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the early Cold War period. To the chagrin of many
in the newly minted Department of Defense, par‐
ticularly Secretary James Forrestal, the NSC was
destined to be a White House agency, given respon‐
sibility for informing the president on national se‐
curity policy and strategy. According to Gans, the
NSC quickly grew to fulfill and exceed this man‐
date, eventually exerting “more influence over
presidential decisions than any single institution
or individual over the last seventy years, trans‐
forming not just America’s way of war but also the
way Washington works” (p. 3). He describes how
the NSC has assumed increasing responsibilities

The key theme that Gans emphasizes is his as‐
sertion that through their work—by offering their
insight, advice, and opinions to US presidents—
NSC staffers have changed not only the course of
their own lives but history as well, transforming
“how America fights its wars and how Washington
works” (p. 10). In addressing this not unambitious
claim, Gans embarks on a chronological journey
through the beginning stages and evolutionary de‐
velopment of the NSC over the years, beginning
with its creation and the initial phases of ambigu‐
ous organizational standing during the Truman
administration. In its earliest incarnations, the
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security advisors in its early years, such as Henry
Kissinger, the NSC saw its institutional power grow
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gan, as mutual distrust and frustration between
the Department of Defense and the NSC deepened
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that a willingness on the part of the NSC to be
“tempted” and occasionally even asked to take on
a larger strategic role in foreign policy remained
(p. 129).
Although additional signposting throughout
the narrative would assist readers in drawing
stronger connections back to the original argu‐
ment, Gans ultimately follows through on his
claims regarding the transformative influence of
the NSC by illustrating the evolution of influence
that the council and its principles were able to
wield and by providing the presidents they served
with options outside the normal military or diplo‐
matic catalog. Notably, and often disastrously, this
included the ability to act more or less indepen‐
dently when deemed necessary. Gans reiterates,
however, that the NSC operates largely beyond the
view of the American public and in relative
anonymity—calling into question whether or not
the current structure is in fact optimum. All told,
Gans provides a vivid and timely glimpse into one
of the most significant organizations in our mod‐
ern national security apparatus—a perspective
that students of both military history and govern‐
ment should find valuable.
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