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U.S. National Security Strategy: Lessons Learned

The Biden administration, as well as future administrations,
should look to the national security strategy planning efforts of
previous administrations for lessons on how to craft a strategy
that establishes a competitive approach to America's rivals that is
both toughminded and sustainable in order to guide U.S. foreign,
defense, and budget policies and decision-making. In this article,
Paul Lettow gives a history of the processes and strategies of past
administrations, beginning with the Eisenhower administration,

and draws out the lessons to be learned from them.

n keeping with the practice of U.S. admin-
istrations for the past several decades, the
Biden administration is likely to produce
a national security strategy within its first
year or two. Indeed, it has already signaled that it
will begin work on one.' It will do so while con-
fronting an international environment character-
ized by increasingly intense geopolitical challenges
to the United States — most prominently and com-
prehensively from China, but also from a Russia
determined to play spoiler and destabilizer when
and where it can, and from Iran, North Korea, and
other powers and threats at a more regional level.
President Joe Biden has stated that the United
States and China, in particular, are engaged in “ex-
treme competition,”* while CIA Director William
Burns has said that China is the “most signifi-
cant threat [and] challenge” to the United States
throughout the foreseeable future and that “[0]
ut-competing China will be key to our national
security.”® To increase the likelihood of long-term
outcomes that favor the United States, the admin-
istration should focus its national security strat-
egy on establishing a competitive approach to
America’s rivals — especially China — that is both
toughminded and sustainable in order to guide
U.S. foreign, defense, and budget policies and de-
cision-making. The president and his team should
look to the national security strategy planning

efforts of previous administrations for lessons on
how to do just that. A number of those lessons are
positive but are underappreciated today — and
some are cautionary, pointing to flaws in outlook
or process that the Biden administration and fu-
ture administrations ought to avoid.

Most presidents since Harry Truman have pro-
duced a written national security strategy, or some-
thing akin to it. During the Cold War, national se-
curity strategies often took the form of a classified
written directive to executive branch departments
and agencies as part of a systematic planning pro-
cess involving senior White House national secu-
rity officials and cabinet secretaries. These strate-
gies focused, for the most part, on competing with
the Soviet Union and its allies. Sometimes, those
overarching strategy documents sparked an on-
going planning process that generated classified
strategies addressing specific regional or function-
al subjects. Since the end of the Cold War, presi-
dential administrations have issued national secu-
rity strategies only in unclassified form for public
consumption. Those public documents were often
products of a far less rigorous and analytical pro-
cess than those which had been pursued by Cold
War presidents and more closely resembled an ex-
tended speechwriting exercise, disconnected from
any prior or ongoing systematic planning,.

The Trump administration broke with that post-

1 Biden issued interim national security strategic guidance "even as we begin work on a National Security Strategy." Interim National Security
Strategic Guidance, The White House, March 2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NSC-1v2.pdf. Secretary of State
Antony Blinken said that the interim guidance "gives initial direction to our national security agencies so that they can get to work right away while
we keep developing a more in-depth national security strategy over the next few months." See Antony J. Blinken, "A Foreign Policy for the American
People," March 3, 2021, https://www.state.gov/a-foreign-policy-for-the-american-people/.

2 Regarding China, Biden said: "[W]e need to not have a conflict. But there's going to be extreme competition." Joe Biden, interview by Norah
O'Donnell, Face the Nation, Feb. 7, 2021, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/biden-interview-iran-sanctions-nuclear-agreement/.

3 Burns, during his confirmation hearing, added that China is "the biggest geopolitical test that we face." Martin Matishak, "Biden's CIA pick
vows to focus on a rising China," Politico, Feb. 24, 2021, https://www.politico.com/news/2021/02/24/cia-william-burns-china-471354.
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Cold War trend by taking a hybrid approach. It is-
sued a public national security strategy document
followed by classified internal directives on specific
regions and functional topics. The administration’s
national security strategy emphasized the geopolit-
ical threats posed by great-power rivals, especially
China, and the need for a competitive U.S. strate-
gy in response.* Those basic substantive premises
have earned widespread acceptance, even as they
marked a departure from post-Cold War national
security strategies that had downplayed — or mis-
apprehended — the threats posed by China, Rus-
sia, and other state actors that have challenged the
United States over the last several decades.

The United States is at a transitional and con-
sequential moment. It is newly alert to an era of
great-power competition. The Biden administra-
tion seems to grasp that it should accept and build
on the basic premises and many of the elements
of its predecessor’s national security strategy,
while pursuing more predictable policies and turn-
ing away from the vagaries, moral relativism, and
transactional nature of Trump, which, in ways big
and small, often proved counterproductive to his
own administration’s national security strategy.’

More broadly, the United States is out of prac-
tice at developing and pursuing a strategy of high-
stakes, long-term geopolitical competition. Such a
strategy, adjusted and corrected over time, ought
to garner enough bipartisan congressional and
public support to endure, be firm in pressing Amer-
ica’s formidable advantages in acute but peaceful
competition, and be sufficiently far-sighted and
disciplined to make investments in resources, at-
tention, and time to best position the United States
to succeed over the long run.

There is thus much to be gained by reassessing
the advantages that accrue from a sound national
security strategy, and the prerequisites and ele-
ments of a successful strategy, as well as the pit-
falls that should be avoided. There are important
differences between America’s rivals today — their
nature and the challenges they pose and the type
of competition they require — and the rivals of the
Cold War era. This article looks to post-World War
II history not to encourage replicating it, but to
understand the principles and practices that can
help the country navigate through the storms that
surely lie ahead.

This article draws on a review of available his-
torical records of a number of previous national
security strategies, as well as interviews with eight
former national security advisers and many other
senior officials involved in shaping previous nation-
al security planning efforts. It gleans from those
sources lessons and principles that apply both to
the process of developing a national security strat-
egy and to the substantive elements of the most
successful examples. It attempts to shed light on
how to increase the chances that a national secu-
rity strategy will be effective — that is, to guide
an administration’s national security policies, to
achieve the objectives that strategy outlines by the
means it proposes, and to set a foundation upon
which future administrations can build.

This article first sets out why a president should
develop a national security strategy. It then address-
es the what and how of national security strategic
planning by giving a brief history of how adminis-
trations from the Cold War onward have, or have
not, conducted strategic planning and by identifying
some of the consequences of those decisions. The
article concludes by distilling the lessons from those
past efforts that may be of help as the Biden admin-
istration and future administrations undertake na-
tional security strategic planning in a difficult, com-
petitive international environment.

In summary, the president ought to adapt to the
present circumstances the best elements of the rig-
orous, analytical planning processes that generated
successful national security strategies during the
Cold War. These include: a classified process that
focuses on understanding the nature of America’s
adversaries, what they are up to, and why; a net
assessment to analyze America’s advantages and
vulnerabilities relative to its rivals; incorporation
of that comparative analysis in the ensuing strate-
gy directive, such that the strategy aims to assert
America’s relative advantages, shore up its vulner-
abilities, and exploit adversaries’ weaknesses; an
approach designed to meet challenges from China
and other rivals on a sustainable basis, obviating
the need for wild swings from periods of repose to
frenetic reaction, building on the useful aspects of
the Trump national security strategy, and increas-
ing the likelihood for public and congressional sup-
port over the long term; and a planning process
that is driven by the White House but nevertheless

4 National Security Strategy of the United States of America, The White House, December 2017, http://nssarchive.us/wp-content/up-

loads/2020/04/2017.pdf.

5  See Kurt M. Campbell and Ely Ratner, "The China Reckoning: How Beijing Defied American Expectations," Foreign Affairs 97, no. 2 (March/April
2018), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/china/2018-02-13/china-reckoning. Campbell is now coordinator for the Indo-Pacific on the White
House National Security Council staff. Ratner is now special assistant to the secretary of defense and leads the Department of Defense's China
Task Force. In his confirmation hearing, Burns stated that "out-competing China" requires "a long-term clear-eyed bipartisan strategy." Matishak,

"Biden's CIA Pick."
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allows for input from the president’s cabinet, thus
ensuring, as much as possible, a unified sense of
direction to guide the administration’s efforts.

Why Develop a
National Security Strategy?

Before examining the most useful aspects of na-
tional security strategies — the what and how — it
is helpful to understand why presidential admin-
istrations pursue them. The Biden administration
is likely to produce a written national security
strategy in part because of custom and law. The
pattern stretching back for decades of presidential
administrations issuing a national security strategy
document generates expectations that the Biden
administration will follow suit. And a federal stat-
ute, in place since the Goldwater-Nichols national
security reforms of the mid-1980s, states that the
president “shall transmit to Congress each year” a
national security strategy.® Over the last two dec-
ades, that provision has been honored mainly in
the breach: Beginning with the George W. Bush ad-
ministration, presidents have, sensibly, produced
one national security strategy for each four-year
term, rather than annually, which would be unnec-
essary and perhaps unhelpful. While the statutory
provision has served the purpose of encouraging
presidents to develop a national security strategy,
it has also coincided with the post-Cold War era of
national security strategies that were unclassified,
designed primarily for public consumption, and
mostly disconnected from rigorous planning pro-
cesses — a cross between a speech and a check-
the-box exercise. The congressional requirement
has been, at best, a mixed blessing and ought to be
reexamined.

In addition, the Biden administration, like every
presidential administration, has its own reasons
for producing a national security strategy. At their
best, written national security strategies can serve
multiple purposes.

First, a national security strategy can identify and
prioritize the most important U.S. interests, the
threats to those interests, and the objectives that
America must pursue to secure those interests.
A national security strategy should start with lay-
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ing out the most critical national interests: the
physical security of the nation and its people, the
maintenance of the country’s constitutional sys-
tem and values, and an international environment
conducive to American prosperity. It should set out
clear objectives as well as the means necessary to
preserve U.S. interests over the long term, especial-
ly in light of other international actors, including
great-power rivals, that are pursuing interests and
objectives often directly at odds with those of the
United States. It should also account for and em-
phasize what a president and his team believe they
must achieve as well as what they will not accept
and thus must prevent or counteract. A national
security strategy affords an administration the op-
portunity to consider those interests, threats, and
objectives dispassionately, comprehensively, and
systematically, rather than having to try to come
up with various plans in reaction to disparate crises
once they have been forced on the United States,
when the willingness to consider overall enduring
interests and priorities is at a minimum.

Second, a national security strategy can set a di-
rection for an administration, shaping day-to-day
policy and decision-making. It can provide coher-
ence, allowing officials to place discrete issues and
actions within the framework, terms, and priorities
set out in the strategy. President Dwight Eisen-
hower, leading a meeting of his National Security
Council to consider a draft of a basic national se-
curity policy, emphasized that principle. According
to the meeting minutes, “he pointed out that even
as you dealt with day-to-day problems you needed
some kind of a philosophy as a general guide to
action.” In setting out that directional guidance, a
national security strategy can prioritize particular
objectives and the means to achieve them, while al-
lowing for flexibility and adaptability in execution.
This, in turn, allows officials, from the president
on down, to prioritize the allocation of resources
— including of their individual and collective time
and policy goals — rationally and intentionally,
in line with the overall strategy. A national secu-
rity strategy thereby helps avoid the “tyranny of
the inbox” that can otherwise plague senior offi-
cials and cause them to spend their time and effort
on distracting, secondary issues without making
meaningful progress on established U.S. priorities.

6 War and National Defense, U.S. Code 50 (2015), § 3043. On the legislative mandate, see Catherine Dale, National Security Strategy: Man-
dates, Execution to Date, and Issues for Congress, Congressional Research Service, Aug. 6, 2013, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R43174.pdf;
Nathan J. Lucas and Kathleen J. McInnis, The 2015 National Security Strategy: Authorities, Changes, Issues for Congress, Congressional Research
Service, April 5, 2016, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R44023.pdf; and Kathleen J. Mclnnis, "The 2017 National Security Strategy: Issues for Con-
gress," Congressional Research Service, Dec. 19, 2017, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/IN10842.pdf

7 "Memorandum of Discussion at the 165th Meeting of the National Security Council, Wednesday, October 7, 1953," Foreign Relations of the
United States [hereafter FRUS], 1952-1954, National Security Affairs, Volume I, Part 1 [hereafter FRUS, 19521954, 11, 1], Document 94, Department
of State, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d94.
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Third, a national security strategy also helps en-
sure that the different departments and agencies
under the president operate in alignment with
one another in terms of understanding and direc-
tion. As will be seen, a process that allows sen-
ior cabinet-level officials to give their input and
requires them to sign off on the strategy, or at
least requires them to understand and acquiesce
to a clear presidential decision regarding strategy,
tends to ensure that differences among senior offi-
cials are comprehended, addressed, and resolved
upfront. This helps avoid an administration being
consumed by disagreements over basic premises
and directions for years.

Fourth, in setting out national security priorities
and the means necessary to achieve them, a na-
tional security strategy allows a president and his
team to take the initiative in order to create pos-
itive outcomes and head off unacceptable ones,
rather than being forced to take a reactive or de-
fensive position in response to situations or cri-
ses brought about by other actors. A proactive ap-
proach, as Henry Kissinger noted while serving as
national security adviser, helps ensure that policies
“are not simply tactical responses to immediate
situations.”® It encourages and guides officials in
shaping the decision-making environment in which
competitor nations operate.

Fifth, when crises do arise, officials do not have
to assess and deal with them starting from a blank
slate. Instead, they can place the crisis within the
overall strategic context, including the most im-
portant and enduring U.S. interests and objectives
that they have identified and prioritized in ad-
vance. A strategy can help avoid over-reacting or
under-reacting to crises, or becoming befuddled or
overwhelmed by them. In short, it can help prevent
stumbling into disasters by inaction or unwise ac-
tion for want of a pre-existing framework in which
issues and events can be properly prioritized and
considered. Eisenhower was well aware of the ben-
efit of advance planning during crisis management,
and it furthered his determination to lead a sys-
tematic national security planning process with his
senior officials.?

Sixth, a properly designed, ongoing strategic
planning process can also help the president and
his National Security Council to make appropriate

course corrections over time if they periodically re-
visit and revise as necessary the premises and ob-
jectives of the strategy. As an administration pro-
gresses, however, a national security strategy can
also allow them to assess and reject ill-considered
arguments or ideas that may be vocally advocat-
ed for but would ultimately diverge from, or even
work at cross-purposes with, the overall strategy.

Finally, a national security strategy can help keep
a president and his team focused on how best to
position the country over the long term, by clari-
fying and prioritizing the investments that have to
be made now to increase the chances of positive
outcomes in the future. This includes everything
from research and development efforts to overseas
bases and deployments to maintaining access to
global commons and influence over international
standards-setting institutions. A national security
strategy does not just match ends to means in the
near-term. It can and should also underscore the
need to husband and generate the resources that
will be essential over the long run. Indeed, a prop-
erly conceived national security strategy requires
that an administration conceptualize, marshal,
and invest in resources in the near term to enable
success years later, as the best of those strategies
have emphasized. That is especially so during an
era of intensifying great-power competition, with
China growing in power and employing that power
to shape the international environment in its own
favor for the future.

The ‘“What” and “How” of

National Security Strategic Planning:
A Brief History

Kennan and the Birth of Cold War Strategy

Looming large over the problem of how to de-
velop a sound national security strategy, and what
elements it should include, is the legacy of George
F. Kennan. But it is essential to understand what
it was about Kennan’s contribution that was so
consequential to the formation of U.S. strategy and
what its relevance is today.

Kennan’s signal statement — the “Long Tele-
gram” — came in the form of a cable he sent to

8  "White House Background Press Briefing by the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger)," Feb. 16, 1970, FRUS, 19691976,
Volume |, Foundations of Foreign Policy, 1969-1972 [hereafter FRUS, 19691976, 1], Document 58, Department of State, Office of the Historian,

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d58.

9  Robert R. Bowie and Richard H. Immerman, Waging Peace: How Eisenhower Shaped an Enduring Cold War Strategy (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1998), 89, 258-59.
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Washington in February 1946 while he was serving
as U.S. chargé d’affaires in Moscow.” It was a re-
sponse to earnest queries from a Washington mys-
tified as to why the Soviet Union, America’s recent
ally in the war, was not being more constructive
in cooperating with U.S. plans for the post-war in-
ternational system. Kennan, a specialist in Russia’s
language, history, and culture, was serving his sec-
ond tour in the Soviet Union and had observed in
person Joseph Stalin’s show trials and the opacity
and duplicity of the Soviet leadership. Brooding,
sensitive, and possessed of a keen, cynical mind,
Kennan had despaired that the U.S. government
up to that point had understood neither the na-
ture of Stalin’s Soviet Union nor its implications
for the United States. In fielding the inquiries from
Washington, he took the opportunity to help his
government, as the telegram stated, “apprehend”

A national security strategy should start
with laying out the most critical national
interests: the physical security of the
nation and its people, the maintenance of
the country’s constitutional system and
values, and an international environment
conducive to American prosperity.

that problem and “recognize [it] for what it is”™
The Long Telegram was clear-eyed and stark in
its description of the Soviet leadership, its mo-
tives, and its modus operandi. Combining a tra-
ditional insecurity and a desire to bring together
unchallengeable authority and Marxist dogma,
Soviet leaders “found justification for their in-
stinctive fear of [the] outside world, for the dicta-
torship without which they did not know how to
rule, for cruelties they did not dare not to inflict,
for sacrifices they felt bound to demand.” Kennan
warned that the Soviet regime continually sought
to increase its strength and prestige internally and
externally, and that it would aim to destabilize
Western powers and divide them from each other
while expanding its own geopolitical influence. He

U.S. National Security Strategy: Lessons Learned

argued that the Soviets thus posed an enormous
challenge to American interests, but that the Unit-
ed States could best meet it not by belligerence or
inaction, but through adopting a thoughtful, long-
term strategy. Kennan also noted that the nature of
the threat meant that the United States had impor-
tant advantages. The Soviet Union did not take un-
necessary risks when faced with strong opposition
or likely defeat. It was, relatively, the less powerful
force, and because it was overextended and purely
dictatorial, it was deeply flawed.”

A year after sending the cable, Kennan anony-
mously authored a Foreign Affairs article titled
“The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” in which he
developed his thesis that the Soviet Union bore
within it the seeds of its own decay, and that U.S.
policies could “increase enormously the strains
under which Soviet policy must operate” with the
aim, ultimately, of “promot[ing]
tendencies which must eventual-
ly find their outlet in either the
break-up or the gradual mellow-
ing of Soviet power.” He wrote,
fatefully, that U.S. policy “must
be that of a long-term, patient
but firm and vigilant contain-
ment of Russian expansionist
tendencies.”*

Kennan did not set out a grand
unified theory for U.S. foreign
relations based on blue-sky thinking about Amer-
ica’s preferences for what the world ought to look
like. He was not given to wishcasting as a prem-
ise for American policy. His contribution lay in
understanding and explaining, compellingly and
resonantly, what Soviet leaders were up to — their
motives, interests, and aims, and how they pur-
sued them — and what that meant for the United
States. In illuminating the latter, Kennan was able
to observe that through embracing a competitive
but peaceful long-term strategy, the United States
could help to foster the conditions that would pro-
duce a solution to the challenge posed by the So-
viets.

In a kind of “Big Bang” at the start of the Cold
War in 1946 and 1947, Kennan thus identified the

10 "The Chargé in the Soviet Union (Kennan) to the Secretary of State," Feb. 22, 1946, FRUS, 1946, Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, Volume VI,

Document 475, Department of State, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1946v06 (also known as "The Long

Telegram"). This section also draws from Paul Lettow, "Parallel Lives," National Review 61, no. 19 (Oct. 19, 2009): 43-45; George F. Kennan, Memoirs:
1925-1950 (Boston: Atlantic-Little, Brown & Co. 1967); Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation: My Years at the State Department (New York: W.

