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Introduction

Terry L.  Price and J .  Thomas Wren

Leadership is an elusive concept. It is sometimes used in an institutional
sense—for example, “House leadership”—but more often it is used in
a personal sense to describe the activities of an individual in some desig-
nated position of power—for example, “the leadership of Senator
Proxmire.” Yet this does not fully capture what leadership really is: a
mutual influence process among leaders and followers. In this process,
each participant harbors his or her own complex motives and construc-
tions of reality, and each participant also operates as part of a collective.
The result is a complicated and ever-shifting environment in which
people work in concert, and sometimes against each other, in an effort
to achieve desired goals.

To understand the influence process that facilitates the accomplish-
ment of group, organizational, or societal objectives, our field of view
must therefore be wider than when our focus is only on individual
actors. Accordingly, leadership studies expands the aperture of its lens by
drawing upon the wisdom of multiple disciplines of the humanities and
social sciences in order to gain adequate insights into what is perhaps the
most important of all human activities. Few leadership contexts deserve
this expanded analysis more than the presidency.

Presidential Leadership

When students first approach the study of presidential leadership, they
often expect that they will read and think about great presidents such as
George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin
Roosevelt. After all, what is the subject of leadership, students rightly
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ask, if not individual leaders? Moreover, what individual leaders are
more worthy of study than American presidents? The lives of these lead-
ers reflect the fact that particular individuals can change the direction of
society and, indeed, the world. It is to these individuals, for instance, that
we trace political independence, emancipation, and the defeat of Nazism.
Students of leadership could thus do much worse than to set out on their
studies with the goal of understanding American presidents and pattern-
ing their own leadership efforts after what they have learned.

The assumption that individual leaders are the primary focus of lead-
ership studies, however, is a reflection of what leadership scholars refer
to as the “Great Man View of Leadership,” the view that we can under-
stand leadership by analyzing the traits that distinguish leaders from the
rest of us. Admittedly, the characteristics of individual leaders are part of
the story, perhaps a critical part. But personal characteristics are hardly
the whole story. Presidential leadership, then, cannot be just about pres-
idents. Indeed, we might go so far as to say it is characterized first and
foremost by the relationship between presidents and other social actors
and forces.

Fortunately, adopting a critical attitude toward the commonplace pre-
occupation with individual leaders does not require us to give up our
fascination with the American presidents. However, it does require that
we put these individual leaders not only in a political context but also in
a social and moral context. So understood, the presidency—as opposed to
the president—turns out to be the perfect subject for reading and think-
ing about the defining elements of the phenomenon of leadership. This
broader context shows that we cannot understand the exercise of lead-
ership by looking only at a president’s characteristics. For one thing,
presidents operate in a well-defined institutional structure. In this sense,
they are political actors. But not even the political scientist’s institutional
expertise is sufficient to tackle all the leadership questions raised by the
presidency. We also have to take advantage of resources from the disci-
plines of history, philosophy, communication, psychology, and law.
Only in this way can the student of leadership do justice to the social and
moral nature of the phenomenon.

The Values of Presidential Leadership

This collection of scholarly essays on presidential leadership is titled
The Values of Presidential Leadership. No single volume dedicated to presi-
dential leadership can adequately address the myriad factors that come to
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bear on leadership in this context. The editors chose to focus on what is
surely among the most important aspects of any leadership relation: the
role of values. As previously noted, leadership is a collective activity. Yet,
more specifically, it is an activity that brings people together in the pur-
suit of what they find valuable. This collective pursuit of values is what
makes leadership a social and moral phenomenon, not simply an individ-
ual phenomenon. In fact, recognition of the connection between leader-
ship and values is arguably a prerequisite for the study of leadership.1

First, all leaders work from a set of background beliefs about human
nature and the good society or organization. Are people inherently good
or evil? Are humans free—the authors of their own destinies, so to speak?
Is it moral to put the good of one’s group ahead of the good of outsiders?
Background beliefs of these kinds influence the ways leaders pursue their
ends and, equally important, determine what ends they find valuable
enough to pursue in the first place. In this volume, the focus of our
attention is on the values that underpin presidential leadership: how
those values are determined or constructed, how they are packaged and
conveyed, and how they are interpreted and acted upon.

As with leadership more generally, we can rarely explain these values
by a simple appeal to the leader himself. A leader’s background beliefs
lend themselves to descriptive analysis as historical and, in some cases,
religious artifacts. In other words, the study of leadership generally requires
that we understand the circumstances in which leaders act. Initially at least,
we can attribute a leader’s behavior to her beliefs and values. But the
explanatory story does not end there. Why do leaders hold particular
background beliefs and adhere to particular values? A more comprehen-
sive explanation will attend to the historical circumstances in which leaders
find themselves. For example, how do leaders organize their worldview
around, or in response to, dominant religious traditions?

A normative analysis of a leader’s values, which asks important ques-
tions about the ultimate worth of what a leader finds valuable, comple-
ments the descriptive analysis. Once we know what a leader believes and
values, we can begin to address the appropriateness of his beliefs and val-
ues. In essence, are his beliefs correct and does the leader adhere to the
right set of values? For the most part, these are philosophical questions.
The student of leadership cannot determine their answers by any
straightforward appeal to empirical evidence. Empirical evidence tells us
the way the world is, not the way it should be. The philosopher thus
attempts to answer normative questions about leadership by detailing the
ways in which a leader’s values align, or fail to align, with what we
would accept as the results of rational argumentation from our most
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secure value commitments, what John Rawls calls “the method of
reflective equilibrium.”2

Second, presidential leadership is similar to other forms of leadership
in that it must communicate values to followers. Leadership is about
more than just getting committed supporters to move in the direction
the leader believes to be valuable. It is also about getting followers to act
in ways that they might not otherwise act. In fact, a common distinction
in leadership studies suggests that the notion of change distinguishes
leadership from management.3 Leadership aims at an ideal, whereas
management is content with maintenance of the status quo. In any case,
if leadership is to bring about change, leaders must communicate the val-
ues they aim to achieve. Some are better at this task than others. Ronald
Reagan, for example, was known as the “Great Communicator,” which
may explain the success with which he advanced the cause of conserva-
tive values during his administration and afterward.

A third characteristic that the presidency shares with the phenomenon
of leadership more generally is that its pursuit of these values is to some
extent or other a collective enterprise. As much as we would like to think
it is not true, presidents do not “go it alone” but, rather, rely heavily on
advisors and other individuals who are committed—perhaps in varying
degrees—to their values. How much consensus should there be around
the president’s values? Too much criticism of a president’s values hardly
seems conducive to effective presidential leadership. We might wonder
how an administration can lead without agreement on the values that
would determine its direction.

But too little criticism can also be risky, albeit for different reasons.
Presidents, no less than other leaders, can be mistaken even though they
are “certain” they are correct. Research findings in psychology suggest,
for example, that when people say they are 75 percent certain, they are
right roughly 60 percent of the time.4 When leaders are overly confident
in their beliefs, they may need honest feedback from advisors, not loyal
agreement. But psychologists give us reason to doubt that it will be easy
to correct a leader’s mistaken beliefs. Because of phenomena such as
belief perseverance, leaders are likely to be stubborn cognitive agents. In
fact, studies of this phenomenon show that people are inclined to
become more confident in their beliefs, not less, after hearing both sides
of the case!5 It does not help that groups themselves can be subject to a
parallel deficiency. Psychologist Irving Janis refers to an assumption of
consensus within the group as “groupthink.”6 Still, leaders must find a
strategy to manage their cognitive weaknesses, and advisors would seem
to be a necessary part of any successful strategy.
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Fourth, leadership is subject to interpretation. Nowhere is this clearer
than in attempts to articulate and assess the values of leaders. For exam-
ple, as students of leadership, we do not have direct access to the values
to which presidents aspire. At most, what we have are their words,
behaviors, and policies. To assess a particular president’s values, we must
draw an inference about a president’s beliefs and attitudes from what he
said or did. This interpretative exercise is also constrained by normal
psychological tendencies. Psychologists point to the representativeness
heuristic to explain how people too quickly infer that the values behind
an action must be similar to the consequences of an action.7 In other
words, people mistakenly think that an actor’s motives for his behavior
must have been bad just because the consequences of the behavior were
bad. So, bad consequences for a president can lead us to think that the
president had bad values!

In historical cases, interpretation is even more complicated. We may
not even know what happened, which means that interpretation is also
quite constrained by historical context. These ambiguities of history
make it all the easier for us to put a president’s values in line with our
own political agendas. Everyone wants the hero on their side, and when
the facts of the matter are camouflaged by the past, the hero seems sig-
nificantly more willing to switch to what we take to be the right side.

Fifth, and finally, leadership is an instrument to goal achievement.
Presidents, like other leaders, are expected to achieve their valued ends.
But achieving these ends can—and often does—conflict with other rules
and requirements that constrain the behavior of actors, including leaders.
In fact, organizational theorists such as E. P. Hollander have argued that
the process of leader emergence demands that leaders resolve these con-
flicts by deviating from the rules.8 According to Hollander, potential
leaders show early conformity and competence, but if they are to emerge
as leaders, they must later deviate from the rules to serve the ends of the
group. Indeed, group members expect this kind of behavior from leaders,
and leaders lose their status within the group if they fail to engage in it.

Some of the rules and requirements leaders face are legal in nature.
Given the constitutional status of the presidency, questions quickly arise
about what laws actually apply to leaders. Other rules and requirements are
moral in nature. Even here, we can ask whether presidents are above “the
law.” For example, should presidents abide by standard moral prohibitions
on deception and aggression when so doing would jeopardize the values
to which they aspire? Or, as political scientist Michael Walzer puts it, must
these leaders be willing to have “dirty hands?”9 Clearly, according to this
argument, we do not want unrestrained Machiavellianism. But we might
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also wonder whether we want a president who is so principled that he
cannot advance our values.

In summary, presidential leadership provides a context for exploring
the senses in which leadership must be understood as a value-laden
activity, a collective enterprise, a communicative exercise, an interpreted
set of behaviors, and an instrumental process. The student of leadership
can thus use this fascinating context to understand a much broader
phenomenon that is central to social and moral life.

The Plan of the Book

The first section of the volume, entitled “God and Country,” focuses on
presidents’ background beliefs and values. Political scientist Michael
Nelson considers the development of Abraham Lincoln’s religious
beliefs and the influence of these beliefs on his presidency. He does so
against the backdrop of contemporary controversies over the appropriate
role faith plays in a president’s public life. How does an understanding of
Lincoln’s religious beliefs guide us in this debate? Nelson concludes his
chapter, “Lincoln, Religion, and Presidential Leadership,” with the claim
that presidents who seek to make their faith public have much to learn
from Lincoln’s awareness of his own fallibility, his willingness to subject
his religious views to the demands of justice, and the sense of humility
Lincoln attached to the presidency. The second selection of this section,
A. John Simmons’s “Patriotic Leadership,” also has important—some
might say radical—implications for leaders in their appeals to founda-
tional values. Initially at least, it would seem that there is no value with
which presidents should align more closely than patriotism. Yet Simmons
claims that presidents would do well—on moral grounds at least—to
temper significantly their appeals to patriotism. Patriotism, his philosoph-
ical argument goes, is at odds with the impartial demands of morality,
our “American foundational political documents,” and “much of our
contemporary political rhetoric.”

Martin Medhurst, whose contribution leads the section “Commun-
icating Values,” suggests that “a president must start from a set of core
beliefs and values—a foundational philosophy . . . for rhetorical effective-
ness flows first and foremost from ideas and attitudes—ideas about where
the president wants to lead and attitudes about how to convince others to
follow him in those pursuits.” Section II thus moves us from a discussion of
presidential values to consideration of how these values are put into action.
Medhurst’s “Rhetorical Leadership and the Presidency: A Situational

Terry L. Price and J. Thomas Wren6



Taxonomy” develops a systematic classification of the constraints, abili-
ties, resources, and needs that factor into any president’s rhetorical situ-
ation. Among a president’s rhetorical resources, Medhurst counts not
only speech but also power of appointment and executive order. In the
second selection of this section, “Changing Their Minds? The Limits of
Presidential Persuasion,” George Edwards gives us reason to rethink one
important aspect of the president’s role as communicator. Edwards uses
the case of George W. Bush to show that drawing on the bully pulpit is
not an effective way to garner public support for a president’s values.

In Section III, which is entitled “Collective Leadership,” the volume
turns to the relationship between a president’s values and the values of
his team of advisors. Both chapters in this section defend the importance
of a strong advisory system, as against what one of the authors calls “the
personal presidency.” In “The Tale of Two Bushes: Standing Alone ver-
sus Standing Together,” James MacGregor Burns uses the two Bush
presidencies to argue for a form of collective leadership that controls
divisiveness within an administration or party, thus allowing govern-
ment to be “effective and responsible.” Whereas George H. W. Bush
lacked a unifying vision, his son George W. Bush correctly put Dick
Cheney at the helm of “the de facto leadership collective of hard-right,
experienced power wielders. . . . [who] possessed—and were possessed
by—a potent conservative ideology.” But Burns notes the tensions
between the collective leadership of George W. Bush’s administration
and the ethical constraints on leadership in wartime. In “Presidential
Leadership and Advice about Going to War,” James Pfiffner takes up
this theme and uses cases from the Eisenhower, Johnson, and Kennedy
administrations to resolve these tensions. According to Pfiffner, collec-
tive leadership must be tempered by “multiple advocacy” and dissent,
which are critical components of successful presidential decisions about
going to war.

The volume concludes with the consideration of “Presidential
Wrongdoing,” the topic of Section IV. This section focuses on conflicts
over the interpretation of values and, in some cases, conflicts between
presidential values and morality itself. In “Grant ‘Blinked’: Appraising
Presidential Leadership,” George Goethals and Matthew Kugler address
the shifting historical appraisals of presidents, with a particular emphasis
on Ulysses S. Grant. Goethals and Kugler explore the psychological
processes that underlie causal attributions and rankings of “presidential
greatness.” A better understanding of these processes, Goethals and
Kugler argue, has significant implications for our evaluations of past
presidents. For one thing, it forces us to rethink the universally negative
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appraisal of President Grant. Goethals and Kugler thus challenge historians
to “justify their interpretations . . . and . . . move toward more thought-
ful individuating interpretations of the evidence and away from simpler
schema-driven accounts.” Frederick Schauer continues the discussion
of presidential wrongdoing with his chapter “Should Presidents Obey
the Law? (And What Is ‘The Law,’ Anyway?).” Schauer asks whether
American presidents are justified in insisting on “the right to their own
constitutional interpretations, the Supreme Court’s views notwithstand-
ing.” Despite whatever good reasons presidents might have to adopt this
perspective, Schauer concludes that it would be wrong from our perspec-
tive—“the perspective of constitutional governance”—to cede interpre-
tative authority to the president. Philosopher Judith Lichtenberg’s
chapter, “Presidential Dirty Hands,” moves the discussion to moral, not
legal, wrongdoing. Lichtenberg suggests that political leadership neces-
sarily brings moral costs with it. These costs are unacceptable when—as
in the case of Richard Nixon—they are the result of vanity and self-
aggrandizement. But she hints that we should be willing to accept the
moral costs of leadership when a president is committed to “the cause,”
shows concern for the interests and well-being of others, and exercises
good judgment. Here Lichtenberg has in mind the “wise person who,
without a rule or measure, can weigh conflicting or seemingly incom-
mensurable factors and come to a reasonable conclusion about practical
matters.”

Taken together, these chapters suggest the richness of insight that can
be derived by viewing a topic such as presidential leadership through the
lens of multiple disciplines. The scholars in this volume engage issues
that are central to an understanding of the values of presidential leader-
ship, and fresh perspectives result when, for example, a political scientist
and a philosopher, or a psychologist and a historian, address similar
themes. What these scholars have to say about presidential leadership
ultimately gives us a better understanding of the broader phenomenon of
leadership.

Notes

1. See James MacGregor Burns, Leadership (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1978).
2. John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,

1971), p. 20.
3. See John P. Kotter, “Leading Change: Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” in Harvard Business

Review on Change (Boston: Harvard Business School Publishing, 1998), pp. 1–20.
4. David M. Messick and Max H. Bazerman, “Ethical Leadership and the Psychology of Decision

Making,” Sloan Management Review 37, 2 (Winter 1996): 19.

Terry L. Price and J. Thomas Wren8



5. See Richard Nisbett and Lee Ross, Human Inference: Strategies and Shortcomings of Social Judgment
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1980), chapter 8.

6. Irving Janis, Groupthink: Psychological Studies of Policy Decisions and Fiascoes, 2nd edition (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1982).

7. See Nisbett and Ross, Human Inference, p. 241.
8. E. P. Hollander, Leaders, Groups, and Influence (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964).
9. Michael Walzer, “Political Action: The Problem of Dirty Hands,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 2,

2 (Winter 1973): 160–180.

Introduction 9



P A R T  I

God and Country



C H A P T E R  O N E

Lincoln, Religion, and Presidential 
Leadership

Michael Nelson

Few issues concerning presidential leadership provoke greater controversy
than those involving the extent (if at all) and the ways (if any) that it is
appropriate for a president’s religious beliefs to affect his or her conduct
of the office. Incidents involving the five most recent presidents illustrate
the fraught nature of this issue. Jimmy Carter was roundly criticized for
identifying himself as a born-again Christian; on the other hand, he was
the last Democratic candidate for president to win the support of a
majority of white evangelical voters. Ronald Reagan famously declared
that he thought the end times were near—an article of faith among
admiring fundamentalists but a source of alarm to those who feared he
would greet a nuclear war not as a catastrophe but as the fulfillment of a
divine plan. Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, performed verbal
contortions to describe his New England Episcopalianism in the lan-
guage of personal salvation, attracting some voters but convincing oth-
ers that he was a vacillating “wimp.” When Bill Clinton apologized for
his affair with Monica Lewinsky by declaring himself a humbled sinner
and by meeting regularly with pastoral counselors, African American
Christians applauded and white Christians sneered. George W. Bush, a
reformed heavy drinker who found strength in his embrace of evangeli-
cal religion, appealed to some and appalled others when in response to a
debate panelist’s question about his favorite philosopher he answered,
“Christ, because he changed my heart.”1

T.L. Price et al. (eds.), The Values of Presidential Leadership
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Vexing questions about the modern presidency almost always benefit
from a look backward to the office’s most renowned exemplars. In this
case, we ask: What did Abraham Lincoln believe about matters of reli-
gion, when and why did he come to believe it, and how did his beliefs
affect his conduct of the presidency, both in word and deed? Lincoln is
universally regarded as one of the greatest presidents in American history
(most scholarly surveys rank him first).2 Knowing what Lincoln believed
and how his beliefs shaped his conduct may not be a certain guide to
presidential leadership in our times, but it surely is a useful one. In par-
ticular, contemporary presidents have much to learn from Lincoln’s
awareness of his own fallibility, from the ways he subjected his religious
views to the demands of justice, and from the sense of humility that he
brought to the presidency.

I

What did Lincoln believe? From the beginning, biographers have been
all over the lot in their answers to this question. The deeply faithful
Josiah G. Holland, for example, whose The Life of Abraham Lincoln was
the first and most popular of the posthumous Lincoln books, marshaled
all of his skills as a novelist and journalist to portray Lincoln “as emi-
nently a Christian President; and the almost immeasurably great results
which he had the privilege of achieving, were due to the fact that he was
a Christian President.”3 The freethinking William H. Herndon, who
was Lincoln’s law partner in Springfield, Illinois, from 1844 until he
became president in 1861, successfully debunked some of the evidence
that Holland had assembled, only to construct an equal and opposite ver-
sion of Lincoln in Herndon’s own image. “As to Mr. Lincoln’s religious
views,” Herndon wrote, “he was, in short, an infidel . . . He did not
believe that Jesus was God, nor the Son of God. . . . Mr. Lincoln told
me a thousand times, that he did not believe the Bible was the revelation
of God, as the Christian world contends.”4 Despairing at these opposed
accounts, a reviewer of Herndon’s work in the New York Tribune wrote,
“It will be as impossible to prove that [Lincoln] was a Christian as to
prove that he was not, and historians and biographers will divide upon
this question, as they are divided now, according to their personal beliefs
or disbeliefs.”5

The uncertainty about Lincoln’s religious beliefs extends into the
present, as represented by two recent and, each in its way, excellent
books. In Lincoln’s Greatest Speech: The Second Inaugural, Ronald C.
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White Jr., a historian of religion, portrays Lincoln as a deeply spiritual
man whose conduct of the presidency was governed by his evolving
Christian beliefs to a greater extent than any other president in history.6

The title of historian Allen C. Guelzo’s biography, Abraham Lincoln,
Redeemer President, sounds as if it portends a similar argument. For
Guelzo, however, the sad irony of Lincoln’s life is that he who redeemed
the Union from secession and slavery could not “believe in the possibility
of redemption for himself.”7

Perhaps the best way to explore the question of what Lincoln believed
is to proceed chronologically through his life. To do so is to encounter
both constancy and change. The constant is that Lincoln was always
preoccupied with religious concerns. What changed over the years was
how he talked and wrote about matters of faith, both privately and in
public.

II

Lincoln grew up on small farms near small frontier communities in
Kentucky and Indiana. His birth year, 1809, is significant less for what
was ending, the second Jefferson administration, than for what was
underway: the Second Great Awakening, an outbreak of evangelical,
free-church, Bible-based fervor with western Kentucky at its epicenter.
Lincoln’s father, Thomas, an itinerant small farmer, was caught up in this
spirited outpouring of faith. He, his wives (when Nancy Hanks Lincoln,
Abraham’s mother, died in 1818, Thomas promptly married the recently
widowed Sarah Bush Johnston), and all the children in their blended
family joined and, in Thomas’s case, became active members of small
Baptist churches wherever they lived. All, that is, but Abraham.

William Lee Miller has persuasively described the many ways that the
young Lincoln grew up independent of his father and, it seems, of nearly
everyone else he encountered as a boy. “In a society of hunters,” Miller
notes, “Lincoln did not hunt; where many males shot rifles, Lincoln did
not shoot; among fishermen, Lincoln did not fish.” Nor did Lincoln, in
sharp contrast to the white men of his time and place, swear, smoke,
chew, drink, hate African Americans and Native Americans, pick fights,
or join the Democratic Party. “[S]urrounded by farmers,” Miller adds,
“Lincoln fled from farming; with a father who was a carpenter, Lincoln
did not take up carpentry; in a frontier village preoccupied with physical
tasks, Lincoln avoided manual labor; . . . in an environment indifferent to
education, Lincoln cared about it intensely.”8
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In few ways was Lincoln more thoroughly estranged from his father
than with regard to religion. The faction of Baptists whose churches
appealed to Thomas espoused “a Calvinism that would have out-
Calvined Calvin.”9 For example, so convinced were these Baptists that
God had predestined everything before creating the heavens and the
earth that they sponsored no mission boards or Sunday schools.10 What
good were missionaries? If God had resolved eons ago to save someone,
evangelism was unnecessary, and if God had decided to damn someone,
it would be ineffective. As for Christian education, what more did the
redeemed need to know than that they were saved by the blood of
the Lamb?

Lincoln seems to have found nearly everything about his father’s
religion repulsive from an early age. Dragged to church on Sundays, he
would regale his siblings afterward by mounting a tree stump and
mimicking the minister’s overwrought style. “The preachers bellowed
and spat and whined,” writes William E. Barton, “and cultivated an
artificial ‘holy tone’ and denounced the Methodists and blasphemed
the Presbyterians and painted a hell whose horror even in the back-
woods was an atrocity.”11 More disturbing to Lincoln was the doctrine
that underlay the histrionics—namely, that a just and merciful God
would create people intending to condemn them to hell for all eter-
nity. Lincoln preferred the theology implicit in a rhyme he enjoyed
repeating:

Here lies poor Johnny Kongapod.
Have mercy on him, gracious God,
As he would do if he was God
And you were Johnny Kongapod.12

Not surprisingly, Lincoln left his father’s house soon after he reached
his majority, settling in the small Sangamon River town of New Salem,
Illinois. There he found a congenial setting for his religious skepticism.
Working a variety of jobs and spending much of his free time at the gen-
eral store, Lincoln was drawn to a crowd of cracker-barrel freethinkers
who passed around well-worn copies of two popular works of the
Enlightenment, Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason and Constantin-
Francois de Volney’s Ruins, or a Survey of the Revolutions of Empires. Both
writers were eager participants in the Enlightenment enterprise of
detaching morality from religion and replanting it in reason. As part of
their assault on Christianity, each undermined with ridicule the truth
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claims of the Bible. “The Christian Mythologists,” wrote Paine, dripping
with sarcasm,

after having confined Satan in a pit, were obliged to let him out
again . . . into the Garden of Eden, in the shape of a snake or ser-
pent, and in that shape he enters into familiar conversation with
Eve, who is in no way surprised to hear a snake talk; and the issue
of this tête-à-tête is that he persuades her to eat an apple, and the
eating of that apple damned all mankind.13

Volney tinged with scorn his own indignation at the Christian
account of the Fall: “What! Because a man and woman ate an apple six
thousand years ago, all the human race are damned? And you call God
just? What tyrant ever rendered children responsible for the faults of
their fathers?”14 Paine’s and Volney’s shared disdain—and that of
Lincoln’s New Salem friends—for a doctrine that tarred people with sins
they were predestined to commit confirmed to Lincoln his skepticism
about his father’s religion. In 1834, at age twenty-five, he apparently
wrote a long essay questioning the divine inspiration of the Bible, as well
as of Christian doctrines as various as the Virgin Birth and the Trinity.15

Around the same time, however, Lincoln wrote another manuscript
defending universal salvation in Christian, albeit unorthodox, terms.16 If
justice requires that punishment be proportionate to offense, Lincoln
argued in this essay, then eternal damnation is intrinsically unjust and
therefore unworthy of a just God. No finite offense (the only kind, he
reasoned, that mortals are capable of committing) could fairly merit infi-
nite punishment. But the Christian God is just, Lincoln continued, and
the proof is in the twenty-second verse of the fifteenth chapter of
St. Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians: “As in Adam all die, even so in
Christ all shall be made alive.” Lincoln concluded that Christ’s atoning
death meant that punishment in the afterlife would not only fit the crime
but also be rehabilitative, designed to prepare the offender for eternal
happiness.

How can these seemingly contradictory accounts of Lincoln’s early
ventures into amateur theology be reconciled? The likely answer is that
Lincoln’s arguments were nuanced in ways that the witnesses’ descrip-
tions of them that have survived do not adequately reflect. For all his
mockery, Lincoln was consumed by religion as a subject, as well as by
the Bible, a book that all of his biographers agree he had read and stud-
ied assiduously since his youth. Although disdainful of Christianity in
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its cruder, frontier forms, Lincoln seems to have been open to, even
seeking, an account of the faith that rang true on grounds of reason and
justice.

No one doubts that in his childhood and New Salem years, which
lasted until 1837, Lincoln reveled in avowedly unconventional ways of
thinking about Christianity. Even in Springfield, where Lincoln moved
when he turned twenty-eight, he remained for a time what James
Matheny, a friend and (after Lincoln read law and was admitted to the
bar) a fellow lawyer, called “enthusiastic in his infidelity.” (That said,
Barton accurately notes that to the frontier Baptists of the day, “a belief
that the earth was round was sufficient to brand a man as an infidel.”)17

Matheny described how Lincoln’s Springfield circle of young free-
thinkers would gather to read aloud a passage of the Bible, then show
“its falsity—and its follies on the grounds of Reason—would then show
its own self made & self uttered Contradictions and would in the End—
finally ridicule it and as it were Scoff at it.”18

Yet for all his efforts at independence, Lincoln remained, in important
and undoubtedly unsettling ways, his father’s son. He carried into adult-
hood Thomas’s physical strength and great story-telling ability—two
qualities that made it easy for him to fit into the rough, mostly male soci-
ety of the West. He also took with him a sense that, even if God was not
causing things, something was: the lives of men and nations were fore-
ordained in ways that had little to do with free will and individual
choice. Even Herndon agreed that Lincoln’s “early Baptist training
made him a fatalist to the day of his death.”19 And although his father
would have been appalled by the universalist gloss his son applied to pre-
destination in order to make the Christian doctrine seem more reason-
able and just, Lincoln did not completely reject the idea that perhaps it
was God causing things after all.

III

As Lincoln’s self-education continued in Springfield, he identified the
secularized brand of predestination to which he was half attracted as the
Doctrine of Necessity. Lincoln thrived in Springfield: he lived there for
twenty-four years, longer by far than in any other place. In Springfield,
Lincoln became a successful lawyer, married Mary Todd, fathered four
sons, and pursued a flourishing political career that culminated in his
election to the presidency in 1860. A milestone in that career—Lincoln’s
race for Congress in 1846—provided the occasion for his first published
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airing of his views on religion and his only known public statement
about the Doctrine of Necessity.

Lincoln’s opponent in the election was Peter Cartwright, the iron-
lunged, circuit-riding Methodist preacher, renowned in the region, who
was Lincoln’s main political adversary before his rivalry with Stephen
Douglas developed in the 1850s. In their first contest, Cartwright thwarted
Lincoln’s bid for a seat in the Illinois legislature. In their higher-stakes cam-
paign for the U.S. House of Representatives, Cartwright and his
Democratic supporters labored mightily to replace “Whig” with “Infidel” as
Lincoln’s party label. The attacks prompted Lincoln to answer, in a widely
distributed handbill, the charge that he was “an open scoffer at Christianity,”
a response that was lost to scholars until its discovery in 1942.20

The first part of Lincoln’s response to Cartwright offered evasion in
the guise of candor, consisting almost entirely of sweeping statements
whose bold words masked their less-than-forthright meaning. “That
I am not a member of any Christian Church is true,” he began; “but
I have never denied the truth of the Scriptures [perhaps not the
Scriptures as a whole, but he had denied some of their most prominent
claims]; and I have never spoken with intentional disrespect of religion
in general, or of any denomination of Christians in particular.”21 Of any
Christian denomination? Maybe not. Of religion in general? Hard to
say. Of Christianity in general? Often.

With Cartwright’s charges “answered,” Lincoln became more
forthcoming:

It is true that in early life I was inclined to believe in what I under-
stand is called the “Doctrine of Necessity”—that is, that the human
mind is impelled to action, or held in rest by some power, over
which the mind itself has no control; and I have sometimes (with
one, two or three, but never publicly) tried to maintain this opin-
ion in argument. The habit of arguing thus however, I have,
entirely left off for more than five years.22

Lincoln concluded by asserting that “this same opinion [is] held by
several of the Christian denominations”23—another statement that con-
cealed more than it revealed. To be sure, most American Protestant
churches accepted the Calvinist understanding that God rules the lives of
individuals and nations—the name they gave to these superintending
actions of the living God was Providence. But, as Guelzo has demon-
strated, the wellspring of what Lincoln calls the Doctrine of Necessity was
British philosopher John Stuart Mill’s theory of philosophical necessity.
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Mill believed that people’s actions are the product of neither free will nor
divine Providence. They are, instead, the fruits of philosophical neces-
sity, a kind of Calvinism without God. In Mill’s view, the forces govern-
ing human behavior are not supernatural, but natural—the inevitable
outworkings of natural forces and the natural laws governing those forces
in an endless chain of causes and effects reaching back to the beginning of
time. Jeremy Bentham, another contemporary British philosopher whose
ideas Lincoln admired, called the forces “motives” and equated them
with undiluted and altogether predictable self-interest.24

Few found Mill’s theory persuasive, then or since—it smacks too
much of fatalism, which lacks both the rational rigor of philosophy and
the revelatory grandeur of faith. It probably was not just political
prudence, then, that by 1846 had gotten Lincoln off “this habit of
arguing . . . for more than five years.”25 With the passage of time, he
seems increasingly to have regarded his uncertainties about Christianity
as a spiritual burden. “He never gave us to understand, it is true, that he
entertained a belief in the being of God, or in a moral government of
the world, much less in the truth of Christianity,” wrote Albert T.
Bledsoe (who knew Lincoln from 1839 to 1849) in an 1873 essay,
adding, “But he always seemed to deplore his want of faith as a great
infelicity, from which he would be glad to be delivered.”26 Joshua
Speed, the only close friend Lincoln ever had, reported in 1866 that
Lincoln’s reading list during his early years in Springfield included
books by Thomas Browne and William Paley, two of the most widely
read Christian apologists of the day. Neither Bledsoe nor Speed had any
reason to make Lincoln out to be more of a religious seeker than he
was. Bledsoe was an embittered postbellum Southerner by the time he
wrote his essay, and Speed’s views of religion remained as skeptical as
Lincoln’s once had been.27

The testimony of Isaac Cogdal, a longtime Springfield acquaintance
of Lincoln, provides independent confirmation that Lincoln continued
to regard universal salvation as a way of reconciling Providence (or
Necessity) with divine justice. Cogdal recalled that, in a conversation in
Lincoln’s law office around 1859,

Lincoln expressed himself in about these words: He did not nor
could not believe in the endless punishment of any of the human
race. He understood punishment for sin to be a Bible doctrine; that
the punishment was parental in its object, aim, and design, and
intended for the good of the offender; hence it must cease when jus-
tice is satisfied. He added that all that was lost by the transgression of
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Adam was made good by the atonement: all that was lost by the fall
was made good by the sacrifice,

an echo of Lincoln’s earlier invocation of 1 Corinthians 15:22.28 To say
that Lincoln found merit in a universalist version of Christianity, how-
ever, is not to say that he embraced Universalism as an organized branch
of Christianity. At a minimum, Lincoln rejected the Universalists’ disbe-
lief in predestination and their denial that divine justice requires some
amount of divine punishment, albeit precisely tailored to the offender
and the offense.29

Did Lincoln become a believing Christian while living in Springfield?
At least two claims have been made that he did. One of these claims can
be easily dismissed—that of the Methodist preacher James F. Jacquess,
who said that Lincoln had “pray[ed] with him for hours” after hearing
him preach in 1839 and that “if ever a person was converted, Abraham
Lincoln was converted that night in my house.”30 As Barton dryly notes,
“If Lincoln was converted in a Methodist Church in 1839, a consider-
able number of events which occurred in subsequent years might rea-
sonably have been expected to have been otherwise than they really
were.”31 The second conversion account is more difficult to disregard,
partly because it dates to the 1850s, when one would expect any mani-
festation of the quickening spiritual interest that Bledsoe and Speed had
detected in Lincoln to occur, but mostly because of the credibility of the
sources attesting it.

In 1849 the Reverend James Smith became the pastor of Springfield’s
First Presbyterian Church. A year later Smith was of great comfort to the
Lincolns when their three-year-old son Eddie died of pulmonary tuber-
culosis or a similar wasting disease, a deeply painful loss for both parents.
Smith provided Lincoln with intellectual sustenance as well as spiritual
solace. He had more impressive scholarly credentials than Lincoln was
used to in clergymen. Like Lincoln, he had been a young admirer of
Paine and Volney, but he had turned to Christianity on rational grounds.
In 1841, Smith faced down a popular freethinking author, Charles G.
Olmsted, in a series of eighteen debates. Smith then published his argu-
ments in a substantial book called The Christian’s Defence, Containing a Fair
Statement, and Impartial Examination of the Leading Objections Urged by
Infidels Against the Antiquity, Genuineness, Credibility, and Inspiration of the
Holy Scriptures.32 Unlike most Christian apologetic writings of the day,
Smith’s book aimed to persuade skeptics rather than to reassure believers.

Lincoln read The Christian’s Defence and reportedly told Mary’s
Springfield brother-in-law, Ninian W. Edwards, that the book had
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“convinced [him] of the truth of the Christian religion.”33 One need not
accept uncritically Edwards’s version of what Lincoln said (or even the
confirming accounts of two other Springfield lawyers, Thomas Lewis
and Lincoln’s first law partner, John T. Stuart) to see that Smith’s
reliance on “judgment and reason” and his disavowal of “sentiment”
represented the only form of evangelism that stood a chance of persuad-
ing Lincoln to embrace beliefs that he sometimes had scorned as both
unreasonable and grounded in emotional weakness.34 Even at that, it is
unlikely that Lincoln ever accepted certain doctrines of Reform
Christianity that Smith, as an orthodox Presbyterian, affirmed, including
those asserting endless punishment for unredeemed sinners and the
Virgin Birth. 

Lincoln’s behavior also changed during the 1850s but, again, not so
straightforwardly as to answer all the most important questions about his
faith. He rented a family pew at First Presbyterian and often attended
Sunday services. (Was that just to please Mary, who unlike Abraham had
joined the church?) He stopped speaking provocatively about religion,
even in private conversation—so much so that Herndon said he was
unaware until after Lincoln died that he had ever spoken this way. (Was
that to head off further Cartwright-style political attacks?) He began to
quote the Bible frequently and appropriately in his speeches. For example,
defending the Constitution against abolitionists who scorned the docu-
ment’s acknowledgement of slavery as a betrayal of the Declaration of
Independence’s doctrine that “all men are created equal,” Lincoln offered
an apt biblical analogy. Just as “the Savior” had offered “Be ye therefore
perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48)
as a goal rather than a command, so had the Declaration set a standard for
the nation that the Constitution was designed to as “nearly reach as it
can.”35 But don’t all ambitious politicians quote the Bible?

Whatever else Lincoln’s belief that forces outside ourselves, whether
of Necessity or of Providence, govern our actions may have done, it
made him slow to condemn and quick to empathize. In an 1842 speech,
for example, Lincoln spoke in favor of temperance but against attacking
drunkards. Those who “have never fallen victim” to alcohol, he
declared, should realize that they “have been spared more from absence
of appetite, than from any mental or moral superiority over those who
have.”36 In a philosophical discussion with Herndon, he excused Brutus
from killing Caesar by arguing “that the former was forced by laws and
conditions over which he had no control to kill the latter.”37 Most
important, from 1854 until his death in 1865, the period when Lincoln’s
speeches dealt with the slave question and little else, he repeatedly made
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clear that although he hated “the monstrous injustice of slavery,”
Southern slaveholders were “just as we would be in their situation. If
slavery did not now exist amongst them, they would not introduce it.
If it did exist amongst us, we should not instantly give it up.”38

IV

Lincoln’s election as president in 1860 placed a weight on his shoulders
that was never lifted. His nomination by the Republican Party had been
an artifact more of geography than biography—Lincoln’s main appeal as
a candidate was that he was from the Midwest, whose electoral votes the
party needed in order to expand on its solid but insufficient northeastern
base. It took the unprecedented alchemy of a complete rupture between
the northern and southern wings of the Democratic Party to transform
Lincoln’s 39.8 percent of the popular vote into an electoral-vote major-
ity. As the established leaders of his party seldom tired of reminding each
other (and sometimes him), Lincoln was the least credentialed president
in history. The main item on his resume was one undistinguished term
in the House of Representatives. The largest executive responsibility he
had wielded was as senior partner in the two-lawyer firm of Lincoln and
Herndon.

