994 and February 1996. These included former and current Cabinet officials. 
National Security Council staff members, legislators. Congressional staffers, and other foreign 
policy watchers such as journalists and think tank researchers. Executive branch respondents 
represented every presidential administration from Kennedy to Clinton.

All interviews were conducted in person, unless otherwise noted. Several people were 
interviewed on more than one occasion. Attribution was determined at the beginning of each 
interview. Those listed below agreed to be quoted on the record. The remainder — 26 in all — 
asked that their names be kept confidential.

Partial List of Interviews:

Francis Bator 
Zbigniew Brzezinski 
McGeorge Bundy 
Frank Carlucd 
Richard Cheney 
Tyrus Cobb 
Chester Crocker 
Rep. Norm Dicks (D-WA)
Tom Duesterberg 
Richard Garon 
Geoffrey Kemp 
Robert McFarlane 
Doug Paal 
Brent Scowcroft 
Paul Stevens 
Gregory Treverton 
Victor Utgoff 
Rep. Michael Ward (D-KY)
Caspar Weinberger
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APPENDIX C

NEW YORK TIMES COVERAGE OF NATIONAL SECURITY ADVISORS,
1947-1995

Average Number of Entries Per Year in the New York Times Index under Each National 
Security Advisor's Name;

National Security Advisor Administration_______ Avg.# NYT entries/vr

Souers Truman 2
Lay Truman 1
Cutler Eisenhower 7
Anderson Eisenhower 16
Gray Eisenhower 6
Bundy Kennedy/Johnson 39
Rostow Johnson 35
Kissinger Nixon (1969-72) 295
Scowcroft Ford 16
Brzezinski Carter 135
Allen Reagan 75
Clark Reagan 55
McFarlane Reagan 47
Poindexter Reagan 46
Carlucd Reagan 49
Powell Reagan 22
Scowcroft Bush 17
Lake Clinton (through 6/95) 14

* Since the National Security Advisor position was not created until 1953, corresponding figures 
from 1947-1952 have been tabulated based on entries of the NSC Executive Secretary.

Source: 1961-1979 figures from Destler 1980b, 582; other figures tabulated by author using New 
York Times Index.
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APPENDIX D

LEGISLATIVE CHANGES TO THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF

LEGISLATION PROVISIONS
1949 Amendments to the National Security Act •JCS Chairman created

•Joint Staff increased from 100 to 210
•JCS made "principal military advisers” to
NSC

1953 Reorganization Plan No. 6 •JCS Chair given more authority: Chair 
approves appointments of Joint Staff officers, 
manages work of Joint Staff and its Director

•JCS removed from executive agent status, i.e., 
handling day-to-day communications and 
supervision over unified commands

1958 Defense Reorganization Act •JCS Chair strengthened: Chair allowed to 
vote in deliberations; Chair selects Joint Staff 
Director with approval of Secretary of Defense; 
control of Joint Staff transferred from JCS 
corporate body to JCS Chair. However, Chair 
must act "on behalf o f’ corporate JCS

•Joint Staff increased from 210 to 400

•Chiefs directed to concentrate on joint duties 
and delegate service management to newly 
created Vice Chiefs

•Military Depts. removed as executive agents. 
Chain of command now runs from President 
to Secretary of Defense, "through" the JCS to 
unified commands

1986 Goldwater-Nichols Defense 
Reorganization Act

•JCS Chair strengthened: Chairman, not 
corporate JCS, is made "principal military 
adviser" to President; Vice Chair created to 
handle daily work

•Joint Staff parochialism reduced: joint 
posting now required for promotion; JCS 
Chair can promote Joint Staff officers even if 
parent service chief objects; Joint Staff 
increased from 400 to 1,627

•CINCs granted greater autonomy, authority; 
Specified operational chain of command runs 
from President to Secretary of Defense to 
unified and specified combatant commanders
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APPENDIX E 

FY1994 DEFENSE CONTRACTS BY REGION

Region Awards ($ mill) Percent of Total
Northeast $18,752 17.00%
Midwest $16,593 15.04%

South $42,741 38.74%
West $32,229 29.22%
Total $110,315 100.00%

Source: Statistical Abstracts of the United States 1995.
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