W. Norton & Co., 1969); and Nicholas Thompson, The Hawk and the Dove: Paul Nitze, George Kennan, and the History of the Cold War, reissue ed.

(London: Picador, 2010; New York, NY: Henry Holt and Company, 2009).

M Kennan, "The Long Telegram.”
12 Kennan, "The Long Telegram."

13 George F. Kennan (X), "The Sources of Soviet Conduct," Foreign Affairs 25, no. 4, (July 1947), https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/rus-
sian-federation/1947-07-01/sources-soviet-conduct.
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threat posed by the Soviet Union and, in light
of that threat, the basic premises that would
ultimately guide American strategy for decades.
It fell to others to craft the strategies for each ad-
ministration, however, including for Truman. Paul
Nitze, building on the premises and insights that
Kennan had established, led the drafting of the
classified NSC-68 in 1950, which wove together
military, political, and ideological policies into an
assertive and coherent whole. It focused in particu-
lar on the hard power — especially military forces
— perceived as necessary to operationalize con-
tainment of the Soviet Union.*

Strategic Planning Under Eisenhower

Before taking office as president, Eisenhower had
led the Allied invasions of North Africa and of West-
ern Europe, commanded the Allied Expeditionary
Force in Europe to victory over the Axis powers, and
served as Army chief of staff and as supreme allied
commander of NATO. He knew the value of plan-
ning. And he was determined to impose a rigorous
strategic planning process in the White House. Ei-
senhower shared Kennan’s basic assessment of the
threat that the Soviets posed to America’s interests
and of Soviet methods. He also agreed that, on bal-
ance, the United States was the stronger power. He
believed that the nature of the Soviet system and of
Soviet geopolitical overreach itself made the Soviet
Union vulnerable.’

Eisenhower was also exasperated by what he saw
as the erratic nature of the Truman administration,
especially its swing from making drastic cuts to the
national security budget in the immediate post-
war years — which Eisenhower knew was danger-
ous and foolhardy in the dawning Cold War — to
a surge in spending, in part to meet the demands
of the Korean War. The war had originated in an
invasion of South Korea by communist North Korea
that had shocked the Truman administration.”” The

war bedeviled the administration over the ensuing
three years and had ground to a stalemate by the
time Eisenhower took office.

Eisenhower was a habitual planner who sought to
take the initiative rather than respond defensively
to events. He was emphatic that America needed
to pursue a Cold War strategy that was compre-
hensive, consistent, and built for the long haul. He
was attentive to the strengths and vulnerabilities of
America and its allies relative to their adversaries
and to the need to marshal and deploy resources in
the short term to increase the likelihood of positive
outcomes in the future. He sought to wage a vigor-
ous, sustained competition with the Soviet Union,
communist China, and communist satellites in the
Cold War, and to do it on terms that favored the
United States.”

Understanding the purposes and advantages of
sound strategy better than perhaps any president
before or since, Eisenhower prioritized the establish-
ment of a rigorous planning process to develop a na-
tional security strategy. His National Security Coun-
cil — the president, vice president, secretaries of
state, defense, and the treasury, and the senior-most
military, budget, intelligence, and other relevant of-
ficials — generally met once a week throughout Ei-
senhower’s presidency, devoting much of their time
during the first year to strategic planning through
a rigorous process overseen by Eisenhower and his
national security adviser, Robert Cutler.

At the beginning of that process, Cutler had not-
ed to Eisenhower that the president, as chairman of
the National Security Council, “should exercise that
leadership by asking for views around the table so
as to bring out conflicts and so as to create a sense
of team participation among those present in mak-
ing the policy which they must later carry out.” That
suggestion corresponded with Eisenhower’s own
views and inclinations.” As will be seen, he would
accomplish the twin purposes that Cutler had set
out with extraordinary patience and skill.

14 "A Report to the National Security Council by the Executive Secretary (Lay)," FRUS, 1950, National Security Affairs, Foreign Economic Policy,
Volume |, Document 85, Department of State, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1950v01/d85. See also
John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of American National Security Policy during the Cold War, rev. ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), 81-116; Acheson, Present at the Creation, 347, 371-81, 420-21, 467, 735; and Thompson, The Hawk and the Dove,
111-14, 118, 133. Truman formally approved NSC-68 after the outbreak of the Korean War. Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 105, 107.

15 Bowie and Immerman, Waging Peace, 43-54. This section draws on Paul Lettow, "lke's Triumphs," National Review LXX, no. 10 (May 28, 2018): 37-38.

16 Lettow, "lke's Triumphs," 37-38.
17  See Acheson, Present at the Creation, 355-58, 402-13.

18 Lettow, "lke's Triumphs," 37-38; and Bowie and Immerman, Waging Peace, 4, 75-80, 88-90. For concise and deeply informed analyses of Ei-

senhower's pre-presidential background as a strategist and its impact on his presidency, see Andrew P.N. Erdmann, "War No Longer Has Any Logic
Whatever": Dwight D. Eisenhower and the Thermonuclear Revolution," in Cold War Statesmen Confront the Bomb: Nuclear Diplomacy Since 1945,
edited by John Lewis Gaddis et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 87-119; and William I. Hitchcock, The Age of Eisenhower: America and
the World in the 1950s (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2018), 3-83.

19 "Memorandum for the President by the Special Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs (Cutler)," March 16, 1953, FRUS,
1952-1954, 1, 1, Document 50, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d50; and "The President to the Special Assistant
to the President for National Security Affairs (Cutler)," March 17,1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, Il, 1, Document 51, https://history.state.gov/historicaldoc-
uments/frus1952-54v02p1/d51. See also Bowie and Immerman, Waging Peace, 45, 83-93.

123

|


https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1950v01/d85
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d50
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d51
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d51

In their first few months in office, Eisenhower and
Cutler set up a new committee chaired by Cutler —
the Policy Planning Board — that consisted of sen-
ior planning officials selected from throughout the
departments and agencies. The board’s mission was
to provide discussion papers and drafts for consid-
eration at the National Security Council meetings.
Throughout his pre-presidential career, Eisenhower
had been frustrated and dismayed by bureaucrat-
ic wrangling and rivalries — not least the parochi-
al fights among the military services when it came
to the budget process, fights that Eisenhower saw
as inimical to pursuing sensible strategy. The stra-
tegic planning process that he and Cutler devised
reflected his experience and personality.* Eisen-
hower underscored that while members of the Poli-
cy Planning Board would represent their respective
departments and agencies, they would also serve
the president and the National Security Council
overall and must pursue their work accordingly. Ei-
senhower himself approved and appointed each of
the board members, and he sent presidential letters
to them charging them with their duties.* The writ-
ten summary of a National Security Council meeting
from Eisenhower’s first year includes the following
statement by Eisenhower, captured in the third per-
son used by the notetaker:

Noted a statement by the President of his
conception of the NSC as being a corporate
body composed of individuals advising the
President in their own right, rather than as
representatives of their respective depart-
ments and agencies. Their function should be
to seek, with their background of experience,
the most statesmanlike solution to the prob-
lems of national security, rather than to reach
solutions which represent merely a compro-
mise of departmental positions. The same
concept is equally applicable to advisory and
subordinate groups, such as the Joint Chiefs
of Staff and the NSC Planning Board.*

To drive the point home, the White House distrib-
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uted that paragraph from the meeting summary as
a separate action memorandum to the National Se-
curity Council members — who had already heard
the president’s message in person — “for the infor-
mation and guidance of the Council and its advisory
and subordinate groups.”*

With the aid of the Policy Planning Board, Eisen-
hower’s National Security Council systematically
reviewed and assessed the Truman administra-
tion’s Cold War strategy, including its principles,
means, planning documents, and budgets, identify-
ing elements that would be preserved and strength-
ened, and those that would be jettisoned.*

Eisenhower and his National Security Council
then set out and considered different strategic
alternatives for a long-term approach to the Cold
War, in an exercise known as Project Solarium. The
president assembled three teams, each drawn from
experts inside and outside of government, to study
and present on a different basic approach. Alterna-
tive A, which drew on and refined elements of the
Truman strategy, would “maintain over a sustained
period armed forces to provide for the security of
the United States and to assist in the defense of
vital areas of the free world,” “continue to assist
in building up the economic and military strength
of the free world,” and “exploit the vulnerabilities
of the Soviets and their satellites by political, eco-
nomic and psychological measures.” It would be
“interpreted and administered” on the basis that
“if we can build up and maintain the strength of
the free world during a period of years, Soviet pow-
er will deteriorate or relatively decline to a point
which no longer constitutes a threat to the security
of the United States and to world peace.” Kennan,
who had been closely associated with the Truman
administration, was brought in to lead Team A.

Alternative B would establish an explicit cordon
around the areas then under Soviet and satellite
control, beyond which the United States would
permit them no advance without provoking war. Al-
ternative C proposed to “increase efforts to disturb
and weaken the Soviet bloc and to accelerate the
consolidation and strengthening of the free world

20 Bowie and Immerman, Waging Peace, 45, 83-93; "Memorandum for the President," March 16, 1953, FRUS, II, 1; and "The President to the

Special Assistant (Cutler)," March 17, 1953, FRUS, I, 1.

21 Bowie and Immerman, Waging Peace, pp. 45, 83-93; "Memorandum for the President," March 16, 1953, FRUS, II, 1; and "The President to the
Special Assistant (Cutler)," March 17,1953, FRUS, II, 1. At the start of the strategic planning process, in his March 17, 1953, memorandum to Cutler, Ei-
senhower instructed Cutler to "call the special attention" of National Security Council members to the Policy Planning Board and said that he "place[d]
great emphasis on the selection of men of high caliber for these positions, able to devote plenty of time to their Planning Board functions."

22 "Memorandum of Discussion at the 166th Meeting of the National Security Council, Tuesday, October 13, 1953," FRUS, 1952-1954, II, 1, Docu-
ment 95, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d95.

23 Note 2, NSC Action No. 928, in "Memorandum of Discussion," Oct. 13, 1953, FRUS, 11, 1.

24 See memorandums of discussions of weekly National Security Council meetings from Feb. 11 to April 29, 1953 and on June 9, 1953, associat-
ed preparatory papers, and documents summarizing conclusions and adopting policy restatements in in "United States National Security Policy: U.S.
Objectives and Programs for National Security; Estimates of Threats to the National Security; Military Posture and Foreign Policy; Organization for
National Security," FRUS, 1952-1954, I, 1, documents at 234-323, 370-86, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1.
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to enable it to assume the greater risks involved.”*

Eisenhower and his top aides listened to the pres-
entations in a special session and then considered
and debated them during later meetings. They di-
rected the Policy Planning Board to draw together
the best elements of their review of the Truman
administration’s policy and Project Solarium, revise
them in light of those National Security Council de-
bates and conclusions, and draft a unified strategy.*

Another essential aspect of

Eisenhower’s approach is that while
he and his team adhered to Kennan’s
basic analysis of the Soviet Union
and the threat that it posed, they also
paid close attention to an analysis

of American capabilities and means.

The attention and time that Eisenhower and
his National Security Council devoted to strategic
planning was extraordinary. One National Security
Council meeting, convened to consider a draft of
what ultimately became NSC 162/2, “Basic National
Security Policy,” resulted in an extended discussion
within the group regarding the nature of the Sovi-
et threat and how to pursue a sustainable U.S. re-
sponse that balanced national security and econom-
ic concerns. Cutler himself, Eisenhower’s right-hand
man and fellow architect of the process, commented
that the meeting resembled a “debating society.”*
But Eisenhower knew what he was doing. Through
the process of examining the prior administration’s
approach, stepping back to consider a wide range of
alternatives, and hashing out their own differences
in considering drafts of a national security strate-
gy, he and his National Security Council continu-
ally worked to identify and prioritize the soundest
premises, objectives, and means of accomplishing
those objectives as they built their strategy.

The president, aided by Cutler, deftly guided the

meetings, letting debates play out, nudging them in
certain directions with questions and comments,
and moving with ease and apparent purpose from
examining the fundamental premises and principles
of containment and deterrence to drilling down into
concrete facts. Along the way, his National Security
Council together weighed and discarded ideas that
some of them had previously held firmly. For ex-
ample, Treasury Secretary George Humphrey’s ini-
tial hardline views on restraining national
security spending were worn down and
eventually overcome by what the council
collectively came to perceive as a need to
keep that spending at a relatively high, but
sustainable, level to invest in the military,
science, technology, and other resources
that they felt would be essential to play-
ing the long game in the Cold War. The
National Security Council also extensively
considered and largely rejected, as being
both risky and ultimately unnecessary, the
use of direct military force or overt sub-
version to roll back communist control from satel-
lite countries where it was already established. The
council also sought to avoid missteps or misadven-
tures that would dissipate America’s strength and
work to America’s long-term disadvantage.®®

The national security strategy document that
they ultimately developed, the top secret NSC 162/2,
amounted to the original peace through strength
approach. NSC 162/2 emphasized both geopolitics
and hard power as foundations for maintaining U.S.
values and America’s way of life and for nurturing
freedom abroad. It was wary and sophisticated in its
analysis of the Soviet Union and of potential future
outcomes. It noted, for example, that although the
Sino-Soviet alliance was then “firmly established”
and must be dealt with as such, “in the long run,
basic differences may strain or break” it. The doc-
ument was attuned to Soviet vulnerabilities and
flaws and to the strengths of the United States and
its allies. The strategy document focused on pur-
suing a steady, sustainable build-up in hard power;
strengthening alliances and the forward deployment

25 "Paper Prepared by the Directing Panel of Project Solarium," FRUS, 1952-1954, II, 1, Document 69, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocu-

ments/frus1952-54v02p1/d69.

26 The documentary record of the origins in May 1953 and ensuing work of the Project Solarium teams, their presentations to the National
Security Council in July 1953, and the resultant council debates and follow-on taskings are set out in "National Security Policy," FRUS, 1952-1954, I,
1, documents at 323-28, 349-54, 360-66, 387-93, 393-464, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1. See also Bowie and
Immerman, Waging Peace, 123-38; and Thompson, The Hawk and the Dove, 150-51.

27  Cutler's quote is from "Memorandum of Discussion at the 165th Meeting of the National Security Council, Wednesday October 7, 1953," Oct.
7,1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, 11, 1, Document 94, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d94.

28 "Memorandum of Discussion at the 131st Meeting of the National Security Council, Wednesday, February 11, 1953," FRUS, 1952-1954, 11, 1,
Document 46, 236-37, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d46; and "Memorandum of Discussion at a Special Meeting
of the National Security Council, Tuesday, March 31, 1953," FRUS, 1952-1954, II, 1, Document 53, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/
frus1952-54v02p1/d53. See also National Security Council meetings from September to November 1953 that considered what ultimately became
NSC 162/2, "Basic National Security Policy," prepared by the Policy Planning Board, and associated drafts, reports, and memorandums, all available
in "National Security Policy," FRUS, 1952-1954, 11, 1, various documents at 464-75, 489-609.
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of U.S. forces; taking the ideological offensive; and
proactively pressing American advantages, espe-
cially technological, economic, and values-based
advantages, to undermine Soviet power and influ-
ence peacefully. Eisenhower formally approved NSC
162/2 in October 1953 and “direct[ed] its implemen-
tation by all appropriate executive departments and
agencies of the U.S. Government.”*

It is possible, perhaps even likely, that the plan-
ning process that Eisenhower launched in his first
year in office arrived at the strategy he had had
in mind from the start. But the planning process
he led allowed him, together with his senior-most
officials who would be responsible for executing
the strategy, to test their assumptions and precon-
ceptions. It let them consider a range of potential
strategic alternatives, and as a group find their way
toward an approach that could guide day-to-day
action and decision-making with the overall aim
of building enduring strength and succeeding in
long-term, peaceful competition. It thereby ena-
bled them to act in line with the strategic premis-
es and objectives that they had established and to
do so with a relatively uniform understanding of
those premises and objectives and the role of each
in pursuing them. They applied those premises and
objectives for example, in their budget planning.

Moreover, NSC 162/2 served as springboard, not
an endpoint, for the Eisenhower administration’s
strategic planning process. Over the course of his
two terms, Eisenhower and his National Security
Council systematically reevaluated their strategic
objectives and the means to achieve them, seeking
to make adjustments accordingly while sticking to
the basic approach that they had established. They
were especially attentive to areas that ultimate-
ly required more rigorous analysis and definition
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than the administration had given them in its first
year. They pursued their strategic planning as an
ongoing process.*

Eisenhower is often quoted as saying “It’s not
the plans, it’s the planning,” or variations on that
theme. That statement is a little misleading, how-
ever: He did, in fact, place considerable emphasis
on the specific strategy documents that he and his
National Security Council developed and that he
approved, and rightly so. Yet, the statement does
reflect an essential component of his approach to
national security planning. Even if it had not re-
sulted in any written strategy documents, the pro-
cess that he led his security council through would
still have been valuable, by winnowing out unwise
or unworkable ideas, prioritizing issues and objec-
tives, and establishing baseline approaches that
could and did act as a guide to action for those who
had to execute them.

Another essential aspect of Eisenhower’s ap-
proach is that while he and his team adhered to
Kennan’s basic analysis of the Soviet Union and the
threat that it posed, they also paid close attention to
an analysis of American capabilities and means. The
records of the Eisenhower National Security Coun-
cil meetings show a continual emphasis on ensur-
ing that the administration’s strategy would wage
the Cold War in a way that played to U.S. strengths
and would prove sustainable over time.* For exam-
ple, Eisenhower and his National Security Council
sought to find a level of national security spending
that could endure, and to avoid dissipating Amer-
ica’s strength through unsustainable commitments
of resources or by getting lost or diverted in fights,
literal or figurative, that were outside of the core in-
terests and objectives that they had identified.

29  Memorandums of discussions at National Security Council meetings to consider what ultimately became NSC 162/2, "Basic National Security
Policy," prepared by the Policy Planning Board, and associated drafts, reports, and memorandums are available at "National Security Policy," FRUS,
1952-1954, 11, 1, including meeting of Feb. 11, 1953, 236-37; meeting of March 25, 1953, 258-63; meetings from September 1953 to November
1953, 464-75, 489-609. For the text of NSC 162/2, Oct. 30, 1953, see "National Security Policy," FRUS, 1952-1954, 11, 1, 577-97. See also Bowie and

Immerman, Waging Peace, 139-46, 257.
30  Bowie and Immerman, Waging Peace, 147-257.

31 "Memorandum of Discussion at the 131st Meeting of the National Security Council, Wednesday, February 11, 1953," Feb. 11, 1953, FRUS,
1952-1954, 1, 1, Document 46, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d46; "Memorandum of Discussion at a Special

Meeting of the National Security Council, Tuesday, March 31, 1953," March 31, 1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, II, 1, Document 53, https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d53; "National Security Policy," FRUS, 1952-1954, 11, 1, documents at 323-28, 349-54, 360-66, 387-93,
393-75, 489-609. Eisenhower's "New Look" policy, with its emphasis on nuclear weapons, was designed in part to keep defense spending at sus-
tainable levels. See Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 125-96. In the end, Eisenhower sought and obtained what were remarkably high peacetime
defense budgets as measured by percentage of Gross Domestic Product and of federal spending. As a result of that sustained investment, his
administration served as the bridge between the U.S. military of World War Il and that of today. It was during the Eisenhower presidency that the
United States developed intercontinental ballistic missiles, submarine-launched ballistic missiles, high-altitude spy planes, and spy satellites. Both
before and after the Soviets launched Sputnik in 1957, Eisenhower championed government investment in science and technology, and encouraged
scientific and technological education. Lettow, "Ike's Triumphs," 37. See also Hitchcock, The Age of Eisenhower. Eisenhower also focused on laying
out for the public and Congress the threats identified and that the United States must set a course for long-term, but ultimately peaceful, compe-
tition. As the Eisenhower administration constructed its own national security strategy, Eisenhower wrote to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles:
"[P]rograms for informing the American public, as well as other populations, are indispensable if we are to do anything except to drift aimlessly,
probably to our own eventual destruction." "[W]e must begin now to educate our people in the fundamentals of these problems," Eisenhower con-
tinued: "We must have the enlightened support of Americans and the informed understanding of our friends in the world (emphasis in the original)."
"Memorandum by the President to the Secretary of State," Sept. 8, 1953, FRUS, 1952-1954, 11, 1, Document 89, 461, https://history.state.gov/histor-
icaldocuments/frus1952-54v02p1/d89.
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The Kennedy and Johnson Administrations

Neither Presidents John F. Kennedy nor Lyndon
B. Johnson oversaw a rigorous strategic planning
process. They preferred informal and nimble de-
cision-making, unencumbered by formal strategic
planning. Partly that was a response to, and a way
to differentiate themselves from, what they and
their advisors and much of the media and aca-
demia characterized as the stale, bureaucratic, old
ways of the Eisenhower administration.®® One of
the political themes of the Kennedy and Johnson
administrations was dynamism and vigor, of a new
generation, possessed of analytical prowess and
intellectual self-confidence, taking the helm. The
Kennedy administration was indeed young: When
he took office, Kennedy was 43, his national securi-
ty adviser, McGeorge Bundy, was 41, and Secretary
of Defense Robert McNamara was 44.