Add to these personal limitations the burden of seven slave states
seceding (and the other eight considering secession) before he was even
inaugurated, and it is no wonder that Lincoln began publicly casting his
cares upon the Lord not just more frequently than he ever had, but more
frequently than any president ever had—or has in the years since. Saying
farewell to a crowd of friends and admirers in Springfield, Lincoln iden-
tified the challenge that awaited him as “greater than that which rested
upon Washington. Without the assistance of that Divine Being, who
ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance I cannot fail.
Trusting in Him, who can go with me, and remain with you and be
every where for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well.”39

Approaching the peroration of his first inaugural address, Lincoln pleaded
with the South to reconcile in overtly sectarian terms: “Intelligence,
patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him, who has never for-
saken this public land, are still competent to adjust, in the best way, all
our present difficulty.”40

With rare exceptions—most notably, the Union victories at Gettysburg
and Vicksburg that bracketed Independence Day in 1863—the war news
was burdensome for Lincoln almost until the end. In the summer of 1864,
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for example, the fighting went so badly that he predicted the voters would
reject his bid for reelection. Even victories came at terrible cost. More
men died in two days of fighting at Shiloh in April 1862 than in all of
America’s previous wars combined. By war’s end, 623,000 American sol-
diers were dead, considerably more than would die in World Wars I and
II combined. Lincoln felt these losses deeply, as he did the passing of
another young son, Willie, in early 1862.

Throughout his presidency, Lincoln laced his public utterances with
the language of faith, usually to acknowledge both the inscrutability and
the ultimate goodness of God’s providential purposes. Consider these
few examples from Lincoln’s first three years in office:41

1861:
[I]t is peculiarly fit for us to recognize the hand of God in this
terrible visitation, and in sorrowful remembrance of our own faults
and crimes, as a nation and as individuals, to humble ourselves
before Him and to pray for His mercy . . .

(Proclamation of a National Fast Day, August 12)

1862:

And while it has not pleased the Almighty to bless us with a return of
peace, we can but press on, guided by the best light He gives us,
trusting that in His own good time, and wise way, all will yet be well.

(Annual Message to Congress, December 1)

1863:
[Marking the victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg in a July 15
Proclamation of Thanksgiving, as well as the many deaths that
accompanied them]: It is meet and right to recognize and confess
the presence of the Almighty Father and the power of His Hand
equally in these triumphs and these sorrows.

1863:
[Citing progress in the war, in industry, and in population growth]
No human counsel hath devised nor hath any mortal hand worked
out these great things. They are the gracious gifts of the Most High
God, who, while dealing with us in anger for our sins, hath never-
theless remembered mercy.

(Proclamation of Thanksgiving, October 3)

1863:
It is rather for us here to be dedicated to the great task remaining
before us—. . . that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth
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of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for
the people, shall not perish from the earth.

(Gettysburg Address, November 19).

The last of these quotations is, of course, the best known. Perhaps
because Lincoln’s brief speech at the dedication of the national cemetery
at Gettysburg included few explicitly religious references, scholars
scarcely note its religious character.42 By neglecting to do so, however,
they overlook Lincoln’s insertion of “under God”—the only change the
president improvised on his written text in the course of delivering it,
and one that he included in all subsequent productions of the address.43

Lincoln placed the phrase just before his call for a “new birth of free-
dom.” William J. Wolf finds in this juxtaposition a nearly explicit invo-
cation of a theme that is implicit in the entire address:

the rite of baptism, or the solemn dedication of children to God.
The New Testament describes baptism as a dying to sin with Christ
in his death and as a rising to newness of life in the power of his res-
urrection. Lincoln conflates the themes of the life of man in birth,
baptismal dedication, and spiritual rebirth with the experience of
the nation in its eighty-seven years of history.44

In addition to his formal statements as president, all of which he com-
posed himself, Lincoln also discussed God in quasi-public settings. In an
era when presidential speechmaking was largely confined to ceremonial
remarks, one of Lincoln’s favorite media for communicating his views to
the American people was letters to individuals that he intended to
become public knowledge. Lincoln sent one of the most remarkable of
these letters to the English Quaker Eliza P. Gurney. In September 1862,
conceding that his efforts to restore the Union might not succeed any
time soon, he had told Gurney and an accompanying delegation of
Friends,

I must believe that for some purpose unknown to me, He wills it
otherwise . . . and we must believe that He permits it for some wise
purpose of his own, mysterious and unknown to us; and though
with our limited understandings we may not be able to compre-
hend it, yet we cannot but believe, that he who made the world
still governs it.45
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Two years later, in September 1864, Lincoln sounded a similar theme in
a letter to Gurney:

The purposes of the Almighty are perfect, and must prevail, though
we erring mortals may fail to accurately perceive them in advance.
We hoped for a happy termination of this terrible war long before
this; but God knows best, and has ruled otherwise. . . . Surely He
intends some great good to follow this mighty convulsion, which
no mortal could make, and no mortal could stay.46

Earlier in 1864, Lincoln had written to the Kentucky newspaper editor
Albert G. Hodges that “[i]f God now wills the removal of a great wrong
[slavery], and wills also that we of the North as well as you of the South,
shall pay fairly for our complicity in that wrong, impartial history will find
therein new cause to attest and revere the justice and goodness of God.”47

A skeptic could fairly ask: Aren’t all presidents pious in public, often
for reasons that have little to do with piety? Looking at the matter this
way, one might dismiss as political boilerplate all of Lincoln’s public
statements about religion, even his September 1864 remarks to a delega-
tion of African Americans who traveled from Baltimore to present him
with a copy of the Bible. “In regard to this Great Book,” Lincoln told
his visitors, “I have but to say, it is the best gift God has given to man.
All the good the Saviour gave to the world was communicated through
this book.”48

It becomes harder, however, to discount Lincoln’s public remarks
when one considers the private visit of his Springfield friend Joshua Speed
in the summer of 1864. Lincoln was staying at the Soldiers’ Home, a kind
of early-days Camp David on the outskirts of Washington. Speed found
Lincoln reading the Bible. “Well,” Speed told his friend, “if you have
recovered from your skepticism, I am sorry to say that I have not.” By
Speed’s account, Lincoln looked him “earnestly in the face and, placing
his hand on my shoulder, he said, ‘You are wrong, Speed; take all of this
Book upon reason that you can, and the balance on faith, and you will
live and die a happier man.’”49 Using reason as the foundation on which
to build one’s faith was exactly the approach that Lincoln had encoun-
tered in Springfield in Reverend Smith’s book The Christian’s Defense.

Nor can one easily gainsay a document that Lincoln composed
entirely for his own eyes— “It was not written,” noted his aides John
Nicolay and John Hay, who discovered it after Lincoln died, “to be seen
of men.”50 Commonly referred to by the name they gave it, the
“Meditation on the Divine Will,” the document contained Lincoln’s
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paragraph-long reflection in early September 1862, soon after the
second of the Union army’s disastrous defeats at Bull Run:

The will of God prevails. In great contests each party claims to act
in accordance with the will of God. Both may be, and one must be
wrong. God can not be for, and against the same thing at the same
time. In the present civil war it is quite possible that God’s purpose
is something different from the purpose of either party—and yet
the human instrumentalities, working just as they do, are of the best
adaptation to effect His [Interestingly, Lincoln crossed out “this”
before substituting “His”] purpose. I am almost ready to say this is
probably true—that God wills this contest, and wills that it shall not
end yet. By his mere quiet power, on the minds of the now con-
testants, He could have either saved or destroyed the Union without
a human contest. Yet the contest began. And having begun He
could give the final victory to either side any day. Yet the contest
proceeds.51

Clearer evidence would be hard to find demonstrating not only that
Lincoln’s religious views had changed over the years but also how they
had changed. In his 1846 election handbill, Lincoln had written that the
human mind is governed by “some power, over which the mind itself
has no control.”52 Sometime between then and 1862, he had identified
to his own satisfaction its source—no longer “some power,” but rather
“his mere quiet power.”

Clearer evidence would also be hard to find of the influence that
Lincoln’s evolving religious beliefs had on his conduct of the presidency.
Throughout the war, Lincoln prayed regularly and ardently, less to alter
the will of God than to know it. He sought signs from God in events and
even in dreams.53 Thus, in September 1862, weeks after he had been dis-
suaded by his cabinet from immediately issuing the Proclamation of
Emancipation, and only days after he privately wrote the “Meditation,”
Lincoln responded to Gen. Robert E. Lee’s sudden invasion of
Maryland by seeking a tangible sign from God. As he later told Secretary
of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase, “I made a solemn vow before God, if
General Lee was driven back . . . I would crown the result by the decla-
ration of freedom to the slaves.”54 Within days, the Army of the
Potomac defeated Lee at Antietam, and his army retreated to Virginia.

Later in September, Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles recorded in
his diary that Lincoln told the assembled cabinet of “a vow” he had
made that “if God gave us the victory in the approaching battle, he
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would consider it an indication of Divine will, and that it was his duty
to move forward in the cause of emancipation” by issuing the proclama-
tion.55 Chase noted in his own private, contemporaneous account of the
meeting that Lincoln said he had made the promise to “myself and”—
Lincoln paused— “my Maker.”56

V

Did Lincoln embrace Christianity while he was president? There is a
way to answer this question in the negative, but it requires considerable
heavy lifting. If one defines being a Christian in the narrowest terms—
joining a church (which Lincoln never did, although he frequently
attended Washington’s New York Avenue Presbyterian Church) or claim-
ing that one had been saved—then Lincoln was not a Christian.57 But
outside of this strained and narrow construction, it is hard to deny the
frequency and seriousness with which Lincoln turned, both privately
and in public, to Christian study, prayer, reflection, and discourse. The
more straightforward answer to the question of what Lincoln believed is
that he “believed in God, in Christ, in the Bible, in prayer, in duty, and
in immortality.”58

The culmination of Lincoln’s faith journey was his extraordinary
speech-cum-sermon on the occasion of his second inauguration as pres-
ident.59 Here is what the tens of thousands gathered outside the Capitol
expected from their president: a war whoop, a victory cry. For the first
time in thirty-two years, a president had been elected to a second term.
For the first time ever, a republic had conducted a free election in the
midst of a civil war. Now, worn down by the strongest army ever assem-
bled on the earth, the enemy was teetering on the edge of defeat. Henry
Ward Beecher, the most influential clergyman in the country, knew
what people wanted to hear. “I charge the whole guilt of this war on the
ambitious, educated, plotting leaders of the South . . . ,” Beecher had
declared at a recent ceremony marking the recapture of Fort Sumter.
“A day will come when God will reveal judgment and arraign these
mighty miscreants. . . . And then these guiltiest and most remorseless
traitors . . . shall be whirled aloft and plunged downward forever and
ever in an endless retribution.”60

What the assembled partisans heard instead from their president was a
deeper, more profound version of the “Meditation on the Divine Will,”
which Lincoln clearly thought was as valid an effort to understand God’s
purposes when things were going well as it had been when things were
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going badly. In 703 words, the length of a modern op-ed column, and
with none of those words organized into applause lines, Lincoln began
by reminding his audience that exactly four years ago “all” had dreaded
war, “all sought to avert it,” and “[n]either party expected for the war,
the magnitude, or the duration, which it has already attained. . . . Both
read the same Bible, and pray to the same God.” Not us and them,
Lincoln was saying, but all, both, neither. “All knew that [slavery] was,
somehow, the cause of the war.”61

In September 1862, Lincoln had privately assessed the Northern and
Southern claims to be acting in accordance with God’s will: “Both may
be, and one must be wrong.”62 Now, thirty months later, he said, “The
prayers of both could not be answered; that of neither has been answered
fully.” “The Almighty has His own purposes,” Lincoln added, quoting
Jesus’ fiery words in the Gospel of Matthew:

“Woe unto the world because of offences!” . . . If we shall suppose
that American Slavery is one of those offences which, in the prov-
idence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued
through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He
gives to both North and South, this terrible war, as the woe due to
those by whom the offence came, shall we discern therein any
departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a
Living God always ascribe to Him?63

And then Lincoln spoke, to his increasingly uncomfortable audience,
the most terrifying passage an American president has ever uttered:

if God wills that [this war] continue, until all the wealth piled by
the bond-man’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall
be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be
paid by another drawn with the sword, . . . so still it must be said
‘the judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous altogether.64

When, at Gettysburg, Lincoln had wanted to mark the providential birth
of the nation, he used the exalted language of the King James version:
“Four score and seven years ago.” In the second inaugural, he traced the
shameful introduction of slavery to Jamestown with prosaic contempt:
“two hundred and fifty years.”

We are guilty too, Lincoln told the assembled crowd of pro-Union,
Northern Republicans who had won the election and were winning the
war. Like our Southern brethren we stand, hands stained with the blood
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of complicity in centuries of slavery, where we deserve to stand: before
the judgment seat of God. But, Lincoln concluded, despair is no more
appropriate a response to our situation than triumphalism. Judgment
belongs to God, but it is for us to act as agents of God’s grace and mercy.
To the extent that punishment must be inflicted on the South, it should
be as Lincoln had long conceived divine punishment to be—finite, and
intended for rehabilitation and reconciliation. Show “malice toward
none,” he urged, and “charity” (the greatest of the Christian virtues,
according to St. Paul) “for all,” in order to “bind up the nation’s
wounds, . . . care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his
widow, and his orphan,” and “do all which may achieve and cherish a
just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”65

VI

David Herbert Donald, in an essay called “Getting Right with Lincoln,”
pointed out a half-century ago that Lincoln’s iconic status in American
culture has inspired his political successors to define him in their own
image.66 In a “ghoulish tugging at Lincoln’s shroud,”67 Democrats recast
Lincoln as a New Dealer, Republicans claim him as a champion of cap-
italism, Communists once held Lincoln-Lenin rallies, and so on.
Modern secularists have been loath to regard Lincoln as a man of deep
spirituality. Contemporary Christians, with their emphasis on personal
salvation and reward, have not known what to make of Lincoln’s dark
broodings about Providence.

Few, it seems, have used the right lens to see Lincoln as he eventu-
ally became: the willing servant of a God whose hand in history he
found no less good for its occasional dreadfulness. The proper lessons
for contemporary presidents to draw from Lincoln’s religion are even
less frequently understood—not just to speak sincerely and publicly
about one’s faith, but also to ground that faith in a deep and ongoing
search to ascertain the will of God; to judge one’s own (and the
nation’s) motives and action at least as severely as one judges the
motives and actions of others; never to take punitive action that is dis-
proportionate to the punishable offense or that does not aim at the
reform of the offender; and, above all, to realize that as an agent of a
providential God who fixes the course of nations, one is called upon as
the president of the world’s most powerful nation to wield the powers
of the office in a spirit of deep humility.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Patriotic Leadership

A. John Simmons

I

Especially since the events of September 11, 2001, political leaders in the
United States—importantly including the president, recent presidential
candidates, and congressional leaders—have regularly invoked patriot-
ism (or loyalty, national pride, love of country) to motivate public sup-
port for (and to attempt to justify) various decisions and policies. Often
these policies have involved quite substantial human and economic
costs, so the moral weight being borne by the value of patriotism has been
correspondingly considerable. The shared understanding that appears to
lie behind these appeals to patriotism is that patriotism is either an obli-
gation of citizenship or a virtue that citizens ought to possess (or at least
display). As a consequence of this understanding, it is no longer politi-
cally feasible for a U.S. political leader to deny that he or she is a patriot,
and political appeals to patriotism have come to have a rhetorical force
that they have not possessed since “the last good war.”

I will argue here that patriotism is neither an obligation nor a virtue of
citizens and that patriotic leadership (as we can call leadership that relies on
appeals to patriotism) is bad leadership. Such leadership aims at and acts
on morally impermissible kinds of national partiality. Our own and our
leaders’ national partiality must not extend beyond the sphere of moral
permissibility—and that sphere does not encompass patriotism of any
strong or recognizable sort. The best leaders, consequently, must be
capable of (and well-disposed toward) perceiving and reasoning about
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the limits of morally permissible partiality, and their appeals to patriotism
in order to justify policy or to motivate compliance must be dramatically
curtailed.

It is not, of course, as if nobody has noticed a possible dark side to the
recent national surge of patriotic rhetoric and motivation. Several months
after 9/11, I overheard a neighbor saying, “This patriotism thing has
gotten completely out of hand.” All of us have heard in the recent past
similar, perhaps more eloquent, expressions of discomfort about patriot-
ism, and not just from the usual array of communists, anarchists, and
pacifists who have always vilified the patriot. The suggestion seems to be
that after the events of 9/11, something that used to be good (or at least
acceptable) has gone badly wrong. But exactly what it is that people
think has gone wrong is less clear. Such criticisms might be aimed at a
variety of phenomena, of course. Some of these phenomena seem to be
problems, even quite serious problems, but not problems that are very
interesting from a philosophical point of view (such as my own); indeed,
most of these phenomena seem not to have much to do with patriotism,
properly understood, at all.

For instance, these complaints might be about the proliferation of shal-
low, silly, largely cost-free nationalistic gestures that occurred in the wake
of 9/11, such as excessive and sometimes ridiculous displays of flags;
national symbols; tough-talking, bellicose bumper stickers (“Don’t tread
on U.S.”); and the like. Such complaints become particularly forceful
when conjoined with the quite reasonable belief that genuine love of
country would produce something more substantial, more informed, and
far less easy than these gestures. Such “patriotic” displays often call to mind
Mark Twain’s well-known definition of the patriot as “the person who
can holler the loudest without knowing what he is hollering about.”1

Similarly, it is easy to become annoyed by self-serving, plainly phony
appeals to the patriotic spirit—being a real American patriot apparently
means, according to some American businesses, spending lots of money
on the American services or products they happen to market—it means
flying United Airlines to show that America will not be intimidated or
buying a Chevrolet to prove Americans are still “on the move.” It cer-
tainly seems appropriate, however, to respond—on behalf of the patriot—
that complaints about such appeals are not complaints that patriotism has
gotten out of hand, but rather that the growth of some cheap, wasteful
imitation of real patriotism has gotten out of hand.

More offensive still, and far more serious, have been the self-righteous
appeals to patriotism to achieve, for example, de facto censorship of dis-
senting views (several journalists lost their jobs after 9/11 for writing
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pieces critical of administration policies) or the cynical manipulation of
public opinion with patriotic phrases or images in order to advance some
independent agenda. I myself was especially fond of the government’s
“public service” spots that accused teenage casual drug users of being
unpatriotic and supporting terrorism.2

Undoubtedly worst of all in this vein have been the increased number
of sometimes simply misguided and sometimes genuinely fanatical abuses
of the basic legal and moral rights of both citizens and noncitizens in the
name of a patriotic regard for national security or national well-being. The
war on terror has generated such abuses with disturbing regularity, and this
is true not only in overseas “detention” centers or in combat on foreign
soil. Domestically, we have recently reconsidered the status of the unsur-
prisingly named USA Patriot Act (which, of course, was initially passed
and signed with overwhelming bipartisan political support). That act
includes a stunningly vague, overly broad account of what it is to be a
terrorist or to aid a terrorist organization—you apparently qualify, for
instance, if you give money to a charity that supports the general aims of
the IRA. The Patriot Act permits the attorney general to detain without
charges for significant periods of time those suspected of being or aiding
terrorists, while greatly relaxing a wide variety of important limits on
police powers where suspicions of such activity are at issue. The recent
revelations concerning widespread official monitoring of communications
between American citizens, for instance, merely emphasizes the already
obvious hazards. Such extremes may or may not flow from genuine patri-
otism. But either way, they still count as extremes, and, with apologies to
Mr. Goldwater, extremism in the defense of any value is a vice.

But none of this, we might say, really has much to do with genuine
patriotism—that is, with the sincere, nonextreme kind of trait that one
might reasonably value highly or think was a virtue. Nor does any of this
make particularly hearty grist for a philosopher’s mill. From a philo-
sophical perspective, however, there are more interesting possible inter-
pretations of my neighbor’s suggestion that patriotism has gotten out of
hand. For one way of understanding the criticism is that although a
modicum of genuine, sincere patriotism is a good (or at least an accept-
able) thing, there can be such a thing as too much genuine, sincere patri-
otism. And that suggests a number of philosophically interesting possible
claims about patriotism.

First, on the positive side, it suggests that patriotism should not be
regarded as simply in itself wrong or vicious. And it possibly suggests as
well that sincerely ranking the well-being of one’s own country or com-
patriots above the needs of other countries and their citizens is at least
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sometimes, or in some measure, morally acceptable, and possibly even
morally obligatory or morally virtuous. This appears to capture the
ordinary, nonphilosophical view of patriotism, according to which it is
uncontroversially morally acceptable for citizens—or at least for our
citizens—to show various kinds of favoritism toward their country and
their compatriots. But this is also, of course, a view that for many philoso-
phers appears to conflict with influential and compelling traditions of
thought in moral philosophy.

Second, if there is such a thing as too much patriotism, then although
patriotism might be a virtue, it cannot be an unconditional or categori-
cal virtue (or a categorical duty of citizenship). For it would not make
much sense to say that a categorical virtue is only sometimes a good
thing or that there can be too much of such a virtue. While we might,
I suppose, sometimes be inclined to say that a person was too courageous
or too just, the best way to understand such remarks would surely be as
a way of saying that the person had in fact simply missed the virtuous
mark, missing the virtue of courage to possess instead the vice of fool-
hardiness, say, or allowing the virtue of justice to decay into the vice of
inhumanity. Just what kind of virtue, then, is patriotism, if there is some-
times (like now in the United States, say) too much of it?

II

What is it, exactly, that people might be objecting to when they object
to patriotism? As far as I can tell, most people—or, at least, most
Americans—would not say that they object to their fellow citizens lov-
ing their country (though, as I will suggest, this particular kind of love is
disturbingly hard to characterize precisely). Most have no special ani-
mosity toward, or principled objections to, relatively routine displays of
national symbols (such as flags flying over public buildings or on private
homes); periodic patriotic frenzies (as on the Fourth of July or Memorial
Day); or teaching patriotism by rote, by performances of certain kinds of
patriotic rituals—such as reciting the Pledge of Allegiance (or perhaps a
suitably edited version thereof). It is surely acceptable, perhaps even
laudable, for us to love our country; to admire the principles on which
it was founded, its traditions and institutions, its folk history; to support
its representative athletes and sports teams; to wax lyrical over its natural
beauty.3 Indeed, declaring oneself to be unpatriotic quite naturally
arouses in compatriots suspicions that one lacks even limited loyalty to
one’s country, that one will fail in even the most rudimentary duties of
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a citizen, and, perhaps, that one is prepared to act in subversive or
treasonous ways.4

So antipatriotism is certainly not regarded by most as laudable. What
is it in patriotism, then, that we object to? People grow uncomfortable
about excessive patriotism, I suppose, first because they see it as closely
associated with certain kinds of fanaticism, racism,5 nationalism, chau-
vinism,6 and jingoism—that is, with some kind of blind, morally insen-
sitive allegiance to country (“my country, right or wrong”7), nation,
culture, or race (think of how the Japanese were portrayed in patriotic
essays and cartoons during World War II). Twain referred to this kind of
moral blindness as “patriotism on the Russian plan,” saying:

We teach [our children] to take their patriotism at second-hand; to
shout with the largest crowd without examining into the right or
wrong of the matter—exactly as boys under monarchies are
taught. . . . We teach them to regard as traitors . . . such as do not
shout with the crowd, and so here in our democracy we are cheer-
ing a thing which of all things is most foreign to it and out of
place—the delivery of our political conscience into somebody
else’s keeping.8

But it is not just the patriot’s alleged moral blindness or surrender of
judgment that concerns those who are concerned about patriotism.
There is also said to be a more active side to patriotism that is equally
frightening—namely, a certain kind of natural militarism. De Maupassant
is said to have called patriotism “the egg from which wars are hatched.”
Pacifists such as Tolstoy, Russell, and Einstein condemned patriotism
precisely because they took it to be inextricably bound up with a will-
ingness (perhaps even an eagerness) to make war in one’s nation’s inter-
ests. It is no coincidence that the Patriot is the name of one of the U.S.
military’s missile systems. The standard American image of the patriot is
that of the colonial-era minuteman (incidentally, the name of yet
another kind of U.S. missile), who is, of course, always portrayed as
armed and ready to fight at a minute’s notice. Though the patriot is typ-
ically defined as one who loves his or her country, the standard
American portrayal of the patriot is more as tough and unyielding than
as loving. The New England Patriots makes sense to us as the name of
a football team, because it conveys the idea of a group of hard-nosed
warriors; the New England Romeos would serve less well.

And beyond these militaristic associations with (or implications of )
patriotism, many people worry that real patriots may be the easiest
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targets for manipulation by those in power who wish to secure legal
compliance or support for government policies, even when such com-
pliance or support is morally objectionable; and they may also be most
likely to fall in step with those who see their own country as the chosen
one or morally superior to all others, even when (as there may never be)
there is no foundation for such views.9

All of this, I take it, is what might be said by any nonphilosopher who
was uncomfortable about patriotism, at least on those occasions when
patriotism seems excessive. But some ordinary people—and many moral
and political philosophers—are uncomfortable with patriotism even
when most of their moderate compatriots would not be at all inclined to
call it excessive, and even when they themselves would not characterize
it as (or even as likely to become) fanatical or militaristic. Some are sim-
ply uncomfortable with the suggestion, which they see as implicit in any
kind or extent of patriotism, that other countries and noncompatriots
matter less than their own country and compatriots. Patriotism necessar-
ily involves, in this view, regarding the claims, interests, or needs of
one’s own country or compatriots as weightier or more imperative than
those of others. To be a patriot is, at the very least, to be prepared to give
priority or special attention to a particular class of claims or interests. And
that, the suggestion goes, flies in the face of a reasonable person’s recog-
nition that all people’s (and nations’) interests are morally equally impor-
tant, that everyone counts for one and no one for more than one, that
all moral agents are owed equal respect and consideration. Moral and
political philosophers who accept such claims are generally defending,
presupposing, or arguing in terms of moral theories that are character-
ized as impartialist, neutralist, or universalist. Kantian and utilitarian
theories are those most commonly described as impartialist, though of
course, many other kinds of moral theories—such as many natural law
theories—might equally fit the bill. And the argument is that impartial-
ist moral theory of whatever kind must condemn patriotism of even the
most mundane sort.

This supposed rejection of patriotism by impartialist moral theory is,
of course, just one illustration of a much larger animosity that such
theories are alleged to have toward all kinds of special attachments, alle-
giances, or relationships. Friends, lovers, family members, and other close
associates also fall in the class of those to whom we typically feel (or, in
some cases, feel as a matter of definition) we should pay special attention,
ranking their interests and needs ahead of the equally serious interests
and needs of strangers. Impartialist moralists, it is sometimes claimed,
must dismiss such feelings as, for the most part, morally uninteresting, or
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at least as irrelevant to our true duties.10 When faced with two drowning
children, only one of whom can be saved and one of whom happens to
be my own child, I should decide which child to save, according to
impartialist theory, by flipping the coin that good moral agents should
carry at all times. The children’s equal needs command equal respect and
promise equal utility payoffs. I can, of course, legitimately do some
quick calculations. For example, I may know my own child is a dullard,
unlikely to contribute much to the general welfare, making the rescue of
the other child a pretty good bet; or I may know that my peculiarly
strong emotional attachment to my own child will wreck me if I save the
other child—a large utilitarian cost—though we should all know better
than to get so attached to the little tykes. But in the end, only such cir-
cumstantial advantages in particular settings will allow a good moral
agent to favor those close to her over those at greater emotional distances.
And the same goes for favoring one’s own country or compatriots over
others.

Now these circumstantial advantages may often go quite a long way
toward justifying our paying special attention to those close to us. It is,
after all, typically much easier and much less costly for parents to provide
care to the children living in their own homes, for governments to pro-
vide services to their own subjects, for citizens to support their own
states. Indeed, it may often simply be impossible for us to satisfy the
equally pressing needs of, or to demonstrate equal consideration for,
those at great distances from ourselves. But however far down this path
circumstantial advantages may take us, they cannot take us all the way to
a justification for always giving special weight to the interests of family or
homeland. All are still equally worthy of respect, the happiness of each
still counts for one. And patriotism involves commitments that deny
these impartialist truths.

III

Such arguments have been accepted by a wide range of philosophers
with quite different agendas and quite different orientations in moral
theory. For instance, Martha Nussbaum, in her much-discussed Boston
Review piece titled “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism” (reprinted as the
lead essay in For Love of Country), confidently advances this charge of
inconsistency between impartialism and patriotism, using her observa-
tions on that score to argue that we are obligated to adopt a cosmopoli-
tan stance, according to which our highest allegiance must be to no state
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or set of persons, but rather to the community of humankind. The
demands of morality require us to forswear patriotic attachments. While
special attention to our own families or countries may typically be
acceptable, this cannot be because what is close to us is better or because
the interests of family or country outweigh those of others; it can only
be because our lives are so structured that such special attention happens
to be the best way to do impartial good.11 This is what I referred to as
the circumstantial advantages of the local.

But these very same claims about the hostility of impartialism to
patriotism are also accepted by others whose intent is to use these claims
as part of an argument for rejecting impartialism—just as philosophers
have frequently tried to reject impartialism by appealing to the implau-
sibility of its apparent denial of special obligations owed to family or
friends. For instance, Alasdair MacIntyre, in his well-known Lindley lec-
ture titled “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” used this apparent conflict between
patriotism and impartialism—and the liberalism that he thinks rests on
impartialism—to motivate his appreciation of an alternative partialist
(or “particularist”) moral theory, according to which patriotism is a
virtue. That is, MacIntyre thinks that patriotism can be a virtue because
the correct moral theory may require precisely the kind of partiality
toward the local that patriotism allegedly involves. Our moral obliga-
tions are tied to the needs of and to the roles we play within our com-
munities. A partialist moral theory will take seriously, for instance, the
fact that the survival of any political community depends on the will-
ingness of its citizens to lay down their lives for its well-being, inde-
pendent of their assessments of the impartial moral desirability of doing
so. And patriotic loyalty is necessary to such willingness. (Notice that
with the addition of one more premise—namely, that the survival of
political communities is an impartial good—this could be an impartialist
argument for patriotism.)

MacIntyre acknowledges, of course, that patriotism is still what he
calls “a morally dangerous phenomenon,”12 precisely because of its
tendency to produce blind loyalty to morally reprehensible causes or
regimes. But liberal impartialism is similarly morally dangerous, he
argues, because of its tendency to break down the local social bonds
on which our communal existence depends. (Others have claimed that
communist anarchism is the logical endpoint of liberal impartialist
reasoning about patriotism.)13 The incompatibility of patriotism and
impartialism, then, can either push us, with Nussbaum, to dismiss the
patriot as a morally blind automaton or, with MacIntyre, to condemn
the cosmopolitan as a dire threat to societal cohesion.
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Now regardless of what we might think of MacIntyre’s charge that
impartialism, liberalism, and cosmopolitanism advocate that which tends
to destroy essential social bonds, MacIntyre’s defense of patriotism is
bound to seem rather odd to most of us. He defends patriotism while, as
it were, cheerfully acknowledging exactly what it is about it that makes
people uncomfortable. Indeed, he defends the possibility of patriotism
being a moral virtue, while at the same time allowing that, even in the
best of circumstances, patriotism will still be “a permanent source of
moral danger.”14 Admittedly, by “moral danger” MacIntyre must mean
“moral danger according to the correct partialist/particularist account of
morality” (not “moral danger according to some impartialist theory”),
but the admission of moral danger still amounts to just a variant of the
same complaint about patriotism with which we began. And that, of
course, should trouble us. To put the point in a way that more squarely
engages MacIntyre’s discussion: what kind of real moral virtue could be
a permanent source of moral danger?15

If MacIntyre (and the many who worry about where patriotism may
lead) are right about the permanent moral danger of patriotism, then
patriotism can at best be a conditional virtue. By this I mean not only that
patriotism’s status as a virtue is conditional on the context in which the
patriot finds herself but also, and even more strongly, that patriotism is
only a virtue insofar as it does not happen to lead to the relevant moral
dangers of blind or brutal allegiance to morally questionable rules or
regimes. But if the alleged virtue is conditional in this strong a sense, it
is unclear (to me, at least) why we should think of it as a virtue at all.
After all, an extremely wide variety of character traits have beneficial
consequences when, and to the extent that, they do not have harmful
consequences. But these traits are not all virtues; nor do I think that
patriotism, conceived of as a constant source of moral danger, can be
regarded as a real virtue. Courage and moderation, for example, are not
in this way permanent sources of moral danger. They are virtues pre-
cisely because they are steady, reliable traits from which moral impro-
priety is extremely unlikely to flow, perhaps because they necessarily
incorporate or are necessarily accompanied by wisdom. The traits that
constantly teeter on the edge of becoming foolhardiness and self-denial
are not in fact courage and moderation, nor are they virtues. No trait
that constitutes a permanent source of moral danger can be a real virtue.

This, in the end, seems to me to make nonsense of MacIntyre’s case
for regarding patriotism—at least as he understands patriotism—as a
virtue, even if MacIntyre were right in being suspicious of impartialism.
But it may seem that the failure of MacIntyre’s argument is not terribly
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interesting, since it seems clear that it simply is not necessary to defend
patriotism as he does, against the background of some imagined incon-
sistency between patriotism and the demands of impartial morality.
MacIntyre and Nussbaum, despite their very different objectives, might
well seem to commit a shared and fundamental error: namely, the error of
simply assuming a kind of incompatibilism, of supposing that all partiality—
such as partiality toward one’s own country or one’s own family—really is
inconsistent with impartialism in moral theory. The conflict between
patriotism and impartiality cannot, we might claim, be as sharp as both
MacIntyre and Nussbaum need it to be in order to make their cases. This
can be readily seen by a more careful examination of the sorts of
instances in which MacIntyre insists there must be a conflict.

MacIntyre thinks that genuine patriotism requires violations of uni-
versal or impartial morality in at least two kinds of cases: first, where there
is a “scarcity of essential resources,” “patriotism entails a willingness to go
to war” in order to secure the resources necessary for the survival of
one’s own community.16 (Impartial morality requires an equal division
among all needy communities or persons.) Second, where communities
differ about “the right way for each to live,” impartialist liberalism
requires us to be neutral between the competing views, while patriotism
demands that we defend our own view.17 (One of MacIntyre’s examples
is the conflict that existed on the American frontier between Native
American tribes, for whom the good life required raiding the settlers in
their vicinity, and the settlers, for whom the good life required the
subjugation of the raiders.)

But in both kinds of cases MacIntyre has simply mischaracterized the
demands of impartialist morality in order to exaggerate the hostility of
impartialism to patriotism. In the first kind of case, where communities
have similar needs for scarce and essential resources, it is simply unclear
what impartialism requires. Different impartialist theories say different
things, of course. But no impartialist theory with which I am familiar
unequivocally dictates an equal division of resources in “lifeboat ethics”
situations, where an equal division means that all will die (equally).
Perhaps impartialism permits us to make war in such situations. And in
less dire circumstances, where fair division is consistent with all needy
communities surviving, it is not at all clear that patriotism requires us to
go to war in order to secure for ourselves more than a fair share. In
MacIntyre’s second kind of case, where communities differ about the
best way to live, the conflict between the demands of impartialism and
patriotism seems similarly exaggerated. Impartialist morality undoubt-
edly requires that such conflicts be resolved in a way that is best for both
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competing ways of life, or simply best for all concerned. But the idea
that patriotism requires us to reject such resolutions, and to pursue instead
the traditional ways that will inevitably lead to the utter destruction of
one community or the other, seems to me absurd. On MacIntyre’s view
of patriotism, no real patriot can ever countenance compromise in cases
of conflicting ways of life, even where such compromise is necessary to
avoid total war. And that view, I think, surely cannot be correct.

IV

Is it possible for the impartialist to argue in some more systematic way
that patriotism—and the kind of partiality toward one’s country and
compatriots that it requires—really is not inconsistent with a life guided
by impartial values? In fact, the recent history of impartialist moral
theory—and especially of Kantian impartialism—has had as one of its
principal themes the provision of precisely such a compatibilist reconcil-
iation of impartialism with the kinds of partiality required by love, friend-
ship, familial relationships, and, by extension perhaps, patriotism.

Attempts to justify certain kinds of partiality within the framework of
an impartialist moral theory have come in three main forms (to simplify
considerably), each of which can be adapted to the justification of patri-
otic partiality. The first compatibilist strategy tries initially to provide an
impartialist justification for a very limited class of special duties or obli-
gations, such as the obligations arising from contracts and promises, and
then to argue that patriotism is obligatory, in a way that is necessarily
consistent with the requirements of impartial morality, because it falls
within that class of impartially justified special obligations. So, for exam-
ple, if typical citizens could be understood to have tacitly or implicitly
promised to show special regard for their own countries, they could be
said to have impartially justified obligations to be patriotic.

The second strategy involves arguing for a conception of the demands
of impartial morality that allows for a substantial sphere of optional, per-
missible, or morally indifferent conduct, within which individuals may
permissibly practice patriotic regard for their own countries. Patriotism
is thus impartially morally acceptable (though not, on this line of argu-
ment, obligatory) because it is confined within the bounds of morality,
just as it is morally acceptable for you to choose to give gifts only to your
own friends and family (or to choose chocolate ice cream over vanilla)
because impartial morality is silent on the subject of your choice. If we
thought of the demands of morality as principally negative—that is,
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primarily as demands that we not directly injure others—we could
plainly practice all kinds of partiality toward our own countries or compa-
triots (effectively ignoring the rest of the world) without ever breaching
any requirement of impartial morality.

The third (and, I think, most promising) compatibilist strategy is really
a generalization of the first. It involves trying to show that a wide range
of special relationships, including the partiality that they necessarily
involve, advance or promote impartial values more effectively than those
values would be advanced in a world without such special relationships.
So participants in such relationships may justifiably show the partiality
implicit in them, despite the apparent or prima facie impermissibility of
such partiality in impartialist terms. (The contemporary Kantian version
of this strategy is, I think, pretty strictly analogous to the utilitarian jus-
tification of partiality through the move from act- to rule-utilitarianism.)
The world is a better place from the impartial perspective, the argument
goes, when it is populated with friends, lovers, family units, and the like,
all displaying the partiality to their intimates that friendship and love
involve, than it would be were it populated only by unattached, scrupu-
lously impartial persons.

