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When President Trump removed chief strategist Steve Bannon as a
“principal” on the National Security Council, Mr. Bannon had an
explanation. “ Susan Rice operationalized the NSC during the last
administration,” he said in a statement. “I was put on the NSC with
General [Mike] Flynn to ensure that it was de-operationalized.” Mr.
Bannon added that Lt. Gen. H.R. McMaster, Mr. Flynn’s successor,
“has returned the NSC to its proper function.”

What did Mr. Bannon mean?

Presidents have considerable latitude in deciding how to use the NSC,
but since the council was formally established by the 1947 National
Security Act, they have tended to use one of three basic models. The
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first, best exemplified by the Eisenhower White House, can be called
“process-centric.” In this model, the council adheres to established
military staff decision-making procedures. The second, most
famously used by Richard Nixon, could be called “guru-centric.” The
third model is “president-centric”—or, as Mr. Bannon put it,
“operational.”

The danger of the presidential system is that the NSC becomes a tool
of the chief executive and his personal staff to get around legal and
political obstacles. In his 1997 book “Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon
Johnson, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies
That Led to Vietnam,” Gen. McMaster wrote that “in place of the
formal Eisenhower system [President] Kennedy relied on an ad hoc,
collegial style of decision making.” The national security adviser
ceased to be a “traffic cop” and became another courtier. Kennedy not
only minimized the role of the NSC; he diverted much of its power to
his personal military adviser, Gen. Maxwell Taylor. LBJ also followed
this model.

An operationalized NSC in 1984-86 bedeviled President Reagan and
led to the Iran-Contra scandal. An institutionally similar abuse might
have happened in the Obama NSC under Susan Rice. The possibility
that Ms. Rice used her position to unmask the names of her political
foes shows how the council can be misused.

Under the guru-centric system, the president chooses as national
security adviser an ideologically sympathetic expert, usually an
academic, whom he personally trusts. In the Nixon White House,
Henry Kissinger kept many of his negotiations secret from both the
Pentagon and, before he became secretary of state, from Foggy
Bottom. That the disastrous end of the Vietnam War did not translate
into a global catastrophe shows that the “guru” model can work—but
only if the president is deeply knowledgeable about world affairs and
his guru is a trusted friend.

No one imagines that Gen. McMaster is the kind of close friend to Mr.
Trump that Mr. Kissinger was to Nixon. But like Eisenhower, the new
national security adviser is an experienced and successful combat
leader and a graduate of the Command and General Staff College at
Fort Leavenworth, Kan. Under his leadership the NSC will provide
clear, thoughtful and careful advice to the president. One doubts that
his people will interfere with the advice the president gets from the
secretaries of state and defense and other ranking “principals.”

Many of the most significant decisions, however, are made not directly
by the president or the principals but by various “deputies
committees,” made up of men and women who represent the
principals. They often set the agenda for the higher-ups, and
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indirectly for the president himself. The slow process of nominating
and confirming subcabinet personnel is already creating problems for
the administration and could hamper the effectiveness of both the
NSC and the White House for months to come.

Gen. McMaster’s book was a powerful indictment of the president-
centric mode of decision making. Developing a staff process that
works for a chief as mercurial as Mr. Trump is going to be
exceptionally hard. But one sign that things have changed for the
better since the Obama era is the relatively quick decision to respond
to the Syrian government’s sarin attack with a cruise-missile strike.
America’s allies and enemies did not expect the administration to
move so fast. Washington’s foes now have to fear that their actions will
be met with a swift and decisive response. Good.

Mr. Dinerman writes on space policy and national security.
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