The Kennedy and especially Johnson adminis-
trations were also less concerned about balancing
an active national security approach with domestic

economic needs and concerns than Eisenhower
and his cohort had been. With a more optimistic
and expansive view of economics and U.S. capabil-
ities, they focused less on sustainability.3* Kennedy
in particular was also prone to relying on powerful,
bold oratory — eloquent, moving, and inspiring, in
the case of his inaugural address, but also overly
broad, almost boundless — as a guide for policy.
Each administration also displayed a near-obses-
sion with credibility and image, in terms of both
domestic and international politics.?

More broadly, with an emphasis on a “flexible
response” approach to crises around the world,
the administrations focused less on systematically
assessing the comparative strengths and vulnera-
bilities of the United States and Soviet Union and
their respective allies — and the need to press U.S.
advantages, peacefully and over the long run, while
avoiding reactive positions in crises forced by oth-
ers — and more on being able to devise and shape a
suitable response to developments as they arose.3

For all of those reasons, Kennedy and Bundy put

32 '"Theintent ... of the steps below [including the abolition of the Policy Planning Board and giving its functions to national security adviser
McGeorge Bundy] is to free up the time and attention of the President and his immediate advisors by relieving them of the burden of immediate super-
vision of the machinery for continuous policy review and adjustment." "Draft Paper by the Executive Assistant of the Operations Coordinating Board
(Johnson)," undated [January or February 1961], FRUS, 19611963, Volume VIII, National Security Policy [hereafter FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII], Document 6,
Department of State, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d6. See also "Record of Actions Taken at
the 475th Meeting of the National Security Council," Feb. 1, 1961, FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Document 8, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/
frus1961-63v08/d8 (including a report by Bundy that "in response to the President's desires a different organization and procedures would henceforth
be used in the work of the National Security Council, involving fewer and smaller staff groups" and policy recommendations would not be subject to as
much formal development or interagency coordination); "Notes of Secretary of State Rusk's Daily Staff Meeting," Feb. 14, 1961, 34 (noting the disman-
tling of Eisenhower's White House-coordinated policy process and that the State Department should try to do strategic planning so that "foreign policy
is not made on a fragmented basis by various agencies"); "Memorandum From the President's Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy) to
the President's Press Secretary (Salinger)," March 13, 1961, FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Document 19, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-
63v08/d19 (evidently anticipating press inquiries, stating that Kennedy prefers informal discussions with smaller groups on each national security ques-
tion rather than a more formal National Security Council process); and "Memorandum from the President's Special Assistant for National Security Affairs
(Bundy) to the President's Special Counsel [Speechwriter] (Sorensen)," March 13, 1961, FRUS, 19611963, VIII, Document 21, 65, 68, https://history.state.
gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d21 (noting the importance of policymaking by what Kennedy says publicly); and "Memorandum for President
Kennedy," June 22, 1961, FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Document 31, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d31. The author of this
latter memorandum, entitled "Current Organization of the White House and NSC for Dealing with International Matters," is not identified, but appears
to be inside or otherwise close to the administration. The memorandum notes the Eisenhower planning model and that Kennedy "has changed all that"
and that Kennedy "works through many people and talks to still more," but "retains an acute sense of 'operational' communication" and "counts on his
people to keep in close touch with each other, and in general they do"; it praises Bundy and his staff as men of a "high level of ability" and "[in]compa-
rable," but also warns that "there should be a more clearly defined pattern of preparation for new policy papers, and reporting on existing crisis areas,"
and that "much could be ordered that is now somewhat haphazard"; and it wryly notes for Kennedy that those suggested changes "would require a
Presidential acceptance of routine that might be dull."). See also Lawrence Freedman, Kennedy's Wars: Berlin, Cuba, Laos, and Vietnam (New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 2000), 6-9, 25-26, 34-41; Gordon M. Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster: McGeorge Bundy and the Path to War in Vietnam (New
York: Henry Holt & Company, 2009), 35, 70-71; and Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271.

33 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 6-9, 25-26, 34-41; Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 35, 70-71; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271.

34 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 27-33; Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 16; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271, especially 202-04, 259;
David Milne, America's Rasputin: Walt Rostow and the Vietnam War (New York: Hill and Wang, 2008), 6-7, 13, 78-81, 84, 132, 151. See also memo-
randum for the record of President Johnson and Vice President Hubert Humphrey meeting with the White House National Security Council staff,
noting Johnson's points that "in our own interests we have to worry about the other fellow. More than that we can't rest while other people are
miserable in such numbers. ... So a nation blessed with the riches ours has can not sit back while others like ourselves [i.e., humans] are in misery,"
and also noting that Humphrey "spoke generally on the same theme of circulating the ideals of the Great Society into a worldwide effort against
poverty, disease, and illiteracy.") "Memorandum for the Record," May 27, 1966, FRUS, 1964-1968, Volume X, National Security Policy, Document 129,
Department of State, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v10/d129.

35 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, xi—xii, 6-9; Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 157-221; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271, especially 211-
12, 232; Milne, America's Rasputin, 76-84. See also Bundy's White House notes from March 21, 1965, as the Johnson administration was steadily
deepening U.S. military involvement in Vietnam: "[I]f we visibly do enough in the South [Vietnam] (whatever that may be), any failure will be, in that
sense, beyond our control”; "Questions: in terms of U.S. politics which is better: to 'lose' now or to 'lose' after committing 100,000 men? Tentative
answer: the latter." Quoted in Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 167.

36 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 9, 287; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271, especially 213; Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 220; and Milne,
America's Rasputin, 71, 76. On "flexible response” in the nuclear realm, see Elbridge A. Colby, "The United States and Discriminate Nuclear Options
in the Cold War," in On Limited Nuclear War in the 21st Century, ed. by Jeffrey A. Larsen and Kerry M. Kartchner (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 2014), 49-79.
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no emphasis on national security strategic plan-
ning. Indeed, they appear to have been averse to it,
as a matter of personality, principle, and politics.?”

But that did not mean that no one else in the ad-
ministration attempted it. In late 1961, Walt Rostow
shifted from the White House, where he had been
Bundy’s deputy, to the State Department, where he
took over as director of policy planning. There he
picked up and ran with the task his predecessor
had started of preparing a draft “Basic National
Security Policy” for consideration by the National
Security Council. Rostow seems to have generated
the massive document more or less on his own,
without direction or oversight from the White
House.® He was an odd fit for the role. Kennedy
had moved him out of the White House specifically
because he was an unceasing advocate for maxi-
malist economic aid policies and maximalist in-
volvement in meeting communist challenges when
and wherever they might arise, including in the
Third World and including by use of U.S. military
force.® Those tendencies were also reflected else-
where in the administration, including in the rhet-
oric of the president himself — if not always in his
actions, as will be seen — but Rostow represented
their distilled essence, as did his draft of the Basic
National Security Policy in the spring of 1962.4 A
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draft of the document sent out for written com-
ment elicited a mixed reaction. Bundy expressed
approval to Rostow of the military sections of the
nearly 200-page draft. But characteristically, Bundy
expressed skepticism on his own part and that of
the president about the utility of strategy in gener-
al. With respect to this effort in particular, Bundy
also noted that “[t]he paper seems to me to imply a
kind of equal and adequate effort everywhere, and
I think both abroad and at home we have to have
a clear sense of limits, and of priorities.”# McNa-
mara wrote that “the thrust of the proposed policy
seems highly suitable.”# In contrast, Kennan, then
serving as ambassador to Yugoslavia, was unspar-
ing in his criticism, not least because, as Kennan
wrote to Rostow, “the paper is deeply imbued with
a relatively optimistic view of the sources of hu-
man nature.”#

Kennedy was wary of getting pinned down to any
strategy, much less one produced by an official he
had effectively banished from the White House.
So, while the paper encapsulated many of the ba-
sic inclinations of the administration’s flexible re-
sponse approach, it was never formally adopted or
approved by Kennedy.* In the end, neither Ken-
nedy nor Johnson evidently developed a national
security strategy. They did not want to — Kennedy

37 As the historian Lawrence Freedman has noted, "Kennedy spoke about the need to give a visionary edge to foreign policy and be guided
by core principles, yet advisers found him fixated by the short term." Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 6-7. See also Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 40-41;
Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271; Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 35; and Milne, America's Rasputin, 148.

38  Notes, excerpts, and documents reflecting the drafting of Rostow's Basic National Security Policy, and the debate and reactions it generated,

are available at FRUS, 19611963, VIII, Documents 70-85, 93-95.

39 Milne, America's Rasputin, 9-10, 95, 98-104, 110-17, 125; Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 28-33, 38-41; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment,

197-271; Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 38.

40  The complete text of the draft of the Basic National Security Policy as of June 22, 1962, is in "Draft Paper, June 22," June 22, 1962, FRUS,
1961-1963, Vol. VII, VIII, IX Supplement, Document 271, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v07-09mSupp/d271. See also
FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Documents 70-85, 93, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08.

41 "Memorandum from the President's Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy) to the Chairman of the Policy Planning Council and
Counselor of the Department of State (Rostow)," April 13, 1962, FRUS, 1961-1963, Vol. VIII, National Security Policy, Document 77, 263, Department
of State, Office of the Historian, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d77.

42 McNamara, letter dated June 13, 1962, quoted in "Editorial Note," FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Document 94, https://history.state.gov/historical-

documents/frus1961-63v08/d94.

43 Letter from Kennan to Rostow, May 15, 1962, in "Letter from the Ambassador to Yugoslavia (Kennan) to the Chairman of the Policy Planning
Council and Counselor of the Department of State," May 15, 1962, FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Document 85, 285, 289, https://history.state.gov/histori-

caldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d85.

44 Milne, America's Rasputin, 117; Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 6~7, 40-41; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 199; "Editorial Note," FRUS, 1961-
1963, VIII, Document 94, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d94 (noting numerous instances in 1962 when Kennedy

and/or Bundy simply avoided taking any position on the Basic National Security Policy or whether it would be adopted as policy, leaving the rest

of the executive branch, which had been responding to and commenting on various iterations of it, to speculate about its status); "Memorandum
From the Chairman of the Policy Planning Council and Counselor of the Department of State (Rostow) to Secretary of State Rusk," FRUS, 1961-1963,
VIIl, Document 136, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d136 (noting conversations that Rusk had had with Department
of Defense officials about the Basic National Security Policy, that the policy now appeared to be dead as far as the Department of Defense was
concerned, and adding, after reminding Rusk that the Truman and Eisenhower administrations had each produced fundamental national security
policy documents: "Whatever the limitations inherent in any such document, | doubt that it will redound to the credit of our Administration that we
failed to thrash out any successor document. A BNSP obviously cannot substitute for specific policy judgments; and it should not tie the President's
hands. But it can provide an occasion for debating and defining the bone structure of policy and communicating it to the troops who never see the
four star generals. My first recommendation is, therefore, that you consider with the President whether or not you wish to consider the BNSP exer-
cise as finished."). Rostow, undaunted and still without any guidance or direction from the White House one way or the other, produced yet another
attempt at a Basic National Security Policy in November 1963; he told Rusk "that promulgation of a BNSP would contribute in important ways to
effective, coordinated execution of U.S. policy." Rostow is quoted in "Editorial Note," FRUS, 1961-1963, VI, Document 146, https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d146.
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in particular — and did not try to.* Bundy not only
did not lead or guide a national security planning
process, but he resisted, in a passive-aggressive
manner, attempts by others within the adminis-
tration to conduct strategic planning throughout
his tenure as national security adviser from 1961
to 1966.

In 1963, for example, the State Department, again
spurred by Rostow, proposed “strategic studies of
various countries as a basis for policy making and
programming,” presumably in lieu of any overar-
ching strategy.** Bundy cast doubt on the idea at
a White House meeting, expressing skepticism of
the value of strategy papers, although “admitt[ing]
that analyses of the type suggested would produce
information which would be available in time of a
crisis and might facilitate action then.” Character-
istically, he cast aspersions on the idea of the stud-
ies but did not take responsibility for the process,
guide it, or turn it off, leading the State Department
to gin up a process that again involved the other
departments and agencies and again left everyone
wondering where the president — first Kennedy,
then Johnson — and Bundy would come out on

it.# A memorandum for the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff by a military staff officer summa-
rized Bundy’s approach during interagency consid-
eration of the papers:

Bundy himself, concerned essentially with
operational matters, seems not to believe the
papers will be of much value in determining
policies because they may be out of date be-
fore they are finished. His basic approach,
as he admitted today, has been that since
he could not stop the Rostow papers from
being developed, he could, if necessary, ig-
nore them ... But [these matters] are seldom
joined directly. Instead they flit by in short-
hand remarks. ... Bundy looked on the White
House role as being the right to intervene
without any obligation to do so. ... [Bundy]
said you could not make programming deci-
sions in a policy document and, when asked
where these would be made, did not answer
directly, although he believed they would be
made in the budget. ... In summary, the dis-
cussion reached no recognized conclusions,

45 Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 197-271.

46 "Editorial Note," FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII, Document 135, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d135.

47  "Editorial Note," FRUS, 1961-1963, VIII.
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and the role of the strategic policy papers re-
mains unsettled, although it seems they may
be more important than Bundy now wishes.®

The historian Lawrence Freedman has noted
that the refusal on principle of Kennedy and Bun-
dy to engage in strategic planning “fitted in with
the temper of the times,” with the “intelligentsia”
from which Bundy came — he had been a Harvard
dean — preferring and celebrating instead its own
“capacity for analytical problem solving”’# More
broadly, Freedman has noted, Kennedy “wanted a
national security staff to suit his temperament as
Eisenhower’s staff had suited his. . . . He wanted
a system that extended the range of his options
and did not box him in when the moment came
to choose... preferring small, intense groups.” Yet
“there were costs” to that “informal structure,”
Freedman writes. “This less orderly structure pro-
duced few clear and properly considered recom-
mendations,” with “nobody quite clear on whether
the president knew all he needed to know or exact-
ly what he had decided.”s®

Many of those who were responsible for guiding
U.S. national security policy before and after the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations have as-
sessed that, at least in part due to a lack of adequate
strategic planning, Kennedy and Johnson too often
reacted to international events and crises rather
than first developing and then executing a proac-
tive approach. That assessment has been bipartisan
and not only retrospective.s And indeed, the period
witnessed rolling crises in Cuba, Berlin, Laos, Cuba
again during the missile crisis, and Vietnam.

After the disastrous Bay of Pigs episode and the
embarrassing Vienna summit with Nikita Krush-
chev, during which Krushchev sought to test Ken-
nedy with overly assertive bombast, Kennedy con-
tinued to face a cascade of crises pressed upon him

U.S. National Security Strategy: Lessons Learned

by adversaries. But he began to handle them with
greater wariness and savviness. His crisis manage-
ment modus operandi, as Freedman has noted, was
to keep as many options open as possible, and to
feel for a resolution while avoiding the introduc-
tion of direct or significant U.S. military force. That
approach allowed him to find his way through the
various crises after his first half-year in office and
to avert disaster along the way.* But some of those
crises were close-run things.

Some insecurity seemed to creep in amid the
White House’s self-confidence in its ability to solve
crises. Following the Cuban missile crisis, Eisen-
hower apparently suggested the need for improve-
ments in White House national security planning
and process. In a memorandum to Kennedy in re-
sponse, Bundy noted that they had dismantled Ei-
senhower’s planning process and committees but
placed responsibility for the cause of that disman-
tling elsewhere, especially on Rusk and McNamara.
He acknowledged that “it is probably also true that
we did not promptly develop fully adequate new
procedures of our own.” He then blamed the State
Department for lack of executive management and
inter-departmental coordination. He commented
that “we have learned a lot in the last year and a
half,” but maintained that “[w]hat we have said, and
what I, at least, have deeply believed, is that differ-
ent Presidents are bound to have different adminis-
trative methods. General Eisenhower is a believer in
a military concept of staff operations, and you gov-
ern by direct personal involvement and decision.”s

Five months later, Bundy wrote another mem-
orandum to Kennedy, this one stating: “As you
know, there has been considerable discussion in
recent months of the need for strengthening inter-
departmental planning and coordination on ma-
jor national security issues.” Bundy suggested the
possibility of establishing an interagency commit-

48  "Memorandum for the Record," Dec. 4, 1963, FRUS, 19611963, VI, Document 148, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-

63v08/d148.
49 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 7.
50 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, 40-41.

51 Former Secretary of State Dean Acheson was scathing in his assessment of the Kennedy administration during its first year in letters to his for-

mer boss, President Truman. He wrote of "weakness in decisions at the top," and "a preoccupation here with our image." Acheson said that the latter
"is a terrible weakness. It makes one look at oneself instead of at the problem. How will | look fielding this hot line drive to short stop? This is a good
way to miss the ball altogether." Letter from Acheson to Truman, July 14, 1961, in Harry S. Truman and Dean Acheson, Affection and Trust: The Personal
Correspondence of Harry S. Truman and Dean Acheson, 1953-1971 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 264-65. The next month, after having assisted
Rusk — who had served Acheson at the State Department during the Truman years — with an issue, he wrote to Truman that "to work for this crowd is
strangely depressing. ... Rusk wants to approach everything piecemeal. But how you lead anyone unless you first know where you yourself want to go,
| do not know." Letter from Acheson to Truman, Aug. 4, 1961, in Truman and Acheson, Affection and Trust, 267. See also Henry Kissinger, White House
Years (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979), 11, 41; and Winston Lord, interview with the author, July 6, 2012. Zbigniew Brzezinski, who had served on the
State Department Policy Planning Council during the Johnson administration, later stated that neither the Kennedy nor the Johnson White House had
done much strategic planning nor pursued much structure regarding national security policy, that they had acted mainly on an "ad hoc" basis, and that
they had been "overwhelmed by basic events and crises." Brzezinski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012.

52 Freedman, Kennedy's Wars, especially xii, 4, 5, 9, 40-41, 54-57. See also Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 41-47, 63.