By analogy, the argument can continue, the world better satisfies the
demands of impartial morality when it is divided into sovereign, territorial
political units, each upheld by the patriotic devotion of its citizens, than
it would without such political organization (or with an alternative form
of organization) or without the patriotic attachment necessary to sustain
such a political organization of the world. The world needs democracies
to survive, for instance, and, because democracies demand much of their
citizens, the survival of democracies depends on a strong sense of devo-
tion and identification in their citizens.18 Thus, patriotic partiality is
impartially vindicated, as at least morally acceptable, and perhaps even as
morally obligatory.

We might reasonably expect Nussbaum or MacIntyre (and their fellow
incompatibilists) to offer the following response to any of these three
broad compatibilist strategies: The kind of “patriotism” that impartialism
can make room for in these ways is not really patriotism at all.
Patriotism, properly so-called, is in part defined by the preparedness to act
on behalf of one’s country in ways that are not clearly justified from a
neutral or an impartial perspective. It involves the desire to do what is
best for one’s country, even if one’s country does not satisfy impartial
standards for minimal legitimacy. All of the compatibilist strategies
would show, if they succeeded, only that patriotism was permissible (or
obligatory) so long as it never involved doing or being implicated in
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moral wrong—for example, by supporting an illegitimate regime or by
assisting in predations by one’s own state. These compatibilist strategies,
then, really just vindicate impartialism by “emasculating” patriotism.19

I find that my first reaction to such arguments is simply to lament the
fact that they tend to be carried out without any clear agreement
between the interlocutors on just what patriotism is, both in terms of its
internal character and its possible objects. Must a patriot literally love her
country, or are lesser or different kinds of affection or devotion or com-
mitment possible? Or do I exemplify patriotism if I am simply commit-
ted to doing my locally defined duty as a citizen, even if I have no warm
feelings or special regard whatsoever for my country? Must a patriot love
his country as a political entity, or could he simply love his society or his
people, independent of their political and legal institutions, or inde-
pendent of their geographical location? Can he just love the principles
that guide his country or the virtues it embodies? Can he love just a
particular part of a country? (Should we list as a patriot someone like
Robert E. Lee, whose principal and quite extraordinary loyalty seems to
have been to Virginia or his fellow Virginians?) Did the American
revolutionaries that we revere as great patriots qualify as such, as it were,
by anticipating the country they would love?

It seems clear that we must have answers in mind to at least some of
these questions before we can meaningfully address the question of
whether or not patriotism is compatible with impartialist moral theory.
But I certainly cannot address all of these questions here. I will content
myself for the moment with just two observations:

First, regardless of whether or not patriotism must involve some passion,
emotion, or desire—such as love or affection or devotion—it must plainly
involve at the very least an attitude toward or belief about one’s country, to
the effect that it is special or valuable or worthy of support. One cannot
qualify as a patriot simply by always doing one’s duty as a citizen or even by
always doing more than that. Mere action is insufficient for patriotism. We
can see this plainly if we imagine citizens who act dutifully, but only out of
regard for their mothers’ wishes (imagine, say, the children of popular
singer and entertainer Kate Smith), or who behave dutifully only in the
hope that the sight of such dutiful citizens will weaken the country by
encouraging complacency in its leaders. Saying more than this—for
instance, that patriotism necessarily involves love or devotion—clarifies rel-
atively little, given that the concepts of love and devotion are hardly clear
themselves, nor is it clear exactly what genuine love, say, motivates or
requires the lover to do. Does genuine parental love, for instance, motivate
or require a parent to aid or conceal a criminal child?



Second, whatever else patriotism may involve, it cannot consist solely
in the belief that one ought to support one’s country because it possesses
those virtues or advances those values that make countries impartially
good. Nor can it be defined only by one’s love of or commitment to
those virtues or values. It cannot consist solely in a commitment to the
impartial principles or ideals that one believes guide or characterize one’s
country. Many people, both philosophers and nonphilosophers, have
taken their patriotism to consist precisely in such beliefs or love or
commitments. Abraham Lincoln, for instance, in a series of well-known
speeches, famously identified American patriotism precisely with the
love of liberty.20

But patriotism cannot consist solely in any kind of attachment to
impartial values or principles, for such attachments tie one equally to all
countries that advance those values or are guided by those principles;
and patriotism is first and foremost something that ties us to one country
above all others. Those American flyers whose love of liberty and hatred
of oppression led them to join the Chinese Air Force or the RAF prior
to America’s entry into World War II were undoubtedly admirable in
many ways; but they certainly were not admirable for their patriotism,
unless we imagine in them the additional motive of trying to preemp-
tively defeat an oppressive regime that they believed would ultimately
threaten their own country.

True patriots can, of course, oppose the policies of their governments
or political leaders, and in the name of patriotism even seek to alter or
remove their political institutions or authorities.21 Indeed, the English
term patriot was first used to describe those who opposed their govern-
ments in the interest of their countries or compatriots.22 True patriots
can oppose their governments, for instance, out of devotion to their
countries’ traditions or principles or in the name of their compatriots’
interests or their legal or traditional rights. But the principles or rights or
values appealed to by such patriots cannot be conceived of by them as
impartial or neutral or universal. They must be their countries’ principles,
rights, or values. The adherent to impartial principles of right is simply a
person doing her impartial duty or doing impartial good. She is no
patriot, bound as she is to impartial principles, and only secondarily, if at
all, to her country.

Let us presume, for the moment, that patriotism at least involves some
kind of special commitment to or regard for one’s own country and that
it does not consist solely in either mere dutiful conduct or in a commit-
ment to impartial values or principles. And suppose that we will in what
follows be concerned with at least this reasonably thick notion (even if
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not with the still thicker incompatibilist conception of patriotism as
necessarily involving the preparedness to do what one knows is impar-
tially forbidden). With that in mind, what shall we say of the three
compatibilist strategies for reconciling patriotism with impartialism?

V

I am, perhaps predictably, quite skeptical about the first strategy, accord-
ing to which patriotism is justified as an obligatory part of a more general
political obligation, an obligation that binds citizens because of some
impartially valuable special relationship that holds between citizens and
their countries. In the first place, there simply is no generally applicable
ground of special relationship between citizen and state that could explain
a widespread obligation of patriotism as an aspect of widespread political
obligation.23 So the impartialist vindication of patriotism that such a strat-
egy could offer would at best be a very limited one.24 More generally,
however, I think we should be deeply suspicious of any claim that patri-
otism could be obligatory at all, in light of our observation that patriotism
necessarily involves at least certain attitudes toward one’s country, if not
certain emotions or desires. My own view, which I will not try to defend
here,25 is that our moral obligations can be only to act in certain ways, not
to feel, desire, or believe things—at least principally because people’s
actions are under their control in ways that these other proposed contents
of obligations are not. We may, of course, have obligations to act in ways
that we expect will lead us to feel, desire, or believe certain things; but we
do not fail to discharge such obligations merely by failing to acquire the
relevant feelings or beliefs. If that is correct, then patriotism properly
understood cannot be impartially obligatory.

The second compatibilist strategy for reconciling impartialism and
patriotism seems to me to fail as well. On that approach, remember, we
try to characterize impartial morality as leaving a wide enough sphere of
moral liberty for patriotic partiality to fall within that sphere of the
morally permissible. But I think that no plausible version of impartialist
morality can possibly leave a large enough zone of permissible conduct
for that zone to be able to contain any even remotely robust form of
patriotic partiality. For instance, no purely (or even largely) negative con-
ception of morality seems to me defensible in recognizably impartialist
terms, so impartialists may not cheerfully just refrain from harming non-
compatriots while otherwise ignoring them. The needs of noncompatri-
ots will require addressing. Also, I think, no recognizably impartialist
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reasoning can justify the brand of patriotism that motivates persons in
one needy state to make war in order to seize needed resources from
another innocent and needy state. We may not favor our own countries
in ways that harm (or that fail to address the innocent needs of ) non-
compatriots, except perhaps in truly dire “lifeboat” circumstances.

Impartialism’s zone of moral neutrality may, of course, reasonably be
supposed to permit other kinds of favoritism towards the local, kinds that
might be identified by some with patriotism. But more careful consider-
ation, I think, will show such identification to be implausible. These
kinds of favoritism cannot add up to anything that qualifies as real patri-
otism. Impartialism permits, of course, our feeling special affection for
our own political traditions or institutions and our feeling special con-
cern for (or special responsibility for) our own countries’ actions or poli-
cies. We can, without impropriety, identify with our country and feel a
pride or shame with respect to its actions that we feel toward no other
country. But feeling is not doing; and nobody would identify as a true
patriot someone who did no more than exemplify appropriate love or
concern, without appropriate action (any more than we would identify
as a good parent someone who merely exhibited appropriate feelings
toward his child, without appropriate action).

Now circumstances may frequently dictate, as we have seen, that the
best way to promote impartial values or to show obligatory respect for
all persons will be to concentrate our efforts locally—by defending our
own just, benevolent state, by helping its needy citizens, or by fighting
in its army to oppose inhumanity and oppression. But such regular cir-
cumstantial advantages of local effort, even when conjoined with various
kinds of attachment or identification, simply can never add up to a
robust (or even a recognizable) version of patriotism. When impartiality
requires that we make our efforts elsewhere or oppose our own country
and compatriots, as will certainly happen at least occasionally (and as is
plainly possible in principle, at least), there the impartialist must go. And
there she must go even when her own state is not clearly illegitimate,
clearly in the wrong, or clearly acting unjustly (but only, say, fails to be
the country that most merits her special attention, according to impartial
standards). Nobody we would be seriously inclined to call a patriot,
I think, can believe that that is the right path to follow. (Similarly, we
would not be inclined to identify as a loving parent one who felt the
right things toward his child, but acted with special regard for his child
only when the child exhibited impartial virtues or did impartial good—
favoring others’ children when his own child failed to be the one who
most deserved attention, according to impartial standards). So, for all that
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the second compatibilist strategy shows us, impartialism still looks incon-
sistent with any very robust kind of patriotism.

That leaves only the third compatibilist strategy, according to which
we try to show that impartial values are best advanced by persons’ par-
ticipation in certain kinds of special relationships that themselves require
partiality. Let us concede that, arguendo, this style of impartialist argu-
ment in fact succeeds in justifying impartially the kinds of partiality that
are necessary to the value of impartially valuable special relationships
such as friendship, love, and family. Let us ask now only whether simi-
lar reasoning can justify patriotic partiality toward one’s own sovereign,
territorial political society. The argument must be, remember, that the
world is better impartially when filled with patriots devoted to their
several countries than it would be were it otherwise ordered.

Now the skeptic might, of course, aim for the heart and try to argue
(with the anarchist) that the world would be better, from an impartial
perspective, were its surface occupied by no political societies at all; or she
could argue (with what we can call the “Kantian idealist”) that impartial
morality dictates that the proper political organization of mankind would
have people living together in one world republic (which Kant identifies
as an ideal that is, unhappily, impracticable). But one who opposes the
third compatibilist strategy need not ally herself with such questionable
companions.

For even if it is not true that anarchy or world-government are impar-
tially preferable to a world of sovereign states, it seems to me certainly
true that a world of states that made far more modest claims to control
persons and territories (along with their resources) would be impartially
preferable to the political world we currently occupy. While it may be
true that we need sovereign states and national governments (rather than
world-government) for various purposes—for instance, to function as
local stewards for resources that would otherwise be recklessly depleted—
responsible stewardship is nothing like the claims of full ownership of
and absolute control over territory and resources made by current
national governments and licensed by the modern conception of state
sovereignty. Concerns about utility maximization, equal respect for per-
sons, and so on, simply cannot be imagined to favor the exclusive, pos-
sessive modern state system over a system in which territories and
resources are more equitably shared. But if that is correct, then patriotic
partiality cannot be impartially vindicated. For it is that partiality which
sustains our current, impartially inferior political order—a partiality that,
with patriotic fervor, prevents our current world order’s benign decay
into an impartially preferable world where claims to sovereignty (both
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personal and territorial) would not, as they now do, stand in the way of
respectful and humane treatment of those unfortunate enough to be
born outside the handful of the world’s prosperous states (in which, not
coincidentally, most influential political philosophers happen to reside).

Finally, even if all this is denied, it seems to me false, as an empirical
matter, that anything like real, robust patriotism really is necessary to sus-
tain what is impartially valuable in the current world order of sovereign
states. Given the routine circumstantial advantages of localizing our
efforts to do impartial good, that which is impartially best in our current
political world—its democratic institutions, for instance—can be sus-
tained by citizenries that fall far short of robustly patriotic partiality to
their own countries and institutions. Something quite close to political
impartiality may well suffice for the task. And if that is true, then for yet
another reason the third compatibilist strategy fails.

VI

My conclusion, predictably, must be as qualified as my discussion has
been sketchy and unsystematic. Impartialism is, I have suggested, incom-
patible with any very robust form of patriotism. Patriotism that is or that
has any strong tendency to become (what I have called) robust is no
moral virtue; nor is it morally permissible to act in ways that would make
patriotism robust—at least if some kind of impartialist moral theory is
correct. Nussbaum, MacIntyre, and other incompatibilists are right to
suggest a genuine inconsistency between impartialism and even moder-
ately robust patriotic partiality. As (unlike MacIntyre) I am further con-
vinced that impartialism in moral theory is correct, the conclusion to
which I am pushed is not his. Rather, my view is that patriotism has
“gotten out of hand” whenever there are robust patriots among us,
whenever leaders or citizens push us to ignore the pressing needs of the
rest of the world (and to keep our charity at home), or whenever lead-
ers and citizens push us to make war simply because it promotes national
interest or improves national security to do so. In short, there is too
much patriotism precisely when national partiality begins to look like
what we identify most confidently as patriotism.

Lest this seem an “un-American” conclusion, it is appropriate to recall
the obvious: not only our American foundational political documents
but also much of our contemporary political rhetoric express deeply
impartialist moral views. It is “all men,” not some men especially, who
are “created equal” and endowed with rights to “life, liberty, and the
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pursuit of happiness.” Internationally, we speak and profess to take
seriously the language of (impartial) human rights. We fight our wars, we
like to say, with the goal of bringing the good of liberty—an impartial
good—to other peoples of the world. We must think very differently
about our wars and our policies—and, as a result, about ourselves—if we
characterize them instead as exporting (or imposing) “our” quite partial
American ways.

If we are to be true to the impartial values to which Americans and
American leaders express their commitment, we would do well to ques-
tion attempts by our political leaders to justify and motivate through
appeals to patriotism. If, as I believe, we may not act so as to treat our
national interests (and the interests of our compatriots) as morally
weightier than those of other nations and persons, then neither is it
acceptable for our leaders to lead us “patriotically” by encouraging us to
act on, or by trying to justify their policies in terms of, such patriotic par-
tiality. What it is wrong to do it cannot be right for our leaders to do or
to encourage us to do. One important characteristic of the good politi-
cal leader, then, is the ability and the willingness to understand and act
within the sphere of impartial moral permissibility. The precise dimen-
sions of that sphere will inevitably remain fluid, changing with national
capabilities and the extremities of need in the world, so sensitivity and
constant reassessment will be necessary. Mindless efforts at impartiality,
of course, may sometimes be even worse than blind partiality, leading as
they may to the useless depletion of badly needed resources. But a
genuine effort to understand and never act beyond the limits of morally
permissible national partiality is imperative. And “patriotic leadership”
can be no part of such an effort.

Notes

1. After September 11, the major television networks all showed their “patriotism” by working little
American flags into their logos; NFL players (including, of course, the Patriots) put tiny flag stick-
ers on the sides of their helmets—harmless enough gestures, perhaps, but undeniably feeble.

2. Apparently the idea was that anti-American organizations profit from the drug trade. As far as I
can tell, the same logic could be used to attack as unpatriotic those of us who support banks by
taking mortgages or who invest in the stock market, given that terrorist organizations apparently
also profit from their American bank accounts and investment portfolios. While Samuel Johnson
had in mind radical “patriot” disturbers of the peace when he called patriotism “the last refuge
of a scoundrel,” he might, I think, have been convinced to say the same of those “patriots” for
whom patriotism is just one more tool for manipulation and exploitation.

3. I’ve always found it interesting that the songs “America the Beautiful” and “God Bless America”—
each thought by many to be superior to “The Star Spangled Banner” as a national anthem—are
both principally about America’s natural beauty and divine selection, not about its ideals or
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history. Even Americans as marginalized as Woody Guthrie have found themselves compul-
sively writing possessive, patriotic, and sometimes combative songs about our country and its
natural splendors.

4. Some may agree with Sir Walter Scott that the unpatriotic citizen is just a “wretch, concen-
tered all in self.” At the very least, many will react to the anti-patriot in the way described by
G. K. Chesterton:

What is the matter with the anti-patriot? I think it can be stated, without undue
bitterness, by saying that he is the candid friend. And what is the matter with the
candid friend? . . . I venture to say that what is bad in the candid friend is simply
that he is not candid. He is keeping something back—his own gloomy pleasure in
saying unpleasant things. He has a secret desire to hurt, not merely to help. This is
certainly, I think, what makes a certain sort of anti-patriot irritating to healthy cit-
izens. I do not speak (of course) of the anti-patriotism which only irritates feverish
stockbrokers and gushing actresses; that is only patriotism speaking plainly. A man
who says that no patriot should attack the Boer War until it is over is not worth
answering intelligently; he is saying that no good son should warn his mother off a
cliff until she has fallen over it. But there is an anti-patriot who honestly angers
honest men, and the explanation of him is, I think, what I have suggested: he is the
uncandid candid friend; the man who says, “I am sorry to say we are ruined,” and
is not sorry at all. (Gilbert Keith Chesterton, Orthodoxy [New York: John Lane
Company, 1909], pp. 122–123)

5. Paul Gomberg, “Patriotism Is Like Racism,” in Patriotism, ed. Igor Primoratz (New York:
Humanity Books, 2002), pp. 105–112.

6. Hilary Putnam, “Must We Choose Between Patriotism and Universal Reason?” in Martha C.
Nussbaum and respondents, For Love of Country: Debating the Limits of Patriotism, ed. Joshua
Cohen (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996), p. 91.

7. It is perhaps worth remembering that this is an abbreviated version of Stephen Decatur’s
famous toast, the full toast being: “Our country! In her intercourse with foreign nations, may
she always be in the right; but our country, right or wrong” (Stephen Decatur, toast given in
April 1816, quoted in Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations, 15th edition [Boston: Little Brown and Co.,
1980], p. 445).

8. Quoted in Albert Bigelow Paine, Mark Twain: A Biography, centenary edition (Harper &
Brothers, 1912), chapter 212, p. 1118.

9. George Bernard Shaw famously defined patriotism as “your conviction that this country is
superior to all other countries because you were born in it.” He also declared, “You’ll never
have a quiet world till you knock the patriotism out of the human race.”

10. Normally, of course, such observations are advanced as part of a case against impartialism, since
it is taken to be simply obvious that we are morally bound to pay special attention to those who
are close to us in such ways. Our familiar partialist maxims—such as “blood is thicker than
water” and “charity begins at home”—seem to support such a stance. It is not uncommon for
philosophers to assert that we have more confidence in our partialist duties to family, friends,
and country than we could ever have in the truth of any impartialist moral theory.

11. Martha Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” in Martha C. Nussbaum and respon-
dents, For Love of Country: Debating the Limits of Patriotism, ed. Joshua Cohen (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1996), pp. 2–20.

12. Alasdair MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” in Patriotism, ed. Igor Primoratz (New York:
Humanity Books, 2002), p. 54.

13. Marx and Engels, remember, famously asserted that “working men have no country” (Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto, section II, in Karl Marx: Selected Writings,
ed. David McLlellan [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977], p. 235).

14. MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” p. 54.
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15. First, of course, if patriotism is a virtue, it cannot be what Hume calls a “natural virtue”; its
value as a trait of character is not evident in all realistic human situations, but rather fully
depends on the agent’s being part of a conventional political scheme whose beneficial existence
is preserved or promoted by patriotic devotion. Patriotism is plainly more like what Hume calls
an “artificial virtue”—a virtue like Hume’s “justice” (which amounts, in effect, to obedience
to the conventions of property and promising)—where the importance to human happiness of
a conventional arrangement serves as the artificial link between the trait and the utility the trait
possesses in such conventional contexts. But patriotism is not quite a Humean artificial virtue
either, since, unlike Hume’s artificial virtue of political allegiance (or obedience), and like
Hume’s natural virtues, possessing the virtue of patriotism would presumably have to involve
feelings of love or devotion toward one’s country, not mere action in conformity with the
established rules of the society.

16. MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” p. 46.
17. Ibid.
18. Charles Taylor, “Why Democracy Needs Patriotism,” in Martha C. Nussbaum and respon-

dents, For Love of Country: Debating the Limits of Patriotism, ed. Joshua Cohen (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1996), pp. 119–120.

19. MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” p. 46.
20. For instance, in his 1858 Fourth of July speech, Lincoln characterized the self-evident truths of

the American Declaration of Independence as “the electric cord . . .that links the hearts of
patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that will link those patriotic hearts as long as the love
of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world” (Abraham Lincoln, The Collected
Works of Abraham Lincoln, Vol. 2, ed. Roy P. Basler [New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 1953–1955], p. 500).

21. MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” pp. 52–53.
22. Mary G. Dietz, “Patriotism: A Brief History of the Term,” in Patriotism, ed. Igor Primoratz

(New York: Humanity Books, 2002), pp. 205–206.
23. I defend this view in A. John Simmons, Moral Principles and Political Obligations (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1979).
24. Nor should we suppose that this kind of argumentative strategy, even were it to be generally

successful, could justify assertions that all kinds of patriotic partiality were impartially vindicated
(as morally obligatory). Even if we could show, say, that promissory or consensual obligations
were impartially justifiable (despite their sometimes establishing requirements of partiality), we
could certainly not show that forms of partiality that are highly objectionable from an impar-
tialist perspective are thereby impartially vindicated. Promises may make some kinds of partial-
ity impartially obligatory, but they cannot make all kinds of partiality impartially obligatory—as
the voluntary, solemn oaths of loyalty taken by many Nazi party members amply illustrate.

25. For my defense of this position, see Simmons, Moral Principles and Political Obligations,
pp. 166–167.
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Rhetorical Leadership and the Presidency:
A Situational Taxonomy

Martin J .  Medhurst

There are as many different ways to study the American presidency as
there are organizational and human disciplines, for the presidency is both
an institution and a person. Unlike some other governmental systems,
the American presidency is difficult, if not impossible, to separate from
the person holding the title, for the president is granted certain powers,
both specified and implied, by which to exercise the prerogatives of the
office. Different presidents have exercised those powers differently—so
much so that at various points in our history we have had a constitu-
tional presidency, an administrative presidency, a managerial presidency,
an imperial presidency, and a rhetorical presidency. In point of fact, it is
the same presidency, operating under the same Constitution, but one
that different occupants, in different historical eras, using different
means, have been able to shape in different ways through the interpreta-
tions they have adopted, the choices they have made, and the actions
they have taken. And it is precisely interpretation, choice, and action—
as well as the beliefs and values from which these behaviors derive—that
I want to focus on as I set forth a situational taxonomy for rhetorical
leadership in the presidency.

First, I need to explain what I mean by rhetorical leadership. Much has
been written over the last half century about rhetoric and the presi-
dency. Foremost among these are works by Neustadt, Rossiter,
Edelman, Tulis, Kernell, Greenstein, Ceaser, Hargrove, and Edwards in
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political science or government1 and Hart, Jamieson, Campbell, Zarefsky,
Windt, Stuckey, Ryan, Medhurst, and Dorsey in communication.2 Rather
than review this literature, I will stipulate that each of these scholars has
added substantially to our knowledge about how rhetoric can be used as
a leadership tool in the American presidency. I am fully aware that not
all of these scholars, Ceaser and Tulis foremost among them, are pleased
with this state of affairs. Those working from within the construct of the
rhetorical presidency as originally set forth by Ceaser, Thurow, Tulis,
and Bessette see rhetoric as an additive rather than as a constitutive part
of the presidency, as something that subverts the legitimate constitu-
tional powers of the presidency as well as the deliberative powers of the
Congress by substituting a form of popular leadership based on public
rhetoric.3 I have addressed these concerns elsewhere and will not repeat
myself except to say that I believe the American presidency has always
been a place of rhetorical leadership, that it is not an exclusively twentieth-
and twenty-first-century phenomenon, and that rhetoric is not only a
legitimate form of leadership, it was quite likely the original form of
leadership under the first democracies in ancient Greece as well as the
predominant mode of instruction in the most influential school of public
affairs in antiquity.4

My perspective, then, is one informed by the classical study of rhetoric
as set forth by Aristotle, Isocrates, and Cicero, each of whom represents a
particular strand of rhetorical thought. The classicist George A. Kennedy
refers to these strands as the philosophical (Aristotle), the sophistic
(Isocrates), and the technical (Cicero).5 For our purposes it is not neces-
sary to go into the technical details of each system of thought, except to
say that many of the modern discussions of rhetoric tend to reduce the art
to one strand only, or even to a single part of a strand, rather than con-
sidering the art as a whole. So, for example, those who tend to see rhet-
oric as trickery, or lies, or mere opportunism have adopted Plato’s view
of rhetoric, which was that it was no art at all and was therefore to be
condemned and avoided. And those who see in rhetoric only the flowers
of language—the imagery, style, and eloquence of metaphor, analogy,
or simile—have adopted one narrow part of the technical tradition.
Likewise, those who see in rhetoric the power to argue not only one side
of a case but all sides of the case equally well, without regard to where the
truth may lie, are heirs of one part of the sophistic tradition in rhetoric.
The point is this: one can, by picking and choosing across 2,500 years of
rhetorical theory and practice, make rhetoric into whatever image one
finds most useful for one’s own purposes. But if a rhetorical perspective
on presidential leadership is to be useful, we must begin by identifying
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those parts of the tradition that speak most directly to the kind of situation
faced by American presidents. The perspectives of Aristotle, Isocrates, and
Cicero seem most promising in this regard.

Aristotle was a keen observer of the various forms of government, an
opponent of democracy and of the role of rhetoric therein, and served as
tutor to Alexander, perhaps the greatest military leader in history.
Isocrates was best known as the founder of the largest school of rhetoric
in ancient Athens. Unlike Plato’s or Aristotle’s, his was not a philosoph-
ical school, but a school of public affairs whose methods of teaching cen-
tered on rhetorical precepts, models, and methods. He produced not
only orators, but statesmen, generals, and public advocates—people who
used rhetoric not just as a theory of persuasion, but also as a mode of
learning, understanding, interpretation, and judgment. Cicero was the
Roman heir to the Isocratean tradition. As a rhetorical theorist, histo-
rian, critic, and practitioner, Cicero possessed all the qualities of the
citizen-statesman. He embodied the Republican tradition precisely
because of his rhetorical leadership—his ability to think clearly, reason
effectively, invent arguments adapted to situations and specific audiences,
speak eloquently, and move his listeners to action. All of these skills—
thinking, reasoning, inventing, speaking, and moving—are central to
what I mean by the term rhetorical leadership.

Rhetorical leadership can be defined in many ways, but I offer two as
beginning points for reflection. Following the lead of Cicero, we might
define rhetorical leadership as the marriage of wisdom and eloquence on
behalf of something larger than the self, namely, on behalf of the com-
mon good. Or, in a more modern idiom, we might say that rhetorical
leadership is the ability to conceptualize and use language and symbols to
help achieve specific goals with particular audiences. So defined, a rhetor-
ical leader is first of all one who thinks in a particular way, which is to say
that he thinks like a rhetorician. For a rhetorician, the world is a complex
place composed of many forces—people, traditions, laws, religions,
mores, beliefs, attitudes, values, relationships, and more—all of which are
conceptualized in the phrase “the rhetorical situation.” Lloyd F. Bitzer
says that a rhetorical situation comes into existence when “a complex of
persons, events, objects, and relations” presents an “exigence” that can be
met only through rhetorical discourse.6 This is a helpful starting point for
considering the rhetorical leadership of a president, for it parallels the
political situation faced by all presidents who must daily deal with people,
events, objects, and relationships and the various problems or exigences
they present. It also points to a fuller understanding of the rhetorical, as it
makes clear that the rhetorical situation comes into existence prior to the
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utterance of any discourse at all. Indeed, it is only in the recognition that
a “situation” exists that it becomes necessary to conceptualize and then to
actualize discourse designed to meet that situation. Thus, learning to
“read” and interpret situations is the first part of the art of rhetoric. All sit-
uations, according to Bitzer, have three main parts—exigences, con-
straints, and audiences. All three require analysis and interpretation. Thus,
analysis and interpretation become central to the art of rhetorical leader-
ship, for unless the president can analyze thoroughly and interpret accu-
rately, he cannot be expected to judge wisely, to speak persuasively, or to
act justly. To learn the art of analysis and interpretation is thus the first
step in becoming a rhetorical leader.

For Aristotle, rhetoric was most closely related to dialectic—the art of
reasoning on matters of uncertainty. Learning how to think clearly in
contingent situations was, for Aristotle, the heart of rhetorical art, for
one’s speech followed logically from one’s thoughts. If the thinking was
flawed, so too would be the speech, for it was nothing more than the
verbal outworkings of the thoughts that preceded it.7 For Isocrates, the
art of interpretation was central to rhetorical leadership. It was best
learned, he believed, by studying the “lessons of history,” for situations,
at least in broad outline, tend to repeat themselves and it is always useful
to know the situations that have arisen in the past and how those in
authority have responded to those situations.8 Cicero, combining the
insights of both Aristotle and Isocrates, applied rhetorical reasoning to
matters of state, beginning from the premise that “wisdom without elo-
quence does too little for the good of states, but that eloquence without
wisdom is generally highly disadvantageous and is never helpful.”9 So
analytical and interpretive study grounded in historical understanding of
situations—exigences, constraints, and audiences—is the foundation
from which all rhetorical leadership must commence.

As the American presidency is a uniquely constrained institution, it is
perhaps best to start by setting forth those constraints that are always a
part of any American president’s rhetorical situation before turning to
the nature of the exigences and audiences addressed. There are at least
thirteen constraints that virtually every president must contend with
when attempting to lead the nation. Ten of these constraints are institu-
tional; three are personal. The ten institutional constraints on presiden-
tial leadership are as follows:

1. The U.S. Constitution
2. Congress
3. Federal courts
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4. Media
5. Public opinion
6. Party philosophy and priorities
7. National economy
8. Historical era
9. Relationships with other nation-states

10. Executive branch bureaucracy

The three personal constraints are as follows:

1. The president’s governmental philosophy (which may or may not
reflect that of his party)

2. The president’s personal characteristics (character, intelligence,
modes of operating)

3. The president’s personal relationships (first lady, first family, prior
business relationships)

One or more of these thirteen constraints affects every decision a
president makes and the kinds of leadership in which he is able to
engage. Some actions are constitutionally forbidden, others explicitly
empowered, and many only implicitly (which is to say arguably) allow-
able. Any actions involving legislation, treaties, appointment to the federal
courts, funding, taxes, and many other activities central to administration
of the nation are constrained by relationships with the Congress, whose
powers often overlap with, check, or balance those of the executive.
The power of the federal courts is narrower but no less constraining, as
to them falls the role of meaning, interpretation, and ultimate decisions
about constitutionality. Likewise, the presence of a free, privately con-
trolled media constrains the presidency. Not only can the editorial
“voice” compete with presidential interpretation, but the screening and
filtering functions of the media are always factors in how well the presi-
dent can be heard—and by whom. Public opinion is also a constraining
factor, for the presidency is an elective office and no one stays in such an
office except by the express will of the voting public. And while presi-
dents are more insulated from the vicissitudes of public opinion than,
say, members of the House of Representatives, they are nevertheless
subject to public influence if only to protect their chances of reelection,
propel their legislative agenda, safeguard party members, or burnish their
own legacies. Party philosophy and priorities also constrain the presi-
dency. Presidents may personally disagree with particular planks of the
party platform, but a president strays from basic party philosophy at his
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peril, as he needs the votes of those members to pass his own agenda.
Since virtually every piece of legislation that a president might want to
see enacted costs money, the general state of the economy is a con-
straining factor. Not only the growth or stagnation of the GNP, but also
the national debt and the current state of trade relations affect the flexi-
bility a president has and the willingness of other elites to go along with
his plans. Likewise, the historical era in which a president serves can
radically affect his ability to lead. Times of war or crisis have historically
empowered the presidency; times of transition or eras of divided
government have tended to lessen presidential ability to lead. Certain
leadership tasks require the active cooperation of other nation-states.
The network of alliances and agreements (or the lack thereof) affects the
president’s ability to take action, whether it involves permission to fly
over another country, navigate national waterways, or wage coalition
warfare. And finally, the executive branch itself is a constraining factor.
Leadership or lack of it by executive-branch secretaries, agency heads,
and bureau chiefs—and the thousands of staffers below them—can help
or hinder a president’s attempts to lead. A stellar executive-branch staff
and staff relations make the success of presidential leadership far more
likely; their absence does the opposite.

Personal constraints also exist. Foremost among these is the president’s
governmental philosophy. A president who believes that his main task is
to manage the government will be a far different kind of leader than one
who sees his job as reinventing government. A president who denigrates
the “vision thing” will, in all likelihood, not be as effective a leader as one
who proclaims “morning in America.” What presidents believe about
government and its role in American life impose internal constraints that
affect how they choose to lead and on what subjects. In addition to
the president’s governmental philosophy, his personal characteristics also
impose constraints. From such general characteristics as personality type
(introvert or extrovert) to character flaws (lying, adultery) to verbal dex-
terity (eloquent or dyslectic) to psychological or physical impairments,
personal characteristics always constrain presidential leadership. So, too,
do personal relationships. Such relationships might involve the first lady
or first family, extended family members (perhaps a wayward brother, an
outspoken mother, or a crusading evangelist sister), or personal relation-
ships of a business nature that come back to haunt presidential leadership.
In all such cases the constraints come from personal factors related to the
specific president rather than institutional factors related to the office.

The existence of these constraints makes the task of leadership in
general, and rhetorical leadership in particular, extremely complex. The
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kind of exigences encountered on a daily basis by an American president
requires rhetorical leadership. To perform such leadership successfully, a
president must start from a set of core beliefs and values—a foundational
philosophy—and must operate from the presupposition that the use of
public rhetoric matters.10 If a president has no core beliefs and does not
think that rhetoric matters, then no other set of skills or abilities will
make a difference in terms of public leadership, for rhetorical effective-
ness flows first and foremost from ideas and attitudes—ideas about where
the president wants to lead and attitudes about how to convince others
to follow him in those pursuits. Convincing others to follow is what
rhetorical leadership is all about, and to do that successfully a president
must call upon twelve interrelated abilities. These are the ability to

1. read and analyze people and situations, to interpret,
2. acquire and use eloquence as dictated by wisdom,
3. use language (or silence) strategically as a weapon,
4. judge when to speak and what to say,
5. identify with and adapt to different audiences,
6. adapt rhetorically to changing situations,
7. project a consistent image, or theme, or persona,
8. transcend both self and party,
9. embody and articulate national goals and ideals,

10. inspire confidence and trust,
11. call forth sacrifice on behalf of the common good,
12. make and defend decisions in the face of uncertainty.

These are the markers of true rhetorical leadership. In a highly
constrained office, the president draws upon these abilities in his efforts
to lead the nation. In so doing, he has numerous instrumentalities at his
disposal, some of them unique to the office but most of them available
to any public rhetor. They are the resources of rhetoric in general and
of presidential rhetoric in particular. Among the latter category are the
standard genres of presidential rhetoric—the inaugural address, the
State of the Union address, veto messages, and the farewell address.11

Also unique to the presidency is the genre of crisis, for in a true national
crisis, only the president can address the exigence. Whether it is a con-
stitutional crisis—such as Dwight Eisenhower faced in the 1957 Little
Rock situation or as Richard Nixon addressed during Watergate—or a
national security crisis—such as John Kennedy confronted with the
missiles in Cuba or as Lyndon Johnson constructed in the Gulf of
Tonkin—crisis speeches are unique moments of rhetorical leadership

Rhetorical Leadership 65



that can rival and, at times, even surpass the standard presidential genres
in significance.12

Two other resources that are unique to the presidency are the
appointment power and the executive order power. While one might
not normally think of these as falling under the purview of rhetorical
leadership, in point of fact both have been used to accomplish through
action that which could not be accomplished through speech alone. In
other words, they have been used to send a message that would normally
be sent verbally but, for whatever reason, cannot be accomplished through
standard means. Recess appointments (think of John Bolton) fall into this
category, where the president, having failed to persuade the relevant
audiences to adopt his preferred nominee, uses the resources of his office
to accomplish the same goal and, in doing so, simultaneously sends a mes-
sage about his determination and commitment. The appointment is not
only an administrative action, it is a symbolic action as well. The same is
true of executive orders. What cannot be accomplished through persua-
sion (think of George W. Bush’s faith-based initiatives) can be accom-
plished, in part, through other means (executive orders to fund certain
faith-based activities) that both accomplish programmatic objectives and
send a message to both supporters and opponents.

These four instrumentalities—standard genres of presidential gover-
nance, crisis speeches, appointment powers, and executive orders—are
unique to the presidency. But several other rhetorical resources are
available to all would-be rhetorical leaders, including the president.
These resources include

1. timing,
2. association,
3. occasion,
4. place,
5. audience,
6. language,
7. action,
8. media,
9. surrogates,

10. eloquence.

Timing has long been recognized as a resource of rhetoric. In the
classical literature it is discussed under the label of kairos, usually translated
as the opportune moment.13 Wise rhetors wait for just the right time to
speak. In Bitzer’s language, they wait for the situation to “mature.”
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President Johnson was a master of rhetorical timing. In the wake of
President Kennedy’s assassination, he went before Congress and pressed
for a continuation of Kennedy’s policies. He made passage of the Civil
Rights Act a memorial to the fallen president, and he did so by striking
while the grief and outrage were still fresh in the minds and memories of
the members of Congress. He did the same thing with the Voting Rights
Act, strategically waiting until the blood of Selma seared the nation’s con-
science and then going in front of a nationwide television audience to
pledge that we, too, shall overcome. Saying just the right thing at just the
right moment is a resource available to all would-be persuaders and our
best rhetorical leaders have employed it repeatedly.

