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Suits and Ladders
Reviewed by John Prados

Attuned to the debates

of the moment, political
observers rarely step back to
view the antecedents of cur-
rent controversy. This is espe-
cially true for complex pack-
ages of issues, as the fiasco
over American health care
reform illustrates. Yet a wide
lens is crucial when dealing with
interconnected issues such as foreign policy. In
Arsenal of Democracy, Julian E. Zelizer affords
us an opportunity to scan that far horizon, sur-
veying the history of the politics of national
security from the late 19th century onward.

At the outset Zelizer, a professor of history
and public affairs at Princeton, poses four
questions: Is it Congress or the White House
that drives national security? Do Democrats or
Republicans hold the advantage in this field?
How big should the U.S. government’s national
security apparatus be? And should the United
States adopt a go-it-alone strategy on the world
stage?

Zelizer trains his focus on the advantage
question. As a result, much of the book reads
like baseball journalism—which party is ahead,
who scored which votes, what were the plays
(treaty ratifications, etc.). There is value in this
material. For instance, it would be useful to
know how often congressional ratification
debates have compelled presidents to alter
agreements with foreign powers. Are Republi-
cans or Democrats more likely to attack treaty
provisions, and has the partisan balance
shifted over time? But Zelizer fails to aggregate
the welter of detail into any meaningful set of
propositions save for the assertion that domes-
tic politics often prevails in the making of for-
eign policy—not so startling.

Early on, Zelizer quotes Senator Arthur
Vandenberg (R-Mich.), who famously declared
after World War II that “politics stops at the

water’s edge,” and asks whether security policy
could ever be bipartisan. A fair enough ques-
tion. But at the time there was a widespread
public perception that a spirit of bipartisanship
did exist, and, roughly through the 1970s, that
sense of participation in a cooperative enter-
prise facilitated America’s actions on the world
stage. The contrast between President Harry S.
Truman’s intervention in South Korea and
President Bill Clinton’s in Kosovo is palpable.
There were no congressional deliberations at
all over Korea—and Republican legislators
spoke approvingly of the intervention—
whereas in the case of Kosovo, Republicans
insisted upon congressional authorization,
then largely opposed successive resolutions of
support for U.S. bombing. Acquiescence to the
Korean War may have owed something to
bipartisanship—and Vandenberg was its
architect.

Equally disappoint-
ing, Zelizer’s box-score
approach diverts him
from illuminating his
characters. Vanden-
berg remains a name
on the page, as do a
host of towering politi-
cal figures in U.S.
national security
policy, including Styles Bridges (a NATO sup-
porter), Hubert Humphrey (an initiator of the
Arms Control and Disarmament Agency),
Barry Goldwater (active in many areas), and
Richard Lugar (coauthor of legislation to
secure nuclear materials). Yet much about how
security policy developed can be learned from
their experiences. Consider Dick Cheney,
whose peregrination from the presidential staff
(under Gerald R. Ford) to Congress, to the cab-
inet in the first Bush administration, endowed
him with expansive views on executive power
that he tried to institutionalize as vice presi-
dent under the second President Bush. Some
trace Cheney’s Saul of Tarsus moment to his
role elaborating the minority report of the 1986
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joint congressional investigation of the Iran-
contra Affair, in which he sought to protect a
Republican president. While Zelizer deals with
Cheney’s report in detail, his narrative does not
connect these dots.

Unfortunately, Zelizer’s handling of key his-
torical events creates confusion for the reader. A
few examples: The United States began funding
intercontinental ballistic missile programs dur-
ing rather than after World War II. France
“announced” it was leaving South Vietnam in
July 1954 and would “allow” communists to rule
the North (France, decisively defeated at the
Battle of Dien Bien Phu, withdrew from North
Vietnam as a result of the Geneva cease-fire
agreement, and announced it was leaving South
Vietnam in 1956). Zelizer’s account of the
ending of the draft captures the main actions of
this transformation but scarcely credits the key
role of Defense Secretary Melvin R. Laird.
Sometimes the errors go beyond annoying to
misleading: In rendering the Iran-contra Affair,
Zelizer remarks that the National Security
Council decided to use money from arms sales to
Iran to fund Nicaraguan rebels, suggesting an
official decision never made.

Zelizer concludes with a rumination. There
is a school of thought, he writes, that maintains
that insulating national security from politics is
not a good thing, and another that accepts
democratic pluralism but complains of the
influence of interest groups on foreign policy.
Zelizer argues that no single model suffices,
and that “politicians have thus faced multiple
forms of pressure when dealing with inter-
national threats.” Politicians, he writes, should
use these pressures to gauge sentiment, stir
debate, and design policy. Yet as Arsenal of
Democracy shows, they tend to exploit national
security for political gain, and the national
interest can be lost in the rush for power. This
is not a fresh perception. Read Arsenal of
Democracy for its play-by-play, not its analysis.
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Garden Cities
Reviewed by Scott Kratz

America’s relationship

with food is dysfunctional.
Obesity, childhood malnour-
ishment, fast-food addic-
tion, E. coli and salmonella
outbreaks—the list of prob-
lems is as familiar as it is
dismaying. Though average Americans are
fundamentally disconnected from the vast
industrial networks that disgorge their daily
meals, they were not always so removed from
food production. Even after the United
States converted from an agrarian to an
industrial economy, there were periods when
large numbers of the country’s citizens
helped to grow the food they ate. During
World War II, the public heeded the U.S.
government’s call to raise “victory gardens”
to ease the strain of supplying canned goods
to overseas troops. In 1944, an estimated 20
million victory gardens yielded eight million
tons of food.

In Public Produce, city designer Darrin
Nordahl describes how towns and cities are
working diligently to tap that spirit again and
create civic cornucopias. He has more in
mind than the occasional community garden.
He wants the largest landlord in most cities—
the municipal government—to expand the
uses conceived of for public places beyond
recreation and aesthetic pleasure to include
farming.

The reasons for such an effort are many,
Nordahl contends. The availability of cheap
energy to create crop fertilizer and transport
food (produce travels an average of 1,500
miles to reach your local grocery store) is
nearing an end. With climate change come
weather anomalies that make our centralized
food supply less dependable. Crops grown
and eaten inside city limits reduce the risk of
national food-borne epidemics and require
much less energy to make it to the table.

PUBLIC PRODUCE:
The New Urban

Agriculture.

By Darrin Nordahl.
Island Press. 
177 pp. $30