53 "Memorandum From the President's Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy) to President Kennedy," Nov. 16, 1962, FRUS,
1961-1963, VIII, Document 108, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1961-63v08/d108.
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tee that would include Averell Harriman from the
State Department. Bundy recommended that Har-
riman draw on plans from, of all people, Rostow.>*

Following Kennedy’s assassination, the officials
and ad hoc process that Kennedy had overseen
lost the guardrails he had come to provide in the
face of exigencies. For his part, Eisenhower tried
to warn Johnson to be more systematic in nation-
al security organization and planning. According
to Bundy — who continued on as national securi-
ty adviser, ultimately to be replaced after several
years by Rostow — “Ike was trying to get the new
President to abandon all the bad habits of his pre-
decessor.” Somewhat flippantly, Bundy added in a
memorandum for the record that Eisenhower “has
a picture of chaos among the children, I guess.”s

Eisenhower had resolutely kept U.S. combat
forces out of Vietnam, both because of the con-
flict’s roots as a French colonial war and because
of the risk of a quagmire that would dissipate
U.S. strength. Kennedy, while steadily deepening
U.S. involvement in South Vietnam, had held firm
on that main principles® With his death, the re-
straints fell away. Johnson and his administration
stumbled into what became a disaster in Vietnam,
where the connections between interests, prior-
ities, objectives, and means were never properly
comprehended, much less tailored in the execu-
tion.”” Bundy seemed unable or unwilling to tee up
those subjects for systematic and rigorous review,
a crucial aspect of his job, and for his own part rec-
ommended expanded U.S. military action in Viet-
nam at critical turning points in 1964 and 19655
His eventual replacement, Rostow, was a vigorous
advocate of the war. The scholar Gordon Goldstein
worked with Bundy in the 1990s on a project to
analyze retrospectively the U.S. presidency and the
Vietnam War during the 1960s. (Bundy died before
they could complete it.) In his own resultant book
on Bundy, Goldstein noted that, 30 years after the
events in question:

[TThe man I observed was still struggling to
understand how Vietnam happened. ... One
of the questions that appeared to preoccupy

Bundy was how the process of managing
presidential decisions for Vietnam could have
become as disordered as it did for both Ken-
nedy and Johnson. Bundy had come to the
White House with a reputation for brilliance
as a bureaucratic manager, the young aca-
demic dean who had tamed the fierce politics
and formidable egos of the Harvard faculty.
The conventional wisdom was that Bundy
was decisive, commanding, and terse.®

In his controversial 1995 memoir, McNamara,
too, acknowledged in retrospect that the most ba-
sic issues involved — such as whether South Viet-
nam was worth the effort poured in, and whether
that effort could have been successful in the first
place — “were not presented clearly to” Johnson
and “remained unanswered throughout his presi-
dency.” He wrote:

One reason the Kennedy and Johnson admin-
istrations failed to take an orderly, rational
approach to the basic questions underlying
Vietnam was the staggering variety and com-
plexity of other issues we faced. Simply put,
we faced a blizzard of problems, there were
only twenty-four hours in a day, and we often
did not have time to think straight.

“This predicament,” he added, “ought to be rec-
ognized and planned for when organizing a gov-
ernment.”°°

Strategic Planning Under Nixon

On taking office in 1969, President Richard Nixon
and his national security adviser, Kissinger, inherit-
ed the Vietnam War, domestic turmoil, and tensions
with U.S. allies. Nixon, who had been Eisenhower’s
vice president, insisted that his administration’s
strategy would aim to place the United States back
on a sustainable course in the Cold War. That was
the purpose of what would become his détente ap-
proach. He wanted both to take advantage of geo-
political opportunities in the Cold War and to avoid

54  "Memorandum from the President's Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy) to President Kennedy," April 2, 1963, FRUS, 1961-

1963, VIII, Document 131.
55  Bundy as quoted in Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 101.
56  Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 50-56, 63-67, 95-96, 239-40.

57  Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 98-140, 156-67, 168-249; and Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 235-71.

58  Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 98-140, 156-67, 168-249. Goldstein characterized one Bundy memo to Johnson from April 1965: "Bundy sub-
mitted another memorandum to President Johnson elaborating on the merits of an open-ended and unformulated U.S. military strategy in Vietnam.
... Bundy again argued that America's strategic objectives did not have to be precisely defined." Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 169.

59  Goldstein, Lessons in Disaster, 70-71.

60 Robert S. McNamara with Brian VanDeMark, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam (New York: Vintage Books, 1996), 101, xxi.
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U.S. withdrawal from its most important overseas
commitments or severe defense cuts, both of which
he thought would jeopardize America’s long-term
competition with the Soviet Union.

Nixon and Kissinger led a process that was espe-
cially White House-centric by design. They shared
an instinct to consolidate policymaking in the White
House on the most important issues, including on
Vietnam and on relations with the Soviet Union and
with China.®* Within days of taking office, Kissing-
er flooded the executive branch departments and
agencies with classified formal requests for studies
on almost every conceivable foreign, defense, and
intelligence issue, in each case sending out multiple
pages of specific questions and often asking for the
bases of various assumptions and alternative hy-
potheses or courses of action.® The reasons for this
were partly Machiavellian: to gather information on
how each department or agency thought about spe-
cific issues and why for his own bureaucratic rea-
sons. It was perhaps even an effort to keep them
busy with responding while the White House, more
or less fully staffed from the start, could get under
way with its policy planning.®

Yet that is only part of the story. Kissinger and
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his staff genuinely wanted to fill gaps in their own
knowledge and understanding of various regions,
functional issues, and developments. And they
wanted to probe for alternative explanations or
approaches outside the consensus views.% In that
first year, the White House convened a number of
sessions of the National Security Council and sub-
ordinate interagency committees to discuss the
studies and basic policy options and directions.*
But it was largely Kissinger and his staff who under-
took the work of shaping and drafting the admin-
istration’s national security policies, in some cases
through memorandums and directives sent to the
departments and agencies, and in some cases sim-
ply by formulating a policy and then implementing
it, with or without the involvement of the depart-
ments and agencies. As Winston Lord, who worked
closely with Kissinger throughout the administra-
tion as a strategic planner, and who subsequently
served in senior roles in administrations of both
parties, has noted, a strategic sensibility pervaded
Nixon’s foreign policy. On the issues they prior-
itized, Nixon and Kissinger insisted on thoughtful
analysis, including by identifying, understanding,
and navigating the interconnectedness of efforts in

61 In FRUS, 1969-1976, |, see Nixon's comments in private to French President Charles DeGaulle on March 1, 1969, in which he foreshadowed
a move to drive a wedge between China and the Soviet Union in the Cold War, the basic concept of which he had been contemplating for a few
years, 63-64; speech by Nixon to the North Atlantic Council, April 10, 1969, 69-75; speech by Nixon at the U.S. Air Force Academy, June 4, 1969,
86-88 ("There is no advancement for Americans at home in a retreat from the problems of the world. ... America has a vital national interest in
world stability, and no other nation can uphold that interest for us."); speech by Nixon to the United Nations General Assembly, Sept. 18, 1969,
107-08 ("our aim is to place America's international commitments on a sustainable, long term basis"); and memorandum from Nixon to Kissinger

regarding the draft of the first annual report on foreign policy (discussed below), February 10, 1970 ("get back to my theme that the Nixon doctrine
rather than being a device to get rid of America's world role is one which is devised to make it possible for us to play a role—and play it better,
more effectively than if we continued the policy of the past in which we assume such a dominant position" and suggesting that Kissinger look at
and draw from Nixon's Air Force Academy speech, as "the tone and strength of that speech on this issue is very much needed"), 186-87. A comment
made by Nixon in a meeting with French President Georges Pompidou in 1971 characterized Nixon's approach. After Pompidou had given a tour
d'horizon of trends in the Cold War, Nixon said, "in the broad landscape President Pompidou had painted we should now look at the pieces and see
how those pieces could be moved to our advantage rather than [the Soviets']." Kissinger was not present. See "Top Secret Memorandum of Conver-
sation," Dec. 13, 1971, in William Burr, ed., The Kissinger Transcripts: The Top Secret Talks with Beijing and Moscow (New York: The New Press, 1998),
35. See also Winston Lord, interview by Charles Stuart Kennedy and Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training Foreign
Affairs Oral History Project, April 28, 1998, 54-55, https://memory.loc.gov/service/mss/mfdip/2004/2004l0r02/2004lor02.pdf.

62 Lord, 2012 interview with the author; Kissinger, White House Years, 24-48; Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 299-302. See also "Memo-
randum From President Nixon to His Assistant (Haldeman), His Assistant for Domestic Affairs (Ehrlichman), and His Assistant for National Security
Affairs (Kissinger)," March 2, 1970, FRUS, 19691976, |, Document 61, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/dé1.

63 Nearly 50 National Security Study Memorandums issued by the White House to the departments and agencies from Jan. 21, 1969, through
the spring of 1969 requested formal studies. Among these are "National Security Study Memorandum 1, Situation in Vietnam," The White House,
Jan. 21, 1969, accessed at the Nixon Library, https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/virtuallibrary/documents/nssm/nssm_001.pdf; "Na-
tional Security Study Memorandum 2, Middle East Policy," The White House, Jan. 21, 1969, accessed at the Nixon Library, https://www.nixonlibrary.
gov/sites/default/files/virtuallibrary/documents/nssm/nssm_002.pdf; "National Security Study Memorandum 3, U.S. Military Posture And the
Balance of Power," The White House, Jan. 21, 1969, accessed at the Nixon Library, https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/virtuallibrary/
documents/nssm/nssm_003.pdf; "National Security Study Memorandum 9, Review of the International Situation," The White House, Jan. 23, 1969,
accessed at the Nixon Library, https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/virtuallibrary/documents/nssm/nssm_009.pdf; "National Security
Study Memorandum 10, East-West Relations," The White House, Jan. 27, 1969, accessed at the Nixon Library, https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/sites/
default/files/virtuallibrary/documents/nssm/nssm_010.pdf; and "National Security Study Memorandum 14, U.S. China Policy," The White House,
Feb. 5, 1969, accessed at the Nixon Library, https://www.nixonlibrary.gov/sites/default/files/virtuallibrary/documents/nssm/nssm_014.pdf.

64 Lord, 1998 interview with Kennedy and Bernkopf Tucker, 48-51; Lord, 2012 interview with the author; and Kissinger, White House Years, 47.

65 Lord, 1998 interview with Kennedy and Bernkopf Tucker, 48-51; Lord, 2012 interview with the author; and Senior Nixon administration
national security official, discussion with the author, March 2012. One of the Department of Defense recipients of the many taskings from the White
House was an Air Force officer named Brent Scowcroft, who was impressed that Nixon and Kissinger were reaching down into the departments

and agencies for information, and who would later join Kissinger's National Security Council staff and then serve as national security advisor to
Presidents Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush. Brent Scowcroft, interview with the author, August 1, 2012.

66 Lord, 2012 interview with the author; and Senior Nixon administration national security official, discussion with the author, March 2012; and
Kissinger, White House Years, 24-47.
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one area with effort in another, and by pursuing a
proactive, not reactive, approach.

And yet, the Nixon administration did not develop
a comprehensive national security strategy docu-
ment. At Nixon’s urging, toward the end of his first
year in office, Kissinger’s staff sent him a summary
of trends in the international environment, drawn
from the interagency responses and discussions
on the subject that had been one of Kissinger’s re-
quested study topics early on.®® But Kissinger and
his staff did not then use it as a basis for an overar-
ching, classified, internal planning document.

Nixon and Kissinger had agreed even before tak-
ing office, however, that they would issue unclassi-
fied annual reports on U.S. foreign policy from the
White House.® Kissinger’s staff worked extensive-
ly on the first report, which came out just over a
year after Nixon took office, and on the ensuing
annual iterations. They are thoughtful reviews of
international trends and of U.S. policy and were
sometimes predictive, dropping hints of policy
changes to come. Nixon, Kissinger, and their im-
mediate staff placed great importance and priority
on the annual reports, and crafted them careful-
ly.”> Characteristically, Nixon’s response to a draft

of the first annual message was to emphasize that
it should convey more forcefully that his policies
were aimed at sustaining a strong, enduring Ameri-
can presence and influence in the world and a last-
ing ability to compete in the Cold War.”

The annual reports did involve some input from
the departments and agencies.” Yet, they did not
have as a primary function, and did not achieve,
the creation of an overarching strategy that estab-
lished fundamental premises regarding the nature
of the threat posed by America’s adversaries, the
strengths and weaknesses of those adversaries rel-
ative to the United States, or the priority objectives
and methods by which America could exploit those
elements to its advantage. Such honest assess-
ments, analysis, and policy direction are essentially
impossible in an unclassified document for public
consumption. Nor did the annual reports require
or involve substantial buy-in and sign-off from the
various departments and agencies. That in turn
meant that the process of developing the reports
did not both empower and constrain the cabinet
secretaries and agency heads to follow the direc-
tions laid out in the documents with basic unity of
effort, as they otherwise might have.

67 Lord, 2012 interview with the author; and Lord, 1998 interview with Kennedy and Bernkopf Tucker, 64—65.

68  "Memorandum From the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger) to President Nixon, Analysis of changes in international
politics since World War Il and their implications for our basic assumptions about U.S. foreign policy" and attached paper, Oct. 20, 1969, FRUS,
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was a comprehensive review of major trends in international politics" — see National Security Study Memorandum 9 —and that "[p]art of that
rather long review was a summary of those trends in the context of the postwar evolution of American foreign policy and the current mood of
reassessment," and added that the attached study paper represented his staff's interpretation and summary thereof.

69 Kissinger, White House Years, 158-59; "Report by President Nixon to the Congress," Feb. 18, 1970, FRUS, 19691976, |, Document 60, 195, fn.
1; "National Security Study Memorandum 80, The President's Annual Review of American Foreign Policy," Oct. 27, 1969, https://www.nixonlibrary.

gov/sites/default/files/virtuallibrary/documents/nssm/nssm_080.pdf.

70 "Report by President Nixon to Congress," Feb. 18, 1970, FRUS, 1969-1976, |, Document 60, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/
frus1969-76v01/d60. The full text of the report is available at The American Presidency Project, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/
first-annual-report-the-congress-united-states-foreign-policy-for-the-1970s. Nixon described that first annual report to members of Congress as
"the most important statement made by this Administration," and said that "all our foreign and defense policies had been gathered together in

one place." "Memorandum From the President's Special Assistant (Buchanan) to President Nixon, Notes from Legislative Leadership Meeting," Feb.
18, 1970, FRUS, 19691976, |, Document 59, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d59. See also Lord, 2012 interview with
the author; Kissinger, White House Years, 158-59; Lord, 1998 interview with Kennedy and Bernkopf Tucker 54-55, 63, 75; and Gaddis, Strategies of
Containment, 303.

7 See Nixon's memo to Kissinger regarding the draft of the first annual report on foreign policy in "Memorandum from President Nixon to His
Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger)," Feb. 10, 1970, FRUS, 1969-1976, |, Document 57, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/
frus1969-76v01/d57. (Nixon wrote, "get back to my theme that the Nixon doctrine rather than being a device to get rid of America's world role is
one which is devised to make it possible for us to play a role—and play it better, more effectively than if we continued the policy of the past in
which we assume such a dominant position," and suggested that Kissinger look at and draw from Nixon's Air Force Academy speech, as "the tone
and strength of that speech on this issue is very much needed.") Nixon emphasized that basic theme repeatedly in comments after he released
the first annual report in February 1970, as Buchanan noted in his memorandum on the legislative leadership meeting: "the President said unless
the United States does play a role in the world, if, for example, the United States should return home, the rest of the world in his opinion would
come under Communist domination. ... The purpose of this foreign policy is to find a way to stay in the world, not a way to get out of the world.").
"Memorandum from the President's Special Assistant," Feb. 18, 1970, FRUS, 1969-1976, |. More generally, see comments from Nixon to Kissinger in
a meeting on October 12, 1970: "The US—what it will be like for the next 25 years depends on whether we have the guts, the stamina, the wisdom
to exert leadership ... All right, we will get out of the world. Who is left? The two activists, Russia and Communist China. ... We go to the sidelines
and there are a couple of big boys out there ready to play—China and Russia." "Transcript of a Telephone Conversation Between President Nixon
and the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger)," Oct. 12, 1970, FRUS, 19691976, |, Document 2, https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v13/d2.

72 "Memorandum from Under Secretary of State (Richardson) to the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger), Dec. 5, 1969,
FRUS 1969-1976, |, Document 46, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d46; "Memorandum From the Under Secretary of
State (Richardson) to the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger)," Jan. 22, 1969, FRUS 1969-1976, |, Document 53, https://his-
tory.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d53; "Memorandum From Secretary of State Rogers to Nixon," Dec. 24, 1969, FRUS, 1969-1976,
|, Document 48, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d48; Kissinger, White House Years, 158-59; and "National Security
Study Memorandum 80."
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One of the effects of Nixon and Kissinger’s White
House-centric planning model was to further mar-
ginalize the cabinet departments and other agen-
cies and their roles relative to that of the White
House. Even Kissinger and his closest aides, in ret-
rospect, realized that Kissinger’s personalization,
even personification, of policy design and execu-
tion caused needless friction within the govern-
ment, thereby complicating efforts to pursue the
strategy successfully.”?

It also left the Nixon administration’s national
security approach uniquely tied to the strengths
and weaknesses of its two architects, especially
Kissinger. Kissinger was largely of the view that
America was in long-term relative decline and had
to plan and act accordingly, for example, and that
underlying premise colored his approach, including
with regard to negotiations with the Soviets.”# That
premise seems not to have been as clearly or fully
shared by Nixon. And, for all of Kissinger’s formi-
dable intellect, historical insight, and negotiating
prowess, that premise was later disproven, or at
least rendered premature, in light of America’s un-
ipolar pre-eminence from the late 1980s to the mid-
2000s. It is at least possible that a more systematic
and comprehensive strategic planning process, in-
cluding about basic premises and evaluations of rel-
ative strengths and vulnerabilities in the Cold War
competition along the lines that Eisenhower had
led, would have resulted in greater testing and tem-
pering of those premises. That was especially the
case following Nixon’s resignation, which removed
from the calculus his own geopolitical shrewdness
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and his attention to hard power and to détente as
a tactic. By the mid-1970s, the premises underlying
Kissinger’s foreign policy had become a political hin-
drance for President Gerald Ford. Ronald Reagan,
who challenged Ford in the Republican primaries in
1976, criticized Ford and Kissinger’s policy. So did
Democratic presidential candidate Jimmy Carter in
the general election, with Carter battering Ford and
Kissinger’s policy as declinist.”s

Strategic Planning Under Carter

Carter entered office prioritizing human rights
and arms control, but he had less-defined views
regarding the nature of the Soviet threat and the
proper balance between competition and coopera-
tion in the Cold War.”® His administration did pro-
duce a formal, classified national security strategy
directive in its first year, and it provides valuable
lessons for today.

Carter’s administration followed a two-track ap-
proach to strategic planning. Carter’s national se-
curity adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, brought on to
his staff as his chief strategic planner the Harvard
political scientist Samuel Huntington, with whom
Brzezinski had co-written a book comparing the
United States and the Soviet Union.”” In the first
few months of the administration, Brzezinski and
his White House staff, including Huntington, pre-
pared for the president a lengthy memorandum
outlining specific national security policy objec-
tives, with the proposed timing for each.”” Both
Carter and Brzezinski considered it to be an im-

73 Kissinger, White House Years, 30. That view is implied in some of Lord's insights and prescriptions in his interview with the author. Lord, 2012
interview with the author. See also Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 273, 332.

74 See Kissinger's essay "Central Issues of American Foreign Policy," in "Essay by Henry A. Kissinger," 1969, FRUS, 1969-1976, |, Document 4
(first published in 1968), https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-76v01/d4; "Background Press Briefing by the President's Assistant
for National Security Affairs (Kissinger)," Aug. 14, 1970, FRUS, 1969-1976, |, Document 69, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1969-
76v01/d69; Kissinger, White House Years, 54-70; Jeremi Suri, Henry Kissinger and the American Century (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2007), 161-62,
169, 180-81, 199, 225, 236.