So, too, do they employ association. The psychological and rhetorical
principles of association also have deep roots in the rhetorical tradition,
becoming more explicit in the early modern theory of George Campbell
and the modern theory of Kenneth Burke.14 Presidents have long real-
ized the advantages of association, whether achieved visually, verbally,
or conceptually. Candidates for public office usually want to have their
picture taken with the president. But sometimes it is the presidential
contenders who need to have their images linked with those of favorite
sons. Such was the case in 1952 when Eisenhower, campaigning in
Wisconsin, allowed himself to be photographed with Joseph McCarthy.
It was a necessary association because the Republican campaign needed
to carry Wisconsin and McCarthy was hugely popular in his home state.
The photograph said it all.15 Presidents frequently use verbal associations
to link their plans, programs, and policies to things viewed positively by
their listeners. With war raging in Europe, Franklin D. Roosevelt asso-
ciated America with freedom by endorsing the four freedoms in his 1941
State of the Union address. In the aftermath of a bitter election, Thomas
Jefferson associated himself with unity by proclaiming, “We are all
Republicans. We are all Federalists.” And Eisenhower, though pursuing
cold war policies, spoke earnestly of the chance for peace, atoms for
peace, and waging peace. Presidents find it useful to be associated with
such things as freedom, unity, and peace (not to mention democracy,
progress, God, opportunity, and security). Often presidents and presi-
dential candidates can make a conceptual linkage between themselves
and an image, event, or act they find helpful for people to remember. In
the 1952 campaign, with war raging in Korea, Eisenhower was concep-
tually associated with the military. In 1960, Kennedy was conceptually
associated with Roman Catholicism, an association that worked to his
advantage in some quarters and to his disadvantage in others, though he
worked hard to turn the conception to his advantage with his famous
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speech before the Greater Houston Ministerial Association. Associations
can, of course, cut both ways and presidents must evoke them carefully
if they are to aid in rhetorical leadership.

Occasions can also be resources for rhetoric. Ronald Reagan used the
fortieth anniversary of D-Day to deliver one of his most memorable
addresses at Point-du-Hoc. Abraham Lincoln used the occasion of a
cemetery dedication on a famous Civil War battlefield to redefine the
meaning of equality. Virtually every presidential candidate of the past
century has used Labor Day as an occasion for kicking off the fall cam-
paign. Presidents are constantly on the lookout for appropriate occasions
to deliver specific messages. Specific kinds of occasions conceptually
reinforce the message—and sometimes visually reinforce it, as well.

Place is often related to occasion insofar as some occasions must occur
at a specific place. Inaugurations, for example, take place at the U.S.
Capitol. Place, therefore, is also a rhetorical resource that can be used to
enhance leadership. When confronted with the Little Rock crisis,
Eisenhower left Newport and returned to the White House where he
could speak “from the house of Lincoln, of Jackson, and of Wilson.”
The place reinforced the message of constitutional authority and presi-
dential responsibility. It even echoed, if ever so faintly, the belief in
equality of opportunity.16 Bill Clinton made much of the fact that he
was from “a place called Hope.” He linked the name of his hometown
and the values he learned there with his presidential agenda. Presidential
candidates often launch their campaigns from their hometowns to
emphasize their roots in traditional communities and their representa-
tiveness as one of the people. Place can be a powerful resource for
rhetorical leadership.

The audience, too, is a resource for the rhetor. When George W. Bush
paid a visit to ground zero immediately following 9/11, he spoke to the
workers using a bullhorn. When one member of the audience yelled
out, “We can’t hear you,” Bush used the audience participation as an
opportunity to exhibit rhetorical leadership by replying: “Well, I can
hear you. And soon the people who knocked down those buildings are
going to hear from all of us.” The audience was a resource for the
speaker. Every four years at presidential nominating conventions, the
audience becomes part of the message as speakers play off of signs, par-
ticular state delegations, individuals in the audience, and the platform
that members of the audience have just enacted to demonstrate their
ability to lead. For astute speakers, audiences are always a resource and
adaptation to their needs and expectations becomes part of the art of
rhetorical leadership.
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Language is an important dimension of rhetorical leadership. Whether
speaking in a foreign tongue—Kennedy’s “Ich bin ein Berliner” or
Reagan’s “Ich hab noch einen Koffer in Berlin”—or using language
codes such as “wanted dead or alive,” “law and order,” “family values,”
“semper fi,” “duty, honor, country,” or “wonder-working power,” lin-
guistic resources are powerful modes of identification. So powerful has
language become (and so important certain audiences) that recent presi-
dential candidates have given entire speeches in Spanish in an attempt to
identify with the growing Hispanic electorate. But language is more
than a code, more than just definition and meaning. It is culture, values,
perspectives, and memories. It evokes feelings and loyalties that surpass
the denotative meanings of the code. It is a form of action—symbolic
action.17

Such symbolic action is often reinforced by recourse to physical
actions. Theodore Roosevelt sent the U.S. Navy on a world cruise.
Both Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman used battleship ports of call
to underscore national intentions. During the Korean War, Eisenhower
moved atomic bombs to the island of Okinawa and allowed the Chinese
Communists to find out about the movement, an action that functioned
as rhetoric. Likewise, during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, Nixon put the
nation’s strategic forces on full alert, an action that signaled to the
Soviets—and everyone else—that the United States would not be neu-
tral if the security of Israel were threatened. Physical actions—from a
simple handshake to massive troop movements—can be a powerful
rhetorical resource for presidential leadership.

Media have always been a resource of rhetoric and of the presidency.
From presidential newspapers to parades, broadsides, canvases, songs, bill-
boards, telegraph, telephone, radio, film, television, and the Internet,
presidents have always found a way to disseminate their messages. In so
doing, they have used the resources available in the media of their day to
shape their message and to reach particular audiences. The growing abil-
ity to target a specific audience using a particular medium has enhanced
the power of the presidency by expanding the rhetorical arsenal available
to modern presidents. This expansion of means has also resulted in an
expansion of personnel to advise about particular means and specific
audiences—communications directors, speechwriters, press secretaries,
demographers, pollsters, strategic planners, television advisers, film pro-
ducers, and a host of others. All are linked to the media as a rhetorical
resource of leadership.

The surrogate spokesperson is another instrumentality of rhetorical
leadership in the presidency. All presidents have official spokespersons in
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the office of the presidential press secretary. But often presidents use
other people to speak on their behalf, especially if the message is one that
the president, for whatever reason, does not want to deliver himself.
John Foster Dulles was often the public voice of Eisenhower, delivering
stern lessons on international diplomacy that would not have been con-
gruent with the genial image carefully crafted by Eisenhower. Dulles
served as the spokesman on international affairs, which left Nixon to do
the political troubleshooting on the home front. Ike was above it all—or
so it seemed at the time. On domestic issues no president had a more
effective surrogate voice than Franklin D. Roosevelt, whose wife,
Eleanor, often took positions far more progressive than those of her
politically constrained husband. In so doing, she became the conscience
of the administration and aided in the expansion and consolidation of
the Democratic coalition.

Finally, there is the resource that many people first think about when
they hear the term rhetoric or when they identify specific instances of
rhetorical leadership in the presidency—eloquence.18 And indeed the
ability to express one’s self in an eloquent manner is one of the most
ancient resources of rhetoric. Eloquence is hard to define, but it is not
hard to illustrate. It is the difference between “87 years ago” and “Four
score and seven years ago.” It is the contrast between “Don’t ask what
your country can do for you” and “Ask not what your country can do
for you; ask what you can do for your country.” The resources of
eloquence—figures of thought and speech such as metaphor, analogy,
anaphora, alliteration, parallelism, personification, chiasmus, rhythm,
rhyme, beat, and meter—all work together with delivery to produce
what we call eloquent rhetoric. And there is no doubt that it is a pow-
erful resource, for it is eloquence that we most remember, whether it be
Lincoln’s “with malice toward none, with charity for all,” or Woodrow
Wilson’s “I’d rather lose a cause that will one day win than win a cause
that will some day lose,” or Franklin Roosevelt’s “the hand that held the
dagger has struck it into the back of its neighbor,” eloquence sticks in
the mind—it defines, clarifies, reinforces, and challenges. But there is
one problem with eloquence. It is, relatively speaking, rare. Most dis-
course is mundane, including most presidential discourse. That is why
I have placed eloquence last on my list, for rhetorical leadership must be
about more than eloquence alone for it to be a concept worth exploring
in depth. Eloquence is part of that concept, but it is only a part and not
the main one at that.

Having now outlined both the constraints within which an American
president must work, the abilities needed to overcome those constraints,
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and the rhetorical resources available for use in doing so, I now turn to
the exigences that characterize the situation of being president of the
United States. Specific exigences depend, of course, on the particulari-
ties of any given situation. But there exist certain kinds of urgencies, cer-
tain kinds of problems, certain kinds of rhetorical opportunities that all
presidents encounter. We might, then, consider these to be the general
needs or exigences that characterize the presidential office. That these
are rhetorical exigences is clear from the fact that discourse not only can
be used, but must be used to address these needs. There are twelve needs
that presidents consistently face that call for rhetorical leadership to effect
resolution. These are the need to

1. set forth an agenda and advocate ideas and policies that will enact
the agenda;

2. reinforce ideas, values, attitudes, and beliefs;
3. defend against alternate ideas, values, attitudes, and beliefs;
4. regulate the public atmosphere of understanding;
5. frame and define issues and positions;
6. perform the rituals of the presidency;
7. control political damage;
8. buy time;
9. display character of both self and office;

10. energize values and evoke emotions;
11. remember and memorialize;
12. shape public memory through rhetorical reconstruction.

Any president who has served at least one full term has had to address
these twelve needs because they constitute the rhetorical essence of the
office. In other words, the very situation of being president calls for these
activities.

Rhetorical leadership consists in the successful performance of each of
these twelve activities. To achieve such success requires that a president
recognize the specific constraints that are operative in a situation, understand
which audience or audiences are capable of solving the problem or meet-
ing the need, select from among the various rhetorical instrumentalities
those he believes capable of affecting the demands of the situation, and use
his abilities to select from among the range of choices available to him the
means and modes of what to say, when to say it, to whom, in what cir-
cumstances, and toward what goal or purpose. The art of rhetorical lead-
ership consists precisely in the recognition of the factors involved, the
capacity to choose wisely from among the options available, the facility in
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adapting those instruments to the audience at hand, and the ability to
move the audience to the kind of action necessary for the accomplish-
ment of the goal within the time frame available for action. In short,
rhetorical leadership revolves around interpretation, choice, and action.

A president normally comes into office with a policy agenda that
revolves around a certain set of ideas about government and particular
legislative goals. Advocating those goals is usually his first priority.
Rhetorical leadership is often the key to success or failure. Such presi-
dential leadership played a key role in the passage of the Lend-Lease Act
(Franklin Roosevelt), aid to Greece and Turkey (Truman), the estab-
lishment of the International Atomic Energy Agency (Eisenhower),
the Alliance for Progress (Kennedy), and the 1965 Voting Rights Act
(Johnson), to list only a few of the more prominent examples. Presidents
use rhetoric to introduce their ideas and then to advocate for them.
Often such policies take months, sometimes years, to enact. Rhetorical
leadership, therefore, must be more than just a single successful speech
or a short-term campaign. Such leadership often requires reinforcement
of the beliefs and values that underlie the policy as well as counteradvo-
cacy of those plans that would substitute for or sabotage the desired
policy. This thrust and parry of policy advocacy is an ongoing rhetorical
activity that is central to presidential leadership. In situations where
immediate adoption is not feasible—George W. Bush’s position on
Social Security reform comes immediately to mind—the successful
rhetorical leader continues to reinforce, remind, and reposition until the
opportune moment arrives. This is one reason why it is so difficult to
measure rhetorical leadership through static instruments such as public
opinion polls: the goal of most presidential rhetoric during any given
period is movement toward a goal rather than the final achievement of
the goal. It is the cumulative effort rather than the single moment of
achievement that characterizes most rhetorical leadership.

Such ongoing rhetorical activity is also the basis for atmospheric
regulation—keeping the public informed as to the state of the nation and
the world. Mary Stuckey has called the president the Interpreter-in-
Chief.19 And so he is. It is his discourse that serves as a barometer for the
general public. If the barometer gives a false reading, then the public
becomes confused and disoriented. Such was the case from 1945 to 1947,
when President Truman, for nearly two full years, refused to discuss the
state of Soviet-American relations with the American people. When he
finally did so in his famous speech of March 12, 1947, which came to be
called the Truman Doctrine address, he succeeded not only in moving
the Congress but also in scaring the public half to death. Why? Because
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he had never spoken that way in public before. The general audience was
not properly prepared to hear what he had to say and thus reacted with
fright and disbelief. Truman failed at the job of atmospheric regulation
even as he succeeded in gaining passage of the aid bill.20

The ability to control public understanding is most often a matter of
framing and definition.21 Most situations do not come with a predeter-
mined meaning or interpretation. They are what people define them as
being—and the presidency has the biggest pulpit and the loudest voice
of any governmental office. Even situations that seem on the surface to
be self-defining—the tragedy of 9/11, for example—must still be typed
or categorized. Was what happened on 9/11 a “crime,” an “act of war,”
an “act of terror,” an “act of vengeance,” or something else? The way
one defines the situation invites the acceptance of an orientation toward
that situation. President George W. Bush immediately adopted the
interpretive frame of “war” to characterize the attacks, and the United
States has been in a war-like state ever since. Presidents are continually
expected to define the world in which we live—and their ability to do
so in ways that frame the situation to their liking and advantage gives
them a special kind of power: rhetorical power.

Even those activities of the presidential office that are routine can be
construed as aspects of rhetorical leadership if given the proper framing
and definition. Such activities as bill signings, lighting the White House
Christmas tree, greeting visitors to the White House, or announcing
routine appointments can be occasions for rhetorical leadership while
the president is seen performing his duties. Sometimes this very per-
formance constitutes a rhetorical response to a situation—embracing an
AIDS-infected child, laying a wreath at a particular monument, attend-
ing a funeral, visiting a particular geographic location, or participating in
a certain activity. Sometimes just the act of performing the role is itself a
response to a situation.

All presidents use rhetoric to effect damage control and, if possible,
turn a negative into a positive. This is true whether the damage is self-
inflicted, as in the cases of Richard Nixon (Watergate), Ronald Reagan
(Iran-Contra), or Bill Clinton (Lewinsky Affair); inflicted by members
of one’s own administration, as in the cases of Sherman Adams
(Eisenhower), Bert Lance (Carter), or Paul O’Neill (George W. Bush);
inflicted by media exposés involving youthful indiscretions, drunk-driving
convictions, questionable land deals, political favoritism, and the like; or
inflicted by one’s political opponents. Sometimes the best that can be
done is to buy time—time to seek out the truth, time to fire a subordi-
nate, time to meet with a reporter, time to prepare a formal speech.
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Buying time is not a glamorous function of presidential rhetoric or of
leadership generally, but it is a necessary activity. In a media-saturated
environment where to remain silent is to invite someone else to define
your reality, the ability to fill space and buy time is not to be denigrated.
Eisenhower was particularly good at meeting this exigence as he rambled,
started in one direction and then another, dissembled, and mismatched
tenses and persons in what both Greenstein and I believe were mostly
intentional efforts to avoid talking about subjects he did not then wish to
talk about.22 Unlike Truman, who often resorted to the phrase “no com-
ment” when he wished to avoid addressing a specific issue, most presi-
dents have developed techniques to talk around the issue without ever
really answering it. George W. Bush is especially adept at this, perhaps
having learned a lesson from his father, George H. W. Bush, who actu-
ally tried to answer questions and was repeatedly embarrassed by his
performances, particularly during the 1992 presidential debates.

Successful rhetorical leadership involves not only the ability to set
forth policy ideas, frame issues, and perform the role of president, but
also the ability to display character—one’s own and that of one’s office.
From the ancients to the present, the central teaching about successful
rhetorical leadership is that it is dependent on the character of the
speaker and his or her ability to display that character through commu-
nication.23 When George W. Bush said “you know where I stand,” he
was making an appeal from character. It is necessary to display character
on a regular basis because of the ever-changing political situation.
Audiences, both elite and popular, need constant reassurance that the
person in the leadership role is up to the job and can be trusted to do
the right thing. That is what display of character does—it asserts compe-
tence and it exudes an ethical stance, one that suggests that decisions are
made on principles derived from the foundational values on which the
person stood for election. Members of the audience can disagree with the
decisions and even question the principles, but they must never be allowed
to think that the president is insincere or not up to the task at hand. The
perception that the president is just playacting or is incompetent is the
death knell of rhetorical leadership.

During election campaigns, crises, or transformative decision-making
moments, it is often necessary for the president to appeal to foundational
values and emotions. In part, this is related to display of character.
Americans want to know how their presidents feel. They want to see
values in action and emotions on display. No recent president was bet-
ter at this part of the job than Ronald Reagan. He succeeded, in part, by
placing himself in emotion-inducing situations (funerals, memorials,
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cemeteries, historical landmarks) and by utilizing values-based rhetoric
(myths, heroes, villains, stories, good and evil).24 There is a constant
need to remind Americans of who they are, where they have been, and
what they are destined to become. In order to do this, presidents reani-
mate the mythic past and place their listeners in the long line of histori-
cal actors who have made a difference by being faithful to their values,
their God, and their country.

It is the unusual president who does not have to deal with tragedy on
his watch. Mines collapse, ocean liners sink, Americans are attacked
overseas, an earthquake or flood wreaks devastation, whole populations
are destroyed by war or famine or both, leaders are assassinated, space
shuttles explode, buildings are incinerated, and heroes die. While the
president is always the Interpreter-in-Chief, on these occasions he is also
the Mourner-in-Chief. And through the grief, shock, and sometimes
anger there must be a ray of hope—and it is the president’s job to pro-
vide it. Such tragedies are often of biblical proportion—almost beyond
what the mind can apprehend. On such occasions it is the president’s job
to reassure the nation that “the light shines in the darkness, and the
darkness did not overcome it.”25 He does that by displaying rhetorical
leadership in what the ancients called the epideictic mode of rhetoric,
the mode that displays values for contemplation and remembrance.26

Memorializing may not help to pass legislation, but it definitely helps to
define the character, values, and beliefs of the president; it helps him to
become one with the national mythos and thereby increases his potency
as a political leader. Presidents who cannot memorialize, who cannot
help us to remember in ways that unite us as a people, are presidents
who will find rhetorical leadership extremely difficult to manage.

Memory, especially public memory, is central to what it means to be
an American. One task of the presidency is to monitor constantly and,
when necessary, to reconfigure elements of that public memory. Such
reconfiguration happens at crucial moments in the development of a
people and a nation, when words matter. From the Declaration of
Independence, to the Constitution, to the Monroe Doctrine, to the
Gettysburg Address and beyond, certain moments call for a redefinition
or repositioning of American self-understanding. At such moments, the
exigence is clear—the need to help Americans understand who they
have become, to reconfigure their self-identity. There is a sense in
which this process is constantly ongoing. But there are also distinct
moments that, at least in retrospect, we can recognize as moments of
change. Such moments are almost always rhetorical before they become
legislative or judicial in character. We come to recognize ourselves in
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the speech of our leaders. They are those moments when we really start
to believe “the proposition that all men are created equal,” or accept the
responsibility to “make the world safe for democracy,” or confront the
fact of “a nation ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed, and insecure.” Rhetorical
leadership consists of the capacity both to recognize those moments and
to fill them with discourse that gives new direction, new understanding,
or new perspective on what it means to be an American.27

Having discussed constraints and exigences, I turn now to the most
important dimension of rhetorical leadership—the audience. I say most
important, because without an audience, there can be no communica-
tion (unless one counts communication with the self ) and no action, for
it requires the help of the audience to achieve most political goals.
A rhetorical leader is one who first and foremost recognizes which of the
various potential audiences he needs to address in order to accomplish
the goal or meet the exigence. Inability to identify the right audience is
a sure formula for failure. On any given issue, the mix of necessary audi-
ences will differ, but for purposes of helping to model the process, let
us agree that presidents always have at least five potential audiences
to consider: (1) Congress, (2) the American public, (3) foreign allies,
(4) foreign enemies, and (5) world opinion. Each of these can, of course,
be further subdivided as the need arises.

When the goal is to pass legislation, Congress must necessarily be the
primary audience because it, and only it, has the power to make law. Yet
the other audiences are also in play if, for example, the proposed legisla-
tion involves national security or international trade policy. The recent
reauthorization and extension of certain provisions of the Patriot Act is
a good illustration. While the president had to engage in the kind of
rhetorical leadership featured by Neustadt—bargaining and negotiating
among lawmakers—he also had to make the case in public that such
reauthorization and extension was necessary and proper. This he did not
so much in an effort to go over the heads of Congress in the manner
hypothesized by Ceaser and associates—he already had the votes neces-
sary and his party then controlled both houses—but rather to “go public”
in an effort to bolster his credentials as a protector of the homeland and
to send a signal to friends and foes alike that America would not let
down its guard. Using rhetoric ostensibly directed to one audience in an
effort to send signals to other audiences is hardly new, but it does con-
stitute the permanent condition of the modern presidency.28 In other
words, it is virtually impossible, in the current media environment, for a
president’s words not to be overheard by multiple audiences. Even if
there is no need to send signals, presidents must constantly be on guard
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for how their words, intended for one audience, will be heard and
interpreted by other audiences. Failure to think in terms of multiple
audiences often results in such a faux pas as using the term crusade to rally
the American public without sufficient thought to how the term would
be interpreted by certain foreign audiences. Rhetorical invention at the
level of presidential discourse is the most complex in the world, because
it is the most constrained, faces the greatest number of exigences, and
involves multiple audiences at every moment of utterance. That is one
of the reasons why virtually everything a president says—from the
simplest Rose Garden statement to the most complex policy discourse—
is scripted, vetted, fact-checked, edited by representatives of multiple
viewpoints, and subjected to internal debate, often before it is even seen
by the president, much less spoken.29

There is a sense in which discourse directed to Congress is the easiest
of all presidential rhetorical leadership because the audience is well
defined, the rules for success are clear, and the extrarhetorical means of
persuasion (help with a bill, visit to a district, photograph with the pres-
ident, funding for a project, appointment to a post, etc.) are the most
plentiful. Presidents who know how to combine rhetorical appeals with
extrarhetorical means—Johnson comes immediately to mind—are usu-
ally quite successful with the congressional audience, even in times of
divided government (as Eisenhower and Clinton illustrated). Scholars of
the rhetorical presidency have been fascinated, as well as appalled, by the
modern president’s ability to appeal over the heads of Congress as a
means of bringing public pressure to bear on individual members. Tulis
has gone so far as to argue that we are now operating under the auspices
of a “second Constitution,” the rhetorical presidency ostensibly having
replaced the first.30 I am not a constitutional expert, but if “going
public” is extraconstitutional, that understanding was lost on George
Washington, who was one of the most successful rhetorical presidents in
American history.31

One example of how “audience” becomes a complex variable in pres-
idential discourse can be illustrated by close examination of Eisenhower’s
speech of December 8, 1953, before the United Nations General
Assembly. The immediate audience was, of course, the assembled dele-
gates. But close examination of the speech shows that the primary audi-
ences for the speech were the Soviet Union, world opinion, and the
American public, probably in that order. The UN was merely a con-
venient place in which to deliver the address, though one that carried
certain resonances of unity and cooperation that reinforced the presi-
dent’s message. To identify the audience as the assembled delegates
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would thus be to misunderstand the rhetorical situation—the complex
motives for giving the speech in the first place and the language choices
involved in shaping the message in such a way that the intended audi-
ences heard it in the way it was meant to be heard. The president’s pur-
pose was to meet certain exigences—the need to warn the Soviets
against a first strike, the need to position America as a friend and potential
benefactor to the developing world, the need to inform Americans about
the size and destructive capabilities of new thermonuclear weapons, and,
most of all, the need to take the “curse” off the atom by transforming it
rhetorically from a weapon of war into an instrument of peace.
Eisenhower was constrained by a host of factors, including the classified
nature of some of the information, agreements with allies about sharing
nuclear materials, the attitudes of much of the Third World toward
America, the evolving leadership situation in the Soviet Union, and the
relative ignorance of Americans about the new defense posture and the
place of nuclear weapons in that design.32 One could therefore say that
the multiple audiences were created out of the effort to meet rhetorically
the exigences within the boundaries imposed by the conditions. Even
though theoretically we can separate audiences by type, in practice the
construct is often far more complex.

Even the seemingly simple phrase “the American public” turns out to
be not so simple after all. It is the most diverse, most fractured, and most
changeable of all individual audiences. While public opinion may not
be the best way—and certainly not the only way—to understand the
American audience, it has become normative for politicians, political
advisors, the media, and the public itself to employ it. Hardly a week
goes by that some media outlet is not reporting on the president’s num-
bers in the polls, whether those numbers reflect favorable or unfavorable
views of his leadership, his stand on particular issues, or the level of trust
he inspires in the American people. Even so, the most successful rhetor-
ical leaders have not governed by the polls. And for good reason. The
one thing that is universally true of any poll is that it will change with
time. Presidents who try to govern by polls—and some have—soon find
themselves in trouble on such issues as vision, consistency, core values,
and the like. Rhetorical leadership is more than reading the poll
numbers and trying to adjust to them.33

In fact, as I have described it above, rhetorical leadership is in many
ways the exact opposite of following the polls because it involves a level
of analysis and interpretation that necessarily exceeds the abilities of even
the most attentive member of the general public. Presidents have access
to information that citizens do not. They necessarily, therefore, have a
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much richer understanding of the constraints, exigences, and audiences
that are at play in any given situation. Some of that information can be
used to appeal to the public, and some cannot. It is the task of public
rhetorical leadership to take that which can be used and fashion it in such
a way as to lead members of the general public to the same conclusions
they would reach if they had access to all of the relevant data. That is
often a challenge. Other tasks of public rhetorical leadership have been
discussed above—atmospheric regulation, display of character, and public
memorializing chief among them. Rhetorical leadership of the public
involves far more than the ability to pass legislation because of the multi-
ple roles, both official and unofficial, played by American presidents—
commander in chief, party leader, chief executive, head of state, and
symbolic embodiment of the people, all rolled into one. Depending on
the exigence of the moment, the role being enacted, the constellation
of constraints in place, and the purposes intended to be accomplished,
the public audience can be constituted and reconstituted in multiple
ways. Sometimes the main audience is one’s political or party base;
sometimes it is a specific segment of the population, such as seniors,
women, or minorities; sometimes it is a values coalition that crosses
party lines; and sometimes it is a very specific audience, such as members
of the military, business leaders, or educators. Sometimes it is a complex
combination of several of these. Whatever the specific breakdown, the
challenges of rhetorical leadership remain the same—finding the audi-
ence that has the capacity to meet the exigence as it has been defined by
the president and shaping a message to lead that audience to the desired
beliefs or actions. Some of those audiences are ready-made and easily
identifiable; others have to be rhetorically constructed and called into
existence by the rhetoric itself. In all cases, understanding the rhetorical
situation—the interaction of exigences, constraints, and audiences—is
the key to success.

The foreign audience is also an ever-present constraint, as almost
everything that America does (or fails to do) has international reverber-
ations. One hallmark of the modern presidency is the realization that
allies are an absolute necessity in an interlocked world. When addressing
allies—whether members of NATO, the OAS, NAFTA, or some other
political, military, or economic alliance—American presidents must
consider a wide range of issues in the effort to hit the note that will allow
cooperation to continue in the midst of differences. To foreign friends a
president normally speaks the rhetoric of identification, seeking to iden-
tify American values, dreams, and goals with theirs.34 On those occasions
when allies are so divided that no point of identification can be found,
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exigences either go unmet or the alliance splits, as happened when
France and Germany refused to support the invasion of Iraq. Such
breaches must eventually be repaired if the alliance is to hold, and
rhetorical discourse is also the primary means of making amends. Friends
sometimes fight, but eventually they find common ground.

Foes, on the other hand, are defined precisely by lack of common
ground. America’s enemies are created through the technique of disso-
ciation and defined by the rhetoric of savagery, whether they be the
Germans who provoked American entrance into World War I by “the
wanton and wholesale destruction of the lives of noncombatants, men,
women, and children”; or the Japanese who launched a “surprise offen-
sive extending throughout the Pacific area”; or the North Koreans who
executed a “bandit raid on the Republic of Korea.”35 Presidents speak
about the enemy in an attempt to marginalize and categorize. Presidents
speak to the enemy in an effort to warn, challenge, condemn, question,
or probe. When the enemy is audience, any public communication
directed to the foe must be done in such a way that the overhearing
audiences, primarily the American public and American allies, can
understand and support the stance being articulated. There are certain
rhetorical parameters when dealing with a foe that an American presi-
dent transgresses at his peril. Public perception of being either too soft
in dealing with the enemy or too harsh in the dictation of terms can
affect presidential ability to lead. Rhetorical leadership in such situa-
tions comes down to interpretation and judgment—interpretation of
what the enemy is thinking and how he is likely to respond to particu-
lar moves and judgments regarding the best means of accomplishing the
desired goal. Rhetorical leadership in time of war may often be associ-
ated with the ringing tones of a Roosevelt or a Churchill, but some-
times the best rhetorical leadership is demonstrated through patient
determination or even silence.36 The ability to judge what technique to
employ at which moment toward what end is the essence of rhetorical
leadership. Rhetorical leadership looks and sounds different depending
on the situation.

Finally there is the undifferentiated audience generally known as
world opinion. During the cold war, world opinion often referred to
those parts of the world not aligned with either the United States or the
Soviet Union—peoples whose loyalties were up for grabs in the super-
power struggle for world dominance. Today world opinion is reconfig-
ured but is still important, and sometimes the president of the United
States needs to try to influence general trends and perspectives. The war
on terrorism is a prime example of a topic on which world opinion
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matters, as terrorists could ostensibly take up residence in any country or
region. Cooperation is needed from more than just traditional allies. To
exert rhetorical leadership on world opinion requires not only the
capacity to produce and distribute propaganda on a worldwide scale—
something the United States has been adept at doing for more than sixty
years—it also requires a message that resonates with peoples across vari-
ous cultures, religions, language groups, and forms of government. It
requires a universalizing of interests and a perception of common good
that will allow the pursuit and eventual elimination of terrorist networks
wherever they may be. George W. Bush has made some preliminary
moves to articulate such rhetoric, but more remains to be done.37

Identifying general categories of audience can take us only so far,
because in the real world audiences are particular, not general. They
come into being with every new situation and in combinations and com-
positions that no one can predict ahead of time. The best any president
can do is to learn how to analyze audiences, to understand their predis-
positions and unique characteristics, and to design rhetoric specifically
adapted to the audience at hand, always remembering that audience, like
exigence and constraint, is a constantly shifting and evolving construct.
Rhetoric, likewise, must be continuously adapted to the changing situa-
tional configuration. By setting forth this taxonomy of what we might
call the “presidential situation” of rhetorical leadership, I have tried to cre-
ate both a heuristic and a diagnostic instrument for calibrating rhetorical
success or failure.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

Changing Their Minds? The Limits 
of Presidential Persuasion

George C. Edwards III

Leading the public is at the core of the modern presidency. Even as they try to
govern, presidents are involved in a permanent campaign. Both politics
and policy revolve around presidents’ attempts to garner public support,
both for themselves and for their policies. At the base of this core strat-
egy for governing is the premise that through the permanent campaign
the White House can successfully persuade or even mobilize the public.
Commentators on the presidency in both the press and the academy
often assume that the White House can move public opinion if the pres-
ident has the skill and will to exploit the bully pulpit effectively. In jour-
nalist Sidney Blumenthal’s words regarding the permanent campaign,
“The citizenry is viewed as a mass of fluid voters who can be appeased
by appearances, occasional drama, and clever rhetoric.”1

Equally important, those in the White House share the premise of the
potential of presidential leadership of the public. David Gergen, an
experienced White House communications adviser, favorably cites
Winston Churchill’s assertion that “of all the talents bestowed upon
men, none is so precious as the gift of oratory. He who enjoys it wields
a power more durable than that of a great king. He is an independent
force in the world.” He adds that Ronald Reagan turned television
“into a powerful weapon to achieve his legislative goals.”2 Sidney
Blumenthal agreed, declaring that Reagan had “stunning success in
shaping public opinion,” which in turn was central to transforming his
ideas into law.3
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Similarly, in interviews in the 1990s, political scientists Lawrence
Jacobs and Robert Shapiro found among both White House and con-
gressional staff widespread confidence in the president’s ability to lead the
public. Evidently President Clinton shared this view, as his aides reported
that he exhibited an “unbelievable arrogance” regarding his ability to
change public opinion and felt he could “create new political capital all
the time” through going public—a hubris echoed by his aides.4

Yet one of the crowning ironies of the contemporary presidency is
that at the same time that presidents increasingly attempt to govern
by campaigning—“going public”—public support for presidential
policies is elusive, perhaps more than ever before. Presidents often find
the public unresponsive to issues at the top of the White House’s
agenda and unreceptive to requests to think about, much less act on,
political matters. When asked about his “biggest disappointment as
president,” George H. W. Bush replied, “I just wasn’t a good enough
communicator.”5

In his memoirs, Ronald Reagan, the “Great Communicator,” reflected
on his efforts to ignite concern among the American people regarding
the threat of communism in Central America and mobilize them behind
his program of support for the Contras. “For eight years the press called
me the ‘Great Communicator’,” he wrote. “Well, one of my greatest
frustrations during those eight years was my inability to communicate to
the American people and to Congress the seriousness of the threat we
faced in Central America.”6

If the frustration that presidents often experience in their efforts to
obtain the public’s support were nothing more than an irritating cost of
doing the job, then public leadership would be a topic of only passing
interest to political scientists, historians, and journalists. Governing by
campaigning is much more important than that, however. The way
presidents attempt to govern, and their success in doing so, has profound
consequences for politics and public policy.

If there is substantial potential for presidents to govern through lead-
ing the public, then it is reasonable to evaluate them on their success in
public leadership. If presidents do not succeed in obtaining the public’s
support, it is a failure of leadership for which they should be held
accountable. However, if the premise of the potential of public leader-
ship is false, then we may be evaluating presidents and presidential
candidates on the wrong criteria.

If the conventional wisdom is wrong and presidents are not able to per-
suade, much less mobilize, the public, then presidents may be wasting
their time and adopting governing styles that are prone to failure. For
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example, the massive Clinton health care reform plan of 1993–1994 was
based on the underlying, and unquestioned, assumption within the White
House that the president could sell his plan to the public and thus solidify
congressional support. Because the administration believed it could move
the public, Clinton and his aides thought they could focus on developing
their preferred option in health care policy in 1993. In the process, they
discounted centrist opinion and underestimated how opponents could
criticize their plan as big government. Moreover, even as the bill’s fortunes
soured, the White House refused to compromise. As Jacobs and Shapiro
put it, “The White House’s unquestioned faith that the president could
rally Americans produced a rigid insistence on comprehensive reforms.”7

In the end, Clinton was not able to obtain even a vote in either house
of Congress on what was to have been his centerpiece legislation. Not
long after, the Democrats lost majorities in both the House and the Senate
for the first time in four decades. The administration’s health care proposal
was the prime example of the Republicans’ charge that the Democrats
were ideological extremists who had lost touch with the wishes of
Americans. Summing up the health care reform debacle, Jacobs and
Shapiro concluded that the “fundamental political mistake committed
by Bill Clinton and his aides was in grossly overestimating the capacity
of a president to ‘win’ public opinion and to use public support as lever-
age to overcome known political obstacles—from an ideologically
divided Congress to hostile interest groups.”8

This is not the lesson that Clinton learned, however. Indeed, the
premise of the power of the presidential pulpit is so strong that each
downturn in the bill’s progress prompted new schemes for going public
rather than a reconsideration of the fundamental framework of the bill or
the basic strategy for obtaining its passage.9 Ultimately, the president
concluded that health care reform failed because “I totally neglected
how to get the public informed. . . . I have to get more involved in
crafting my message—in getting across my core concerns.”10 In other
words, his strategy was not inappropriate, only his implementation of it.
The premise of the potential of presidential public leadership does not
seem to be falsifiable.

The Clinton White House was not alone in its myopia regarding the
effectiveness of the permanent campaign. The Reagan administration
suffered from the same malady. For example, one of Reagan’s highest
priorities was obtaining congressional support for the Contras in
Nicaragua. The White House launched a full-scale public relations cam-
paign portraying the conflict in Nicaragua as a crucial confrontation
between the United States and the Soviet Union. The public was not
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persuaded. Nevertheless, one White House official concluded that the
problem was not in the potential of presidential leadership of the public
but rather in “[the] packaging of the activity, in terms of policy and
presentation to the public. It wasn’t well staged or sequenced.”11

Much to the surprise of many political observers, George W. Bush
launched a massive public relations campaign on behalf of his priority
initiatives soon after taking office in 2001, and the White House’s pace
has never slackened.12 From tax cuts to Social Security reform, the pres-
ident has relied heavily on obtaining the public’s support for his legisla-
tive initiatives and invested heavily in his public relations efforts.

How successful has George W. Bush been in his efforts to govern
through a permanent campaign? In this chapter, I examine the public’s
responsiveness to the president from a number of standpoints. First, I
look at the president’s success in obtaining support for himself through
his nationally televised addresses. Then I investigate several key issue
areas in the Bush presidency to learn whether public opinion moved in
the president’s direction.

Televised Addresses and 
Public Approval

Perhaps the most potentially powerful tool for going public is the
nationally televised address. These addresses represent the best opportu-
nity for the president to reach the largest audience of his fellow citizens,
because almost every American has access to television and most are
accustomed to turning to it for news. In addition, when the president
addresses the nation, he does so directly (and rapidly), without the medi-
ation of the press. Moreover, in a televised address, the president does
not appear as a partisan, but rather as a statesman, usually speaking from
the dignified surroundings of the Oval Office or before a joint session of
Congress.

George W. Bush had delivered thirty nationally televised addresses
through January 2007, several of which were quite short. He focused all
but five of these speeches broadly or on the war on terrorism or on the
war with Iraq. Only two dealt with legislation before Congress, the
president’s proposal to create a Department of Homeland Security and
his proposal for immigration reform, and another announced his nomi-
nation of John Roberts to the Supreme Court. Table 4.1 shows the dif-
ference in the president’s approval rating in the Gallup polls taken most
closely before and after each of Bush’s live televised addresses to the
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nation. (In comparing survey results of two samples such as those
employed by Gallup, differences between the results must be about
6 percentage points before we can be reasonably sure that the results
reflect a real difference.)