75 Paul Lettow, Ronald Reagan and His Quest to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, Paperback ed. (New York: Random House Trade 2006), 26-32. In
remarks made to the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations in 1976, Jimmy Carter said, "Our recent foreign policy ... has been predicated on a belief
that our national and international strength is inevitably deteriorating. | do not accept this premise." He continued, saying, "détente is under attack
today because of the way it has been exploited by the Soviet Union. ... [Kissinger] is giving up too much and asking for too little. ... To the Soviets,
détente is an opportunity to continue the process of world revolution without running the threat of nuclear war." "Remarks by Jimmy Carter," March
15, 1976, FRUS, 1977-1980, Vol. |, Foundations of Foreign Policy [hereafter FRUS, 19771980, 1], Document 4, https://history.state.gov/historicaldoc-
uments/frus1977-80v01/d4. In the second presidential debate against Ford, on Oct. 6, 1977, Carter stated that "we've become fearful to compete
with the Soviet Union on an equal basis. ... The Soviet Union knows what they want in détente, and they've been getting it. We have not known
what we've wanted, and we've been out-traded in almost every instance.” "Editorial Note," FRUS, 1977-1980 |, Document 11, https://history.state.
gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d11. See also Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, 307, 319.

76  Zbigniew Brzezinski, Power and Principle: Memoirs of the National Security Adviser, 1977-1981, rev. ed. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1985), 48-50.

77  See Zbigniew Brzezinski and Samuel P. Huntington, Political Power: USA/USSR (New York: Viking Books/Compass Press 1965; originally pub-
lished 1963/1964); and Justin Vaisse, Zbigniew Brzezinski: America's Grand Strategist (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 72-73.

78 "Memorandum from the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski) to President Carter," April 29, 1977, [hereafter "Memo
from Brzezinski to Carter"], and excerpts of attached paper prepared by the National Security Council staff, "Paper Prepared by the National Se-
curity Council Staff," in FRUS, 1977-1980, |, Document 36, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d36; Zbigniew Brzezinski,
interview with the author, July 7, 2012; and Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 50-57. In his cover memo to Carter conveying the memorandum, Brzez-
inski noted that "It is not meant to be a public statement—and its publication or revelation would be counterproductive." "Memo from Brzezinski to
Carter," FRUS, 1977-1980, I.
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portant statement of the administration’s aims.” It
was, in essence, exclusively the product of Brzez-
inski and his staff.® Brzezinski later stated that
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and Secretary of
Defense Harold Brown had
seen that memorandum but
had not provided signifi-
cant input into it or even
evinced much interest in
that kind of planning.® In
all events, Brzezinski may
not have gone out of his
way to include the depart-
ments and agencies in the
development of the docu-
ment.®

Brzezinski and his staff
also led a more traditional
strategic planning process that did
involve the departments and agen-
cies. Their first step was to prepare a compre-
hensive net assessment of the United States and
the Soviet Union. In the secret Presidential Re-
view Memorandum/NSC-10, “Comprehensive Net
Assessment and Military Force Posture Review,”
from February 1977, Carter directed that Brzezin-
ski would chair an interagency process to develop
a “dynamic net assessment” that “will consist of
review and comparison of the overall trends in the
political, diplomatic, economic, technological, and
military capabilities of the United States, its allies,
and potential adversaries,” and “will evaluate the

objectives and national strategies that may be pur-
sued by our principal potential adversaries and ex-
amine the alternative national objectives and strat-
egies appropriate to the United States.”®

BRZEZINSKI AND HIS STAFF ALSO LED A MORE
TRADITIONAL STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS
THAT DID INVOLVE THE DEPARTMENTS AND
AGENCIES. THEIR FIRST STEP WAS TO PREPARE
A COMPREHENSIVE NET ASSESSMENT OF THE

UNITED STATES AND THE SOVIET UNION.

Brzezinski and his staff established interagency
task forces to oversee what ultimately became 11
preparatory studies on specific functional and re-
gional areas to provide analysis and data for the
net assessment. The head of the Defense Depart-
ment’s Office of Net Assessment, Andrew W. Mar-
shall, played an important role supporting the de-
velopment of the net assessment, as did a number
of intelligence officials.’ That interagency work
ultimately produced a number of written reports
covering specific issue areas. Drawing on all of that
background and input, Huntington then drafted a

79 Brzezinski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012; and Jimmy Carter, White House Diary (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2010), 45
(quoting diary entry from April 29, 1977: "The National Security Council staff has prepared for me what we call our international goals. This is a good
framework around which to build our day-to-day decisions. | think a growing consciousness of these tangible goals will be good to bind us all to-
gether in a common effort.") See also Brzezinski's memo to Carter from April 1977 ("Memo from Brzezinski to Carter," FRUS, 1977-1980, |, Document
36); a memo of a meeting with Carter, Vance, Brzezinski, and members of Congress, ("Memorandum for the Record," Feb. 1, 1977, FRUS, 1977-1980, |,
Document 19, 80 and fn. 4, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d19); and Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 50-57.

80 Brzezinski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012. In his cover memo to Carter conveying the memorandum, Brzezinski stated, "The document
is not an interagency consensus statement. It was prepared, on the basis of the conceptual framework which you and | have often discussed, by
Sam Huntington and myself, with NSC staff inputs.” The cover memo noted that Huntington was also coordinating the PRM/NSC-10 net assessment
project, discussed below. "Memo from Brzezinski to Carter," FRUS, 1977-1980, |, 36. See also Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 50-57.

81 Brzezinski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012.

82  Brzezinski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012. "Let Cy [Vance] assess your more comprehensive goals," Carter wrote to Brzezinski in July
1977 in response to a later paper from the State Department which set out four-year goals as the State Department saw it, and which Brzezinski
had forwarded to Carter. "Memorandum From the Executive Secretary of the Department of State (Tarnoff) to the President's Assistant for National
Security Affairs (Brzezinski)," June 28, 1877, FRUS, 1977-1980, |, 199, fn. 1, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d47.

83 "Presidential Review Memorandum/NSC-10, Comprehensive Net Assessment and Military Force Posture Review," The White House, Feb. 18,
1977, [hereafter "PRM/NSC-10"], https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/assets/documents/memorandums/prm10.pdf.

84  See "PRM/NSC-10 Comprehensive Net Assessment Organization," undated, https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP-
83M00171R001200160001-7.pdf, listing the members of the Net Assessment Group and Net Assessment Working Group, and setting out the 11
interagency task forces and their chairs, available at the CIA Electronic Reading Room; Edward C. Keefer, Harold Brown: Offsetting the Soviet
Military Challenge, 1977-1981, Secretaries of Defense Historical Series, Vol. IX (Washington, DC: Historical Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense,
2017), 132-37; Andrew Krepinevich and Barry Watts, The Last Warrior: Andrew Marshall and the Shaping of Modern American Defense Strategy
(New York: Basic Books, 2015), 130-36; and Andrew W. Marshall, oral history interview with Alfred Goldberg and Maurice Matloff, Office of the
Secretary of Defense, June 29, 1992, 1-2, https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/oral_history/OH_Trans_MARSHALL Andrew 06-29-92.
pdf?ver=2018-04-10-070002-393. (Marshall stating that "We ... got involved in one part of the PRM-10 activity. There were two parts, one run by
Huntington and Odom, out of the NSC staff, and my office was the principal contributor from Defense because they were trying to replicate at

another level a broad assessment of the world situation and major trends.").
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single, consolidated net assessment report for con-
sideration by the National Security Council.®s
Huntington’s net assessment has not yet been
fully declassified and released, but significant parts
of it have been, in final or draft form. It appears to
be an extraordinary work, in ambition, scope, and
execution.® It was occasionally given over to ac-
ademic, political-science-influenced language and
themes — on historical phases of the Cold War,
for example — tendencies to which Brzezinski
and Kissinger were also prone in their government
roles, and that, viewed in retrospect, did not always
prove perspicacious or particularly useful. But for
the most part the document seems to have been in-
sightful and illuminating, dispassionately analyzing
relative U.S. and Soviet strengths and weaknesses
across a wide range of categories and issues and
across different regions of the world. The excerpts
quoted here come from several declassified sec-
tions of what appears to be a near-final draft that
is undated but seems to be from May or June 1977.
Huntington underscored that recent years had
seen deteriorating trends in relative U.S. military
strength and posture and increased Soviet influ-
ence and adventurism in regions around the world,
especially in the Third World. In certain hard pow-
er and geopolitical metrics, the Soviets had built
up considerable momentum, trends that altered
the overall Cold War competition in worrisome
ways. “The most significant change that has oc-
curred in the power relationships between the US
and the SU during the past decade has been the
growth in Soviet military power in relation to that
of the United States,” Huntington wrote.” He as-
sessed that “[t]he probability that the Soviets will
take one or more military initiatives during the
next eight years is high,” for a number of reasons:
The Soviets’ capability to take military initiatives
in the Third World was “significantly greater” than
it had been; they had “redefined the scope of their
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interests and commitments in Third World areas”;
the U.S. military presence in Third World areas had
been reduced; “the Soviets could well feel that”
U.S. public opinion and legislative restraints inhib-
ited any U.S. military response; and the “Soviets
may feel it necessary for them ‘to win’ a crisis-con-
frontation with the U.S. in order to establish their
overall equality with the U.S. as a world power.”®

Huntington looked at the nature of the Soviet
system, the motivations and interests of Soviet
leaders, and the implications for U.S. strategy with
clear eyes. “Soviet leaders do not easily compre-
hend the idea of a pluralist world or a balance of
power. Their domestic experience encourages
them to see an international pecking order.” “The
Soviet response to American dominance,” Hunting-
ton wrote,

has been a political struggle to overthrow
the pecking order and to establish a new
subordination, not a new balance. ‘Parity’ is
not, from this viewpoint, a cornerstone con-
cept for capping the arms race. It is a tactical
slogan for an assault on the post-1945 world
strategic edifice.®

Huntington’s writing style was more genteel and
restrained than that of Kennan, or certainly of
Nitze, but his portrayal of what the Soviets were
up to and why, and what the implications were for
U.S. strategy, were essentially as stark:

If the Soviets choose to view the strategic
relationship as a pecking order, American
leaders are unwise not to take that into
account. ... The Soviet leaders are likely to
continue seeking to develop their strength,
not only in arms, but across the board in
political, economic, and military instrumen-
talities. The task for American strategy is to

85 Brzezinski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012; Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 75-76, 177; and "Interview with Zbigniew Brzezinski, with

Madeleine K. Albright, Leslie G. Denend, and William Odom," Feb. 18, 1982, Carter Presidency Project, University of Virginia Miller Center, 2003, 31-
32, http://webl.millercenter.org/poh/transcripts/ohp_1982_0218_brzezinski.pdf. (Odom, who assisted Huntington during the process, summarized
Brzezinski's instructions to Huntington as "Go out and tell us how we're doing in the world vis-a-vis the Soviet Union," and stated that the objective
was to construct a "comprehensive net assessment" that encompassed "all the major categories of power."); and Brian J. Auten, Carter's Conversion:
The Hardening of American Defense Policy (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2008), 156-58.

86  Extensive segments of Huntington's net assessment report, which appear to be from a close-to-final version that is undated but seems to be
from May or June 1977 [hereafter "Draft Net Assessment Report"], are available at the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, in National Security Coun-
cil Institutional Files, 1977-1981, Box 29, Presidential Review Memorandum/NSC-10, for example. The excerpts quoted here come from that version in
that file location. Those segments have been declassified and released and were made available to the author by the Carter Library. The full text of
the Huntington net assessment awaits declassification and release. See also Miller Center, "Interview with Zbigniew Brzezinski," 31-35, 39-40; and
Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 177, on the contents of the Huntington net assessment. In September 1980, Odom summarized the Huntington net
assessment and used it to gauge how the administration had done over the intervening period in light of Huntington's analysis and conclusions and
to set out needed adjustments in strategy, in a memorandum to Brzezinski. "Memorandum from William Odom of the National Security Council Staff
to the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs (Brzezinski)," Sept. 3, 1980, FRUS, 1977-1980, |, Document 156, https://history.state.gov/
historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d156.

87  "Draft Net Assessment Report," VI-1.
88 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV C-5-6.
89 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV A-9.
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cope with this competition in its full scope
rather than to view it narrowly as a military
and military-technical issue.”®

Huntington sought to dispel what he saw as illu-
sions in U.S. policy, and to grapple with the impli-
cations for U.S. policy of the Soviets’ own approach
to the Cold War. Regarding arms control, for exam-
ple, Huntington wrote: “it looks doubtful in retro-
spect that Western strategists have ‘raised the So-
viet learning curve’ on matters of nuclear warfare
in the sense they have sometimes believed. The
Soviet side has never lost sight of the essentially
political character of both military force posture
and arms negotiations.”” “American negotiation
success,” he wrote, “will depend on being more
adept at exploiting Soviet weaknesses, at putting
the Soviets on the defensive diplomatically.”?*

Huntington delved into an analysis of relative
Soviet weaknesses, including economic and tech-
nological vulnerabilities relative to the position of
the United States:

The slowdown in the Soviet economy and
its weakness in competing with the West
is due in large part to the political choices
made long ago by Soviet leaders and tena-
ciously upheld today. The Soviet command
economy may be inefficient, but it reserves
the structural allocation decisions for the
top leadership. The leadership’s continuing
preference for heavy industry and military
might has led to an enormous military bur-
den, far greater than has normally been real-
ized in the West.

“Unable or unwilling to cope with economic
problems through domestic reform,” Huntington
continued, “the Soviet leadership has turned to the
alternative of importing more advanced technolo-
gy. In other words, the present Soviet trade policy
is aimed at avoiding systemic reform not at achiev-
ing reform.”®?

Huntington expressed skepticism and wariness
of advocates for expanded U.S. (and Western) eco-
nomic ties with the Soviet Union. “[TThe profit
made by the firm which executed the sale of a tech-
nology” had to be weighed against playing into the
Soviets’ attempts to solve their manifest economic
and technological weaknesses: their inherent in-
efficiencies and flaws; the constraints on growth
imposed by massive military spending; and the in-
creasing drain on Soviet resources posed by Sovi-
et client states, which itself posed significant risks
and threats to the Soviets in coming years.*

More broadly, Huntington assessed, “[i]Jn the
economic competition, most factors favor the US.
The difficult choices face the Soviet Union,” such
as “How to avoid giving up military programs? How
to respond to the economic realities of East Eu-
rope?”? Huntington again pointed to the implica-
tions for U.S. policy, emphasizing the benefits of a
competition-based U.S. approach and the strategic
error of an overly cooperative policy: “Astute Amer-
ican appraisals of the level of Soviet discomfort
can provide occasional opportunities for nudging
the USSR into more cooperative behavior toward
the West,” whereas “US neglect of its competitive
opportunities may allow the Soviet leadership to
postpone or escape growing constraints on its ca-
pability to compete.”?¢

Moving to an analysis of relative political insti-
tutions, Huntington underscored that U.S. political
institutions “have successfully emerged from a try-
ing decade which involved racial problems, student
upheavals, an unwinnable war, and a constitution-
al crisis.” He highlighted the U.S. political system’s
“adaptability.” In contrast:

Soviet political institutions confront seri-
ous problems caused by unfavorable de-
mographic trends, economic slowdown, an
inefficient agricultural sector, nationality
aspirations, and intellectual dissidence.
During the coming decade, the Soviet sys-
tem will also confront a succession struggle

90 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV A-13-14.
9 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV A-13.
92 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV F-6.

93  "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV E-11. See also IV E-1, where the report states, "The apparent goal of the Soviet economic strategy ... is to
open Western sources of technology and to draw on them in order to catch up with Western levels of ... productivity and to perk up the nodding
Soviet growth rate. On the economic front, accordingly, the Soviet Union has emphasized cooperation that facilitates East-West trade."

94  "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV E-7, 8. "In the short run, it is in the economic sphere that Soviet alliance calculations will become more
complex and subject to risk. ... [Gliven its goals in Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union has few real alternatives. ... A longer-range dilemma for the
Soviet Union is how to allow national solutions without ultimately encouraging nationalist challenges to Soviet political and ideological control.”

See pages IV D-15, 17, 19. Huntington described a number of negative trends, including that of

[ND

'one-way-street' in transfers of technology and

capital to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe,” and said, "The degree of risk involved in these trends must be estimated in terms of individual and
culmulative [sic] impacts and the significance of each area in the implementation of a national strategy." See page VI-7.

95 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV E-13.
96 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV E-13.
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... All-in-all, American political institutions
seem to be emerging from a time of troubles,
while Soviet political institutions are possi-
bly entering one.””

Sorting through the various critical regions of the
world, Huntington zeroed in on Iran as a country of
long-term importance and short-term vulnerability
for American interests and the leading potential ge-
ostrategic flash point in the coming years, and on
the Middle East more broadly. In doing so, he fore-
shadowed what would become the Carter Doctrine
three years later.%®

Huntington reached the following conclusion of
his net assessment:

In sum, a rough overall equivalence exists
in military capabilities. The US remains sig-
nificantly ahead of the Soviet Union in most
non-military aspects of national power, in-
cluding economic resources and productive
capability, technology, stability and respon-
siveness of political institutions, diplomatic
support and access in most regions of the
world, and overall political action, informa-
tion, and ideological warfare capabilities.

“The present US overall competitive advantage,
however,” Huntington noted,

must also be assessed against the dynam-
ics of present and foreseeable change. The
trends have been favorable to the Soviet
Union or against the US in a number of key
areas: strategic forces, conventional forces
in Europe, mobilization and force projection
capabilities, short-run economic interaction
payoffs, [redacted] and diplomatic relation-
ships, especially in Africa and Latin America.
In others, including intelligence capabilities
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and core alliance relationships, the trends
have been mixed. Trends favorable to the
United States occur principally in political
capabilities (political institutions and capac-
ities for PIA) and in economic productivity.*

The overall net assessment indicating the follow-
ing, Huntington reasoned: cooperation will remain
limited; misunderstandings will persist on many
key issues; and competition will predominate.’*®

Huntington’s net assessment served as one of
the bases for ensuing discussions within Carter’s
National Security Council, from which emerged
the administration’s classified written national
security strategy.”* Another planned input in that
process was a review of possible defense strategy
alternatives led by the Defense Department. But
mismanagement of the conceptualization and or-
ganization of that study by civilian policy officials
in the department resulted in a document that was
essentially useless for that purpose, as even Brown
conceded.

The top-secret written national security strategy
that ultimately emerged from the National Security
Council discussions was extremely short, at only
five pages.’® As a strategy, it was vague and sub-
ject to a wide variance in interpretation. It mostly
glossed over the sensitive and perceptive compar-
ative analysis that Huntington had developed and
provided little guidance as to U.S. objectives and
the means to achieve them.

The document stated that “US-Soviet relations
will continue to be characterized by both compe-
tition and cooperation.” It did capture important
themes from the net assessment in noting that in
the competition, “military aspects aside, the Unit-
ed States continues to enjoy a number of critical
advantages: it has a more creative technological
and economic system, its political structure can
adapt more easily to popular demands and relies

97 "Draft Net Assessment Report," VI-4-5.

98  See also "Memorandum from William Odom of the National Security Council Staff to the President's Assistant for National Security Affairs
(Brzezinski)," Jan. 18, 1980, FRUS, 1977-1980, Volume XI, Part 1, Iran: Hostage Crisis, November 1979 — December 1980, Document 156, 412, https://
history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v11p1/d156 (noting the prescience of Huntington's paper as the administration faced the Soviet

invasion of Afghanistan and the crises in Iran).
99 "Draft Net Assessment Report," VI-6, 7.

100 "Draft Net Assessment Report," IV A-13.

101  See Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 177; "Meeting of the Special Coordination Committee, July 7, 1977, Summary of Conclusions," regarding
PRM/NSC-10 Comprehensive Net Assessment, 1-3, in folder SCC 020 — US — USSR Strategic Capabilities and PRM-10, 7/7/77; and "Memorandum

to the Special Coordinating Committee from Christine Dodson, NSC Staff Secretary, Aug. 2, 1977," in advance of SCC Meeting on Aug. 4, 1977,
regarding PRM/NSC-10, in folder SCC 024 — PRM 10, 8/4/77, both from the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, National Security Council Institutional

Files, 1977-1981, Box 87.