The figures in the third column of the table show that a statistically
significant change in Bush’s approval rating following a televised presi-
dential address occurred only three times. The first was an increase of
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Table 4.1 Changes in George W. Bush Approval Ratings after National Addresses

Date of Speech Subject of Speech Change in Approval
in Percentage Points

January 20, 2001 Inaugural address NA
February 27, 2001 Administration goals �1
August 9, 2001 Stem-cell research �2
September 11, 2001 Terrorist attacks �35
September 20, 2001 Terrorist attacks �4
October 7, 2001 (afternoon) War in Afghanistan �2
November 8 , 2001 War on terrorisma 0
January 29, 2002 State of the Union �2
June 6, 2002 Department of Homeland Security �4
September 11, 2002 Anniversary of terrorist attacks �4
October 7, 2002 War with Iraqb �5
January 28, 2003 State of the Union �1
February 1, 2003 Columbia space shuttle disaster �2
February 26, 2003 War with Iraq �1
March 17, 2003 War with Iraq �13
May 1, 2003 War with Iraq �1
September 11, 2003 Reconstruction of Iraq �7
December 14, 2003 Capture of Saddam Husseinc �7
January 20, 2004 State of the Union �4
January 20, 2005 Inaugural address �6
February 2, 2005 State of the Union �6
June 28, 2005 War with Iraq �1
July 19, 2005 Supreme Court nominee 0
September 15, 2005 Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina �6
December 18, 2005 War with Iraq �2
January 31, 2006 State of the Union �1
May 15, 2006 Immigration reform �3
September 11, 2006 Anniversary of terrorist attacks �5
January 10, 2007 Additional troops to Iraq �3
January 23, 2007 State of the Union �4

Notes: a Broadcast only by ABC
b Broadcast only by Fox—not ABC, NBC, CBS, or PBS
c Broadcast at 12 p.m., EST

Source: Gallup Polls, various dates.



35 percentage points following the terrorist attack on September 11,
2001. Few would attribute the public’s rallying around the commander
in chief to the president’s brief comments that evening. There was
another rally, this time of 13 percentage points, following the president’s
address on March 17, 2003, announcing the invasion of Iraq. Again, it
would be a stretch to attribute the rally to the president’s short statement.

Gallup did not ask the approval question during a three-week period
from the second half of January to early February 2005. The first Iraqi
elections occurred during this period, a very favorable event for the pres-
ident. Bush also delivered his second inaugural address and the State of the
Union address during these weeks. It is impossible to isolate the impact of
these high-profile events, but Gallup found a 6 percentage–point increase
in the president’s approval rating during this time. However, the sample
of this poll, taken on February 4–6, overrepresented Republicans, and
Gallup immediately took another reading on February 7–10. This poll
found that the president had lost 8 percentage points in his approval rat-
ings and had dipped to a 49 percent approval rating. Since the president’s
approval rating leveled off for the next six weeks to what it had been in
early January, it seems reasonable to conclude that his two televised
addresses had little impact on his approval.

On September 11, 2006, the fifth anniversary of the terrorist attacks,
the president addressed the nation. Gallup found that the president’s
approval increased by 5 percentage points in its next poll. The president
lost 7 percentage points in the October poll, however, putting him
lower in public approval than he was before the speech.

The president endured frustration in using his televised addresses to
increase his support from the beginning of his tenure. His approval rating
went up only 1 percentage point in the Gallup poll following his address
to a joint session of Congress on February 27, 2001, and only 2 percent-
age points following his August 9, 2001, address on his decision regard-
ing federal funding of stem cell research. In the months following
September 11, when his approval rating was very high, there was less
potential to increase his support. Yet even when his approval rating
declined, televised addresses still made little impact on his public support.

Gaining the Public’s Attention

To be a useful tool for influencing public opinion, a televised address
must first capture the public’s attention. To the extent that the president
fails to attract an audience, he loses the opportunity to influence public
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opinion. Scholars and other commentators have assumed that the president
consistently draws a broad audience for his televised speeches.13

At first glance, it seems quite reasonable to assume that because the pres-
ident is so visible and speaks on such important matters, he will always
attract a large audience for his speeches. Wide viewership was certainly
common during the early decades of television. Presidential speeches rou-
tinely attracted more than 80 percent of those watching television, an
audience no one network could command.14 A study by A. C. Nielsen
analyzed ratings of nineteen nationally televised appearances (twelve in
prime time) by President Ford. All but three of these appearances raised
ratings over those of the normal entertainment offerings.15

Things have changed, however. When Ronald Reagan urged Congress
to adopt his Contra-aid package in March 1986, more than half of the
households watching television viewed something else, the first time in
history that a president failed to reach at least 50 percent of U.S. televi-
sion households. More than 16 million households that would normally
be watching network television defected to cable channels or simply
turned off their sets.16

In addition, the White House is interested in reaching the entire pub-
lic, not just those who might be watching television. The appropriate
measure for audience penetration is the percentage of television-owning
households watching the president for an average minute of program-
ming. Because virtually every household in the country owns a televi-
sion, this measure is synonymous with measuring the percentage of
households watching the president.

Research has found that the percentage of households owning televi-
sions that watched the president for an average minute decreased steadily
from the Nixon administration through the Clinton years. By the late
1990s, the president was attracting less than one-third of homes to watch
even his State of the Union message. Even the extraordinary interest in
the Monica Lewinsky scandal and the media’s frenzied treatment of it
right before the 1998 State of the Union message created only a modest
spike in viewer interest.17

Paradoxically, developments in technology allowed the president to
reach mass audiences, yet further developments have made it easier for
these same audiences to avoid listening to the White House. Political
scientists Matthew Baum and Samuel Kernell argue persuasively that the
root cause of this drop in viewership is access to alternatives to watching
the president provided by cable television.18 In 2000, 76 percent of all
households received cable service, and 85 percent of households owned
a VCR19 (providing yet additional opportunities to avoid watching the
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president). As cable becomes even more widely available and as the
number of channels available to viewers increases, the president is likely
to experience even more difficulty in attracting an audience for his
addresses. New networks such as Fox, WB, and UPN provide television
viewers with yet additional distractions from watching the president.

The alternatives to network television make it easy to tune out the
president. Thus, it is not surprising that the decline in watching the pres-
ident has been more rapid than the erosion of the networks’ share of the
television audience. In a study of prime-time addresses by Ronald
Reagan, political observer and author Joe Foote found that millions of
people (representing on average 11 million households) turned away
from the networks but not from viewing television when the president
was speaking. Almost all of these people returned to watching the net-
works after the president finished his speech.20 As former White House
chief of staff Leon Panetta points out, presidents who wish to exploit the
bully pulpit will have to learn to use the new multichannel system.21

Part of the reason for the modest response to Bush’s early addresses may
be that he drew equally modest audiences. A total of about 40 million
viewers saw at least part of his nationally televised address in February
2001. This audience compares unfavorably with the 67 million viewers
for Bill Clinton’s first nationally televised address in 1993. Moreover,
there was a substantial fall-off in viewership during the president’s
speech.22 Only 32 million people saw his speech on stem cell research on
August 9, 2001.23

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, increased interest in the
president’s messages, however. About 82 million watched his address to
a joint session of Congress on September 20, 2001, and his 2002 State of
the Union message drew about 54 million viewers.24 A live televised
press conference on October 11, 2001, (his only one that year) drew
64.8 million viewers. The prospect of war with Iraq attracted viewers, as
62 million watched his State of the Union message in 2003 and an esti-
mated 73.3 million people watched Bush deliver his February 26, 2003,
speech demanding that Saddam Hussein leave Iraq in 48 hours or face
war. His May 1, 2003, speech from the deck of an aircraft carrier declar-
ing an end to major combat operations in Iraq averaged about 49 million
viewers. About 44 million viewers tuned in for his 2004 State of the
Union address, and an April 13, 2004, news conference that started with
a Bush statement about the war drew 41 million viewers.25

The steady decline in the size of audiences evident in 2003 and 2004
continued in Bush’s second term. His 2005 State of the Union speech,
which dwelled at length on his proposals to revamp the Social Security

George C. Edwards III92



system, drew only 38.4 million viewers, the smallest television audience
to watch a president address a joint session of Congress in five years. Bush
gave a nationally televised address on June 28, the first anniversary of the
formal transfer of sovereignty to the Iraqis after the American-led inva-
sion. It drew only about 24 million viewers. Even Bush’s prime-time
press conference on April 28 drew more viewers, about 33 million.26

The president also schedules interviews with networks, which are
always eager to have an exclusive story. For example, shortly after the
capture of Saddam Hussein in December 2003, Bush granted a prime-
time interview to ABC’s Diane Sawyer. ABC expected interest to be
high in what the president had to say and moved up the interview by
two days. More than 11 million people watched Sawyer interview the
president, a considerably larger audience than his interview with Tom
Brokaw at the end of the fighting in the war in Iraq in April 2003
(8.8 million viewers), with Scott Pelley on the first anniversary of the
September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks (9.6 million), or Brit Hume on the
eve of Bush’s address to the UN General Assembly in September 2003
(4.3 million). The bad news is that more people watched Paris Hilton
star in an episode of the reality series The Simple Life than watched
the president, and Bush won the ratings war only among viewers fifty
and older.27

The White House not only has a problem in obtaining a receptive audi-
ence for the president’s television appearances, but it must also face the
obstacle of obtaining television coverage in the first place. Traditionally,
presidents could rely on full network coverage of any statement they
wished to make directly to the American people or any press conference
they wished to be televised. Lyndon Johnson even insisted that the net-
works keep cameras hot in the White House so he could go on televi-
sion on short notice. The president can no longer depend on access to
network television, however.

As we saw in table 4.1, most of George W. Bush’s prime-time tele-
vised speeches focused on the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks
on the United States. His only prime-time press conference during his
first year in office (held on October 11, 2001) received full network
television coverage, as did his short presentations on September 11
and October 7. His major speech to a joint session of Congress on
September 20 also received full network coverage. However, by
November 8, most networks viewed the president’s speech on the U.S.
response to terrorism as an event rather than news. Perhaps knowing
that the networks would refuse, the White House did not specifically
request airtime. Instead, it informed the networks that the president’s
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speech was available for broadcasting. Thus, CBS, NBC, and Fox chose
not to carry the president’s speech. Even in the face of terrorist attacks,
presidents have no guarantee of airtime.

Nearly a year later, the president faced a similar problem. On October 7,
2002, he made his most comprehensive address regarding the likely need
to use force against Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. The speech was
strictly nonpartisan; the White House had chosen Cincinnati as the loca-
tion for the speech because there were no statewide elections in Ohio
that fall; and the subject focused on what is perhaps the most important
decision a nation can make. Nevertheless, ABC, CBS, NBC, and PBS
chose not to carry the president’s speech. The White House was reluc-
tant to make a special request for airtime out of concern for fanning fears
of an imminent invasion, but it would have welcomed coverage. The
networks argued that the president’s speech contained little that was
new. In the absence of breaking news, the commander in chief was
unable to obtain airtime to discuss his thinking about going to war. As a
result, the president’s address on a possible war with Iraq achieved an
audience of only 16.8 million.

Bush compensated for the increased difficulty in obtaining television
coverage for presidential speeches, and in gaining an audience when he
did succeed in obtaining television coverage, by traveling extensively
around the country. The question is whether the increase in local
appearances led to an increase in news coverage for the president and his
policies. Early indications are that it did not. Figure 4.1 shows that a
study of the news coverage of the first 60 days of the Clinton and
George W. Bush presidencies found that there was a dramatic across-
the-board drop-off in coverage on television and in newspapers and
newsweeklies. Network television coverage was down 42 percent and
newspaper coverage (New York Times and Washington Post) was off
38 percent. Newsweek magazine had 59 percent fewer stories about Bush
in its pages than it carried about Clinton eight years earlier.

Although the president was still a dominant figure on op-ed and edi-
torial pages, he was less visible in the front pages, newscasts, and finan-
cial pages.28 This lower profile was not an asset in advancing the
president’s agenda, and talk of the disappearing presidency began to be
heard inside the Beltway.

The presidency reappeared in force following the terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001. The prominence of the commander in chief in
wartime and the nation’s need for reassurance and action against terror-
ists compelled the media to cover his words and actions and allowed him
to dominate the news.
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Related to gaining the public’s attention is educating it about accom-
plishments. This is not easy to do, however. For example, despite three
tax cuts in as many years, in the fall of 2003, only 19 percent said Bush’s
policies made their taxes go down. Forty-seven percent noticed no
effect, while 29 percent perceived that their taxes had gone up.29

Similarly, in the summer of 2004 as the president’s reelection campaign
heated up, most Americans did not recognize that the nation had been
gaining jobs over the previous six months.30

Taxes

No policy has been more central to the George W. Bush presidency
than tax cuts. They have been the answer to every economic situation.
If the federal government is running a surplus, cut taxes. If the economy
is stagnant, cut taxes. If the economy requires more investment, cut
taxes on investments, savings, and estates.

The president made tax cuts the centerpiece of his campaign in 2000,
and he wasted no time in proposing substantial tax cuts after his inaugu-
ration. He advocated them both frequently and forcefully. Often Bush’s
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travels seemed motivated more by demonstrating his preexisting public
support in states where he ran well in the election than in convincing
more skeptical voters of the soundness of his proposals. He did not travel
to California until May 29 and visited New York even later. Instead, the
White House gave priority to states that Bush had won and that were
represented by Democratic senators, including Georgia, Louisiana,
Arkansas, Missouri, North and South Dakota, Montana, and North
Carolina.

Table 4.2 shows responses to Gallup poll questions on the president’s
2001 tax-cut proposal. The results show that public opinion did not
change in response to the president’s efforts. 

Whatever the president’s motivations for the venues of his speeches,
he obtained the support of only one Senate Democrat (Zell Miller of
Georgia, who announced his support of the tax cut before Bush’s inau-
guration) on the April 4 bellwether vote for his full tax cut. The fact that
the public did not rally behind the president may explain at least part of
the lack of Democratic support.

In 2003, the president proposed a fundamental change in the tax
structure, one that would eliminate taxes on most stock dividends and
allow people to establish tax-free savings accounts. The policy did not
gain traction with the public, however. The Pew Research Center for
the People and the Press found that only 42 percent of the public
approved of Bush’s handling of taxes despite a high-profile White House
campaign on behalf of his policy.31 At the beginning of May, Pew found
that only 40 percent of the public favored the president’s tax cut.32 Most
respondents to a CBS/New York Times poll in early May said they did
not think that it was important to cut taxes or that doing so would stim-
ulate the economy.33 Similarly, the Washington Post-ABC News Poll
found that tax cuts were of low importance to the public and that when
pollsters offered the choice between tax cuts and increased domestic
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Table 4.2 Public Support for Bush 2001 Tax Cut (%) 

Poll Date Favor Oppose No Opinion

February 9–11, 2001 56 34 10
February 19–21, 2001 53 30 17
March 5–7, 2001 56 34 10
April 20–22, 2001 56 35 9

Source: Gallup Poll question: “Based on what you have read or heard, do you favor or oppose
the federal income tax cuts George W. Bush has proposed?”



spending, the public favored the latter by 67 percent to 29 percent.34

Shortly before the president signed the truncated bill that eventually
passed, Gallup found that more people felt the tax cuts were a bad idea
than thought they were a good idea.35

The president originally requested a ten-year total of $726 billion in
tax cuts. He repeatedly railed against the strategy of making tax cuts tem-
porary and phasing them in over time. At the center of his proposal was
the elimination of taxes on stock dividends. In the end, the president
signed a tax bill that cut taxes by $320 billion, that was temporary and
phased in, and that did not eliminate the dividend tax.36

Four Republican senators refused to support the full package: John
McCain (Arizona), Lincoln Chafee (Rhode Island), Olympia Snowe
(Maine), and George Voinovich (Ohio). The administration did not
even try to pressure McCain and Chafee, knowing that it would be use-
less, but it did target Snowe and Voinovich. In addition, the White House
did not object when the Club for Growth ran advertisements aimed at
these key senators in their home states. The administration also targeted
Democrats John Breaux (Louisiana), Blanche Lincoln (Arkansas), and Ben
Nelson (Nebraska).

The White House staged dozens of events around the country with
administration officials and mobilized friendly interest groups to
pressure senators. Sometimes these efforts seemed to equate tax cuts
with patriotism. More importantly, the president took to the road,
attempting to exploit his 70 percent approval ratings following the
cessation of fighting in Iraq. In Ohio, the home of Republican hold-
out Voinovich, the president derided the Senate bill that provided
$350 billion in tax cuts as a “little bitty” tax-relief package and insisted
that senators who did not support him “might have some explain-
ing to do.”

In the end, the efforts had little impact and may even have back-
fired. Ben Nelson was the only Democrat (aside from long-time tax-
cut supporter Zell Miller) who supported even the $350 billion tax-cut
bill the Senate passed. Of the four Republican opponents, only
Voinovich voted for the final bill—after holding out for $32 billion of
relief for the states and insisting that leaders subtract it from even the
scaled-down Senate bill. The White House declared victory, of course,
but in reality Bush concluded that it was more important to have a tax
cut than to stand on principle over its size and content.37 His strategy
of garnering support by going public had largely failed and left him
no choice.
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The War with Iraq

The president’s most important initiative in 2002 was preparation for
war with Iraq. In the late summer, the White House decided it should
move on regime change in Iraq and sought the public’s backing. The
context in which Bush sought this support was certainly favorable. In
surveys conducted over the previous ten years, stretching back to the
end of the Gulf War, majorities had generally supported U.S. military
action in Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein from power. The American
public has long held strongly negative perceptions of Iraq and its leader.
In a December 1998 poll, Saddam Hussein received the worst rating of
any public figure tested in Gallup poll history—1 percent positive and
96 percent negative.38 In early 2002, the country of Iraq received a
6 percent favorable and 88 percent unfavorable rating, the worst of any
of the 25 countries tested in that poll.39 Since 1991, Iraq had never
received even a 10 percent favorable rating.40 Asked in February 2001
what country was America’s worst enemy, Americans named Iraq
significantly more often than any other country.41

In September 2002, Gallup reported that most Americans thought
that Iraq had developed or was developing weapons of mass destruction.
Many Americans believed that if left alone, Iraq would use those
weapons against the United States within five years. Most Americans
thought that Saddam Hussein sponsored terrorism that affected the
United States. A little more than half of Americans took the additional
inferential leap and concluded that Saddam Hussein was personally and
directly involved in the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.42

On August 26, 2002, Vice President Cheney delivered a hard-hitting
speech laying out the administration’s case for invading Iraq, and then, on
the anniversary of the terrorist attacks, the president delivered a nationally
televised address. The next day he addressed the United Nations, demand-
ing that it take action to disarm Iraq. Later, he asked Congress to pass a res-
olution authorizing him to use force against Iraq. On October 7, Bush
addressed the nation again, delivering his most comprehensive presenta-
tion regarding the likely need to use force against Saddam Hussein’s
regime in Iraq. On February 26 and March 17, 2003, the president again
made national addresses on Iraq.

Table 4.3 shows public support for the invasion of Iraq. Public opin-
ion did not change in response to the administration’s blitzkrieg. Gallup
used the phrase “sending American ground troops” in the question
about invading Iraq. Some other polling organizations simply asked
about “military action”—an easier threshold—and found higher levels
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of support. The president, of course, sought support for the use of
ground troops as well as other means of projecting force. Nevertheless,
surveys by the Pew Research Center and the CBS/New York Times Poll
found little or no change in public support for invading Iraq between the
period before Labor Day (before the White House launched its public
relations effort) and October (after the White House launched its public
relations effort). Indeed, Pew found that between mid-August and the
end of October support for taking military action in Iraq to end Saddam
Hussein’s rule decreased by 9 percentage points.43

Furthermore, Americans expressed reservations and conditions to
their support. They had a strong preference for both obtaining a con-
gressional authorization for the use of force and securing the participa-
tion of allies.44 They also preferred to wait for weapons inspectors to
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Table 4.3 Public Support (%) for Invasion of Iraq

Poll Date Favor Oppose No Opinion

February 19–21, 2001 52 42 6
November 26–27, 2001 74 20 6
June 17–19, 2002 61 31 8
August 19–21, 2002 53 41 6
September 2–4, 2002 58 36 6
September 5–8, 2002 58 36 6
September 13–16, 2002 57 39 4
September 20–22, 2002 57 38 5
October 3–6, 2002 53 40 7
October 14–17, 2002 56 37 7
October 21–22, 2002 54 40 6
November 8–10, 2002 59 35 6
November 22–24, 2002 58 37 5
December 9–10, 2002 55 39 6
December 16–17, 2002 58 35 7
December 19–22, 2002 53 38 9
January 3–5, 2003 56 39 6
January 10–12, 2003 56 38 6
January 23–25, 2003 52 43 5
January 31–February 2, 2003 58 38 4
February 7–9, 2003 63 34 3
February 17–19, 2003 59 38 3
February 24–26, 2003 59 37 4
March 3–5, 2003 59 37 4
March 14–16, 2003 64 33 3

Source: Gallup Poll question: “Would you favor or oppose sending American ground troops to the
Persian Gulf in an attempt to remove Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq?”



attempt to disarm Iraq before the United States took military action. At
the same time, respondents said they were more concerned with the
economy than with Iraq and 69 percent (including 51 percent of
Republicans) complained that Bush should be paying more attention to
the economy.45

Public support for invading Iraq with ground troops stayed within a
narrow range throughout the fall and winter until early February. At that
point, it increased 5 percentage points. This increase was not in response
to arguments espoused by the president, however, but to Secretary of
State Colin Powell’s presentation of evidence against Iraq to the United
Nations. In the month following Powell’s speech, support for an inva-
sion drifted downward until the middle of March, when the president
issued the final ultimatum to Saddam Hussein that marked the beginning
of a rally in support of war.

The war itself was over in a matter of weeks, but the pacification,
reconstruction, and democratization of Iraq were to take much longer.
As the president sought reelection, his administration devoted enormous
time and energy to sustaining public support for the war in Iraq. The
figures in table 4.4 show, however, that the public was less supportive of
the war after a year, with a majority concluding that the war was not
worth fighting. This low level of support for the president’s policy
continued throughout 2005 and into 2006.

Partisanship polarized views about the war. Democrats were much
less likely than Republicans to say it was worth going to war in Iraq.
In the April 1–2, 2005, Gallup poll, 79 percent of Republicans
responded that it was worth going to war, while only 17 percent of
Democrats held the same opinion. Among Independents, 36 percent
said it was worth going to war.

Another way of examining the president’s ability to obtain public
support for the war with Iraq is to examine opinion regarding his han-
dling of the situation there. The figures in table 4.5 show that public
approval of the way President Bush handled the situation in Iraq rose to
an impressive 76 percent near the end of the fighting in April 2003.
However, it quickly diminished in the face of widespread looting, other
lawless behavior by Iraqis, and the beginning of the insurgency. By
October, less than half the public approved of his performance, and, for
the first time, more people disapproved than approved. This rating was
typical of public opinion through 2006 as the death toll of both
Americans and Iraqis continued to rise.

In a paradoxical twist, it is possible that the public was not harsher in
its judgments about the war with Iraq because of widespread ignorance
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Table 4.4 Support for War with Iraq 

Poll Date Worth Going to War Not Worth Going to War No Opinion

June 27–29, 2003a 56 42 2
July 18–20, 2003a 63 35 2
July 25–27, 2003a 63 34 3
August 25–26, 2003a 63 35 2
September 8–10, 2003a 58 40 2
September 19–21, 2003a 50 48 2
October 6–8, 2003a 55 44 1
October 24–26, 2003a 54 44 2
November 3–5, 2003a 54 44 2
November 14–16, 2003a 56 42 2
December 5–7, 2003a 59 39 2
January 9–11, 2004 59 38 3
January 29–February 1, 2004 49 49 2
March 5–7, 2004 55 43 2
March 26–28, 2004 56 41 3
April 5–8, 2004 50 47 3
April 16–18, 2004b 52 46 2
May 7–9, 2004b 44 54 2
May 21–23, 2004b 45 52 3
June 3–6, 2004b 46 52 2
June 21–23, 2004b 46 51 3
July 8–11, 2004b 47 50 3
August 9–11, 2004b 49 48 3
August 23–25, 2004b 51 46 3
September 3–5, 2004b 49 48 3
October 9–10, 2004b 44 54 2
January 3–5, 2005 46 52 2
February 7–10, 2005 48 50 2
April 1–2, 2005 45 53 2
April 29–May 1, 2005 41 57 2
June 6–8, 2005 42 56 2
June 29–30, 2005 46 52 2
July 7–10, 2005 44 53 3
August 5–7, 2005b 44 54 2
September 12–15, 2005 45 53 2
November 11–13, 2005b 38 60 2
January 6–8, 2006b 46 52 3
March 10–12, 2006b 37 60 3

Notes: a Gallup Poll question: “All in all, do you think the situation in Iraq was worth going to war over, or not?” 
b Asked of half the sample.

Source: Gallup Poll question: “All in all, do you think it was worth going to war in Iraq, or not?”



Table 4.5 Bush’s Handling of Iraq (%)

Poll Date Approve Disapprove No Opinion

October 21–22, 2002 52 40 8
December 9–10, 2002 55 39 6
January 3–5, 2003 55 40 5
January 31 –February 2, 2003 54 42 4
March 14–15, 2003 56 41 3
March 24–25, 2003 71 26 3
March 29–30, 2003 71 27 2
April 14–16, 2003 76 21 3
June 12–15, 2003 63 34 3
July 7–9, 2003 58 39 3
July 18–20, 2003 57 39 4
July 25–27, 2003 60 38 2
August 25–26, 2003 57 41 2
September 8–10, 2003 51 47 2
October 6–8, 2003 47 50 3
November 3–5, 2003 45 54 1
December 5–7, 2003 50 47 3
January 2–5, 2004 61 36 3
January 29 –February 1, 2004 46 53 1
March 26–28, 2004 51 47 2
April 16–18, 2004 48 49 3
May 2–4, 2004 42 55 3
May 7–9, 2004 41 58 1
June 3–6, 2004 41 57 2
June 21–23, 2004 42 56 2
August 9–11, 2004 45 52 3
September 24–26, 2004 48 49 3
October 14–16, 2004 46 52 2
November 7–10, 2004 47 51 2
January 7–9, 2005 42 56 2
February 4–6, 2005 50 48 2
February 25–27, 2005 45 53 2
April 1–2, 2005 43 54 3
April 29–May 1, 2005 42 55 3
May 20–22, 2005 40 56 4
June 24–26, 2005 40 58 2
August 28–30, 2005 40 59 1
September 8–11, 2005 40 58 2
September 16–18, 2005 32 67 1
November 11–13, 2005 35 63 2
December 9–11, 2005 39 59 2
December 16–18, 2005 37 61 2

Continued



regarding central justifications for the war in Iraq. Long-standing negative
views of Saddam Hussein encouraged Americans to believe the worst.
Before the war with Iraq in 2003, two-thirds of the public expressed the
belief that Iraq played an important role in the September 11 terrorist
attacks. After the war, substantial percentages of the public believed that
the United States had found clear evidence that Saddam Hussein was
working closely with al Qaeda, that the United States had found
weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, and that world opinion favored the
United States going to war in Iraq.46 Even in the fall of 2003, 43 percent
of the public believed that Saddam Hussein was personally involved in
the 9/11 attacks.47 All of these beliefs were inaccurate, as even the White
House admitted.

Bush had hoped that the successful January 2005 elections in Iraq
would boost the popularity of the conflict and allow him to distance
himself from it. But the strength and violence of the insurgency eroded
support for the president. In response, he met with Iraqi prime minister
Ibrahim Jafari at the White House for the first time and devoted several
speeches to the war, including a major address on the first anniversary of
Iraq’s sovereignty. Bush’s new approach was mostly rhetorical, however,
as the White House did not change its basic policy or time frame for
bringing home the 140,000 U.S. troops.48 On the bright side for the
White House, public support for staying the course in Iraq, now that the
United States was there, declined less slowly than support for the war
itself or the president’s performance as commander in chief. Nevertheless,
support for options to withdraw U.S. troops slowly increased49 and was
the majority opinion by October 2006.50
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Table 4.5 Continued

Poll Date Approve Disapprove No Opinion

January 20–22, 2006 39 58 3
February 6–9, 2006 38 59 3
February 28 –March 1, 2006 35 64 2
April 4–7, 2006 32 65 3
April 28–30, 2006 32 66 2
June 9–11, 2006 36 60 4
July 21–23, 2006 35 62 3
August 18–20, 2006 36 61 2
October 6–8, 2006 30 66 4
January 5–7, 2007 26 72 2
January 12–14, 2007 28 70 2

Source: Gallup Poll question: “Do you approve or disapprove of the way George W. Bush is
handling the situation in Iraq?”



In June, the disjuncture between the administration’s upbeat rhetoric
on Iraq and the realities of months of turmoil, insurgent attacks, and
casualties took a serious toll on the public support for the president,
especially among Independents. A major poll found for the first time that
more than half of the American public believed that the war in Iraq had
not made the United States safer. In addition, nearly three-quarters of
Americans said the number of casualties in Iraq was unacceptable, while
two-thirds said the U.S. military was bogged down there and nearly
60 percent said the war was not worth fighting. Barely half the public
approved of Bush’s handling of the campaign against terrorism, which
had been his strongest suit. Only Republicans maintained their support
of Bush’s policies.51 Gallup found that 59 percent of the public opposed
the war.52

Numerous lawmakers, including some Republicans, accused Bush of
not offering honest assessments about the strength of the insurgency and
the slow pace of training battle-ready Iraqi forces. “The war has gone on
longer and more violently than people envisioned,” declared Senator
Lindsey Graham, Republican of South Carolina. “We always accentu-
ated the positive and never prepared the public for the worst. . . . People
are dying in larger numbers than we thought, and the insurgency seems
to be growing stronger, not weaker.” The result, Graham said, is that
Bush “ill-prepared the public for the trial and tribulations” of planting a
new democracy in the heart of the Middle East.53

By January 2006, opinion about the president’s handling of Iraq was
extraordinarily polarized. The overall approval level of 39 percent
masked the fact that, on the one hand, 82 percent of Republicans sup-
ported his stewardship but, on the other hand, only 28 percent of
Independents and nearly no Democrats—7 percent—agreed with this
evaluation.54 In March, Gallup found that 58 percent of Americans
believed the war in Iraq had had a negative effect on life in the United
States generally; just 21 percent said it had had a positive effect.55

In August 2006, 55 percent of the public concluded that the war in
Iraq had made the United States less safe from terrorism,56 52 percent
thought the war was a distraction from the U.S. efforts against terrorists
rather than an essential part of the U.S. efforts against them,57 and
51 percent viewed the war in Iraq as separate from the war on terror-
ism.58 Thus, for the first time people did not see the war in Iraq as part
of the war on terrorism, despite the regular insistence of Bush and his
allies that the two were intertwined and should be seen as complemen-
tary elements of a strategy to prevent domestic terrorism. By October,
only 30 percent of the public approved Bush’s handling of Iraq. His
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core constituency supported him—but Independents, and especially
Democrats, gave him little support.59

Terrorism

The president has done better in obtaining public approval for his
handling of terrorism. As the figures in table 4.6 show, until November
2005, a majority of the public had always approved of his performance
in this area. Although his approval rating was extraordinarily high
following the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and during the war
with Afghanistan, he has maintained support for his handling of terror-
ism throughout his tenure. It is not surprising, then, that he chose to
focus his reelection campaign around the war on terrorism rather than
specific stands on domestic policy such as Social Security or the war in
Iraq and its aftermath.
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Table 4.6 Bush’s Handling of Terrorism (%)

Poll Date Approve Disapprove No Opinion

November 2–4, 2001a 85 13 2
March 22–24, 2002a 86 12 2
November 2–4, 2002b 87 10 3
March 22–24, 2002b 86 12 2
April 5–7, 2002b 83 13 4
May 20–22, 2002b 83 13 4
January 31–February 2, 2003 71 26 3
August 5–8, 2003b 71 25 4
August 25–26, 2003 66 31 3
September 8–10, 2003 64 34 2
December 5–7, 2003 65 33 2
March 26–28, 2004 58 39 3
April 16–18, 2004 60 39 1
May 2–4, 2004 52 45 3
May 7–9, 2004 54 43 3
June 3–6, 2004 56 43 1
June 21–23, 2004 54 44 2
August 9–11, 2004 57 40 3
September 24–26, 2004 62 36 2
October 14–16, 2004 57 41 2
November 7–10, 2004 60 37 3
January 7–9, 2005 58 39 3

Continued



Table 4.6 Continued

Poll Date Approve Disapprove No Opinion

February 7–10, 2005 55 42 3
February 25–27, 2005 60 37 3
April 1–2, 2005 57 40 3
May 20–22, 2005 55 40 5
June 24–26, 2005 55 41 4
August 28–30, 2005 53 44 3
September 8–11, 2005 52 45 3
November 11–13, 2005 48 49 3
December 9–11, 2005 52 46 2
January 20–22, 2006 52 44 3
February 6–9, 2006 54 43 3
February 28–March 1, 2006 46 49 5
April 7–9, 2006 45 51 4
April 28–30, 2006 48 50 2
June 9–11, 2006 51 44 5
July 21–23, 2006 47 50 3
August 18–20, 2006 55 43 2
October 6–8, 2006 46 49 5
January 5–7, 2007 44 52 4
January 12–14, 2007 46 52 3

Notes: a Gallup Poll question: “Do you approve or disapprove of George W. Bush’s efforts to prevent
future terrorism in the U.S.?”
b Gallup Poll question: “Do you approve or disapprove of George W. Bush’s handling of U.S. military
action abroad to fight terrorism?”

Source: Gallup Poll question: “Do you approve or disapprove of the way George W. Bush is handling
terrorism?”
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However, approval of the president’s handling of terrorism drifted
downward. Actually, in a June CBS News/New York Times poll, only
50 percent of the public approved of Bush’s handling of the campaign
against terrorism. The drop in approval occurred disproportionately
among Independents.60 Perhaps one reason for this diminished support
was that by July 2005, 47 percent of the public said that the war in Iraq
had hurt the war on terrorism and 45 percent thought it had increased
the chances of terrorist attacks in the United States.61 Thus the president
was losing what had been his strongest suit. By November 2005, less
than half the public approved of his performance on terrorism, and
despite an intensive public relations effort, Bush has only episodically
regained his lost support. In October 2006, for example, only 46 percent
of the public supported his handling of terrorism.62

The president may have hurt his image on fighting terrorism in
February 2006, when the administration approved a plan that would put
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a United Arab Emirates state-owned company in charge of operations in
six seaports in the United States. Americans, including Republicans,
opposed the plan overwhelmingly. Only 17 percent favored the sale,
while 66 percent opposed it, including 45 percent who “strongly”
opposed it.63

The president also failed to persuade the public that it should support
his policies for interrogating terrorists. At the height of the controversy
about his interrogation methods, Gallup found that a majority of the
public wanted interrogators of terrorist suspects to abide by Geneva
Convention guidelines regarding the treatment of prisoners of war rather
than employ more forceful techniques and a clear plurality thought it was
better to let terrorists go free than to convict them on the basis of
evidence the government never shows them.64 In addition, 52 percent
said Bush’s handling of the rights of suspected terrorists was “only fair” or
“poor.” A majority of the public did support monitoring the phone calls
of suspected terrorists without court permission.65

Social Security

The Bush White House began the president’s second term as it began his
first—by launching an extensive public relations effort—in this case to
convince the public to support the president’s reform of Social Security.
Rather than wind down its 2004 campaign effort, the administration
employed a permanent campaign to take its case to the public. It is a
classic example of attempting to govern by going public.

Even before the inauguration, the White House announced plans to
reactivate Bush’s reelection campaign’s network of donors and activists
to build pressure on lawmakers to allow workers to invest part of their
Social Security taxes in the stock market. As Treasury Secretary John W.
Snow put it, the “scope and scale goes way beyond anything we have
done.”66 The same architects of Bush’s political victories would be mas-
terminding the new campaign, principally political strategists Karl Rove
at the White House and Ken Mehlman, who was the Bush-Cheney
campaign manager, at the Republican National Committee (RNC).

Mehlman declared that he would use the campaign apparatus—from
a national database of 7.5 million e-mail activists, 1.6 million volunteers,
and hundreds of thousands of neighborhood precinct captains—to build
congressional support for Bush’s plans, starting with Social Security.
“There are a lot of tools we used in the ’04 campaign, from regional
media to research to rapid response to having surrogates on television,”
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he said. “That whole effort will be focused on the legislative agenda.”67

In addition to their own efforts, White House and RNC officials
worked closely with the same outside groups that helped Bush win
reelection in 2004, especially Progress for America.

White House allies also launched a market-research project to figure
out how to sell the plan in the most comprehensible and appealing way,
and Republican marketing and public relations gurus were building
teams of consultants to promote it. The campaign intended to use Bush’s
campaign-honed techniques of mass repetition, adherence to the script,
and the politics of fear to build support—contending that a Social
Security financial crisis was imminent. There would be staging of cam-
paign-style events to win support and precision targeting of districts
where lawmakers could face reelection difficulties. The White House
would also use hard-hitting television ads to discredit its opponents and
build support for the president’s plan.68

In January, a clear majority of Americans—55 percent—supported
the president’s proposal to allow younger workers to put some of their
Social Security savings into stocks or bonds.69 In practice, however,
the public believed it was more important to retain a guaranteed
monthly Social Security benefit than it was to let younger workers
invest in private accounts whose value would rise or fall depending on
how their investments performed. The preference for a guaranteed
Social Security benefit had grown since the end of the 1990s stock
market boom. In early 2005, 65 percent of the public preferred retain-
ing a guaranteed monthly benefit, compared with 54 percent in
October 2000.70

By February, the president had admitted that personal accounts would
do little to fix the long-term solvency issues facing Social Security, but
he had not specified the mix of tax increases, benefit cuts, and deficit
spending he would support to make the system solvent for generations
to come. Instead, Bush said he would leave those details to Congress,
which had shown little interest in raising taxes or cutting benefits. It
appears that the more people found out about personal accounts, the
more they understood that personal accounts would make the solvency
problem worse, threatening guaranteed benefits.

Table 4.7 provides the results of Gallup polls employing questions
with different wordings inquiring about support for personal accounts
under the Social Security system. Support for private accounts is always
lower when the question mentions reducing guaranteed benefits, but the
trends are the same. Once the president launched his public drive for
personal accounts in January 2005, support for his proposal dropped.
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Indeed, a majority of the public opposed his plan (despite an anomalous
increase in support noted in the poll conducted at the end of April). In
early May, the Gallup poll reported, “There has been no statistically
significant change in support for private-investment accounts since
Gallup first tested this in December.”71

One problem the president faced was that the people most recep-
tive to his proposal were the least engaged in the debate, and those most
engaged were also the most opposed. Members of Congress encoun-
tered angry public responses at town hall meetings in their constit-
uencies (and many urged the administration to back off or provide
them with some kind of political cover). The fact that the stock mar-
ket dropped during the winter and spring certainly did not help
Bush’s cause.

Equally significant, the Pew Research Center found that awareness
fueled opposition, as people who were paying more attention to the
issue were also less supportive than those paying less attention were.

Poll Date Good idea Bad idea No opinion

January 7–9, 2005 40 55 5
February 4–6, 2005 40 55 5
February 7–10, 2005 36 60 4
March 18–20, 2005 33 59 8
April 1–2, 2005 33 61 6
April 29–May 1, 2005 44 52 4

Source: Gallup Poll question asked of half a sample (except 29 April–1 May 2005): “As you may
know, one idea to address concerns with the Social Security system would allow people who retire
in future decades to invest some of their Social Security taxes in the stock market and bonds, but
would reduce the guaranteed benefits they get when they retire. Do you think this is a good idea or
a bad idea?”

Table 4.7 Support for Personal Social Security Accounts (%)

Poll Date Favor Oppose No opinion

December 17–19, 2004 a 48 48 4
March 18–20, 2005 a 45 47 8
April 1–2, 2005 a 39 56 5
April 20–May 1, 2005 44 52 4
June 24–26, 2005 44 53 3

Note: a Asked of half a sample.

Source: Gallup Poll question: “As you may know, a proposal has been made that would allow
workers to invest part of their Social Security taxes in the stock market or in bonds, while the rest
of those taxes would remain in the Social Security system. Do you favor or oppose this proposal?”
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Results from its March 18–21, 2005, poll showed that, of those who
reported that they had heard or read a lot about the proposal, only
41 percent supported it while 52 percent opposed it. On the other hand,
of those who knew less about the issue, 47 percent supported it and
30 percent opposed it. Similarly, the more the president pressed his
proposal, the larger the majority of the public that disapproved of his
handling of Social Security (see table 4.8). By June, nearly two-thirds of
the public disapproved of the president’s handling of the issue.

It is especially interesting that this pattern of awareness breeding
opposition was significant even for those under 30, who were supposed
to be the primary beneficiaries of the president’s proposal. People under
age 30 who had heard a lot about the proposal were more than twice as
likely as their less-engaged peers to oppose the idea (45 percent versus
19 percent). During the heart of his effort to obtain the public’s support,
the president lost 17 percentage points among those under 30, with their
support declining from 66 percent to 49 percent in the Pew polls from
February 16–21 to March 18–21, 2005.

Younger and higher-income Americans were the most supportive of
personal accounts, but they did not expect benefits or did not plan to
depend on them for retirement income. Even those who never expected
to see any Social Security benefits still opposed the president’s plan. The
more someone cared about Social Security and depended on its contin-
ued existence, the less he or she supported private accounts.72

In the face of clear public opposition to his proposals for reforming
Social Security, the president and other administration officials repeat-
edly declared that the first stage of their effort was persuading the public

Table 4.8 Bush’s Handling of Social Security (%)

Poll Date Approve Disapprove No Opinion

March 9–11, 2001 49 31 20
July 10–11, 2001 49 35 16
March 22–24, 2002 47 40 13
January 7–9, 2005 41 52 7
February 4–6, 2005 43 48 9
February 25–27, 2005 35 56 9
April 1–2, 2005 35 57 8
April 29–May 1, 2005 35 58 7
May 20–22, 2005 33 59 8
June 24–26, 2005 31 64 5

Source: Gallup Poll question: “Do you approve or disapprove of the way George W. Bush is
handling Social Security?”
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that there was a crisis in Social Security that required immediate action.
They also often proclaimed success in this endeavor. Nevertheless, by
early May it was clear that a majority of Americans did not believe the
need for action was urgent. Although 81 percent agreed that major
changes in Social Security would be needed in the foreseeable future,
only 45 percent thought that such changes were needed in the next year
or two. Thirty-six percent said changes should be made within the next
10 years, and 16 percent thought major changes were unnecessary. In
January, 49 percent favored quick action.73

What concerned many Republicans the most was the intense level of
opposition to restructuring Social Security even before policymakers
discussed in detail the most politically unappealing aspects of the plan,
including a reduction in guaranteed benefits.74 On April 28 the president
made a bid to restore momentum to his flagging proposal to restructure
Social Security—and to his presidency—by proposing progressive
indexing of Social Security benefits. Democrats immediately branded
Bush’s proposal a massive cut in Social Security benefits.

How did the public respond to the president’s proposal? In the
Gallup poll taken just after the press conference, on April 29–May 1,
2005, approval of his handling of Social Security was unchanged.
Americans were also resistant to the idea of indexing Social Security
benefits for future retirees. Only 38 percent favored the president’s
proposal, while 54 percent opposed it. Indeed, the public was so
opposed to this means-testing proposal that, when given a choice, the
majority, 53 percent, said they would rather see taxes raised than have
benefits cut (38 percent).75

In its May 11–15 poll, the Pew Research Center for the People and
the Press found that negative opinions of Bush’s handling of Social
Security outnumbered positive ones by about a two-to-one margin
(59 percent to 29 percent). Even worse for the president was the fact that
his association with a plan to limit the growth of Social Security benefits
appeared to undermine support for the concept. Pew split its large sam-
ple and, as table 4.9 shows, by a 53 percent to 36 percent margin, most
Americans said they would support limiting the growth of benefits for
wealthy and middle-income retirees, while keeping the current system
intact for lower-income people. This was a considerably higher figure
than the 38 percent level of support Gallup found about two weeks ear-
lier. However, the public’s support was significantly lower when Pew
explicitly associated the proposal with Bush. When the phrase “George
W. Bush has proposed” prefaced the proposal, the public was divided
(45 percent in favor, 43 percent opposed).



Table 4.9 Effect of Bush Association with Social Security Indexing (%)

All Republicans Democrats Independents

Described without Bush’s Namea

Favor 53 47 54 55
Oppose 36 41 37 36
Don’t Know 11 12 9 9

Described as Bush’s Proposalb

Favor 45 62 34 43
Oppose 43 27 57 47
Don’t Know 12 11 9 10

Change in Support -8 +15 -20 -12

Notes: a Gallup Poll question: “One proposal for dealing with Social Security’s financial situation
is to keep the system as it is now for lower income retirees, but limit the growth of future benefits
for wealthy and middle income retirees. Would you favor or oppose this proposal?”
b Gallup Poll question: “George W. Bush has proposed dealing with Social Security’s financial sit-
uation by keeping the system as it is now for lower income retirees, but limiting the growth of
future benefits for wealthy and middle income retirees. Would you favor or oppose this
proposal?”

Source: Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, conducted 11–15 May 2005.
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Equally striking were the responses of different partisan groups.
Without any mention of Bush, the proposal was slightly more popular
among Democrats than among Republicans (54 percent to 47 percent).
When pollsters attributed the proposal to Bush, however, Republican
support increased 15 percentage points to 62 percent while Democratic
support dropped 20 points to 34 percent. Support among Independents
for limiting future benefit growth for wealthy and middle-income
retirees dropped 12 percentage points, from 55 percent to 43 percent,
when the poll question attributed the proposal to the president.

Pew also found that public support for adding private accounts to
Social Security appeared to have stabilized, with a plurality (47 percent) in
favor of the idea of allowing younger workers to invest a portion of their
Social Security taxes in private retirement accounts, though 40 percent
were opposed (Bush’s endorsement of this proposal was not mentioned
in this survey question). Unfortunately, Pew did not mention the
inevitable trade-off with guaranteed benefits in its question.

By June, 66 percent of the public reported that they were uneasy about
Mr. Bush’s ability to make sound decisions on Social Security, while only
25 percent said they approved of the way he was handling Social Security.
Moreover, 45 percent said that the more they heard about the Bush plan,
the less they liked it. Most said they did not think Bush’s plan for private
accounts would do anything for the system’s long-term solvency, and only
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25 percent thought that personal accounts would make Social Security
more financially secure. Although the public favored the prospects of
earning more for their retirements and leaving their accounts to their chil-
dren, they did not like the increased risk or reduction in guaranteed ben-
efits these potential benefits would entail, nor did they favor the increased
borrowing that paying for the personal accounts would require.76

Conclusion

The George W. Bush administration has invested extraordinary time and
energy attempting to obtain the public’s support, and it has demonstrated
both skill and discipline in its efforts. The public has been largely
unresponsive to the White House, however. The failure of presidents to
change the public’s mind does not mean that presidents should not go
public. This chapter focuses on presidents’ efforts to use the bully pulpit
to influence public opinion regarding their policies and performance.
Presidents speak out for other purposes as well, such as trying to influ-
ence the national agenda, satisfy a constituency with symbolic benefits,
neutralize critics, or prepare the public for a policy shift. It is possible that
the White House enjoys more success in these endeavors.

Nevertheless, the results in this chapter pose a direct challenge to the
faith that many have in the broad premise of the potential of presidential
leadership of the public. At the very least, it is appropriate to rethink
the theory of governing based on the principle of presidential success
in exploiting the bully pulpit to achieve changes in public policy.
Presidents should not base their strategies for governing on the premise
of substantially increasing the size of their public support. Such strategies
are prone to failure. As historian E. H. Carr put it, “The men who are
popularly said to ‘make history’ are dealing with highly intractable
material, . . . which includes the wills of their fellowmen, [which] can
be moulded only in accordance with certain existing trends, and . . . the
statesman who fails to understand, and refuses to comply with, those
trends dooms himself to sterility.”77

Presidents not only fail to create new political capital by going public,
but their efforts at persuading the public may actually decrease their chances
of success in bringing about changes in public policy. The way presidents
attempt to govern has important consequences for public policy. When
political leaders take their cases directly to the public, they have to accom-
modate the limited attention spans of the public and the availability of
space on television. As a result, the president and his opponents often



reduce choices to stark black-and-white terms. When leaders frame issues
in such terms, they typically frustrate, rather than facilitate, the building
of coalitions. Such positions are difficult to compromise, which hardens
negotiating positions as both sides posture as much to mobilize an intense
minority of supporters as to persuade the other side. The permanent
campaign is antithetical to governing.
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A Tale of Two Bushes: Standing Alone 
Versus Standing Together*

James MacGregor Burns

Political bases come in various forms and sizes. The original political base
of the Bushes took the form of hundreds of Christmas and other family
cards in Barbara Bush’s “shoebox.” Letters she received, notes from per-
sons she met at meetings, correspondence among the big Bush family—
all were duly recorded, sometimes with her comments. The hundreds
grew into thousands—at least ten thousand, it was estimated—and by
the time the names were computerized, the resulting list could generate
as many as 90,000 Christmas cards. When a Bush ran for office, the cam-
paign began with a huge mailing from Barbara Bush’s boxes. She
became both archangel and archivist of the Bush dynasty—and the one
person who dared critique any and all other Bushes.

The Bushes are related to fifteen former presidents, including
Washington, Lincoln, and both Roosevelts, according to a genealogist.
But the family does not play up the dynasty idea, except when chal-
lenged by another dynasty, such as the Kennedys. The first President
Bush told the New York Times, “That really irks me. We’re not like
them. We don’t do press about everything.”1

Do dynasties mean anything to the populace, the voters? Probably not
to most Americans, with their short-term historical memories and
emphasis on the moment. Doubtless the only significant dynasties are
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those that the dynasts themselves take seriously. George H. W. Bush
deserted Connecticut and the family’s roots in investment banking for
Texas and oil prospecting but appeared to carry with him the values and
manners taught him by his father, Senator Prescott Bush. Like his father,
George W. Bush attended Eastern schools but appeared to be born anew
in Texas. In the Lone Star State, he told the New York Times, “You were
judged apart from your pedigree.” His father saw the difference. “He’s
much more outgoing than I am,” he said of his son. “He’s less con-
strained by convention—maybe it’s generational, maybe it’s Barbara—
but it’s true, anyway. That’s one reason he’s better at campaigning.”2

Yet there was another difference between Bush père and Bush fils:
their style of leadership. Each evolved a distinctive approach to how he
related to such key constituencies as the Republican base, fellow party
leaders, and the people at large. Moreover, those differences in leader-
ship styles hold profound implications for both presidential effectiveness
and for its accountability to the American people.

* * *

Bush I: The Impotence of 
Being on the Outside

During his presidency, George H. W. Bush was often viewed as the
classic insider. He had entered politics early, excited by his father’s elec-
tion to the Senate in 1952. George Bush served as a congressman in the
House of Representatives for two terms, then as chairman of the
Republican National Committee under Nixon and as envoy to
Communist China, followed by a stint as head of the CIA. He jousted
for the Republican presidential nomination in 1980 with Ronald
Reagan, who neatly balanced his winning ticket with this “moderate”
Republican as his running mate.

Considered from a longer perspective, though, Bush was more an out-
sider, even a loner. For one thing, he lost almost as many races as he won.
He ran for U.S. senator from Texas in 1964, was defeated, then ran for the
same seat six years later and was beaten again. Even more, Bush was never
clearly identifiable in the Republican Party. He was not a Reaganite—that
was one reason he was chosen to balance the ticket. But he was too con-
servative to be at ease with moderates in the East—that was one reason he
decided to make his political fortune in the Lone Star State.

Bush did not like to be pinned down ideologically. He rejected the
notion that he should have an overriding philosophy or “vision.” He
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viewed himself as a problem solver, a negotiator, and a political trader.
In or out of office, he was fascinated by the processes of government, the
mechanics of politics. Indeed, presidential scholars Kerry Mullins and
Aaron Wildavsky called his administration the “procedural presidency,”
emphasizing rules, order, and hierarchy. Bush saw processes not as the
tools of purpose and policy but as the essence of politics and government.
Thus the president must above all be a manager.3

These views separated Bush intellectually as well as politically from
the ideas and movements that were dominating American and even
world politics during the 1970s and 1980s. These were times of ferment,
revolution, bloodshed. He perceived no mandate for fundamental
change in his election, however, so why should he initiate it?

So how had this “loner” won the presidency in 1988? Serving as
Reagan’s vice president had given him access to a national rostrum,
which he exploited indefatigably. But history had not been kind to vice
presidents hoping to move into the Oval Office, except after the death
of the incumbent. Vice presidents usually had been chosen because of
their appeal to a different constellation of interests than that of the
presidential nominee and often found themselves at odds with their
chief—and with his most fervent followers. The choice of Bush had
worked for Reagan, though; his vice president had been absolutely
loyal to him in policy and politics for eight years and had kept free of
major controversies.

Above all, Bush would be sound on taxes, Reagan expected. In the
convention speech accepting his presidential nomination, crafted by
Reagan’s own speechwriter, Peggy Noonan, Bush called for a “kinder
and gentler nation,” founded on voluntarism, providing “a thousand
points of light.” But what pleased Reagan and electrified the delegates
was a sudden sortie by Bush into a pledge meant to leave no doubt
about his conservative bona fides. “The Congress will push me to raise
taxes,” he trumpeted, “and I’ll say no. And they’ll push, and I’ll say
no. And they’ll push again, and I’ll say to them, read my lips: no
new taxes.”

Bush also satisfied conservatives when he picked Dan Quayle as his
running mate. The young Indiana senator had achieved a meteoric rise.
He had served two terms in the House and then captured a Senate seat
by trouncing an eighteen-year incumbent, Birch Bayh. Decidedly to the
right of Bush, Quayle “tested well,” John Robert Greene wrote, “as a
potential candidate between the Rockies and the Mississippi, a part of
the country that still distrusted George Bush as an elitist yuppie.”4 In
emphasizing “family values,” Quayle presaged the strong line the GOP
would take during the political rise of the religious right.
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If it had been out of character for Bush to cry out “read my lips,” it
would also have been out of character for the American political system
to leave this daring shout of leadership unchallenged. Reagan, for all his
fiscal orthodoxy, had bequeathed Bush a deeply unbalanced budget.
A year into his presidency, Bush faced the dilemma he most feared—to
sink more deeply into debt or to raise taxes. Manfully he chose the latter
course, setting off months of contentious negotiations over a deficit-
reduction plan, with Bush trapped between Republicans infuriated by his
betrayal of the Reagan legacy and Democrats eager to erase it. The New
York Post ran a headline, “Read My Lips: I Lied.”5 The president had to
suffer the ultimate embarrassment when the federal government shut
down, however briefly, in October 1990, until an emergency-spending
bill could be passed.

The budget crisis revealed Bush as a shilly-shallying president, moving
right or left as changing political pressures dictated. Even more, in the
view of a British scholar, David Mervin, “the budget débâcle of 1990”
could “be seen as a crisis of governability, demonstrating not just the
fallibility of Bush and other leaders, but also revealing structural defects
in the American political system.”6 It was not a problem simply of a
government split between Democrats in control of Congress and a
Republican administration; earlier presidents had often overcome that
divide. It was the failure of Republicans to line up behind their leader,
the failure of Democrats to offer alternatives based on an organized and
principled party opposition.

The president’s vacillations exposed him to pundits and scholars seek-
ing to unearth the real Bush, his real presidency. Bush baffled them with
his shifts back and forth on specific issues such as abortion, and no one
attacked the tax increase more hotly than a rising young Republican star
in the House, Newt Gingrich, who instead of mobilizing congressional
support as minority whip, undermined the efforts of Bush allies to win
backing on the Hill.

One of the recurring phenomena in twentieth-century America was
the role of war in rescuing presidents caught in political mires. Woodrow
Wilson becalmed after his narrow reelection in 1916; FDR transformed
to “Dr. Win the War” from “Dr. New Deal” after his second-term set-
backs; Harry Truman determined to repel a communist invasion of
South Korea; even LBJ committed to expanding the role of the
American military in Vietnam—all found that war boosted their popu-
larity, however impermanently.

For George Bush, Desert Storm, the operation to expel Iraq from
Kuwait, appeared to be the “perfect war.” The crisis erupted in the midst
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of the embarrassing budget wrangle, where Bush was pictured as the chief
of a “Bush League of stumblebums,”7 and it played to the president’s
strengths—his long experience and main interest in foreign policy.

He did almost everything right. When Iraqi forces invaded Kuwait,
Bush swiftly mobilized his own military, headed by Colin Powell. Bush
sought the support of old American allies—British prime minister
Margaret Thatcher was first to his side, even stiffening his spine: at one
point she reminded him, “This is no time to go wobbly.”8 Most impres-
sively, the president turned to the United Nations from the start; the
Security Council met within hours of the invasion and called for Iraq’s
immediate withdrawal. And in accordance with age-old precedents,
Bush took these actions without the participation of Congress, which
did not pass its own war resolutions until a few days before the war was
launched in January 1991. Bush said later that he would have sent troops
into combat without congressional approval if necessary.

For Americans too it seemed the perfect war, after Vietnam and other
misadventures abroad. Using Saudi Arabia as its staging base, the Pentagon
began the campaign with weeks of bombing across Iraq, including
Baghdad. The American-led coalition attacked Saddam’s Republican
Guard in Kuwait, capturing Iraqis by the tens of thousands. Bush
remained in control of allied diplomacy, which meant dealing with the
redoubtable Thatcher and the skittish Russians, but not with the Israelis,
who stayed out of the war. Coalition casualties were remarkably light—
148 Americans killed, 458 wounded—compared with tens of thousands
of Iraqi casualties.

And Bush knew when to stop the war. Millions of Americans (includ-
ing this writer) wanted to “finish the job” by driving on to Baghdad.
Why leave Saddam in power? Bush had his reasons, which would be
vindicated a decade later when another Bush went to war. Both in
beginning the Gulf War and in ending it, Bush operated with extraordi-
narily little restraint from his fellow countrymen or from abroad. For this
commander in chief, it was a solo performance.

How could George Bush lose reelection in 1992 after such a triumph,
when nearly nine of ten Americans said they approved his work as presi-
dent, the highest rating ever recorded? How could he win only 38 percent
of the popular vote twenty months later? How could he lose states that
had been Republican strongholds for decades? How could he lose to a
mere Arkansas governor whose character or “virtue” had already set off
a flood of rumors?

Explanations, dubious and otherwise, were abundant. The economy
dipped sharply in 1991 and Americans sensed little concern in the White
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House about their plight. Bush’s amorphous center-right policies were
stoking hostility from the right-wingers, and Vice President Quayle,
marginalized within the administration, could not calm them. The Bush
campaign seemed especially inept in dealing with the right. In an act of
sheer opportunism, the White House had invited paleoconservative
Patrick Buchanan, who had embarrassed Bush by stridently opposing
him in the primaries, to speak at the Republican convention, in
exchange for an endorsement of the president. But while Buchanan
might have thrilled the right-wing faithful, he chilled many others with
his summons to a “religious war” for “the soul of America.”

Some blamed Bush’s defeat on a White House staff that was as arro-
gant as it was inept. Bush at the start had chosen John Sununu as chief of
staff, mainly because as Republican governor of New Hampshire,
Sununu had given him a crucial boost in the presidential primary there.
Sununu terrorized his staff, alienated even friendly members of Congress,
and epitomized the opportunism and expediency of Bush’s White
House. “Look, you want a strategy,” Sununu exclaimed, “My strategy is
to maintain maximum flexibility so that I can take advantage of oppor-
tunities as they arise.”9

Pat Buchanan, however demagogic, was speaking for an escalating
force that was probably the decisive factor in Bush’s defeat. Bush had
embraced the Episcopalianism of his grandfather and father, but religious
politics in America was changing drastically in the last decades of the
twentieth century. The evangelical Southern Baptist churches were in
the course of expanding from 10 million to 17 million members nation-
ally from the 1960s to the 1990s, and the numbers of Pentecostals shot
up sixfold, from 2 million to 12 million. Meanwhile many mainline or
“liberal” churches shrank. The Texas where Bush had solicited votes
early in his career was increasingly becoming the land of the devout.
A few years after he left the presidency, a study reported that “fully 92%
of Texans believe that religion is ‘important’ in their lives,” and seven out
of ten believe that “the Bible is God’s word and that all its prophecies
will transpire.”10 Christian conservatives had a long list of grievances—
“antireligion” in politics and popular culture, rampant nudity and profan-
ity on television and in movies, sex education but no prayers in public
schools, the legalization of abortion, the decline of the “traditional” family.

To secular-minded politicians of the old school, the issues and intensity
of the surging religious right represented a new, even bewildering chal-
lenge. Whatever private reservations Bush had about religious extremists,
as president he said and did most of the right things to curry their favor.
Why then did they not back him wholeheartedly in 1992? For all his

James MacGregor Burns124



efforts, conservative Christians could not identify with him. He could
not lead them. More than his high-church, Eastern, establishment roots,
he was a man who—even proudly—lacked “the vision thing,” that
purposefulness religious conservatives had in abundance and looked for
in their leaders. But then few Americans could identify with the presi-
dent or experience that fruitful engagement that is the essence of leader-
ship. Bush seemed awkward in many settings but never more so than
when he tried to identify with the needs and struggles of working people
and the poor, reduced to blurting out, “Message: I care.”11 He had com-
promised enough, evaded enough, switched enough to avoid stereotyp-
ing. But that had cost him the kind of following, the kind of base, that
sticks to a man through victory and defeat. Essentially he was an outsider,
running alone.

* * *

Bush II: The Power of Collective Leadership

If George Bush I found his failure to connect with his constituencies to
be his undoing, his son took quite a different path, with major implica-
tions for the modern presidency. Americans in general and Democrats
in particular have been slow to accept a transcending moment in
American history, even today, as the Bush Republicans are completing
a revolution in the structure of power. Historically the Republican
recovery is truly remarkable. During the past half century, the GOP has
survived the loss of anticommunism as its great rallying cry and has
deftly substituted terrorism as the enemy. It has converted the South
from a Democratic to a Republican bastion. The Republicans have
flipped ideologically from an antigovernment and pro-states-rights party
to a party that supports a powerful national government. They have
renounced the isolationism of the 1930s to embrace global adventur-
ism, a crusade to spread American values. Above all, the GOP has trans-
formed itself from a sharply fragmented party to a strong and disciplined
national organization.

We vaguely connect these momentous changes with Goldwater and
Gingrich, Ford and Reagan, and a host of other right-wing Republicans.
But the basic transformation of the GOP was actually the work of millions
of voters, including the people whose names found their way into
Barbara Bush’s shoeboxes. Southerners had for generations voted straight
Democratic tickets, but when alienated by the liberalism of their party,
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they gulped and turned to the party that precipitated the War Between the
States. “Rugged individualists” who had fought “New Deal dictatorship”
backed Republican apostles of free enterprise who jeopardized personal
liberties in the name of “security.” Millions of Roman Catholics aban-
doned their historic loyalties to the party of the Kennedys and voted for
the party of the presidential Protestants, including the Bushes.12

And where was George Bush II in these great movements of history?
For years not present and accounted-for politically . Entering Yale in 1964
after graduation from Andover, George joined a fraternity, was tapped for
Skull and Bones like his father, and coasted along as a gentleman-C
student—unlike his father, who had made Phi Beta Kappa. George won
hundreds of friends and contacts, partied rowdily, drank excessively,
ignored the university’s Young Republicans and its antifaculty conser-
vatives. Later he told his family that he had not learned “a damn thing
at Yale.”13

But this was the 1960s, a time of trauma for the United States. The
Vietnam War was roiling Americans, while crushing Johnson’s hopes of
staying in the White House and arousing Nixon’s ambition of entering
it. Students across the country were turning their draft cards over to the
Justice Department in protest against the war. Yale was no political
refuge. William Sloane Coffin, the university chaplain who had deeply
offended George in 1964 by telling him that his father had lost his Senate
race in Texas to a much better man, was urging Yalies to defy the draft.
In 1968 one Garry Trudeau began publishing in the Yale Daily News a
comic strip hostile to some of Yale’s cherished traditions and embarked
upon a long career of attacking presidents such as George Bush, both
father and son. The latter commented acidly to his family that Vietnam
had become a major issue for the protesters only when LBJ cancelled
graduate-student deferments.

The young graduate went on to Harvard Business School and then,
emulating his father, settled in Texas as an oil dealer and entrepreneur.
Business proved so unrewarding that he followed his father three years
later into a different venture, running for Congress. His family standing
helped him win the Republican nomination in his West Texas district,
but he lost the election to a Democrat. He returned to the oil business,
only to see his company flounder amid the collapse of world oil prices.
He got out with a bottom-line profit of around a half million dollars.

Nothing is more educational, in politics or business, than the sting of
defeat. At Yale and after, Bush II could not ignore the contrast between
his lackluster performance and his father’s achievements. Bush I had
made his mark in the oil business and an even grander one in politics.

James MacGregor Burns126



His defeat by Clinton in 1992 was probably as much a blow to Bush II as
it was to Bush I. The son was infuriated by the softheaded Republicans
who had deserted his father in the pinch. As political psychologist
Stanley Renshon has pointed out, Bush I “had reached the pinnacle, to
be sure, but he then had been rejected by the American people and beaten
by a man the Bushes felt unworthy, psychologically and morally, of the
office of president of the United States.”14 Still, Bush II felt that his
father too had been guilty of inconstancy—too moderate, too centrist.
The lesson was clear. Republicans must stick rigidly to conservative
doctrine. They must be continual and dogged campaigners. And they
must hang tough. Two years after his father’s defeat, Bush won the
governorship of Texas after, yes, a very tough campaign.

How could it happen that this long-unfocused man, no longer
young but still in his father’s shadow, the scion of Eastern moderate
Republicans, the half-educated product of Andover and Yale, could
embark on a course that would carry him within a few years to the
White House as a committed conservative? Governing Texas brought
him not only experience and self-confidence but also contacts with role
models in the region. By far the most important of these was Dick
Cheney, a former Nixon and Ford aide and House minority whip, then
Bush I’s defense secretary who oversaw the brilliant Gulf War strategy,
and at the time of Bush II’s Texas governorship, the head of Dallas-based
Halliburton, a vast oil and gas conglomerate. Perhaps it was reassuring to
the governor that Cheney too had gone to Yale, flunked out, returned
to New Haven, and flunked out again. Cheney had remained close to
Donald Rumsfeld and other veterans of Republican administrations.
Governor Bush worked closely with other Texas leaders, but Cheney
was the standout. It was not surprising but almost inevitable that, after he
won the presidential nomination in 2000, Bush II would choose him as
his running-mate. In London’s Sunday Times, Andrew Sullivan wrote
that in picking Cheney, Bush showed “that he is smart enough to know
how dumb he is.”15

Within months of Bush II’s inauguration, reporters were noting
Cheney’s central role in the White House. He was “about as close to
being President as it is possible to get without actually holding the
office,” journalist Nicholas Lemann wrote. “He has gone far past the
boundary of influence of any previous Vice-President in American his-
tory.”16 If there remained any doubt about Cheney’s leadership, it was
answered on September 11, 2001. With Bush out of Washington—and,
on Cheney’s advice, staying away until his security could be assured—the
vice president simply took over. From the bunker under the White
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House, he ordered the evacuation of House Speaker Dennis Hastert—
next in line to the presidency—to a “secure facility” outside Washington.
He put a “flying combat air patrol” over Washington with orders to
shoot down any menacing civilian aircraft. With National Security
Advisor Condoleezza Rice at his side, he established communication
with Rumsfeld and other cabinet members.

Bush returned and quickly won acclaim for rallying America. His
polls shot up astronomically and stayed high for months. Why? There
was nothing new about presidents taking firm action to reassure the
country after national disasters and getting a powerful political boost
from it. But as Bush reestablished—and extended—his authority, so did
his vice president. What was remarkable was Cheney’s continued lead-
ership during the campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq. He dominated a
group of men who came in turn to dominate the Bush presidency. He
was the formal head of the de facto leadership collective of hard-right,
experienced power wielders. These veterans of decades of political and
bureaucratic wars possessed—and were possessed by—a potent conser-
vative ideology that they had been pursuing in Washington and else-
where while Bush was still mired in business and political struggles back
in Texas.

The most influential member of this collective leadership, after
Bush and Cheney, was the man the president would term “the archi-
tect” of his political success, Karl Rove, who had won a reputation
among Republicans as an immensely knowledgeable, but not wholly
scrupulous, election expert. Rove had organized a huge fund-raising
effort in 2000 along with a little-noticed but extensive strategy to
boost voting turnout. While this was not enough to win the popular
vote, Rove helped to mobilize the horde of Republican lawyers and
activists who finally brought off their Electoral College and judicial
coup in Florida.

Another daunting test loomed in the midterm elections of 2002. For
many decades, except in 1934, presidents had lost congressional support
in off-year elections. But the Bush team gained seats. How did they
overcome the old jinx? Through massive fund raising, early recruitment
of strong congressional candidates, and Rove’s successful efforts to
expand voter turnout among the conservative base. Rove and Cheney
also put Bush to work. “Altogether,” scholar Andrew Busch reported,
“Bush made ninety campaign visits to key congressional races. In the last
five days of the campaign, he traveled ten thousand miles on a fifteen-
state, seventeen-city blitz, easily the most extensive and intense cam-
paigning by a president for his party in recent memory.”17 Even so, the
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most important factor in the victory was the Republicans’ continued and
unceasing exploitation of Bush’s vaunted leadership after 9/11.

A nightmarish memory hung over the Bush Republicans as they
approached the most critical election of all, 2004—the failed reelection
campaign of Bush I in 1992. But there was a memory too of how often
the father’s legislative proposals—and now the son’s—had been shot
down in Congress. The Bush-Cheney-Rove election team now resolved
on the most ambitious effort of all—to win a party victory at every level,
not merely in their own battle for the presidency. Such a wide and deep
party victory would solidify the base, reaching down to the state level
and the grass roots. It would require a massive effort, an unprecedented
get-out-the-vote push in the battleground states, with special appeals to
evangelicals, military families, and suburbanites.

In the campaign against not only John Kerry but the whole
Democratic Party, this strategy was partly successful. The president met
with clear victory—above all, an endorsement of his “war leadership”—
and the Republicans strengthened their hold on Congress, especially the
Senate. But they failed to shift the partisan balance in the states—indeed,
Democrats made slight gains—reflecting the fact that the base the Bush
Republicans mobilized was deep rather than broad, compared to the
sweeping victories of FDR, LBJ, and Ronald Reagan. As a party victory,
the election confirmed that the GOP was now the party of the hard right.

Rove and his colleagues believed in the “permanent campaign.”
Within weeks after the 2004 triumph, they were planning once again to
mobilize the grass roots for the next off-year contests. By 2005, Bush
Republicans had created the most formidable vote-mobilizing machine
and the most united governing team at least since the days of President
McKinley and GOP boss Mark Hanna. Remarkably, the Bush team had
turned presidential government into a power structure far more resem-
bling the British parliamentary system than the American model of
checks and balances. To stretch the comparison a bit, George Bush II had
authority comparable to the Georges of old in Britain, Vice President
Cheney wielded power like a prime minister, and they were under-
girded by a strong cabinet composed of men of standing such as Donald
Rumsfeld.

These Republicans continued to run a tight ship. Building on years of
Republican gains, the Bush leadership aspired to create as enduring and
consequential a conservative majority as the New Dealers and other
Democrats had fashioned for liberalism decades earlier. They believed
that they could contain their opponents indefinitely by narrowing the
Democratic base while widening their own, by redefining the field of

A Tale of Two Bushes 129



conflict to force Democrats to fight on their terrain of politics and
values, by extending their domination of all three branches of the
national government and reaching down more deeply into the states.
After 2004, they could no longer run Bush II, of course, but new possi-
bilities were emerging from the White House campaign team. All the
tested strategies would be applied, especially sophisticated techniques of
promoting voter turnout. The emphasis would be more on politics than
on policy. The permanent campaign would grind on. Above all, there
would be no “running alone.” Republican candidates would stick to a
firm base that had been expanded from Barbara Bush’s shoeboxes to
include tens of millions of conservative activists and evangelicals.

Values and Accountability Within a
New Model of Presidential Leadership

Many Americans fear presidential power, especially as concentrated in a
very few men. To them it is so “un-American,” compared to our tried
and true system of checks and balances, fragmented government, and
divisions of power among the federal, state, and local governments.
They remind us of the old mantra: power corrupts, and absolute power
corrupts absolutely. They fear straight majority rule as leading to major-
ity tyranny. They would tame power by morselizing it. I disagree. I see
the model of collective leadership, as presently practiced by the George
W. Bush White House, as a badly needed alternative to weak and divided
government. It can be both effective and responsible—effective when it
converts ideas and proposals into real rather than superficial change, and
responsible when it enables voters to know who is doing what and when
and then hold the leadership accountable. In particular, the separation of
powers between the president and Congress and between the Senate and
the House leaves the national party agenda so torn and factionalized that
it not only thwarts action but also leaves the electorate bewildered and
frustrated.

The Bush team has brought an end, however temporarily, to the “per-
sonal presidency” that has so long worried presidential scholars. This was
the presidency dominated by—and virtually reduced to—one man. The
personal presidency dates back to Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln,
but most relevantly in the past century, to Theodore Roosevelt and his
cousin Franklin. Some analysts have attributed extraordinary mastery to
FDR, as political scientist Thomas Cronin noted, granting him such lead-
ership qualities as “the will to power, the driving ambition and uncommon
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sense of knowing how to deal with people” that “combined almost
always to leave him in the driver’s seat.”18 Is it not time, though, to ques-
tion the solitary, heroic, one-man presidency? Would Franklin Roosevelt
not have avoided his second biggest mistake, court packing, if he had
worked with others instead of planning it secretly, almost in isolation?

Some moral tragedies remind us that presidents are subject to huge
moral constraints, whether they stand alone or collectively with others.
Any acceptable form of presidential leadership must appropriately
respect two categories of values: modal values and end-values. Modal
values refer to how we treat one another as we go about achieving our
ends. FDR violated these values when he committed his biggest moral
error—putting Japanese Americans into concentration camps. Modal
values also require that leaders never lie to their followers, whether this
means telling them the hard truth, as Churchill did in acknowledging
the dire crisis that faced Britons in 1940, or not making false claims such
as those Bush II made in bringing the country to war against Saddam
Hussein. Collective though the Bush administration’s leadership was,
misleading Americans about Iraq’s intentions and capabilities to threaten
the United States surely was his team’s most striking violation of ethical
values. Modal values call for admitting mistakes when things go wrong
and making clear who made the mistakes, so that officials can be held
accountable. When leadership is collective, modal values thus call for col-
lective responsibility, which forbids blaming one member of the ruling
group and making him walk the gangplank. With the “parliamentary
presidency” of George Bush II, at least the American people can go
beyond mere scapegoating and hold Bush’s Republicans accountable if
they so desire.

If modal values offer proper constraints to the modern presidency,
debates over end-values allow presidents and the people to shape public
discourse and policy. I define end-values as the supreme tests of what a
nation is doing and modal values as the standards regulating how leaders
are behaving. The what has been embodied in the great documents and
speeches in the nation’s history—whether in the Declaration of
Independence proclaiming “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,”
FDR’s Four Freedoms and his Economic Bill of Rights, or Ronald
Reagan’s pronouncements about conservatism. For decades these
documents and doctrines have laid out a frame for rational political and
intellectual conflict between Democrats and Republicans. Taking the
Declaration of Independence seriously, conservative Republicans have
defined life as the survival of the nation, liberty as the protection of the indi-
vidual against government, happiness as equality of opportunity; liberal
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Democrats, meanwhile, have taken these terms to mean the life of a
whole people, the achievement of liberty with the help of government,
and happiness as equality of condition.

This frame of conflict dominated American politics during most of the
last century, as Republicans campaigned for economic conservatism—
lower taxes, smaller government, balanced budgets, less regulation—
liberals responded with their New Deal and Fair Deal and Great Society
laws and programs. But later in the century this frame was distorted and
broken. Three forces were at work: (1) Republicans embraced security
measures that threatened individual liberty, (2) Evangelicals flocking to the
Republican Party substituted social issues such as abortion and gay mar-
riage for the old economic emphasis, and (3) the Democrats became—and
remained—immobilized between centrist and leftist strategies. One of
the reasons for Republican success was the ability of George Bush II’s
“collective presidency” to give priority to particular end-values—and to
enforce them.