102 "l do not think the study provides the basis for a selection of an overall integrated military strategy at this time." Memorandum from Brown
to, inter alia, Brzezinski and Vance, June 6, 1977, "Subject: PRM — 10 Force Posture Study," 1, with attached agenda for discussion, and attached
"PRM/NSC-10 Military Strategy and Force Posture Review Final Report," available from the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, https://www.jimmy-
carterlibrary.gov/assets/documents/memorandums/prm10.pdf. See also Keefer, Harold Brown, 120-33, 137; and Auten, Carter's Conversion, 160.

103 "Memorandum: Presidential Directive/NSC-18, U.S. National Security Strategy," Aug. 26, 1977, from the Jimmy Carter Presidential Library,
https://www.jimmycarterlibrary.gov/assets/documents/directives/pd18.pdf.
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on freely given popular support, and it is supported
internationally by allies and friends who genuinely
share similar aspirations.” In contrast, “though
successfully acquiring military power matching
that of the United States,” the Soviet Union “con-
tinues to face major internal economic and nation-
al difficulties, and externally it has few genuinely
committed allies.” “In this situation,” the strategy
continued, “I direct that US national strategy will
be to take advantage of our relative advantages in
economic strength, technological superiority, and
popular political support.”

Yet, it then listed five short objec-
tives that gave only the scantest di-
rection and no prioritization: 1) “[c]
ounterbalanc[ing]” Soviet power and
influence “in key areas, particular-
ly Europe, the Middle East, and East
Asia”; 2) competing politically with
the Soviet Union “by pursuing the ba-
sic American commitment to human
rights and national independence”;
3) seeking Soviet cooperation in re-
solving regional conflicts and reduc-
ing areas of tension; 4) pursuing arms control and
disarmament negotiations; and 5) “seek[ing] to
involve the Soviet Union constructively in global
activities.” The United States would also “maintain
an overall balance of military power ... at least as
favorable as that that now exists.”**

The vagueness and lack of prioritization or di-
rection of the national security strategy may have
resulted from a wide variance in the views among
Carter’s principal advisers and a need to capture
an approach that could garner agreement among
them easily enough. Brzezinski and Huntington
were more attentive to and concerned with the ad-
versarial nature of the Cold War, the need for the
United States to pursue a primarily competitive
approach, and the importance of hard power than
was Secretary of State Vance, who emphasized co-

operation with the Soviet Union, as well as a focus
on transnational issues.’® It also may have been
due to the competing instincts of Carter himself,
whose worldview encompassed elements of both
outlooks and, early on at least, resolved clearly in
favor of neither. Perhaps Brzezinski and his White
House staff saw some advantage, tactical or other-
wise, in keeping the document brief and general, or
perhaps they simply preferred it that way. Yet the
upshot was that while the document started from
a premise of competition, its goals seemed just as
weighted toward cooperation, and overall it avoid-

One of the tragedies of the Carter
years was that an appropriately
balanced, consistent, competition-
oriented approach toward the
Cold War could have guided the
administration from the start.

ed specificity, prioritization, or guidance, giving
encouragement and justification to both factions.**®

Over the next two years, the Carter administra-
tion struggled to pursue a clear, proactive line of
foreign and defense policy, with Vance and Cart-
er himself often favoring a focus on negotiations
and restraint and Brzezinski warning, with growing
concern and intensity, that they were neglecting
the competitive nature of the Cold War and los-
ing public and international support along the way.
Brown increasingly sided with Brzezinski.**” The
period also saw the further deterioration in many
of the trends that Huntington had already identi-
fied in the net assessment — growing Soviet mili-
tary buildup and geopolitical adventurism, embod-
ied by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan — and a
crisis and subsequently a series of debacles in Iran.

104  "Presidential Directive/NSC-18, U.S. National Security Strategy," 1-2. Nearly two pages from the ensuing military strategy part of the docu-
ment are still redacted — they appear to address U.S. military strategy in Europe, among other issues.

105  Brzezinski noted in his memoirs that "[t]he interagency debate over the PD-18 draft revealed a sharp dispute within the Administration
about the implications of PRM-10." "One side," Brzezinski stated, "preferred to limit our strategic forces to an assured destruction capability and to
consider reducing our forces in Europe and Korea. The Indian Ocean-Persian Gulf region was to be addressed through arms control efforts with the
Soviets." Brzezinski continued that the "other side, on which | found myself, pointed to the momentum and character of Soviet military programs,
the vulnerability of the oil-rich region around the Persian Gulf, and the growing Soviet projection of power" in regions around the world. Brzezinski
noted that the resultant national security strategy reflected a series of compromises, although it also gave him "additional arguments" on various
U.S.-Soviet issues. Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 177-78.

106 Keefer, Harold Brown, 135-37; and Auten, Carter's Conversion, 162-68.

107  Brzezinski, Power and Principle, 13, 29-31, 42-48, 177-78. Indicative of the ongoing battles were: an extraordinary memorandum from
Brzezinski to Carter on Feb. 9, 1978, in which Brzezinski warned of negative Cold War trends in Western Europe and in the Third World and stated
that "[t]he cumulative effect of these trends could be very serious internationally and then domestically," and that "[b]y the fall we could be under
attack for having presided over a grave deterioration in the U.S. global position," ("Memorandum from the President's Assistant for National Security
Affairs (Brzezinski to President Carter," Feb. 9, 1978, FRUS, 1977-1980, I, Document 68, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-
80v01/d68); and a letter from Vance to Carter on May 29, 1978, setting out his own views and expressing clear frustration with Brzezinski's hardline
public and internal positions and declarations ("Letter from Secretary of State Vance to President Carter," May 29, 1978, FRUS, 1977-1980, I, Docu-
ment 82, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d82).
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The last two years of Carter’s term saw the United
States swerve toward a more combative posture in
the Cold War, featuring increased defense budgets,
aid to the Afghan resistance, and the announcement
of the Carter Doctrine aimed at heading off Soviet
advances toward the Middle East.® In the wake of
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, Carter famously
declared, “My opinion of the Russians has changed
most [more] drastically in the last week than even
the previous two and one-half years before that.”**®

One of the tragedies of the Carter years was that
an appropriately balanced, consistent, competi-
tion-oriented approach toward the Cold War could
have guided the administration from the start. That
would have only required following through on an-
alytical work — and the competitive implications
that flowed from it — that had already been done,
and prioritizing it in the written national security
strategy document, even if that had meant appre-
hending, forcing, and resolving some intra-admin-
istration disputes at the front end.

Strategic Planning Under Reagan

Perhaps no administration’s national security
strategic planning has been as underappreciated as
that of the Reagan administration, although it got
off to a late start. Ronald Reagan, wary of the ten-
sions between the White House and the cabinet de-
partments that had characterized U.S. foreign and
defense policy under Nixon and Carter, had initial-
ly downgraded the role of national security adviser.
That experiment was short-lived and has not been
repeated since. Secretary of State Alexander Haig
clashed constantly with the White House and other
cabinet secretaries and agency heads on both sub-
stance and process. Reagan’s national security ad-
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viser was unable to coordinate the interagency pro-
cess and establish guidance with any effectiveness.
At the end of his first year, Reagan replaced his na-
tional security adviser, restored the role to its cen-
tral coordinating function, and within six months
also replaced Haig with George Shultz."°

At Reagan’s direction, the new national security
adviser, William Clark, and his deputy, Robert “Bud”
McFarlane, immediately established a rigorous stra-
tegic planning process. Reagan perceived not just
that the Soviet Union was overstretched but also
that its internal system was vulnerable economically
and technologically. He emphasized that the United
States could and should exploit those vulnerabilities
and pursue a competitive strategy that took the in-
itiative and played to U.S. strengths. Clark and Mc-
Farlane intended that the strategic planning process
should “reduc[e] to careful writing” the president’s
views and set out a comprehensive strategic frame-
work to guide the prioritization and execution of the
administration’s approach.™

Reagan signed a directive instructing his ad-
ministration to develop an overarching strategic
framework. The first step was to produce an ex-
tended study paper that identified fundamental
U.S. national security objectives and set out a stra-
tegic rationale and agenda to guide all aspects of
U.S. national security policy. The second was to
incorporate the findings of the study in a single na-
tional security strategy directive.”* The extended
study was conducted by an interagency group, but
it was chaired and directed by Clark’s White House
staff. Reagan played an active role in the process,
reviewing and commenting on draft segments and
sometimes, Clark later noted, sending them “back
to the drawing board.”s

The review process resulted in a top secret, 87-

108  Odom, who served on Brzezinski's staff as Carter's military assistant and had worked closely with Huntington on the net assessment, later
stated that in 1977 and in 1978 the State Department in particular, and sometimes the Defense Department, "launched vigorously off in other policy
directions than PRM 10 seemed to justify," and that were, in Odom's eyes, "self-defeating” in light of the findings and implications of the net as-
sessment. For the ensuing two years, "based on the kind of analyses we had done in PRM 10, we [Brzezinski and his White House staff] had to work
slowly to try to bring the realities to the eyes of the President, the eyes of the Secretary of Defense, Secretary of State, and make them realize that
we had to tackle some of these policies from very fundamentally different directions." "[T]here was a lot of tension," Odom said. "We wouldn't have
had a case without the earlier analysis." Miller Center, "Interview with Zbigniew Brzezinski," 34-35, 39. Odom said that he had tried "to understand
the differences of view that beset us in the Carter Administration," and that it eventually seemed to him that "we split over whether or not the
Soviet Union was a status quo power." Brzezinski and he thought not, that "[t]he power balance had shifted; if anything, the competition was going
to be tougher; the possibility of maintaining the post-World War Il international order essentially unaltered was going to be a much larger, more
challenging task," whereas others "seemed to believe that the U.S.S.R. was becoming benign and status quo, and accepting the international order."
Miller Center, "Interview with Zbigniew Brzezinski," 56. Auten, in Carter's Conversion, and Keefer, in Harold Brown, discuss the administration's
policy shifts over the four years in detail, as does Brzezinski in his memoirs, Power and Principle.

109 See Carter's interview with Frank Reynolds at ABC News, in "Editorial Note," Dec. 31, 1979, FRUS, 1977-1980, I, Document 133, https://histo-
ry.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1977-80v01/d133.

110 Lettow, Ronald Reagan, 42-47, 60-64.
M Lettow, Ronald Reagan, 1-80. The Clark quote is from an interview with the author, Aug. 1, 2001.

112 "National Security Study Directive 1-82, U.S. National Security Strategy," The White House, Feb. 5, 1982, from the Ronald Reagan Presiden-
tial Library, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/archives/reference/scanned-nssds/nssd1-82.pdf.

113 Lettow, Ronald Reagan, 61-70.
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page study paper, titled “U.S. National Security
Strategy.”"+ The study was divided into three parts.
The first section provided an analysis of the nature
of the U.S.-Soviet competition and the internation-
al environment and a statement of U.S. objectives.
The second section directed that those objectives
had to be attained through an “interlocking” set
of diplomatic, information, politico-economic, and
military strategies. And the final section set out in
detail a military strategy in pursuit of the adminis-
tration’s objectives."s

The study paper focused on identifying the
threats posed by the Soviet Union and the rela-
tive U.S. and Soviet strengths and weaknesses.
It was ruthless in specifying and prioritizing U.S.
policy approaches that sought to exploit America’s
strengths in peaceful competition over the long
haul. For example, the military strategy compo-
nent of the study noted that the Soviets “face se-
vere economic problems” and “a bleak economic
outlook” and that “[l]iving standards in the USSR
will probably stagnate owing to the growing de-
fense burden and inefficient investment practices.
As Soviet citizens perceive a decline in the qual-
ity of life, productivity growth will also decline,”
forcing Moscow to “make difficult choices among
priorities.” “[I]t will become increasingly difficult
for the Soviets to sustain their military buildup as
their economic growth slows.””¢ Noting “contin-
uing [Soviet] difficulties in introducing new tech-
nology,” and also the need for a sustainable U.S.
military force and budget, the paper emphasized
exploiting “our national genius for technological
innovation and industrial efficiency, and in our al-
liances.””” A principal theme of the study was that
perceived advantages in various specific spheres of
the Cold War — military, economic, technological,
ideological — translated into expanded influence
and freedom of action in the overall U.S.-Soviet
competition. Thus, it underscored the need for
America to seek and exploit opportunities to bol-
ster its standing in those areas that most worked to
its strengths, while shoring up relative weaknesses

where it could.

The underlying analysis in the study established
a foundation for the stated U.S. national security
objectives. Those were forward-leaning and aimed
at Soviet vulnerabilities. One of them was:

To foster, if possible in concert with our al-
lies, restraint in Soviet military spending,
discourage Soviet adventurism, and weak-
en the Soviet alliance system by forcing
the USSR to bear the brunt of its economic
shortcomings, and to encourage long-term
liberalizing and nationalist tendencies with-
in the Soviet Union and allied countries.”®

The National Security Council took up the study
paper for consideration and discussion. Clark lat-
er noted that the objective of pressuring the inter-
nal Soviet system “didn’t have a lot of support”
from State Department officials, including Haig
— who was about to be supplanted by Shultz in
any event — but the president and other senior
officials strongly supported it. It stayed in the
document amid the debates within the National
Security Council."®

Reagan approved the study in full and formally
adopted it as the foundation of foreign and defense
policy in a top secret directive.”* That national se-
curity strategy directive stated in the presidential
first person that “I have carefully reviewed the
NSSD 1-82 study in its component parts, consid-
ered the final recommendations of the National
Security Council, and direct that the study serve
as guidance for U.S. National Security Strategy.”*
The document listed the “global objectives” out-
lined in the study, summarized the rest of the
study, and included the study in its entirety as an
attachment.” The national security strategy direc-
tive itself made clear that it was the beginning, not
the end, of the administration’s strategic planning.
Additional classified strategies on specific issues
and regions were to follow.”

Clark then delivered what was for him a rare

114 "U.S. National Security Strategy," Study Paper, April 1982, Records Declassified and Released by the National Security Council, Series II.,
Related Documents, Subseries B, System Il, Box 4, 90283 (NSDD 32), Ronald Reagan Presidential Library.

115 "U.S. National Security Strategy," Study Paper.

116 "U.S. National Security Strategy," Study Paper, 2, 9, 13.
17 "U.S. National Security Strategy," Study Paper, 73.

118 "U.S. National Security Strategy," Study Paper, 5.

119 Lettow, Ronald Reagan, 68. The Clark quote is from an interview with the author, Aug. 1, 2001.

120 "National Security Decision Directive 32, U.S. National Security Strategy,” The White House, May 20, 1982, from the Ronald Reagan Presiden-
tial Library, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/archives/reference/scanned-nsdds/nsdd32.pdf.

121 "National Security Decision Directive 32," 1.
122 "National Security Decision Directive 32," 1-8.

123 "National Security Decision Directive 32."
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speech. He described in broad terms that the ad-
ministration had undertaken a process to “review
the results of [the] first year with decisions often
being made at the departmental level, to see where
we were, to make sure our various policies were
consistent, and to set the course for the future” by
a “well-thought through and integrated strategy.”
Unsurprisingly, Clark did not spell out all of the
specific objectives in the national security strategy.
But he did note that the administration would be
prepared “to respond vigorously to opportunities
as they arise and to create opportunities where they
have not existed before.” And, echoing the presi-
dent’s rhetoric while capturing the direction of the
strategy, Clark emphasized “our fondest hope that
with an active yet prudent national security policy,
we might one day convince the leadership of the
Soviet Union to turn their attention inward, to seek
the legitimacy that only comes from the consent of
the governed, and thus to address the hopes and
dreams of their own people.”**

The national security strategy codified a sin-
gle, unifying framework. It established objectives
that the United States would work peacefully to
reverse the spread of Soviet influence and to pres-
sure the Soviet system so as to leave internal re-
form as the Soviet leaders’ best, or only, option. It
also catalyzed a period of intensive strategic plan-
ning within the Reagan administration across a
range of issues: Over the ensuing year, the admin-
istration issued 75 national security directives,
many of them establishing follow-on regional and
functional strategies.”*s

One of these strategies was specifically on Amer-
ica’s policy toward the Soviet Union, building upon
the premises and guidance set out in the national
security strategy study and directive. The White
House stated that the development of that strategy
directive was to “proceed on the premise that So-
viet international behavior is determined not only
by the external environment but also by political,
economic, and social and ideological features of the
Soviet system itself.”* The White House mandat-
ed that the review process that would develop the
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directive should encompass, among other things,
the likelihood of changes in the Soviet system, the
sources of tensions and strains within that system,
aswellasthebases for continuity,and how “the Unit-
ed States, its Allies and other mobilizable forces”
could “influence the evolution of Soviet policies
and the Soviet regime in directions favorable to our
interests.””

While the State Department chaired the intera-
gency group that produced the resultant strategy
directive, Clark directed the overall process. The
strategy directive itself was largely drafted by Rich-
ard Pipes, the Harvard historian of Russian and
Soviet history, then serving Reagan and Clark as
senior director for Soviet and European affairs.’®

The strategy directive on U.S. relations with the
Soviet Union flowed from the prior national secu-
rity strategy. The directive stated that U.S. policy
toward the Soviet Union would consist of three
elements. The first was to “contain and over time
reverse Soviet expansionism by competing effec-
tively on a sustained basis with the Soviet Union
in all international arenas—particularly in the
overall military balance and in geographical re-
gions of priority concern to the United States.”’*®
The second was:

To promote, within the narrow limits availa-
ble to us, the process of change in the Soviet
Union toward a more pluralistic political and
economic system in which the power of the
privileged ruling elite is gradually reduced.
The U.S. recognizes that Soviet aggressive-
ness has deep roots in the internal system,
and that relations with the USSR should
therefore take into account whether or not
they help to strengthen this system and its
capacity to engage in aggression.’°

The third was to “engage the Soviet Union in ne-
gotiations to attempt to reach agreements which
protect and enhance U.S. interests and which are
consistent with the principle of strict reciprocity
and mutual interest.”’s*

124 Clark, "National Security Strategy," address before the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Georgetown University, May 21, 1982,
in American Foreign Policy Current Documents, 1982 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of State, 1985), 89-91, 93.

125 Lettow, Ronald Reagan, 70.

126 "National Security Study Directive 11-82, U.S. Policy Toward the Soviet Union," The White House, Aug. 21, 1982, 1, from the Ronald Reagan
Presidential Library, https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/public/archives/reference/scanned-nssds/nssd11-82.pdf.

127 "National Security Study Directive 11-82, U.S. Policy Toward the Soviet Union," 1-3.

128 Lettow, Ronald Reagan, 76-80.

129 "National Security Decision Directive 75, U.S. Relations with the USSR," [hereafter NSDD 75] The White House, Jan. 7, 1983, 1, from the
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The strategy directive emphasized that “[i]mple-
mentation of U.S. policy must focus on shaping the
environment in which Soviet decisions are made
both in a wide variety of functional and geopolitical
arenas and in the U.S.-Soviet bilateral relation-
ship.”®#* It laid out the means by which the Unit-
ed States would seek to influence the factors that
could impel Soviet policy toward directions more
favorable to U.S. interests. It established objectives
across U.S. military strategy, economic policy, po-
litical action, geopolitical strategy, and bilateral re-
lations.’ For example, it stipulated that the United
States would pursue “a major ideological political
offensive, which, together with other efforts, will
be designed to bring about evolutionary change of
the Soviet system.”3* The strategy directive estab-
lished some specific steps to be taken toward each
objective, but did not attempt to catalogue them.