Conclusion: The Two Bushes and 
Presidential Leadership

The Bushes, father and son, have significantly changed the model of
presidential leadership for the twenty-first century. The elder Bush, by
taking moderate and vacillating stands, alienated his base and squandered
the huge popularity derived from the war in Kuwait. His son learned
from this and, when his turn came, created a unified party based on con-
servative ideology and strong—sometimes ruthless—campaign tactics
that yielded a government so unified that it was somewhat akin to par-
liamentary government. The result is a form of presidential leadership
that transcends the logjam of divided government and gives the
American people a government that is both centralized and accountable.
If the people are disappointed in our presidential leadership under such
a system, they have no one to blame but themselves.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Presidential Leadership and 
Advice about Going to War

James P.  Pfiffner

The growth of the presidency has paralleled the growth of the U.S.
government in terms of size and complexity. Leadership of large,
complex systems cannot be accomplished by single individuals. Each
president depends on the government’s operational officers who will
implement policies once they have been adopted. But before policies are
adopted, presidents need both expert and general advice on the wisdom
of adopting various policy options. This chapter will examine presiden-
tial decision making and the dynamics of advisory systems. More specif-
ically, it will focus on how presidents can use their advisors to elicit
the best policy advice. There is nothing automatic about this; it is a
challenge for each president.

Presidents attract extremely smart, ambitious people to serve in the
White House and have at their disposal the best experienced, profes-
sional career services. But the quality of the advice the president receives
depends upon how the president uses the available talent. Presidential
leadership is necessary to set the tone for the type of advice elicited from
aides. The wrong signals will elicit the wrong type of advice. If the pres-
ident wants his own biases or predispositions reinforced, that is what he
will get. If he wants to learn from disagreements among his staffers, he
must encourage dissenting views. But he must impose order on this
dissent and be willing to make the final decisions.

This analysis is based on several premises. Presidents will make better
decisions if they consider a range of realistic options and alternative policies
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brought to their attention. This is a primary function of a presidential
advisory system. And the key to eliciting these alternatives from aides is
to encourage contrasting perspectives. Presidents need frank advice and
unvarnished evaluations. If aides trim their advice to suit the perceived
predispositions of their superiors, they will not serve the president well.
If presidents discourage dissent, their aides will anticipate their wishes
and self-censor any conflicting views. This may lead to a narrow focus
and neglect of alternative courses of action.

This chapter will examine several cases of presidential decision
making and try to distill from them lessons about the effective use of
advisors in high-level decisions about war and peace. The approach will
be to juxtapose two instances of successful presidential decision making
with two corresponding instances of less successful decision making. The
two successful cases are the following:

1. Dwight Eisenhower’s decision not to intervene in Vietnam in
1954

2. John Kennedy’s conduct of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962

The two unsuccessful cases are the following:

1. Lyndon Johnson’s decision to commit ground troops to Vietnam
in 1965

2. John Kennedy’s debacle at the Bay of Pigs in 1961

In each case, the situation facing the president will be examined and the
policymaking process will be analyzed.

Although these cases may not all be unambiguously successes and fail-
ures, much can be learned from examining how presidents used their
advisory systems. Eisenhower’s decision not to intervene in Vietnam to
save the French kept the United States out of a land war in Asia, and the
dominoes did not fall. Kennedy’s conduct of the Cuban Missile Crisis
prevented what might have been a nuclear exchange between the
United States and the Soviet Union.

The corresponding failures arguably left the United States in a weaker
position than it had been before the incidents occurred. Johnson’s war in
Vietnam divided the United States politically, resulted in the deaths of
58,000 American soldiers and several million Vietnamese, and did not pre-
vent the Communist victory in Vietnam. Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs invasion
strengthened Fidel Castro’s control of Cuba, gave Nikita Khrushchev the
pretext for inserting ballistic missiles into Cuba, and prevented a peaceful
rapprochement with Cuba.
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I Eisenhower and Johnson
Confront Vietnam

Presidents Eisenhower and Johnson both faced the problem of
Vietnamese nationalism and the potential control of the country by
regimes allied with Communist powers. The issue in each case was
whether to commit U.S. military forces to prevent a Communist
takeover. Despite the similarity of the situations, the two presidents
arrived at different decisions. The cases below present and contrast the
deliberation and decision making of the two presidents.

Eisenhower’s Decision in 1954 Not 
to Intervene in Vietnam

In 1954 the French were facing a crisis in Vietnam. Their control of
their colony since the nineteenth century had been interrupted by the
Japanese occupation during World War II. After the war, the French
had sought to reassert their control of the country, but this provoked
fierce resistance from the Viet Minh who sought independence. The
French had staked their hopes on a stand at Dien Bien Phu, a stronghold
surrounded by mountains. The Vietnamese had them under siege, and
in the spring of 1954, the French were in danger of losing. At this time
the United States was paying approximately 75 percent of the French
military costs and supplying some U.S. bombers and people to service
them.1 With defeat looming, the French sent emissaries to Washington
with appeals to President Eisenhower to come to their aid with direct
American military intervention.

Eisenhower was a staunch anti-Communist and did not want to see
the French defeated. He was concerned about the strength of France in
Europe as an essential partner in NATO, and he did not want to be
accused of “losing Vietnam” as the Democrats had been accused of “los-
ing China” after the Communist revolution of 1949. He also articulated
the “falling domino” principle: “You have a row of dominoes set up,
you knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is the
certainty that it will go over very quickly.”2 In other words, Eisenhower
believed that if Vietnam fell to the Communists, the rest of Indochina
would then go, as well as Burma, Thailand, Malaya, and Indonesia. The
administration was considering a range of actions to support the French,
including the use of atomic weapons.3

Eisenhower’s national security policymaking process was based on his
extensive experience with large organizations and international relations.4
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The process was relatively formal: the second-level Planning Board
reported policy options to the principals on the National Security
Council (NSC), and then the Operations Coordinating Board dealt with
implementation of policy. Eisenhower also instituted the positions of
chief of staff and staff secretary in the White House. In the late 1950s, the
Democrats, particularly Henry Jackson’s Senate committee, criticized
the administration’s policy process for its bureaucratic nature, charging
that it stifled creativity and bold action. It is true that a highly structured
process can easily degenerate into a compartmentalized bureaucratic
formalism in which success depends on the skills of the bureaucratic
actors rather than the merits of their ideas.5 Eisenhower was able to
avoid this danger by forcing his aides to examine their premises and
confront disagreements fully.

Eisenhower expected full and open debate among his staffers, but
more importantly, he encouraged it and sent clear signals to his advisors
that disagreement would not be punished and that frank analysis would
be rewarded. In his words:

I know of only one way in which you can be sure you’ve done
your best to make a wise decision. That is to get all of the people
who have partial and definable responsibility in this particular field,
whatever it may be. Get them with their different viewpoints in
front of you, and listen to them debate. I do not believe in bring-
ing them in one at a time, and therefore being more impressed by
the most recent one you hear than the earlier ones. You must get
courageous men, men of strong views, and let them debate and
argue with each other.6

Eisenhower’s policy deliberations “put a high premium on vigorous,
informed debate. . . . The advisers managed to state their disagreements
with one another and with the president clearly and forcefully in
Eisenhower’s presence.”7 The Planning Board advised in April 1954 that
the United States should intervene in Vietnam, using U.S. military
forces if necessary.8 Thus Eisenhower’s own conclusion was subject to
rigorous analysis, and his judgments were not accepted without full
debate and discussion, particularly in the April 6 NSC meeting that took
up the issue of intervention.9

According to scholars John Burke and Fred Greenstein, the delibera-
tions were marked by a “spirited no-holds-barred debate. . . . [T]he
participants did not appear to hold back out of deference to the president
or to tailor their advice to him.”10 Eisenhower encouraged policy debate



among his advisors and said that he would be skeptical if they appeared
to be unanimous about any important decision.

One device used by Eisenhower was the role played by Robert Cutler
as “custodian manager” of the deliberations. In historian Alexander
George’s analysis, the custodian-manager role entails maintaining some
balance of resources among the various presidential aides and their policy
positions, arranging for new and independent sources of information,
and, most importantly, monitoring the policy process to ensure that the
president receives as objective a range of options as possible.11 Cutler did
not take a position in the policy debates but rather acted as guardian of
the process to make sure that all questions were addressed fully.

After the full analysis of the political and military situation in Vietnam,
Eisenhower concluded that U.S. military intervention would not solve
the problem. His evaluation of the French position was that they “could
not win the war because [of] the internal political situation in Vietnam.”
And he was convinced that “had the elections been held as of the time
of the fighting, possibly 80 per cent of the population would have voted
for the Communist Ho Chi Minh.”12 The military situation was even
less tenable than the political conditions. In an unpublished passage in his
memoirs he laid out his reasoning: “The jungles of Indochina . . . would
have swallowed up division after division of United States troops, who
unaccustomed to this kind of warfare, would have sustained heavy
casualties. . . . Furthermore, the presence of ever more numbers of white
men in uniform probably would have aggravated rather than assuaged
Asiatic resentments.”13 Eisenhower emphasized this point when he
noted, “The Vietnamese could be expected to transfer their hatred of
the French to us.”14

But “the strongest reason of all for the United States refusal to respond
by itself to French pleas was our tradition of anticolonialism.”15 Because
the United States was the most powerful noncolonial power in the world,
“America’s moral position” would be undermined by intervening mili-
tarily to maintain French control of Vietnam.16 Eisenhower also strongly
believed that the United States should not act unilaterally but that U.S.
“defense policy is based on membership in a system of alliances.”17 In
addition, U.S. intervention in the absence of support from Congress
would be “completely unconstitutional and indefensible.”18

From the beginning of the French crisis in January 1954 until shortly
before the French defeat, Eisenhower had kept open the possibility of
some sort of intervention by the United States, including covert air sup-
port. At an NSC meeting on April 29, he laid out the conditions under
which the Western position in Indochina could be preserved. But the
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conditions, including a broad international military coalition and inde-
pendence for Vietnam, were unlikely to occur.19 In the end, on May 7,
after a fifty-five-day siege, the 10,000 French soldiers at Dien Bien Phu
surrendered to the Viet Minh. The dominoes did not fall, and the
United States had avoided, for a decade, another land war in Asia.

Johnson’s Decision to Intervene in 
Vietnam in 1965

Even though Eisenhower had declined to intervene on behalf of the
French in 1954, he had built his foreign policy on thwarting Communist
advances throughout the world. John Kennedy was also a committed
cold warrior and had introduced American military advisors to Vietnam
to support the noncommunist government in the South. Thus when
Johnson acceded to the presidency he inherited a limited U.S. commit-
ment to support the government in the South against the indigenous
Viet Cong as well as the North Vietnamese who sought to overthrow
what they saw as a repressive regime that had illegitimately come to
power. The coup (with the acquiescence of the United States) in which
Ngo Dinh Diem was assassinated in late 1963 had seemingly committed
the United States to support the successor government.

But the Republican nomination of hawk Barry Goldwater in 1964
had led Johnson to portray himself as a dove with respect to Vietnam.
Johnson told a campaign audience on September 25, 1964, “We don’t
want our American boys to do the fighting for Asian boys. We don’t
want to get involved in a nation with seven hundred million people and
get tied down in a land war in Asia.”20 Thus despite Johnson’s own con-
clusion that the United States could not easily abandon South Vietnam,
he hid his real convictions by downplaying the possibility of further
commitment of American troops to Vietnam.

In December Johnson authorized planning for air strikes against the
North and for broader U.S. participation in the war. Also in December
1964 General Harold K. Johnson predicted that it would take 500,000
men and five years to achieve victory in Vietnam.21 In late January 1965,
a study for the Joint Chiefs of Staff ( JCS) estimated that 700,000 troops
would be necessary.22 Johnson kept this information secret because he
did not want to acknowledge to Congress or the public his judgment
that war in Vietnam was likely. From the end of 1964 throughout 1965
Johnson concealed the true cost of his Vietnam plans so as not to jeop-
ardize public and congressional support for his Great Society initiatives
or engender opposition to his war plans.23



In December 1964 and January 1965, Johnson ordered military leaders
to continue planning for U.S. intervention in Vietnam. The Viet Cong
attack on the U.S. base at Pleiku on February 7 that killed nine
Americans provided the occasion to begin bombing North Vietnam to
send the message that the United States would uphold its commitment
to support the South. After the Pleiku attack, Johnson ordered that air-
defense units be deployed in the South to protect U.S. planes that would
be used in increased bombing raids on the North.

But the implications of this move were that the bases had to be pro-
tected, and so ground combat units would be sent to secure the air bases.
On March 8, 1965, the first combat troops, 3,500 marines, arrived at
Danang in South Vietnam. And once ground combat forces became
engaged, it would become much harder to withdraw without seeming
to surrender. This seemingly predictable sequence of events was not
subjected to serious scrutiny by Johnson’s top political and military
advisors.24

These troops, although engaged in combat, were supposed to be
assisting the South Vietnamese in defensive operations. But in April an
increase of 18,000–20,000 in the Marine forces was authorized, and the
National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 328 changed the
marines’ mission by authorizing the offensive utilization of U.S. ground
troops against the Viet Cong. NSAM 328 stated explicitly that the
change in mission was to be kept secret.25

After a meeting of his top advisors on April 19–20 in Honolulu,
Johnson decided to increase U.S. ground troops to a total of 82,000 and
change the mission of U.S. troops from primarily defensive operations to
an offensive mission of searching out the enemy.26 At the same time,
Johnson concealed his intentions from Congress and the public, imply-
ing that there had been no changes in objectives or mission and that he
was continuing to search for peaceful solutions. The NSAM of April 6
specified that U.S. officials “should minimize any appearance of sudden
changes in policy.”27

In July 1965, Johnson made the final decisions for what amounted to an
open-ended commitment of U.S. ground forces and the Americanization
of the war. No longer could it be argued that the United States was merely
giving military support to the government of South Vietnam; rather, the
United States was fully committed not merely to protecting bases
with occasional offensive operations but to a full-scale offensive war.28

Nevertheless, Johnson concealed from Congress the full level of commit-
ment of U.S. troops. Johnson publicly admitted only an immediate increase
in troop levels to 125,000 troops. But in fact he had authorized levels from
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175,000 to 200,000.29 At the peak of the war there were 500,000 U.S.
troops in Vietnam. Robert McNamara and Johnson also understated the
needed additional financial support by $10 billion and argued that military
mobilization was not necessary, and McNamara incorrectly said that U.S.
troops were not involved in combat operations.30

The Johnson administration’s policymaking after the 1964 November
election through the summer of 1965 involved a series of decisions that
cumulated in an open-ended commitment of U.S. forces without an
explicit confrontation of the full implications of those decisions. To be
sure, some individuals foresaw the future implications of the gradual U.S.
commitment, but these dissenters were dealt with in an ad hoc and seri-
atim manner rather than through a full confrontation in NSC meetings.

Thus the problem was not a lack of any dissenting voices. In fact,
there were significant objections to Johnson’s policies. For example,
General Maxwell Taylor was against the commitment of U.S. ground
troops; Under Secretary of State George Ball warned of the dangers of a
U.S. war in Vietnam; and Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield
voiced his objections to Johnson.

The problem was rather that Johnson did not encourage his advisors to
confront fully the broader implications of their decisions, and they failed
to recognize explicitly the implications of each stage of the escalation:

1. changing the role of U.S. military personnel from advising to
bombing;

2. establishing air bases;
3. protecting the air bases;
4. providing ground troops to protect the bases;
5. changing the mission of troops from defensive to offensive;
6. moving from a limited to an open-ended troop commitment and

Americanization of the war.

Although the administration undertook detailed analyses of each step in
the process, the broader implications were neglected. In Burke and
Greenstein’s terms, the sequence of decisions “was simply devoid of
analysis.”31 The failure to confront fully the broader implications of the
military decisions was compounded by the political decisions to conceal the
growing military involvement from Congress and the public. Thus Johnson
did not go to Congress for a declaration of war or for a further authorization
of a U.S. military commitment, nor did he call up the reserves, nor was he
honest about the fiscal implications of his military decisions.
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Burke and Greenstein argue that Johnson’s use of his advisors was
considerably inferior to Eisenhower’s. In contrast to Eisenhower’s delib-
erate approach to decision making about Vietnam in 1954, Johnson’s
approach was piecemeal and fragmented. For instance, the NSC did not
meet at all from October 1964 through January 1965, met six times in
February, and then met only four more times through the end of July.
Often Johnson used NSC meetings for purposes of briefing rather than
for deliberation.32

In addition, unlike Eisenhower’s Planning Board, there was no regu-
larized process for lower-level executives in the departments to raise
concerns about the policy direction.33 The lack of a regularized process
also meant that at times dissenters had to develop back channels to get
their views to Johnson. For instance, George Ball at times had to get his
views to Johnson through presidential confidant Bill Moyers.34 In an
insightful analysis of the dynamics of Johnson’s decision-making process
in 1965, historian Larry Berman concludes that “Johnson scared his
advisors into giving him what they thought he wanted, rather than the
truth.”35 Johnson consistently placed the burden of proof on those who
held any dissenting views rather than forcing those who agreed with him
to prove their points.36

Johnson’s overbearing personality often had the effect of shortening
debate or neglecting the discussion of options that he opposed, and
he saw disagreements as attacks upon himself. For instance, at the
February 7 meeting about how to respond to the attack on Pleiku,
Johnson polled his top advisors individually, asking whether they
agreed with the consensus to respond by bombing the North. On the
surface, this device seems to preclude a false sense of unanimity and
ensure that anyone who has any reservations has a chance to air them.
But when used by a president seeking consensus, this tactic puts each
individual on the spot by forcing him to have to declare whether he is
with the team or not.37

Thus at the February 7 meeting when Johnson polled his advisors,
George Ball went along with the consensus because to disagree might
antagonize his colleagues.38 On the other hand, Mike Mansfield did
express reservations, and Johnson became so upset with him that for the
next six months he refrained from raising any objections to Johnson at
meetings, though he did communicate his reservations about Vietnam
policy privately to Johnson.39 The outcome of the February 7 meeting
was a decision to launch air strikes, with little discussion of the potentially
broader implications of the decision.
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Similarly, but from the other policy direction, Johnson suppressed
hawkish dissent from military representatives who generally favored a
greater commitment of troops and the calling up of reserves to send a
clear signal to the public that a major war was being undertaken. At the
July 27 meeting, Johnson specifically asked Earle Wheeler, chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, whether he agreed with Johnson’s decision.
Despite the fact that everyone knew Wheeler favored calling up the
reserves, Wheeler nodded his agreement.40

Although policy memoranda often did pose difficult questions about
the implications of current commitments for the future, Johnson often
failed to raise these questions for discussion at meetings. For instance, on
July 1, Special Assistant for National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy
presented four memos (authored by Secretary of Defense Robert
McNamara, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Under Secretary of State
George Ball, and Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs William
Bundy) that raised serious and contrasting questions about the further
escalation being considered by Johnson. Yet Johnson did not engage
these advisors in a discussion of their disagreements in his July 2 meeting
with them.41

Johnson’s series of decisions about Vietnam were in sharp contrast
with Eisenhower’s carefully orchestrated deliberations. Eisenhower forced
confrontation of ideas among his advisors; Johnson suppressed disagree-
ment. Johnson’s insecurity and overbearing personality discouraged the
open exchange of ideas; Eisenhower’s experience and self-confidence
led him to allow his judgments to be challenged in the course of deliber-
ations. Johnson discouraged dissent; Eisenhower made it clear that he did
not want yes-men. Johnson’s policymaking process was “an organiza-
tional shambles”; Eisenhower’s NSC process was orderly and deliberate
in allowing disagreements to be fully aired.42

II John Kennedy and Two 
Crises Regarding Cuba

Within his first two years in office John Kennedy faced two crises
regarding Cuba, but the dynamics of his deliberations in each situation
were in sharp contrast. The Bay of Pigs situation occurred early in his
administration, and his handling of it reflected his inexperience. His
conduct of the Cuban Missile Crisis reflected the knowledge he had
gained from his experience with the Bay of Pigs, and nuclear war was
averted.



Kennedy and the Bay of Pigs

After the Cuban revolution that overthrew the Batista regime in 1959,
the Eisenhower administration began planning to aid anti-Castro Cuban
exiles in an attempt to overthrow Castro. The plan, led by CIA Deputy
Director for Plans Richard Bissell, called for the infiltration of the anti-
Castro Cubans who would organize resistance to undermine Castro. But
after the 1960 election, the plan escalated to the level of a more formal
invasion with U.S. support. Kennedy was presented with the plan in the
early days of his administration, and despite some misgivings, he felt
pressure to approve it for several reasons.

Kennedy had made a campaign issue of support for Cuban refugees
and had accused the Eisenhower administration of not doing enough to
support them. He did not want to thwart the plan developed during the
Eisenhower administration and be accused of being soft on Communism.
There was also the “disposal problem” of what to do with the exiles who
had been training in Guatemala and who might return to Miami and
complain about Kennedy’s abandonment of Eisenhower’s plan.43 In
addition, Kennedy held personal animus toward Castro and had been
told that Castro’s military capacity was improving and that any delay
would risk decreasing future chances of defeating him.

So the planning and preparation were allowed to proceed with
Kennedy’s stipulation that no U.S. forces would be directly involved.
On April 17, 1961, about 1,400 exiled Cubans attacked Cuba at the Bay
of Pigs. The CIA then urged Kennedy to reverse his decision not to
allow U.S. military support to the exiles, but Kennedy refused, fearing
Soviet retaliation and the opprobrium of the international community.44

Castro’s air force was effective in attacking the invaders who were fac-
ing his 20,000-strong ground force. The whole operation was a fiasco
from the U.S. and Cuban exile perspective, with 114 men being killed
and 1,189 captured.

Several factors contributed to Kennedy’s failure to avoid this foreign-
policy disaster:

1. problems of organization, primarily the lack of it in the early days
of the administration;

2. the hesitation of Kennedy and his aides to challenge what appeared
to be unanimous military judgments;

3. the narrowness of the group of people Kennedy consulted;
4. the failure of Kennedy and his advisors to question plans and

assumptions aggressively.
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Kennedy came to office wanting to distinguish himself sharply from
President Eisenhower, something that had been an important part of
his campaign. One way to do this was to reject Eisenhower’s elaborate
national security policy development process. Kennedy preferred a
streamlined process in which he would be the center of action and there
would not be the elaborate series of meetings that characterized the
Eisenhower administration. So Kennedy abolished Eisenhower’s NSC
apparatus: the Planning Board and the Operations Coordinating Board,
as well as the offices of chief of staff and staff secretary.45 Kennedy pre-
ferred ad hoc meetings with those who could be of most use to him on
specific issues. Thus, at the beginning of his administration, he did not
convene regular NSC meetings and he did not have a systematic orga-
nization for crisis decision making.46 The NSC met fifty-one times dur-
ing Eisenhower’s first year and almost every week after that. In contrast,
Kennedy called only twenty-one NSC meetings in 1961, relying on ad
hoc task-force meetings instead.47

Having no high-level experience with national security decision
making in the executive branch, Kennedy tended to defer to the profes-
sionals in the military and intelligence establishment. The premises upon
which the CIA planning was based included a National Intelligence
Estimate (NIE) that concluded that Cuba was on the verge of revolt
against Castro. The CIA assured Kennedy that opposition to Castro in
Cuba was strong and that Cubans would rise up to join the exiles to
overthrow Castro. But this reflected wishful thinking rather than hard
analysis of data from Cuba. The CIA had been cherry-picking the intel-
ligence, and there was no evidence that substantial portions of Cubans
would support an insurrection.48

One important factor was the strong personality of CIA Deputy
Director for Plans Richard Bissell, the primary architect of the plan.
Bissell was a formidable force, with an impressive intellect and all the
mystique of the CIA behind him. But in addition to heading the plan-
ning for the operation, he was also its most forceful advocate and thus
lacked the detachment to provide an objective perspective on its chances
of success. The problem was that no other insider provided the essential
skeptical perspective that Kennedy needed.49

Another problem was that the plan was so tightly held that even other
divisions within the CIA were not allowed to vet it and experts at the
Cuba desk at the State Department were excluded from reviewing it.50

The plan was not subjected to a full staff review by the military, but the
Joint Chiefs of Staff had examined the plan and had judged that its
chances of success were “fair.” Kennedy saw this as an endorsement of
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the military soundness of the plan, but he did not realize that fair in the
minds of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was meant in contrast to good or excellent.
The real judgment was that the odds were three to one against success.51

But military leaders were hesitant to challenge the CIA plan, and as reg-
ular military forces were not involved, they did not insist on measures
that would ensure its success. In effect, Kennedy was depending on a
single channel of information about the military and political conditions
in Cuba, as the plan was secret and the military chose not to challenge
the CIA plan.52

In addition to being given the seemingly unanimous recommenda-
tions from his military advisors, Kennedy was under political pressure
not to abandon the planned invasion. Kennedy’s willingness to go ahead
with the plan was seen as a “test of his mettle.”53 CIA Director Allen
Dulles strongly supported the plan. He said to Kennedy: “I stood right
here at Ike’s desk and told him I was certain our Guatemalan operation
would succeed, and, Mr. President, the prospects for this plan are even
better than they were for that one.”54

The unanimity of the intelligence and military experts was reinforced
by the reticence of Kennedy’s personal advisors to voice their reserva-
tions. In explaining his own unwillingness to voice his doubts, Special
Assistant for Latin American Affairs Arthur Schlesinger said,

The advocates of the adventure had a rhetorical advantage. They
could strike virile poses and talk of tangible things—fire power, air
strikes, landing craft and so on. To oppose the plan, one had to
invoke intangibles—the moral position of the United States, the
reputation of the President, the response of the United Nations,
‘world public opinion’ and other such odious concepts.

In addition, Schlesinger argued, the State Department often deferred to
the military so as not to appear to be “soft headed idealists but . . .
tough guys.”55

Kennedy did receive some skeptical analysis, but it came from voices
outside the executive branch and was thus less effective. One of the
few skeptics was seventy-six-year-old Dean Acheson, who had been
President Truman’s secretary of state. When Kennedy asked his opinion,
Acheson replied, “Are you serious?” He asked Kennedy how many soldiers
Castro could bring to bear on the invasion on the first day of the engage-
ment. When Kennedy replied 25,000 (out of a total military of 200,000),
Acheson replied, “Well, it doesn’t take Price-Waterhouse to figure out
that fifteen hundred Cubans aren’t as good as twenty-five thousand.”56
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Kennedy brought in Senator J. William Fulbright, chairman of the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee. Fulbright’s judgment was that Cuba and
Castro were “a thorn in the flesh, but not a dagger in the heart.”57 But
Fulbright was seen as an outsider, not one of the inner circle; thus his crit-
icisms were perceived as ill informed and critical of the planners, and his
views were discounted.

Kennedy’s inner circle harbored some doubts about the operation but
did not express these doubts forcefully. Schlesinger thought that he was
too junior and inexperienced to take a leading role in discussions, and so
he passed on some of his doubts in private memos to the president. Dean
Rusk also expressed some skepticism privately, but not at meetings, out
of deference to the military professionals.58 Historian Alexander George
argues that the mere expression of skepticism by individuals is often not
sufficient for the president to consider fully their points of view. If
the president’s decision making is to be well informed, the dissenting
perspective must be developed with sufficient resources to make a credible
argument.59

Under Secretary of State Chester Bowles wrote a dissenting memo,
but his boss, Dean Rusk, did not give it to the president.60 Importantly,
Kennedy’s top personal advisors, his brother Robert (whom Kennedy
had appointed U.S. attorney general) and Theodore Sorensen, were not
brought into the formal planning, and Sorensen did not even know
about it until after it had happened.61 Acting as what social psychologist
Irving Janis terms a “mindguard” to protect the president from dissent,
Robert Kennedy told the doubtful Schlesinger not to express his dis-
agreements: “You may be right or you may be wrong, but the President
has made his mind up. Do not push it any further. Now is the time for
everyone to help him all they can.”62

After the invasion ended in a debacle, Kennedy blamed himself and
publicly accepted full responsibility for the failure: “How could I have
been so stupid?”63 But privately he expressed anger toward his military
and intelligence advisors: “The advice of every member of the Executive
Branch brought in to advise was unanimous—and the advice was
wrong.”64 He told Schlesinger, “You always assume that the military
and intelligence people have some skill not available to ordinary
mortals.”65 He was particularly bitter about the joint Chiefs of Staff:
“Those sons-of-bitches with all the fruit salad just sat there nodding,
saying it would work.”66

Part of the problem was that the Kennedy administration was in its
infancy; the president’s advisors were not familiar with their colleagues,
and they did not have the confidence to disagree with the judgments of
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the experts in the executive branch.67 In addition, the new administration
was filled with the hope and hubris of just having won a very tight elec-
tion.68 Schlesinger’s conclusion was that the White House staff had failed
to “protect the president.”69

Many of the meetings took place in a “curious atmosphere of assumed
consensus,” according to Schlesinger.70 Sorensen’s judgment was that “no
realistic appraisal was made of the chances for success or the consequences
of failure.”71 Why the failures of critical judgment took place may be
deduced from former President Eisenhower’s question to Kennedy after
the debacle: “Mr. President, before you approved this plan, did you have
everybody in front of you debating the thing so you got the pros and cons
yourself and then made the decision, or did you see these people one at a
time?”72 Luckily, Kennedy learned from his mistakes and put the lessons
to use in his handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis.

The 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis

Perhaps the greatest pressure any president could face is the possibility of
nuclear war, and the closest the world has come to a nuclear exchange
was during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 when President Kennedy
and Premier Khrushchev faced off over Cuba. In April 1961, Khrushchev
decided to order the placement of nuclear-tipped intermediate-range
ballistic missiles in Cuba. Khrushchev’s motives probably were to try to
counter the strategic superiority of the United States in intercontinental
ballistic missiles (despite Kennedy’s charges of a “missile gap” in his
campaign) and to protect Castro’s regime in Cuba, Russia’s only ally in
the Western Hemisphere.

In the spring of 1962, intelligence reports showed Russian arms ship-
ments going to Cuba, but Kennedy believed Khrushchev’s assertion that
the military equipment was merely defensive. Khrushchev’s assurances
turned out not to be true, and the first nuclear warheads arrived in Cuba
on October 4. The United States discovered the deception on October 14
when a U-2 flight revealed that several nuclear missile sites were under
construction. After reviewing the analysis of the photographs, McGeorge
Bundy gave Kennedy the news early in the morning on October 16.

From the beginning Kennedy and his advisors viewed the presence of
nuclear missiles in Cuba as an unacceptable threat to U.S. national secu-
rity interests, even though McNamara and Bundy judged that they did
not affect U.S. strategic military superiority. But Kennedy thought he
could not afford to appear weak to the international community, partic-
ularly after the failed Bay of Pigs invasion and a less-than-successful
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summit meeting in Vienna. Any sign of weakness could encourage
Khrushchev to be more aggressive in Berlin and elsewhere in the world.
Kennedy did not want to seem “soft” in national security affairs.

When Kennedy assembled the Executive Committee of the NSC (Ex
Comm), the consensus was that military action was unavoidable. Kennedy
said, “I don’t think we’ve got much time on these missiles. . . .We’re cer-
tainly going . . . to take out these missiles.”73 Nevertheless, in the light of
his experience with the Bay of Pigs, Kennedy decided to continue Ex
Comm’s deliberations and explore fully the options available to him.
Kennedy insisted on further explorations despite the early hawkish views
of many of his advisors. Perhaps the most belligerent advisor was General
Curtis LeMay, chief of staff of the U.S. Air Force, who declared on
October 19, “I see [this] leading into war. I don’t see any other solution.
It will lead right into war. This [considering peaceful alternatives] is
almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich.”74 In addition to express-
ing his judgment, LeMay’s assertion implied a veiled threat to go public
with his charges of Kennedy’s weakness after the crisis.75

After the group reached a consensus to go forward with an air strike
on Cuba on October 19, Attorney General Robert Kennedy argued that
the implications of an attack were too important to undertake one
immediately and that they should continue to explore other options.
Part of his hesitation stemmed from the moral implications of a surprise
attack. Invoking the memory of Pearl Harbor, Robert said, “A sneak
attack was not in our traditions. Thousands of Cubans would be killed
without warning, and a lot of Russians too.”76 On October 21, the
group still favored an air strike by nine to seven, but moral concerns
were no longer the only problem with an air strike. Close questioning of
air force officers revealed that a surgical air strike was not feasible and the
best outcome they could guarantee was the destruction of 90 percent of
the missiles they had located (potentially leaving others they had not
located). Thus, the generals concluded, an attack of hundreds of sorties
would need to be followed up by a full-scale ground invasion to ensure
that all of the missiles were found and destroyed.77

Kennedy finally concluded that the safest route might be to establish a
naval blockade around Cuba; it would keep open more options than an
air attack and give Khrushchev time to reconsider his commitment
to nuclear missiles in Cuba. Even though this was his final decision,
Kennedy did not pretend that he had the only answer to the problem:
“There isn’t any good solution. Whichever plan I choose, the ones
whose plans are not taken are the lucky ones—they’ll be able to say ‘I told

James P. Pfiffner150



Advice about Going to War 151

you so’ in a week or two. But this one seems the least objectionable.”78

The president’s visible uncertainty at this point and throughout the crisis
encouraged debate, whereas a signal that the president had made up his
mind would have stifled dissent or skepticism.

Kennedy then sent a letter to Khrushchev demanding that the missiles
be withdrawn and reminding him of the danger of nuclear confronta-
tion. On October 22, he gave a speech to the nation explaining the crisis
and warned the Russians that any use of the missiles would result in a
U.S. attack directly on the Soviet Union. The blockade was set up and
preparations were made to stop any Russian ships with nuclear cargo. On
October 24, the crisis came to a head when Russian ships, presumably
carrying nuclear cargo, stopped and reversed course.

But the original missiles were still in Cuba, and the Russians had to be
convinced to take them out. After an exchange of letters, on October 25,
Khrushchev agreed to remove the missiles in exchange for a U.S. guar-
antee not to invade Cuba. Khrushchev also demanded the removal of
U.S. nuclear missiles in Turkey. Kennedy publicly refused to agree to
the latter stipulation, but he secretly sent his brother Robert to assure the
Russians that the missiles would be removed as long as there was no
public quid pro quo. It was later revealed that Kennedy had prepared a
fallback position in case of an impasse in which UN secretary general
U Thant would propose the swap of U.S. missiles in Turkey for Russian
missiles in Cuba.79

After Khrushchev had agreed to remove the missiles and the crisis
ended, Kennedy called the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the Cabinet Room to
thank them for their advice and support. Again, Curtis LeMay con-
fronted the president, declaring, “It’s the greatest defeat in our history,
Mr. President. . . . We should invade today!”80 Kennedy’s reaction was
“[t]he Military are mad. They wanted to do this. It’s lucky for us that we
have McNamara over there.”81

A number of analyses of the Cuban Missile Crisis have concluded
that President Kennedy led a decision-making process that, under
great pressure, operated exceptionally well in ensuring that a wide
range of alternatives was carefully evaluated and that options were not
shut off prematurely. What was in McNamara’s judgment a lucky out-
come was actually made possible by Kennedy’s leadership in using a
number of techniques that facilitated rational analysis of the options.82

Planning for the various options discussed was elaborate, with each
alternative worked out in detail, including contingency plans for
unexpected developments (which led to the discovery that a “surgical”
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air strike was not feasible). Kennedy was sensitive to Khrushchev’s
internal political pressures; he did not attack Khrushchev personally
and gave him room to change course while still saving face. While
Kennedy thought that Khrushchev was duplicitous, he did not think
that he was stupid.

Despite the need for secrecy, outside advice was sought from
experts who were not members of the Ex Comm, for example, U.S.
representative to the UN Adlai Stevenson, former Secretary of State
Dean Acheson, former Secretary of Defense Robert Lovett, and arms
advisor John McCloy. During deliberations, Kennedy invited com-
ments from second-tier officials (e.g., Paul Nitze, George Ball, and
Llewellyn Thompson) to get their perspectives, and he ensured they
would speak up despite the presence of their immediate superiors and
Kennedy’s more outspoken aides. The role of Robert Kennedy was
crucial to the deliberations. Because he did not fear for his job and his
loyalty to the president was unquestioned, he felt free to ask probing
questions and challenge the assumptions of anyone in the room. At
times he convinced his brother to allow Ex Comm deliberations in
the president’s absence so that his perceived leanings would not stifle
frank discussion.

In historian Tony Judt’s analysis, Kennedy demonstrated “a remarkable
coolness . . . a willingness and a capacity to listen, question, absorb, weigh,
and finally adjudicate in extraordinary circumstances.”83 Kennedy’s lead-
ership was demonstrated throughout the course of the crisis by his con-
sistent decisions to choose the less belligerent and more moderate course
of action at each of the key turning points. Despite tremendous pressure
arising from the nature of the situation and the recommendations of his
military advisors, Kennedy resisted the temptation to use full-scale military
force. Some of his key decisions were as follows:84 

1. Rejection of an invasion in favor of an air attack
2. Rejection of a massive air strike in favor of a selective one, and

only after giving a warning
3. Rejection of an air attack in favor of a blockade
4. Limit of the full blockade to a quarantine of only nuclear weapons
5. Decision to move the quarantine line from 800 miles to 500 miles

from Cuba85

6. Decision to intercept a Panamanian ship registered in Lebanon
rather than a Russian ship

7. Decision to respond to Khrushchev’s first and more conciliatory
letter, rather than to his second and more belligerent letter



8. Refusal to retaliate for the downing of a U-2 plane and the death
of the pilot on October 27

9. Secret agreement to remove the Jupiter missiles from Turkey
10. Fallback plan to agree publicly to remove the missiles if his secret

plan failed

One measure of the effectiveness of the deliberations over the thirteen
days of the crisis was that most of the members of the Ex Comm
changed their minds at least once during the course of their delibera-
tions.86 Although Kennedy’s actions as president may have played a role
in Khrushchev’s decision to put the missiles in Cuba in the first place, his
steady leadership under great pressure saved the world from a nuclear
disaster. In short, Kennedy learned from the mistakes he made in han-
dling the Bay of Pigs affair and demonstrated a marked improvement in
his ability to manage advice during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Conclusion

What can we learn from a comparison of these successes and failures in
decision making? Scholar Alexander George’s ideas of custodian man-
ager and multiple advocacy are relevant to the outcomes of the cases. In
the successful cases, someone played the role of honest broker or custo-
dian manager of the deliberative process. In 1954, Robert Cutler played
this role for Eisenhower. In 1962, President Kennedy delegated part of
that role, the role of inquisitor and provocateur, to his brother Robert.
In the less successful cases, no one person paid close attention to the
process of deliberation.