The strategy directive, as assertive as it was, was
intended to be sustainable. It stated that the “in-
terrelated tasks of containing and reversing Sovi-
et expansion and promoting evolutionary change
within the Soviet Union itself cannot be accom-
plished quickly,” and that the policy it set forth “is
one for the long haul.”*

While Pipes was the primary drafter of the strat-
egy toward the Soviet Union, the interagency nature
of its development meant that the various depart-
ments and agencies weighed in at the front end, and
thus bought into and were constrained by the out-
come. The State Department, for example, sought
to mitigate the objective of putting pressure on the
internal Soviet system, succeeding in inserting the
phrase “within the narrow limits available to us” in
the block quote above. But it did not attempt to turn
away from that objective overall, which in any event
had been set in the earlier national security strategy
and was accepted — even underscored — by Reagan
and the rest of the National Security Council. The
final draft of the directive met with little objection
when the council took up it up for consideration.
Reagan approved it as a formal, secret directive to
guide U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union.s

Through the formal strategic planning process
that had produced the national security strategy

and the ensuing follow-on strategies, Reagan and
his National Security Council had collectively al-
lowed themselves flexibility in pursuing specific
foreign and defense policies, but left little doubt
about the premises and objectives that would
guide those policies, which were both coherent and
particularly assertive.

McFarlane, who had played an important role
in coordinating the strategic planning process as
Clark’s deputy and then succeeded him as Reagan’s
national security adviser, later stated: “We had a
policy, written down, that said, ‘I am the president
and I want to challenge the Soviet Union political-
ly, economically, and militarily” That does tend to
have an effect on the Cabinet and on subordinates,
as it should.”” McFarlane added that “the devel-
opment of programs from that leitmotif, included
programs on arms control and human rights and
regional disagreements ... and bilateral issues.” All
of those, McFarlane continued, “contained—well,
‘aggressive’ has a legal connotation to it I don’t in-
tend, but an enthusiastic, energetic, competitive
content. Not a placid, passive content, but compet-
itive. For example, the economic policies were spe-
cifically designed to weaken the Soviet economy
and to do so in any way we could think of within le-
gal and moral bounds.” McFarlane concluded: “We
established a policy framework that directed us to
explore ways to compete more energetically.”’s

Like the Eisenhower administration, the Reagan
administration also reassessed and refined its na-
tional security strategy over time. In September
1986, for example, a year and a half after Gorbachev
had taken power in the Soviet Union and nearly a
year after Reagan and Gorbachev had met at the
Geneva summit, the Reagan administration updat-
ed its classified national security strategy.® The
updated strategy noted that the “Gorbachev lead-
ership is more vigorous and dynamic than its pre-
decessors” and that “the potential now exists for
more creative and energized Soviet foreign policies
inimical to U.S. interests.)”® It retained the same
basic objectives as the earlier version.**® The strat-
egy remained intensely assertive and consistent
with the earlier version in its aims: “the greatest
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threat to the Soviet system, in which the State con-
trols the destiny of the individual, is the concept of
freedom itself,” it stated, and “[w]hile we will seek
and experience periods of cooperation with Soviet
leadership, there will be no change in the funda-
mentally competitive nature of our relationship un-
less and until a change occurs in the nature of the
Soviet system.”# Again, the strategy focused on ex-
ploiting comparative U.S. advantages in high tech-
nology to press U.S. strengths, channel the military
and economic competition into areas that favored
the United States and could prove sustainable, and
to undermine the Soviets at their weakest points
and force them toward options — reducing Soviet
defense spending and pursuing internal change —
in line with U.S. interests. This time, the strategy
was aided by the Reagan administration’s pursuit
of the Strategic Defense Initiative missile defense
research and development program, announced in
1983, which Reagan knew to be a source of enor-
mous military, technological, and economic anxiety
and concern for Gorbachev."* The United States,
the document noted, “must pursue strategies for
competition which emphasize our comparative ad-
vantages in these areas.”#

The updated Reagan strategy is also noteworthy
for its concise statement of the imperative to avoid
direct U.S. military engagements that could result
in a quagmire and dissipate U.S. strength:

In a conflict not involving the Soviet Union,
the United States will rely primarily on in-
digenous forces to protect their own inter-
ests. Commitment of U.S. combat forces
will be made only when other means are
not considered viable. Such commitment is
appropriate only if political objectives are
established, our political will is clear, and
appropriate military capabilities are availa-
ble. If U.S. combat forces are committed, the
United States will seek to limit the scope of
the conflict, avoid involvement of the Soviet
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Union, and ensure that U.S. objectives are
met as quickly as possible."#

Strategic Planning Under George H. W. Bush

Brent Scowcroft, George H. W. Bush’s national
security adviser, later expressed disappointment
with the efforts at strategic planning that he had
led in 1989, the administration’s first year.”s In
some respects, his assessment was too modest, be-
cause despite the results of the strategic planning
process being underwhelming, the process itself
did produce useful effects.

With Bush’s agreement, Scowcroft conducted an
interagency review of policy that was intended to
generate new strategies to underpin the adminis-
tration’s foreign and defense policies. Scowcroft
was motivated, in part, by a desire to ensure that
the Bush team considered and shaped its own pol-
icies, rather than simply continuing without reap-
praisal the approaches of the Reagan administra-
tion.® The White House accordingly requested a
series of formal interagency studies, including re-
views of U.S. relations with the Soviet Union, East-
ern Europe, and Western Europe, and America’s
policy toward the Persian Gulf.*

The classified directives requesting the studies
were themselves insightful and probing. The se-
cret four-page document directing the review of
U.S.-Soviet relations noted the potential for enor-
mous positive alterations in the relationship, giv-
en changes occurring within the Soviet Union and
shifts in its control over Soviet satellites. But it also
expressed wariness: “the USSR remains an adver-
sary with awesome military power whose interests
conflict in important ways with our own. The Soviet
Union already presents a new and complicated po-
litical challenge to us in Europe and elsewhere.”*
The directive sought a study of Soviet policy objec-
tives, assessments of the Soviet internal situation
and foreign and military policies, and a review of
the sources of U.S. leverage over the Soviet Union
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and potential policy alternatives newly available to
the United States.'**

The administration had announced in broad
terms that it was pursuing a policy review and
analysis, creating public interest in the classified,
internal process. That was especially so given the
quickening pace of events unfolding in Eastern
Europe and within the Soviet Union, including the
loosening grip of communist control over Warsaw
Pact countries, the potential perils of possible re-
sponses from Moscow and the satellite govern-
ments, and the enormous geopolitical ramifica-
tions for the United States.’s®

The review process was hampered from the start
by the fact that it occurred before the administra-
tion was sufficiently staffed with its own new ap-
pointees. The Defense Department, for example,
did not have a confirmed secretary in place for
two months, so the initial taskings for the reviews
were handled without the attention and leadership
from the top that they might otherwise have re-
ceived. Nor did other departments evidently give
the studies the priority that Scowcroft had intend-
ed.” In all events, Scowcroft later characterized
the reviews that resulted from the interagency pro-
cess as unimaginative, effectively reiterating past
approaches, and he expressed some regret that he
had not delved into and directed how and by whom
they were prepared. Especially disappointed with
the proposed strategy on U.S. policy toward the
Soviet Union, Scowcroft called for a re-do, turning
the assignment over to his White House staff ad-
viser for Soviet affairs, Condoleezza Rice, who then
drafted what became the administration’s strategy
directive on Soviet policy.*

Despite these disappointments, the interagency
review process did ultimately contribute to the ad-
ministration’s national security successes. In con-

sidering the studies, Bush and his National Security
Council engaged in their own discussions of both
strategic direction and specific policy courses,
particularly on Eastern Europe and the future of
Europe as a whole. That process was itself fruit-
ful, resulting in specific ideas from Scowcroft and
others that led to proposals and approaches that
Bush launched that year. It demonstrated, for Bush
and Scowcroft and their colleagues on the National
Security Council, the importance of regularly dis-
cussing the development of policy direction among
themselves. It also helped establish the “Core
Group” of principals whose work together, guided
by the president and coordinated by Scowcroft,
as they brought the Cold War to a successful and
peaceful end has rightly earned them admiration
and esteem.’s?

Both Bush and Scowcroft revered and conscious-
ly emulated Eisenhower. In announcing his first
bid for president, in 1979, Bush stated that he ad-
hered to “the principles of Lincoln, Theodore Roo-
sevelt, and Dwight Eisenhower,” and even quoted
Eisenhower directly: “There is in world affairs a
steady course to be followed between an assertion
of strength that is truculent and a confession of
helplessness that is cowardly.””>* Bush and Scow-
croft’s national security planning was less rigorous
and systematic than Eisenhower’s. Yet, like Eisen-
hower, they possessed strategic vision and steadily
implemented it. One of the ironies of Bush’s presi-
dency was and remains the criticism that he lacked
an overarching vision. To the contrary, he deserves
to be remembered as one of the most effective
strategists among presidents.

Bush’s worldview was based on the harsh les-
sons of World War II, as he highlighted in his for-
eign-policy memoirs.’> Having been shot down
over the Pacific at age 20, and having lost his crew-
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mates, he knew better than most that things can
and do go dangerously wrong when America aban-
dons a leadership role, or when its foreign policy
is not guided by clear-eyed purpose — as with
the disastrous American policies of the interwar
years. Faced with convulsions in Eastern Europe
and within the Soviet Union itself, and then in the
Middle East with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, Bush
played the long game. Reminiscent of Eisenhower,
he constantly, even ruthlessly, worked to preserve
America’s geopolitical position and strength for
the long haul, so that it could serve as a bulwark
against the worst possibilities of a brutal and po-
tentially chaotic world.

Robert D. Kaplan has astutely summarized Bush’s
worldview: “Tragedy is avoided by thinking tragi-
cally”*s” For Bush, that meant, among other things,
insisting on a unified Germany remaining in NATO,
and the United States strengthening, not abandon-
ing or curtailing, its position as the preeminent
power in European affairs. Bush thereby hoped to
reduce the possibility of future intra-European con-
flict and to deter other powers from attempting to
dominate or destabilize the continent.® As he put it
in a diary entry, the United States had “a dispropor-
tionate role for stability,” and he had “to look after
the U.S. interest in all of this without reverting to
a kind of isolationistic or stupid peace-nik view on
where we stand in the world.”* In the Middle East,
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 threatened the
cardinal U.S. geopolitical principle of avoiding the
destabilization or dominance by a hostile power
of that region — as with East Asia and Europe —
and so he led a coalition to combat and reverse it.
That, in turn, served as precedent for what Bush
and Scowcroft saw as a vision for the post-Cold War

world in which the United States played the leading
role, in which sovereign states adhered to basic
rules, and in which structures of power favorable to
America could encourage international cooperation
to enforce those rules when necessary.*

That was their vision for the “new world order.”
The inartful phrase was used by Bush in a speech
in the lead-up to the Gulf War, and was maligned
from the start.!® But as Scowcroft later noted, and
the historian Jeffrey Engel and Kaplan have rightly
emphasized, that slogan has come to mean near-
ly the opposite of what Bush and Scowcroft had
intended. Bush and Scowcroft were not Wilsoni-
an, nor did they believe in multilateralism for its
own sake. They knew that the world was a rough
and unforgiving place, and that the United States
needed to sustain its strength and leadership and
geopolitical standing over the long haul.’** Engel
quotes Scowcroft as saying: “The world could be a
better place. But don’t get carried away.”*

As noted earlier, the current statutory require-
ment for an unclassified annual strategy was enact-
ed in 1986, as part of the broader Goldwater-Nich-
ols package of legislative national security reforms.
In addition to their classified, internal national se-
curity strategy planning described above, the Rea-
gan and Bush administrations also issued unclassi-
fied national security strategies almost every year
starting in 1987. The Bush administration’s three
strategy documents were especially notable. They
started to lay conceptual foundations for the post-
Cold War world that were in line with Bush’s and
Scowcroft’s views: optimistic but wary, and insist-
ent upon maintaining strong alliances underpinned
by American hard power over the long haul. Those
iterations of the national security strategies were
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relatively heavy on geopolitics — on ensuring an
active, sustained, and global American presence,
and on preventing domination or destabilization of
regions critical to U.S. interests by current or po-
tential future rivals.'*

But Bush and Scowcroft never did set out their
strategic principles in a comprehensive way or ful-
ly and effectively explicate them publicly. In some
ways, they were like Eisenhower, just without the
paper. They were guided by basic principles and
led a group of senior officials who hashed out their
differences among themselves, sometimes vigor-
ously but as a team, as they pursued those basic
principles. Perhaps they would have been well
served by getting that basic strategic direction on
paper. It certainly would help us more clearly un-
derstand and learn from their example today. For
his part, Scowcroft — at least as of 2012, when this
author interviewed him — enthusiastically sup-
ported the mission of examining past strategic
planning efforts, how we might learn from them,
and the importance of developing sound and sus-
tainable strategy.’s

Strategic Planning in the Post-Cold War Era:
Clinton, Bush, and Obama

The Bill Clinton administration continued to is-
sue unclassified national security strategies most
years, before the George W. Bush administration
commenced the current tradition of issuing them
once every four-year presidential term.**® Those ef-
forts by the Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack
Obama administrations had their purpose. They
were extended public statements meant to empha-
size critical themes and priorities of each adminis-
tration for an audience that included Congress and
the public, as well as friend and foe abroad.

In some respects, the Nixon administration’s an-
nual foreign policy messages served as early forerun-
ners for those documents, which were often written
with care and even eloquence. Take, for example,

U.S. National Security Strategy: Lessons Learned

the Bush administration’s focus on its freedom
agenda in 2006 or the Obama administration’s un-
derscoring of climate change and other transnation-
al issues and threats.” Like Nixon’s messages, they
sometimes foreshadowed policy developments, as
with the Bush administration’s 2002 national se-
curity strategy, written in the wake of the al-Qaeda
attacks of Sept. 11, 2001 and in advance of the war
in Iraq. It declared that “[w]e must be prepared to
stop rogue states and their terrorist clients before
they are able to threaten or use weapons of mass
destruction against the United States and our allies
and friends. ... To forestall or prevent such hostile
acts by our adversaries, the United States will, if
necessary, act preemptively.”¢®

The post-Cold War U.S. national security strate-
gies operated more as speeches than as strategies.
But rhetoric is not strategy, and mistaking the for-
mer for the latter is dangerous. Rhetoric is given to
categorical statement and overreach that sweeps
away analysis, prioritization, or context. It is best
deployed as a tool in the implementation of a strat-
egy. For the most part, the post-Cold War era na-
tional security strategies were disconnected from
the kind of rigorous, classified national security
strategic planning often conducted by presidential
administrations during the Cold War.

A prerequisite for the best of those Cold War
planning efforts was a searching analysis to try to
understand other international actors. U.S. strate-
gists of earlier eras understood well that they were
maneuvering on a playing field with other impor-
tant actors — some friendly, some not — that were
operating with motives, interests, and objectives
of their own. Attempting to understand those mo-
tives, interests, and objectives with dispassion and
rigor was foundational for crafting U.S. strategies.
Those strategies, in turn, aimed to shape the en-
vironment in which those actors made decisions.

For much of the post-Cold War era, America’s ef-
forts to bring about the country’s best wishes have
seemed not to have had the desired effect. Until re-
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cently, national security strategies in this era have
often been devoid of a clear-eyed analysis of the
motives and capabilities of other important inter-
national actors.’®

One of the most fundamental lessons from Amer-
ica’s Cold War-era national security strategy is one
of the simplest, albeit the most underappreciated:
America ought to examine — with as much insight
and intellectual honesty as it can — what its prin-
cipal geopolitical rivals are up to, why, what kind
of challenges that poses to the United States, and
what might be done about it, other than resorting
to conflict or inaction.

That kind of clear-eyed foundational analysis of
other actors is conspicuous by its absence from
many of the national security strategies that have
been produced over the last few decades. By way
of illustration, the Clinton administration’s nation-
al security strategy from 2000 emphasized that “[i]
ntegrating the [People’s Republic of China] more
fully into the global trading system is manifestly
in our national interest.” It stated that the admin-
istration’s trade and economic policies “will create
jobs and opportunities for Americans through the
opening of Chinese markets, promote economic re-
form in China, and enhance the understanding of
the Chinese people of the rule of law in the devel-
opment of their domestic civil society in compli-
ance with international obligations,” and that the
United States was accordingly working “to com-
plete the multilateral negotiation of China’s WTO
accession,” which “offer[s] the best hope of inter-
nal reform” within China."”°

Yet, there is now a considerable debate on several
points: whether the United States should have so
purposely facilitated the drastic expansion of com-
munist-led China’s comprehensive power through
the World Trade Organization decision and other
choices; the soundness of the premises and assump-
tions that underlay that policy direction; and what

its likely or plausible implications and outcomes
were for the United States and for the internation-
al system it had done so much to build and lead.”
These fundamental issues could have been thought
through at the time, before the United States pur-
sued such a critical policy direction that persisted
over decades. And they should have been — sys-
tematically, in secret, with rigor, and with a dose of
both hardheadedness and intellectual humility that
characterized, say, the Eisenhower administration,
which went out of its way to test its own assump-
tions and consider alternative strategies.

The same applies to the Bush administration’s
2002 national security strategy, which sought to
rally other major powers around a counterterror-
ism focus and noted the need to hedge against po-
tential threats if China and Russia turned in hostile
directions, but it also noted that “the world’s great
powers” are “increasingly united by common val-
ues,” and that “recent developments have encour-
aged our hope that a truly global consensus about
basic principles is taking shape.””> It focused on
expanding trade and economic cooperation with
China, which “will advance openness and rule of
law in China,” and on deepening its global role,
and noted that China “has begun to take the road
to political openness.””? The document also dis-
cerned “a critical change in Russian thinking that
promises to lead to productive, long-term relations
with the Euro-Atlantic community and the United
States.”'”# The view may have looked different from
Beijing or Moscow.

To his credit, the national security adviser in
George W. Bush’s second term, Stephen Hadley,
who had been deputy in the first term, recognized
the importance of strategic planning. He took steps
to rebuild both a culture of planning and a capacity
for it, with the support of the president.

The initiation and early years of the war in Iraq
had suffered from a lack of adequate strategic

169 As Kissinger told the scholar-practitioners Derek Chollet and James Goldgeier regarding U.S. foreign policy after the Cold War: "Every new
administration tries to develop a new strategy. The problem is that they never start with an analysis of what the world is, but what they think it
should be." Kissinger quoted in Chollet and Goldgeier, America Between the Wars: The Misunderstood Years Between the Fall of the Berlin Wall and

the Start of the War on Terror (New York: PublicAffairs, 2008), 71.

170 A National Security Strategy for a Global Age, The White House, December 2000, https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/nss/

nss2000.pdf.

171 See Campbell and Ratner, "The China Reckoning." They wrote that contrary to American policymakers' assumptions and expectations, "China
has instead pursued its own course, belying a range of American expectations in the process. That reality warrants a clear-eyed rethinking of the
United States' approach to China. ... [B]uilding a stronger and more sustainable approach to, and relationship with, Beijing requires honesty about

how many fundamental assumptions have turned out wrong."

172 National Security Strategy, September 2002, Preface, ii, and 26.

173 National Security Strategy, September 2002, 27-28. The document stated that "[t]he events of September 11, 2001, fundamentally changed
the context for relations between the United States and other main centers of global power, and opened vast, new opportunities." See page 28.

174 National Security Strategy, September 2002, 26.
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planning.’”> Hadley helped shepherd a thorough
reassessment of strategy for the war in Iraq from
the White House in 2006."7

Bush and Hadley also took some institutional
steps to lay a foundation for future national securi-
ty strategic planning. They reestablished a directo-
rate within the National Security Council staff for
strategic planning,"”” of the kind that Brzezinski had
created and Huntington had led. (Lord had earlier
served essentially a similar role for Kissinger.) The
initial leaders of that directorate, the scholar-prac-
titioners Peter Feaver and William Inboden, played
a significant role in the White House review that
led to the Iraq “surge” and also spearheaded the
drafting of the 2006 national security strategy.””®

Administrations since have preserved that stra-
tegic planning directorate on the White House
staff, although its usage and effectiveness have
varied. The Trump administration would elevate
and expand it, as will be seen.

In 2008, Bush and Hadley, assisted by this au-
thor, also formally established an interagency na-
tional security policy planning committee, chaired
by that White House strategic planning directorate
and comprising all of the senior planning officials
from throughout relevant departments and agen-
cies. Those officials were specified in a presidential
directive and charged in that directive with assist-
ing the National Security Council and its princi-
pals with coordinating the preparation of strategic
planning documents, analyzing and recommending
policy alternatives, and contingency planning.”® In
essence, the Bush administration was rebuilding,
or at least allowing for the future use of, something
akin to Eisenhower’s Policy Planning Board.

Shortly after taking office, the Obama admin-
istration engaged in a classified process aimed
at identifying and prioritizing national security
threats, challenges, and opportunities in what was
called a national security priorities review. It was
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conceived by Barry Pavel, the defense lead on the
National Security Council staff who had started in
the fall of 2008 under Bush and remained under
Obama. An important drafter for the project was
Ben Rhodes, then the chief National Security Coun-
cil speechwriter and later the deputy national se-
curity adviser, who captured Obama’s thinking and
voice. Drafts of the document were discussed with
representatives of departments and agencies and
then provided to help guide them as they under-
took their own strategic reviews in the adminis-
tration’s first year, but the administration may not
have had Obama formally sign off on it, at least at
first, so that he would not be pinned down by it.**
That document, the various departmental strate-
gic reviews, and the policy speeches by Obama in
Prague and Cairo and elsewhere formed the basis
for the administration’s unclassified 2010 national
security strategy.’®

Strategic Planning Under Trump

In 2017, Trump’s then-national security adviser,
Lt. Gen. H. R. McMaster, wanted to make sure that
the administration had a written national security
strategy that provided coherent policy direction.
He brought on Nadia Schadlow as deputy assis-
tant to the president for national security strategy.
Schadlow oversaw a handful of directors within an
elevated and expanded strategy directorate. Their
principal task was to spearhead the development
of the written national security strategy. McMas-
ter, Schadlow, and others on the National Secu-
rity Council staff believed that the United States
was overdue for a national security strategy that
focused on the challenges that the United States
faced from China especially, as well as from Russia
and other, more regional rivals such as Iran and
North Korea. That approach served as the basis for
the development of the national security strategy.’®

175  For different perspectives on how and why this was so, see Rice, No Higher Honor, 161-215; Richard N. Haass, War of Necessity, War of
Choice: A Memoir of Two Iraq Wars (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2009), 4-7, 168-293; and Donald Rumsfeld, Known and Unknown: A Memoir (New

York: Sentinel, 2012, first published 2011), 316-30, 359-60, 413-541.
176 See Rice, No Higher Honor, 538-43, 544-46.

177 Stephen Hadley, interview with the author, 2012. Full disclosure: This author worked for Bush and Hadley in that strategic planning director-

ate from 2007 to 2009.

178 See Rice, No Higher Honor, 538-43, 544-46; and Stolberg, "How Nation-States Craft National Security Strategy Documents," 70-73, 81-91.

179 "National Security Presidential Directive 60, Establishing a National Security Policy Planning Committee," The White House, Aug. 28, 2008,

https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nspd/nspd-60.pdf.

180  Barry Pavel, interview with the author, April 26, 2021. See also Stolberg, "How Nation-States Craft National Security Strategy Documents,"

92-93.

181  Barry Pavel, interview with the author, April 26, 2021. The strategic planning directorate established by Hadley played a significant role in
the 2010 national security strategy. Rhodes evidently helped draft it and coordinated directly with the president to ensure that it captured his
interests, priorities, and voice. See Stolberg, "How Nation-States Craft National Security Strategy Documents,” 92-97. On the Prague and Cairo
speeches, and on Obama's rhetoric generally, see Ben Rhodes, The World as It Is: Inside the Obama White House (London: Vintage, 2019, orig. pub.

2018), 41-42, 48-49, 51-61, 66-69.
182 Nadia Schadlow, interview with the author, Dec. 18, 2020.
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As a foundation for understanding the nature of
the threat posed by China and other great-pow-
er rivals to the United States, the White House
team drew on work from inside and outside
the U.S. government on America’s great-power
competitors and the nature of their challenge, in-
cluding that of Princeton professor Aaron Fried-
berg.’3 McMaster and Schadlow met directly with
relevant cabinet secretaries and agency officials
at the front end of the process, and established
interagency working groups to provide input and
analysis on particular issues during the develop-
ment of the document. Specific departments or
agencies within those working groups were tasked
with preparing and presenting study papers for
discussion or for follow-up input and analysis.
The National Security Council staff drafted the
actual national security strategy document and
then sent it out for interagency review.®®* The ef-
fort involved the president, who signed the docu-
ment and launched it publicly.’s

The document’s drafters intentionally sought
to set out the challenge to U.S. interests posed by
China and other rivals, and the essential elements
and objectives of a competitive U.S. strategy that
would be compelling and resonant on a bipartisan
basis and would lay the foundation for a long-term
approach.”®® That sense was shared among strate-
gic planners at the Defense Department, guided by
Secretary James Mattis, who supported the devel-
opment of the national security strategy along these
lines, and who ensured that the Defense Depart-
ment simultaneously prepared a classified nation-
al defense strategy, which would complement the
national security strategy. Mattis was adamant that
the national defense strategy would follow not long
after the national security strategy, which it did.*’

The administration’s national security strategy and
national defense strategy kicked off a series of stra-

tegic planning documents from other departments
and agencies and within the White House, which
led to the development of a number of classified
strategies on specific issues and regions.®® Among
them was the “U.S. Framework for the Indo-Pacific,”
a classified planning document from February 2018,
shortly after the national security strategy and na-
tional defense strategy.® The administration de-
classified and released that framework document,
with some redactions, days before Trump left office,
noting that it “has served, for the last three years,
as the Trump Administration’s overarching strategic
guidance for implementing” the national security
strategy within the Indo-Pacific, and that it was be-
ing made public “to communicate to the American
people and to our allies and partners America’s en-
during commitment” to the region.

Lessons Learned

Several lessons can be drawn from these exam-
ples of national security strategic planning to help
guide the Biden administration and future adminis-
trations as they undertake their own planning pro-
cesses. Chief among these lessons are:

Develop a comprehensive strategy

The Biden administration ought to develop a
comprehensive national security strategy, for the
reasons stated at the top of this article. Many of
those responsible for national security strategic
planning in administrations during the Cold War
have agreed that it is just as essential now as it
was then and that the government can and should
discern and apply lessons from past efforts, even
though the nature of the challenges and challeng-
ers to U.S. interests are different.

183  See Aaron L. Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy: China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia (New York: W. W. Norton, 2011).
184  Schadlow, interview with the author, Dec. 18, 2020; and Elbridge Colby, interview with the author, Dec. 3, 2020.

185 Schadlow, interview with the author, December 18, 2020; Colby, interview with the author, Dec. 3, 2020; and National Security Strategy of
the United States of America, The White House, December 2017, https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Fi-

nal-12-18-2017-0905.pdf.
186 Schadlow, interview with the author, December 18, 2020.

187  Colby, interview with the author, Dec. 3, 2020; Schadlow, interview with the author, December 18, 2020. The Defense Department released
an unclassified summary of the national defense strategy. Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America, The
Defense Department, January 2018, https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf.

188 Schadlow, interview with the author, December 18, 2020; Colby, interview with the author, Dec. 3, 2020.

189  "U.S. Strategic Framework for the Indo-Pacific," The White House, February 2018, https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/up-

loads/2021/01/1PS-Final-Declass.pdf.

190 "Statement from National Security Adviser Robert C. O'Brien," The White House, Jan. 12, 2021, https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/brief-
ings-statements/statement-national-security-advisor-robert-c-obrien-011221/. For the full statement, see "A Free and Open Indo-Pacific," The White
House, Jan. 5, 2021, https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/OBrien-Expanded-Statement.pdf.

191 Senior Nixon administration national security official, discussion with the author, March 2012; Lord, interview with the author, 2012; Brzez-
inski, interview with the author, July 7, 2012; and Scowcroft, interview with the author, Aug. 1, 2012. Also Nadia Schadlow, interview with author,

December 2020.

151

|


https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-Strategy-Summary.pdf
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IPS-Final-Declass.pdf
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/IPS-Final-Declass.pdf
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-national-security-advisor-robert-c-obrien-011221/
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-national-security-advisor-robert-c-obrien-011221/
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/OBrien-Expanded-Statement.pdf

Make it classified

The strategic planning process that develops
the overarching strategy should be rigorous and
searching. By its nature, that involves information
and analysis that is classified. The administration
should aim to produce a classified national secu-
rity strategy and then decide, with care and inten-
tion, what aspects it will make public and in what
form, whether through an unclassified summary or
through speeches or other statements.’?

The White House should lead

The process of developing the national security
strategy has to be driven by the White House. The
president has to give priority to it, and the national
security adviser has to provide leadership, respon-
sibility, and oversight. At the same time, the rele-
vant departments and agencies ought to provide
meaningful data, analysis, and input. That serves
to inform the development of the overall strate-
gy, to prevent or mitigate shortcomings in under-
standing or assumptions within the White House,
and ultimately to increase the likelihood of buy-in
to the ultimate strategy from senior leaders from
the departments and agencies. The most essential
elements of the strategy should be considered and
debated by the president and his or her National
Security Council. As illustrated multiple times dur-
ing the Cold War, that process itself can be useful.
The most senior officials, who will have to oversee
the execution of the strategy, can thereby air out
and resolve any fundamental differences among
themselves regarding the assumptions, alternative
possibilities, and most essential objectives of the
strategy. If the National Security Council together
cannot find agreement, then the president can con-
sider the differences and make a clear decision on
them. Either way, that process increases the like-
lihood of a common understanding, and unity of
effort in execution, of the strategy.

Geopolitics matters, then, now, and always

The national security strategy should identify
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and set out America’s enduring interests, and the
principal threats and challenges to them, includ-
ing from China, Russia, Iran, North Korea, and
other state and nonstate actors. In doing so, the
administration should remember the importance of
geopolitics. Preventing the destabilization or dom-
ination of East Asia, Europe, or the Middle East by
a power hostile to the United States is an endur-
ing first principle of U.S. foreign policy. A related
principle is that America should maintain access to
lines of communication between and among those
regions and more broadly to the sea, air, space, and
cyber commons. Those principles have roots in the
thinking of the best American strategists even be-
fore the Cold War, including, among others, Alfred
Thayer Mahan, Theodore Roosevelt, and Nicho-
las Spykman.' They served as a continual thread
throughout U.S. Cold War strategy, beginning with
Kennan and Truman through the strategies of each
of the Cold War presidents, and in George H. W.
Bush’s conceptualization of the post-Cold War
world. We have learned through painful experi-
ence in the 2oth century and the first decades of
the 21st the importance of those geopolitical prin-
ciples, which go to the heart of Americans’ safety
and their ability to thrive in the world.

There are, of course, other important interests
that must be analyzed, many of them related to
those cardinal geopolitical interests and some new
and acute in today’s technological and globalized
context. They include the importance of sustaining
U.S. influence over critical intergovernmental or-
ganizations and other international regulatory and
standard-setting bodies. The current influence of
China over the World Health Organization, and the
ramifications of that in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, is one of many warning signs in that re-
gard. Other essential interests include preventing
or withstanding the increasing ability of rivals to
weaken America and its allies at home through
propaganda or misinformation; manipulation of
infrastructure or markets; or theft, manipulation,
and disruption of data. The beginning of a strategic
planning process is the time to think through the
most essential U.S. interests, old and new, and the
source and nature of the threats to those interests.

192 Brzezinski recommended, in aid of building congressional support, that an administration convene informal sessions with a small number of

bipartisan congressional leaders to generate support for the premises and main objectives of its national security strategy. Brzezinski, interview

with the author, July 7, 2012. Brzezinski's idea was endorsed, at the time, by Scowcroft, interview with the author, Aug. 1, 2012, although another,
more recent former national security adviser, in an interview that summer, expressed some skepticism that it could significantly improve in-

ter-branch or bipartisan relations. In all events, it may be worthwhile to try.

193 See, for example, Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Interest of America in Sea Power, Present and Future (Boston: Little, Brown, 1897); Alfred Thayer
Mahan, The Problem of Asia: Its Effect upon International Politics (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2003; originally published 1900); Henry
Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Touchstone, 1995), 29-55 (on Roosevelt); Henry Kissinger, World Order (New York: Penguin, 2014), 233-67 (on
Roosevelt); and Nicholas J. Spykman, America's Strategy in World Politics: The United States and the Balance of Power (London: Routledge, 2007;
originally published 1942).
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Rigorously analyze competitors

Oneofthemostimportantinputsinto the strategic
planning process should be an analysis of the
sources and nature of those threats to enduring
U.S. interests. For rival great-power state actors
in particular, the planning process should include
analyzing their motives, interests, objectives, and
methods. In essence, the administration should
ask anew the questions that Kennan answered:
What are America’s principal adversaries or com-
petitors up to, why, and what does that mean for
the United States? That analysis should, as Kennan
did, take into account whether and how the mil-
itary, economic, or technological challenges from
a particular country are linked to the internal na-
ture of its governing system and in what way, and
what the consequences of that are for U.S. policy.
And the analysis should include a searching as-
sessment of both the strengths and vulnerabilities
of America’s principal competitors. In the current
environment, that kind of analysis will have to be
done with respect to several different U.S. rivals.
The results will help guide the development and
prioritization of U.S. policy objectives and means.

Analyze the United States, too

The Biden administration should undertake
some kind of net assessment examining the com-
parative advantages and weaknesses of the United
States and its principal competitors, especially Chi-
na, which presents the most comprehensive chal-
lenge to U.S. interests. Huntington’s study shows
that such a net assessment can be done with use-
ful results. In this era, it may be especially helpful
in illuminating areas where the United States has
traditionally held advantages, such as the ability to
develop and deploy the most innovative technol-
ogy for military or dual-use applications, but now
require attention and forethought in order to main-
tain or regain that historical edge.®* The process
should identify the limits and capabilities of the
United States, both relative and absolute, and take
them into account.”

Focus on the decision-making environment

The administration should prioritize how to

shape the environment in which other actors
make decisions so as to increase the likelihood
of those outcomes being more in line with U.S.
interests. That was one of the recurring themes of
America’s Cold War strategy, most explicitly in Ei-
senhower’s and especially in Reagan’s strategies.
In his magisterial history Diplomacy, Kissinger
underscored that “the art of policy is to create a
calculation of the risks and rewards that affect the
adversary’s calculations.””¢ It is the essence of a
competitive strategy.’

Maintain continuity — and consider alternatives

The administration’s planning process should
assess which elements and aspects of its predeces-
sor’s approach ought to be maintained and built
upon. And, as with the Eisenhower administra-
tion’s Project Solarium, it should also step back to
consider what plausible alternatives exist, even if it
results in drawing elements together out of differ-
ent possible approaches to form a cohesive whole.

Play the long game

The administration should focus now on identi-
fying, investing in, and marshaling the resources
that are necessary to increase the likelihood of
good outcomes in the future, and doing so in a
way that the American people and Congress are
able and willing to sustain over many years. That
means primarily, but not exclusively, the sinews
of hard power — military, technological, and eco-
nomic. The most rigorous and effective of the na-
tional security strategies of the Cold War looked
and planned ahead and aimed to make invest-
ments and take steps that limited an adversary’s
decisions and freedom of action over the long run.
Those strategies aimed at what is now known as
peace through strength: proactive, sustained,
peaceful competition on terms that favored the
United States and, critically, avoided causing the
country reactively or precipitously to slide into
disadvantageous positions, when the chance for
an ill-considered response or even conflict is high-
est. A peace through strength approach, one that
avoids dissipating U.S. strength through ill-ad-
vised U.S. military actions, itself helps to ensure
that the strategy will endure. During Eisenhow-

194 See Christian Brose, The Kill Chain: Defending America in the Future of High-Tech Warfare (New York: Hachette, 2020).

195  The author is grateful to Andrew May for encouraging inclusion of this lesson.

196 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 481.

197 "To expect the Soviet leaders to restrain themselves from exploiting circumstances they conceive to be favorable is to misread history. To
foreclose Soviet opportunities is thus the essence of the West's responsibility. It is up to us to define the limits of Soviet aims." Kissinger, White

House Years, 119.
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er’s presidency, as during Reagan’s decades later,
major combat actions fought by American forces
were conspicuous by their absence.

Hard power underpins soft power, and enables it

A competitive strategy built for the long haul and
underpinned by American and allied hard pow-
er helps to resolve some of the tensions between
hard power and soft power that have bedeviled
U.S. policy since the end of the Cold War and even
during it. Hard power is essential to the salience
and attractiveness of American values. Invoking
and championing fundamental values are most
potent when America’s hard-power trajectory and
geopolitical standing are moving upward. The Cart-
er administration had an unquestionable and pro-
found commitment to human rights, but its first
years saw an erosion of its geopolitical standing
that made its championing of human rights less at-
tractive and less effective than it should and could
have been. The Biden administration is looking
to prioritize transnational issues such as climate
change. It should carefully consider the factors
and elements that influence the environment in
which other powers make decisions in those areas
and think through how best to influence outcomes
conducive to U.S. interests. That may involve pos-
itive, cooperative approaches. Yet, successfully
achieving U.S. objectives in those areas may also
involve — or, at the least, require building upon
— a tougher-minded competitive approach over-
all in which American hard power is understood
to be on the upswing. A long-term competitive
strategy focused on addressing geopolitical threats
that is underpinned by hard power and reinforces
traditional U.S. values may also be galvanizing for
America’s allies and partners. Indeed, it may be the
only strategy that can ensure the maintenance of
those relationships, which are, in turn, essential
comparative advantages for the United States in
great-power competition.

Lead an ongoing process

The national security strategy should serve as
the departure point, not the endpoint, of an ongo-
ing strategic planning process that establishes spe-
cific strategies for the most important functional
and regional issues.

Remain optimistic
Finally, the Biden administration should un-

dertake its strategic planning effort with a qui-
et self-confidence in the United States. For any
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number of fundamental reasons — among them
free and fair elections, a free press, divided gov-
ernment — America has historically proved able
to self-correct and to remain resilient and adapt-
able even in the face of significant and long-term
challenges. That capacity was abundant during the
Cold War, when successive administrations sought
to navigate the circumstances of their times while
building on the best and most constructive premis-
es and approaches of their predecessors. We have
done this before.

Conclusion

The United States faces considerable challeng-
es ahead. The post-Cold War era — a time of en-
thusiasm and ultimately of disappointments and
struggles — has given way to a revitalization of
great-power competition. In particular, the Biden
administration confronts a unique and comprehen-
sive challenge from China. And unlike during the
Cold War, when Kennan captured the essence of
the challenge and the basic premises of the com-
petition more or less from the beginning, this time
the United States has gotten off to a late start in
grasping the nature of the challenge and in estab-
lishing its response.

America is embarked on an era of difficulty and
peril, but the Biden administration and future ad-
ministrations also have before them an opportu-
nity: to set the country on a strategic course that
is toughminded, competitive, and proactive, but
also peaceful, steady, and sustainable for the long
haul. To succeed, they will need to understand
and heed lessons — positive and negative — from
administrations that grappled with national se-
curity strategy throughout the Cold War. Under-
standing how and why previous presidential ad-
ministrations succeeded or failed at developing
a competitive national security strategy is not
merely of academic interest, but is a vital element
of any effective effort. £

Paul Lettow served as the senior director for
strategic planning on the National Security Coun-
cil staff in the White House from 2007 to 2009. He
is the author of Ronald Reagan and His Quest to
Abolish Nuclear Weapons. The views expressed
here are his alone.
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