Multiple advocacy was encouraged in the successful cases. In 1954,
Eisenhower had set up a formal system of policy analysis and encouraged
confrontation of opposing ideas. In 1962, Kennedy fostered a skeptical
questioning of each of the military options. In 1965, on the other hand,
Johnson suppressed confrontations in his deliberations. In 1961, Kennedy
did not closely question the invasion plans of Richard Bissell.

But most importantly, the overall approach to deliberation about war
and peace was strikingly different in the successful and unsuccessful cases.
In each of the successful cases, the president insisted on formal meet-
ings with his principal advisors—Eisenhower’s NSC Planning Board,
Kennedy’s Ex Comm. In each of these cases, the deliberations were
marked by face-to-face give-and-take and frank evaluations of the range
of options available to the president. In contrast, in each of the failures,
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decisions about going to war were made during an extended period of
time, with each step being considered carefully by itself but not in the
broader strategic context. The overall directions of the policies were not
expressly confronted in formal meetings between each of the presidents
and his principal advisors.

Quoting Eisenhower’s dictum that “leadership is as vital in conference
as it is in battle,” political science scholar Andrew Rudalevige argues that
the challenge of presidents is to ensure that they receive dissenting as well
as consensus perspectives.87 But the prior condition is that a president
must want to receive differing perspectives. Carefully designed organiza-
tional structures and decision-making processes can bring to the presi-
dent’s attention a broad range of options. But the effectiveness of
structures and processes depends upon the desire of presidents to use
them to consider alternative courses of action. In the successful cases pre-
sented here, presidents clearly wanted to examine alternatives. In the less
successful cases, they did not press their advisors for dissenting views.

Burke and Greenstein conclude that “advisory systems do matter.”88

But the advice that a president receives ultimately depends on the pres-
ident rather than the personnel in his White House or the organization
of his advisory system. A president will get the type of advice he encour-
ages. Burke and Greenstein ask of a president: “To what extent does he
have qualities that lead him to receive a rich stream of advice and infor-
mation?”89 Although no process can guarantee wise decisions, the cases
considered above have reinforced the view that in decisions with very
high stakes, a president can benefit from a skeptical assessment of a broad
range of options.
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Grant “Blinked”: Appraising Presidential
Leadership
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Matthew B. Kugler

Frequently during the first six years of Ulysses S. Grant’s presidency
(1869–1877), white Southerners in the former Confederate states
attempted to reassert their total control over black citizens. Grant
responded very forcefully on several occasions, crushing the newly
formed Ku Klux Klan in South Carolina in 1872 and, that same year,
sending troops to support the recently elected Republican governor of
Louisiana against a militia mutiny and mob riots. But support for Grant’s
actions in defense of blacks grew increasingly unpopular in the North
and within the Republican Party. Defending blacks when their own
state governments failed to do so represented an unprecedented expan-
sion of federal power. Maintaining troops in the South was also very
expensive. Grant steadily lost political support. After three rapid inter-
ventions, Louisiana in September 1874, Mississippi that December, and
Louisiana again the following January, even Grant’s pro-Reconstruction
vice president described him as “the mill-stone around the neck of our
party that would sink it out of sight” (Garfield, 1981, p. 6). When the
governor of Mississippi asked Grant to send in more federal troops to
stop the harassment of blacks later in 1875, Grant initially refused. In a
2002 American Experience television production, historian Don Carter
summarized Grant’s refusal at this moment by saying “in the end, he
blinked” (Bosh & Deane, 2002). This statement clearly characterizes
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Grant’s behavior in this particular instance as a failure to protect black
rights and black lives and also as a turning point that led to the subjuga-
tion of blacks in the South that lasted until the 1960s.

We will use this moment in history as a vehicle for considering, from
a social psychological perspective, some of the ways that presidents and
presidencies are evaluated by biographers, reviewers, historians, media
commentators, and the general public. Grant provides a useful and inter-
esting case for considering the elements of person perception that help
us understand how evaluations of presidents are formed and how these
evaluations change. As we shall see, Grant is one of the most enigmatic
persons to hold the office of president, and his presidency is actively
being reassessed.

We will proceed as follows: First, we will consider the psychology of
causal attribution, the issues it raises about Grant “blinking,” and, more
generally, how specific presidential behavior can be understood. Next,
we will explore psychological analyses of “greatness ratings” by histori-
ans. These studies suggest that such ratings may be largely based on
whether or not just a few pieces of information about a presidency
activate a “leader schema.” Third, we will consider some of the basic
dimensions of personality, as described in the psychological literature in
general and in the presidential leadership literature in particular. Can we
describe the basic dimensions of presidential personality and their rela-
tion to greatness ratings? Finally, we will consider Grant himself. First,
we will review what psychological studies suggest about his personality
and the relation between his personality and his rated greatness or,
rather, lack thereof. We will then suggest criteria upon which Grant
might be judged and assess his standing on those criteria based on our
understanding of the historical literature.

I Attributional Analyses of Behavior

The study of the ways people make causal attributions about human
behavior begins with Fritz Heider’s (1958) classic discussion of “the
naïve analysis of action” (Heider, p. 79). Heider’s basic argument is that
observers seek to identify the underlying stable causes of behavior so that
they can better understand and predict their world. He pays close atten-
tion to how observers perceive the factors that affect the outcomes of
actions, particularly whether those actions succeed or fail. Most gener-
ally, an action outcome is dependent on two kinds of forces: personal
and environmental. Thus action succeeds when the personal forces
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applied toward completing an action are greater than the environmental
forces or obstacles that must be overcome . Personal forces in turn also
number two: the individual’s level of ability and the degree of effort
applied. The environmental forces are external factors that make the task
simple or difficult. Heider goes on to point out that perceivers believe
that a person can effect an outcome if his or her ability to make the action
happen is greater than the obstacles standing in the way of success. Thus
we can consider whether a person can effect an outcome by assessing
whether his or her ability exceeds the difficulty of the task. If the person
can effect the outcome, the result depends on whether he or she tries and
how hard.

What attributional analysis of action underlies the summary judgment
that Grant blinked in 1875? That judgment at least implicitly points the
causal finger to Grant’s insufficient trying. He did not try at all, or he did
not try hard enough. Thus his failure is one of will rather than capacity.
It is, therefore, a sign of moral weakness. Embedded in this characteriza-
tion is the implicit premise that Grant could have done more, specifically
that he could have dispatched troops in this particular instance or done
something more in general to further protect the rights and the lives of
black citizens. In Heider’s terms, Grant’s power or ability to help blacks
is being judged to exceed any difficulties posed by environmental
contingencies, whether political, military, or logistical.

This characterization of Grant’s behavior raises several questions. First,
is “Grant blinked” at all a fair summary of Grant’s behavior? Darren
Newtson (1976) has written about the complex ways that observers seg-
ment behavior. A specific action in a complex set of actions and events
that unfolded during 1875 is characterized as blinking, as caving into evil
forces. Does this characterization withstand an examination of the
known facts? There is a great deal of controversy about that. We will
return to this question later. Second, assuming for the moment that
Grant did blink—in the sense that he decided not to send in federal
troops to protect black citizens at a particular moment—and therefore
undermined Reconstruction, what further can we say about the correct
attributions for this decision?

One relevant attributional perspective is Harold Kelley’s (1967)
covariation model. The general idea is that behavior can be attributed to
causes that are present when the behavior is present and absent when the
behavior is absent. More specifically, does the behavior seem to covary
with the actor or with the situation in which the actor behaved? Kelley
suggests that the causes of specific actions can be attributed to the actor or
to the situation by considering several aspects of the behavior in question.
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First, a perceiver might consider whether the actor’s response to the
situation was distinctive. In the “Grant blinked” case, did he fail to act on
behalf of blacks in most situations, or should his response in this situation
be considered unusual or unique, that is, distinctive? Second, a perceiver
might consider whether the actor’s response was consensual. Would other
actors or potential actors have responded similarly or differently? Responses
that are highly distinctive and highly consensual should, according to the
covariation analysis, be attributed to the situation. If an actor did some-
thing that was quite different from his normal behavior, and if he did
something that almost everyone else would have done in the same situ-
ation, the response is logically attributable to the situation the actor
faced, not to a personal quality. It is important to note, however, that
ordinary people are often poor assessors of consensus. Even when infor-
mation is explicitly provided about how others might have acted,
observers chronically underuse this information (Kassin, 1979; Borgida &
Nisbett, 1977).

Kelley’s (1972) discounting principle is also relevant to a perceiver decid-
ing what to make of Grant’s action. This principle holds that a behavior
should not be attributed to any particular cause to the extent that there
are other plausible causes for that behavior. The most salient “particular
cause” is generally the person himself. Heider (1958) theorized, and
much research has shown, that perceivers are highly biased toward
attributing behavior to the actor ( Jones & Nisbett, 1972; Jones, 1990). In
the case of Grant’s blinking, there would be a bias toward attributing his
action to some lack of concern for blacks or weakness in mastering the
situation. However, the discounting principle holds that Grant himself
should be discounted as a possible cause to the extent that the situation he
faced is a plausible cause. Combining covariation and discounting princi-
ples, to the extent that Grant’s behavior in the situation is distinctive and
consensual, and to the extent that the situation that Grant faced is a plau-
sible cause for his behavior, Grant himself as a cause must be discounted.

A final attributional perspective is offered by Bernard Weiner et al.
(1972) in their extension of Heider’s analysis. Weiner notes that suc-
cesses or failures can be attributed to either personal or situational causes
and that those causes can be stable or variable. In many situations involv-
ing success or failure, an internal stable cause is ability, high or low. An
internal but variable cause is effort, great or small. A stable external cause
is task difficulty, high or low, while an unstable external cause is luck,
good or bad. Thus a perceiver of Grant’s action in the context of 1875
must ask whether Grant had the ability to succeed, whether he tried,
whether the task he faced was easy or difficult, and whether he had good
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or bad luck. The covariation principles again help perceivers decide. Did
Grant’s action in the case under consideration reflect “the same old
Grant” or was it unusual, and would others have sent in the troops, or
would they likewise have declined? Also, perceivers would ask about the
difficulty of the task Grant faced.

We want to make the case that Grant had done a great deal to protect
and extend the welfare and well-being of blacks and that the situation he
faced was extremely difficult, as well as quite confused. Let us define the
behavior being considered. The simple version—the one undoubtedly
relied upon by the historian when he made his uncharitable remark—is
that Grant received a request for troops from the governor of Mississippi
at a particular moment and turned it down. This refusal to take action
came at the end of a string of vigorous responses, mentioned above. But
Grant knew he did not have much political support for another inter-
vention and, consequently, he said no.

In September 1875, Mississippi was only two months away from
holding its state legislative elections. Mississippi had had a less than tran-
quil racial history in the previous ten years. In July 1875, Governor
Adelbert Ames, a transplanted Northerner, had called upon Grant to
supply federal troops to end an armed standoff near Vicksburg. Grant
initially refused, citing lack of jurisdiction; Ames had yet to declare a
state of emergency or call out the militia. The troubles grew worse later
that autumn. On December 7, Ames called a state of emergency and
asked the state legislature to call on Grant for aid, removing the cited
legal barrier. The crisis had advanced, and Grant responded (Gillette,
1979, pp. 150–153; Scaturro, 1998, pp. 87–88).

This form of restraint was typical of Grant’s Southern policy. He had
refused a request from the South Carolina governor that September as
well, believing that the company of federal troops already present was
sufficient to keep the peace. Grant knew well the resistance stoked by
the deployment of troops to the South, and he vastly preferred to have
local and state militias keep the peace and resolve disputes. Not long
before, Congress had refused to support Grant’s proposed solution to the
disputed governorship of Arkansas, and the general outcry over his
repeated interventions in Louisiana the previous winter—which were in
response to nothing less than an attempted coup—still echoed through
Republican councils (Scaturro, 1998, p. 91).

It was in this context that Governor Ames wrote to the president on
September 8. He asked that troops be sent to help put down a new wave
of violence that had begun four days before and had swept the state.
Many Republicans tried to convince Grant that an intervention would
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upset the upcoming Ohio gubernatorial elections in October (Scaturro,
1998, p. 89). Grant also received conflicting reports on the level of
violence in the state, including one from a county sheriff who said that
no federal troops were needed in his jurisdiction (McFeely, 1981,
p. 421). Grant was hesitant to intervene. On September 13 he wrote to
Attorney General Edwards Pierrepont:

[The] whole public is tired out with these annual autumnal out-
breaks in the South, and there is so much unwholesome lying done
by the press and people in regard to the cause and extent of these
breaches of the peace that the great majority are ready now to con-
demn any interference on the part of the Government. . . .
I heartily wish that peace and good order may be restored without
issuing the proclamation. But if it is not, the proclamation must be
issued; and if it is, I shall instruct the commander of the forces to have no
child’s play. (Scaturro, 1998, p. 89, emphasis added)

In short, Grant was willing to intervene, but only if absolutely necessary.
Unfortunately, the reply Governor Ames received was edited by
Pierrepont to remove the strongest portions. What remained was criti-
cal of Ames, calling on him to be more active on his own behalf. Ames
also made the mistake of failing to respond to a request for more infor-
mation, meaning that Pierrepont, who opposed intervention, could
claim to Grant that the violence was not widespread enough to warrant
federal aid. Indeed, the situation was such that when Pierrepont’s mes-
sage to Ames was given to the press, it received wide support from
Northern Republican newspapers. They endorsed the criticism of Ames
and praised Grant’s restraint (Gillette, 1979, pp. 157–161).

There is wide disagreement among historians both on what Grant knew
and who might be to blame for any gaps in his knowledge. Ames himself
was remarkably unclear. He made a peace agreement with the white mili-
tias, a truce that produced a period of calm in late September. Despite his
continuing desire for aid, he wrote to Grant, “your letter and Atty General
Pierrepont’s have produced marked improvement in the condition of
affairs here, the white liners, whose only policy is intimidation, are them-
selves somewhat intimidated” (Gillette, 1979, p. 161). Most recent works
have been relatively forgiving of Grant, pointing out Ames’s contradictory
messages and the meddling influences of Pierrepont, but earlier books are
quite harsh, saying that Grant was willingly deceived.

Grant eventually did send troops to Mississippi, but only just before
the election. And these soldiers were ordered to keep the peace, not to
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police the polling stations (Gillette, 1979, pp. 156, 161–162). Despite
dead calm on election day, Republicans were already intimidated and
the Democrats swept into power in a fraud-wrought vote. Negro rights,
and Grant’s policies, experienced a drastic setback.

Looking at this disputed moment, it is very difficult to decide what to
make of it. Reconstruction itself blinked, even if Grant might be
excused, and the consequences were terrible. Yet what is to be said
about this blinking? To earlier historians, such as William McFeely and
William Gillette, this is the worst incident in a string of bad ones and, for
McFeely, the last before Grant abandoned the pretext that he cared for
freedmen. The American Experience documentary, mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter, shares that view. “Grant did what he had
never done in war. He retreated,” says the narrator, going without pause
into a discussion of the failure of Reconstruction (Bosh & Deane, 2002).
In Heider’s terms, the documentary portrays this incident in Grant’s
presidency as a failure to try, not an inability to succeed.

For whatever it is worth, Grant himself said that the decision not to
provide more help closer to the election was an agonizing one. He saw
it as a tradeoff: if he intervened in Mississippi just then, the Republicans
would lose the decisive Ohio election (and Republican defeats in the
North had their own repercussions for Reconstruction). He would have
been willing to accept that, but only if he thought he could truly make
a difference in Mississippi. By that point, he did not believe that he could
(Scaturro, 1998, p. 91).

Still, what Grant may or may not have thought after the fact is poor
evidence. More helpful are Kelley’s criteria of distinctiveness and con-
sensus. Was Grant’s failure to intervene part of a broader pattern of indif-
ference or an isolated event? Gillette sees Grant failing to intervene on
several occasions, but his view is incomplete. As Frank Scaturro points
out, failing to prevent a state with a large white majority (i.e., Texas)
from going Democratic is not a failure of the electoral process (1998,
p. 82). The side of the angels, as it were, lost fairly sometimes. Grant also
did not have unlimited power or authority; he had to work within the law
made by an increasingly unsympathetic legislature and judiciary. Still,
Grant had an impressive record of dedication before this incident. For
example, there were the campaigns against the KKK in the early 1870s and
armed interventions in several states, most notably South Carolina and
Louisiana. He was also no slouch after the November 1875 Mississippi
elections, again sending troops to Louisiana and South Carolina in 1876,
the last full year of his presidency. If troops had been available, he would
have sent them to other states as well (Scaturro, 1998, p. 98). This incident
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in Mississippi, therefore, seems strangely out of place, making it
distinctive.

The presence of consensus is even clearer. While Gillette shows only
a single newspaper calling for a more active federal role in Mississippi, he
lists many that praised Grant’s restraint. More telling is the reaction to
Grant’s Louisiana intervention, just prior to the episode in question.
One powerful cartoon showed “Ulysses I” enthroned atop the “murder
of Louisiana,” with then Attorney General George H. Williams perched
on his shoulder, a demon spawn (Bosh & Deane, 2002). The general
policy of sending federal troops to the South was so unpopular that mass
meetings of protest occurred in the North. Republicans feared electoral
defeat in the North, the Supreme Court was increasingly worried about
the abuse of federal power, and the public wanted the whole mess to go
away. One of Grant’s recent biographers writes, “For the last two years
of his administration, Grant stood watch over the South almost alone”
(Smith, 2001, p. 571). Grant’s decision comes at a time when anyone
else would have done as he did (and many would have refused to send
troops on occasions when Grant did). Thus on grounds of distinctiveness
and consensus, Grant’s behavior should be attributed to the situation he
faced, not to personal callousness or weakness.

We noted earlier that Weiner extended Heider’s analysis to consider
whether the personal or situational attributions made in a given case are
based on stable or variable factors. If we take the harsh and, until recently,
common view that Grant failed to care about blacks in Mississippi in fall
1875, can we find evidence of his callousness toward blacks elsewhere?
Is there in Grant a stable personal indifference or hostility to black rights?
McFeely would argue that “by the summer of 1876 there was no one
around the White House who gave a damn about the black people”
(McFeely, 1981, p. 439). Grant had an activist attorney general, George
F. Hoar, early on, but with his departure, the business of civil rights was
totally neglected. But McFeely must stand corrected. Brooks Simpson
documents Grant’s consistent and extreme concern for freedmen both
during and after the war, noting several factual inaccuracies in McFeely’s
accounting. In his view, at least one man in the White House gave a
damn, “the principle occupant of the building” (Simpson, 1987, p. 81).
Grant had pushed through the incredibly expansive Civil Rights Act in
1875 (soon held unconstitutional), the very same year as the Mississippi
incident. This bill was not only good by the standards of its time, but it
was very much like the Civil Rights Act of 1964. If Mississippi repre-
sented a failure of Grant’s soul, it was remarkably unheralded. There is a
reason this man never lost the support of Frederick Douglass. A better
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attribution for Grant’s behavior is that he faced an overwhelming and
increasingly stable external cause—the extreme difficulty of getting
anyone else to care.

II Ratings of Presidential Greatness

Historians have been making “greatness” ratings of presidents for some
time. Arthur Schlesinger Sr. conducted polls of historians in 1948 and
1962, asking raters to place presidents in various categories: great, near
great, average, below average, and failure. Similar ratings have been
done by others, notably Robert Murray and Tim Blessing (1983). And
in 1996, Arthur Schlesinger Jr. published in The New York Times
Magazine the results of a poll very similar to those conducted by his
father. Washington, Lincoln, and Franklin Roosevelt were rated as
great, while Jefferson, Jackson, Polk, Theodore Roosevelt, Wilson, and
Truman were rated as near great. Grant was rated a failure. Only
Buchanan and Harding were rated lower.

The results of these polls have been remarkably consistent. Although
there have been some changes, these are mostly regarding recent presidents.
Kennedy has dropped since the first poll after his death, and Truman and
Eisenhower have risen in the ratings. Interestingly, George Washington
was rated very highly in the earliest polls, dropped some in the 1970s, and
has regained his lofty spot in the most recent polls. But there has been little
change in Grant’s ratings. He is always at or very near the bottom.

Dean Keith Simonton (1987) has done some fascinating work trying
to identify the various kinds of information about presidents that con-
tribute to greatness ratings. His work raises disturbing questions about
what information and analyses inform these ratings. Using statistical
analyses of the variables that predict the Murray-Blessing ratings—the
ones Simonton considers the best—Simonton has produced a “six-
variable prediction equation” that accounts for 82 percent of the vari-
ance in the ratings. The six variables, in descending order of the
magnitude of their contribution to greatness ratings are: (1) whether the
president had a scandal during his administration, (2) whether he had
been a war hero prior to assuming the presidency, (3) whether he was
assassinated, (4) whether he is considered intellectually brilliant, (5) the
number of years he was a war president, and 6) the total number of years
he served as president. The scandal factor reduces greatness ratings, the
other variables increase them. It is worth noting that the scandal factor
plays the largest role in predicting greatness ratings.
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There are some compelling data demonstrating that these kinds of
information affect greatness ratings. When college students are given
information about unidentified leaders pertaining to just the six variables
in the formula, they produce greatness ratings very highly correlated
with historical greatness ratings. Of course, it is always possible that even
though greatness ratings of anonymous leaders by college students are
predicted by the terms in the equations, the greatness ratings by scholars
are actually produced by more intimate knowledge of each president.
Thus we must ask whether other kinds of information can be shown to
affect the historical ratings. It has been difficult to find any that have a
systematic effect. However, Simonton has examined the differences
between greatness ratings predicted from the formula and actual great-
ness ratings. There are some interesting cases showing that specific
information known by raters does modify the ratings. Washington and
Lincoln are rated higher than predicted by formula, probably because of
their extraordinary roles in holding the Republic together at its beginning,
in Washington’s case, and at its moment of greatest crisis, in Lincoln’s. On
the other end of the scale are presidents whose actual ratings are even
worse than predicted: Buchanan, Pierce, Grant, and Nixon. Clearly
information about specific rather extreme cases produces ratings that
depart from the formula. But a great deal is predicted by these largely
nonpersonal variables.

More important is Simonton’s theory about why the six variables
predict greatness ratings. His argument goes as follows: People, and that
includes professional scholars as well as the laity, operate from a cognitive
schema about leaders. In most general terms, ideal leaders are thought of
as people who are strong, active, and good. Simonton speculates that this
schema of the ideal leader is likely “an ideal or archetype having trans-
historical, even cross-cultural, relevance” (Simonton, 1987, p. 239). Then,
when certain information about a leader activates this schema, this and
other information is assimilated to the schema, and the person is seen as
having ideal leadership qualities. Furthermore, it is argued that the infor-
mation that observers use in their schema-driven assessments is the infor-
mation that is most cognitively available. Availability in turn is affected by
how salient pieces of information are, how recently they have been
attended to, and to what extent the information makes the observer happy
or unhappy. From this perspective, because scandal plays such a large role
in presidential-greatness ratings, it follows that a president involved in
scandal is seen as some combination of weak, passive, and immoral.

It seems clear that people who are not intimately familiar with the
lives and careers of particular presidents—including most laypeople and
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some scholars—actually use schematic assessments in their evaluations.
Are there others who base their assessments on much more detailed
information? For example, what about biographers? Many biographers
consider the detailed information about their subject’s life and behavior
and, in many cases, do attributional analyses. For example, both McFeely
and Scaturro thoroughly discussed and made attributions for Grant’s
behavior in Mississippi during fall 1875. Their discussions seem to reflect
much more than whether an overall leadership schema is activated.
However, clearly authors seem to have different schemas about their
subjects. David McCullough (2001) has a more positive schema of John
Adams than almost anyone else, save Joseph Ellis (1993), and this is evi-
dent throughout his recent biography. Similarly, Robert Dallek’s (2003)
biography of John F. Kennedy is largely sympathetic. (Ted Widmer’s
New York Times review of that book was entitled “Profile in Courage.”)
And in the case of Grant, biographers such as Bunting (2004), Korda
(2004), McFeely (1981), Scaturro (1998), and Smith (2001) have differ-
ent overall schemas, outlined clearly in their introductions and prefaces.
And the very different schemas of McFeely and Scaturro, for example,
inform not just their discussion of 1875 Mississippi, but Grant’s whole
presidency.

Beyond treating such biographies as legal briefs (which they some-
times resemble) and deciding who makes the best argument, can we
identify anything we know about human personalities and the characters
of presidents that will help us assess their administrations? To address this
question we will first discuss important traits of personality, including
some that have been discussed specifically with reference to presidents.
Then we will consider how, in general, these traits might support or
diminish greatness. Finally, we will consider how Grant can be construed
to stand on these personal qualities.

III Dimensions of the 
Human Personality

One of the most influential approaches to personality in modern
psychology is known as the trait approach. Starting with Carl Jung
(1933), psychologists have discussed either types (categories of people) or
traits (dimensions on which people can be rated as high, low, or some-
where in the middle). Jung is well known for distinguishing introverts
from extraverts. Years later, Hans Eysenck (1952) suggested that different
personalities could be well described according to two dimensions, Jung’s
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extraversion and what Eysenck called neuroticism. Subsequent empirical
research starting with Warren Norman (1963) has shown consistently
that people can be characterized quite fully by rating them on Eysenck’s
two dimensions and three others, known collectively as the Big Five.
These are neuroticism (also called stability), extraversion (also called sur-
gency), openness (also called curiosity or intellectance), agreeableness,
and conscientiousness. Interestingly, James David Barber’s (1992) book
The Presidential Character classifies presidents as active or passive and pos-
itive or negative. His activity and positivity dimensions are essentially
the same as the Big Five dimensions of extraversion and agreeableness.
Note also that the Big Five dimensions correspond to the three
elements of the leader schema described above: strength and activity are
essentially extraversion (surgency) and goodness represents a combina-
tion of agreeableness and conscientiousness.

What can we say about how these traits and capacities support, or
undermine, effective leadership? A great deal of work discussed by Robert
Hogan and Joyce Hogan (2004; Hogan, Curphy, & Hogan, 1994) shows
that emergent and effective leadership is correlated with all of the Big
Five characteristics. The best predictors are extraversion/surgency, intel-
lect/openness to experience, and conscientiousness. But stability and
agreeableness are correlated as well. Additional research by Simonton
(1986) shows that intellectual brilliance is associated with presidential-
greatness ratings, as does a subsequent study by Stewart McCann (1992).
Also David Winter (1987) has studied needs for achievement, power, and
affiliation and has found that the need for power has some correlation with
rated presidential performance. Neither Simonton nor Winter finds that
achievement motivation is correlated with greatness ratings. However,
McCann’s data do show a strong relationship with achievement drive. In
contrast, affiliation motivation has some negative correlations with great-
ness ratings.

IV The Personality of Ulysses S. Grant

Turning to Grant, can anything be said about how he stands on the Big
Five dimensions or other interesting and possibly relevant dimensions of
personality? Studies by both Winter and Simonton suggest that Grant is
a very unusual case. Based on ratings of need imagery in their first inaugu-
ral addresses, Winter rates all the presidents who gave inaugural addresses,
from Washington through Reagan, on the three motives noted above:
achievement, affiliation, and power. Grant ranks last in power imagery
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(Truman and Kennedy are the highest). He is slightly above average in
achievement imagery and slightly below on affiliation. The low power
rating might be a caution about Grant, given power’s association with
greatness. More intriguing are two studies by Simonton. In the first,
Simonton constructed for each president personality descriptions (each
roughly 750 words) based on biographical reference works, presidential
fact books, and American history compendia. Identifying information
was removed. Eight raters—comprising Simonton himself and seven
research assistants who did not know the identities of the presidents
being rated—marked the extent to which 300 adjectives from the
Gough Adjective Check List, a standard personality measure, applied to
each personality description. Ratings of 110 adjectives meeting several
statistical criteria were analyzed to identify fourteen personality factors
on which each president could be scored: Moderation, Friendliness,
Intellectual Brilliance, Machiavellianism, Poise and Polish, Achievement
Drive, Forcefulness, Wit, Physical Attractiveness, Pettiness, Tidiness,
Conservatism, Inflexibility, and Pacifism. (The only one of these person-
ality factors that correlates with greatness ratings is Intellectual Brilliance,
as noted above.)

Simonton creates a very interesting dendrogram, a graphical represen-
tation of the similarity between all the presidents’ personality profiles.
There are several interesting clusters in the ratings. For example, both
John and John Quincy Adams have “very comparable profiles” (p. 153).
Grant, however, is “the clear outcast in personality makeup” (p. 153).
He is not similar to any of the others. Only Thomas Jefferson approaches
Grant, from a distance, in being unlike others. In these ratings, Grant
basically comes across as a slob: He is rated by far the lowest on
Achievement Drive. He also gets very low marks for Poise and Polish
and Tidiness. He is rated third lowest on Intellectual Brilliance. He is
below the mean on the positive qualities and above the mean on
negative qualities, including Pettiness and Inflexibility. In another article
Simonton (1988) had seven undergraduates rate the 39 presidents on
82 style items. Once again a factor analysis was conducted, and this time
five styles were identified: Interpersonal, Charismatic, Deliberative,
Creative, and Neurotic. Inspection of the items comprising each style
suggests that they are very similar to the Big Five personality traits
initially identified by Norman. The Interpersonal style reflects agree-
ableness, Charismatic reflects extraversion/surgency, Deliberative reflects
conscientiousness, Creative reflects openness/curiosity/intellectance, and
Neurotic is clearly stability/neuroticism. Grant’s standing on these style
dimensions once again “sets him apart from all the rest of the American
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chief executives” (Simonton, 1988, p. 931). He is lowest of all the pres-
idents on the Charismatic and Deliberative measures, the second most
Neurotic, and the eighth least Creative. Not only is Grant rated as
different, he is rated extremely poorly.

Above we suggested some modest linkages between personality and
rated greatness. As Grant is rated terribly on four of the five style
dimensions corresponding closely to the Big Five personality dimen-
sions, and as those dimensions are associated with effective leadership,
perhaps it is no wonder that Grant is viewed as such a poor president.
But we need to take a closer look. Simonton has been kind enough to
provide us with the personality descriptions used in both of the studies
described above. The Grant description is undoubtedly a very fair rep-
resentation of the information included about Grant in the reference
works noted above. It is composed almost entirely of quotes that are by
design somewhat repetitious, reflecting points that multiple sources felt
worthy of emphasis. This allows several common themes to be identi-
fied. Grant was “politically naïve and financially inept,” known for
“drinking heavily,” “personally honest” but “stupid and indiscreet” in
detecting dishonesty in associates; he “loved animals” and was an “aver-
age student,” “morally insensitive,” “callous,” and “a professional mili-
tary man.” These quotes are representative of the broader selection, and
the themes they suggest appeared multiple times in only slightly vary-
ing forms. Note the lack of elaboration for the last trait. Based on what
is included in Simonton’s sketch, it would be difficult for a rater to say
with any certainty whether Grant was a good soldier, let alone a great
one. The other descriptors are enough to make one wonder how such
a man could ever be elected president. The question, however, is
whether the received wisdom that informed Simonton’s description
offers an accurate portrait of Grant.

It seems clear, following Scaturro, that the received wisdom reflects
biographies and other treatments of Grant that preceded the recent
reconsideration of his presidency. What would a revisionist sketch look
like? We have constructed one based almost entirely on observations of
Grant made by his contemporaries that appear in either recent biogra-
phies or older biographies that clearly did not consider those observa-
tions in their negative treatments of Grant, such as that of McFeely. It is
approximately half the length of Simonton’s descriptions, but it gives a
flavor of what one would read:

On personal style: “[he] was an uncommon fellow—the most mod-
est, the most disinterested and the most honest man I ever knew, with
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a temper that nothing could disturb and a judgment that was judicial in
its comprehensiveness and wisdom. Not a great man except morally;
not an original or brilliant man, but sincere, thoughtful, deep and
gifted with courage that never faltered” (Assistant Secretary of War
Charles A. Dana, in Catton, 1960, p. 389). As remembered by one of
his West Point classmates: “[his] distinguished trait . . . was a girlish
modesty, a taciturnity born of his own modesty, but a thoroughness in
the accomplishment of whatever task was assigned him” (Confederate
General James Longstreet, in Bunting, 2004, p. 17). “A great man for
details” (Union General William Tecumseh Sherman, in Simpson,
2000, p. 461) who had a “wonderful power of drawing information
from others in conversation without their being aware they were
imparting it” (Grant’s military aide, Ely S. Parker, in Simpson, 2000,
p. 460).

On military record: he served heroically in war, showing great per-
sonal bravery. However, peacetime service did not agree with him:
“lonely and discouraged he began to drink regularly and alone”
(Bunting, 2004, p. 30). This led to his eventual resignation from the
army. In his second army career: “I should fear him more than any of
their officers I have yet heard of. He is not a man of genius, but he is
clearheaded, quick and daring,” said an enemy officer shortly before
Grant’s rise to high rank (Confederate General Richard S. Ewell, in
Fuller, 1957, p. 59). “He does not know as much about books and strict
military art and science as some others, but he possesses the last quality
of great generalship; he knows, he divines, when the supreme hour has
come in a campaign or battle and always boldly seizes it,” said another
one of his subordinates (General Sherman, in Simpson, 2000, p. 460).

As president: he drafted and passed the “greatest treaty of actual and
immediate arbitration the world has ever seen,” which helped rebuild
ties with a major ally and peacefully resolved a major dispute with
another potential enemy (Scaturro, 1998, pp. 52–55). On civil rights: he
earned praise from prominent contemporary leaders. “To [him] more
than to any other man the negro owes his enfranchisement and the
Indian a humane policy . . . his moral courage has surpassed that of his
party” (Frederick Douglass, in Scaturro, 1998, p. 105).

In postpresidential business he was a failure, ruining himself financially.
He struggled in the last weeks of his life to finish his memoirs. Considered
a military biography to rank with Julius Caesar’s and a “literary master-
piece” (Samuel Clemens, in Perry, 2004, p. 235), Grant’s Memoirs
provided for his wife after his death.
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Suppose raters reacted to sketches such as the preceding ones or rated
Grant after reading what we think is the current “best evidence,” the
revisionist biographies, how might Grant’s rating on the Big Five
change? Let us consider openness/curiosity/intellectance first. Is Grant
one of the least intelligent presidents? Without making comparative
assessments, what would assessors make of Grant having produced mili-
tary memoirs considered among the most impressive ever written; that
his messages to Congress, authored by himself, are full and lucid; and
that, as his subordinate General Meade wrote, “there is one striking
thing about Grant’s orders: no matter how hurriedly he may write them
on the field, no one over had the slightest doubt as to their meaning, or
ever had to read them over a second time to understand them” (Wilson,
1962, p. 143, cf. Perry, 2004, p. 234)? Grant would clearly stand high on
Howard Gardner’s (1983) dimension of linguistic intelligence. Bruce
Catton and other Civil War historians write at some length about the
soundness, if not brilliance, of Grant’s military strategy, and his particu-
lar ability to read and remember maps and to think spatially. These
observations speak to what Gardner would construe as Grant’s logical-
mathematical and visual-spatial intelligences.

What about the Big Five extraversion/surgency dimension? Was
Grant passive? James David Barber (1980) classified Grant as passive-
positive in an article about Ronald Reagan. He scores low on Simonton’s
(1986) dimension of Forcefulness. However, Scaturro (1998) describes
Grant as an “innovator” who provided the “impetus” for much of the
legislation passed by Congress during his administration (p. 59). He cites
Michael Les Benedict (1989) who wrote that Grant “dominated his era,
a stronger president than most have recognized” (Benedict, 1989, p. 377;
quoted in Scaturro, 1998, p. 61). Again, there is clearly a need for a
second look.

Let us also consider neuroticism. In Simonton’s (1988) study, Grant
scores highest (i.e., worst) on this dimension of style. Yet Grant’s unflap-
pability and imperturbability are legendary. Captain Charles Francis
Adams Jr. (brother of Henry Adams, who savaged Grant) served as
“commander of the headquarters cavalry escort” and observed Grant
closely: “he handles those around him so quietly and well, he so evi-
dently has the faculty of disposing of work and managing men, he is cool
and quiet, almost stolid and as if stupid, and in a crisis he is one against
whom all around . . . would instinctively lean” (Simpson, 2000, p. 319).

Grant stands last on Simonton’s Deliberative Style, a close proxy of
the Big Five’s conscientiousness, which includes the ideas of being “hard-
working, persevering, [and] organized” (Hogan, Curphy, & Hogan,
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1994, p. 504). Certainly during the Civil War there can be little ques-
tion that Grant showed these qualities. His standing on this trait during
his presidency has been challenged, but the record of his careful dealings
with Congress and the constant turmoil in the former Confederacy suggest
conscientiousness.

Grant’s agreeableness is revealed in what his contemporaries said
about him. While plain, reserved, and quiet, those close to him found
him agreeable and engaging. Frederick Douglass commented, “Many
who approached him told me he was a silent man. To me, he was one
of the best conversationalists I have ever met” (Benedict, 1989, p. 352;
quoted in Scaturro, 1998, p. 9).

In short, the received wisdom suggests one set of conclusions about
Grant’s personality. The revised wisdom suggests another.

V Reconsidering Grant

Ongoing changes in perceptions of Grant have given us a puzzle.
Someone reading a book on Grant or the Grant years by McFeely,
Gillette, or a representative of the Dunning school would be left with a
far different view of the man than someone reading one of the more
recent works on him by Bunting, Scaturro, Smith, and Simpson.
A recent Web posting by attorney and sociologist Nathan Newman
(2006) asks whether Grant was “Our Greatest President.” Historians
have always disagreed about a great many things, so these differences
themselves are nothing new. Attribution theory does, however, offer
some insight as to the reason Grant scholarship may be changing in this
particular way.

An economic crisis or panic swept the country in 1873, Grant’s
Indian policy suffered in 1876 at the Battle of the Little Bighorn, and
Reconstruction failed in 1876. These are a host of ways in which the
American people were not better off at the end of Grant’s administration
than at its beginning. But Grant had the misfortune of serving his coun-
try during a time of unusual turmoil. Perhaps we need to ask whether to
attribute blame to the high degree of hardships the country faced or to
the quality of Grant’s leadership.

Social psychology tells us that there is a general trend in attributions.
When judging other people, we tend to attribute their actions to inter-
nal causes. Doing this allows us to predict future behavior: if Julia always
laughs at clowns, we know she will laugh at the next clown too. This
tendency is called either the Fundamental Attribution Error or the
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Correspondence Bias ( Jones, 1990; Ross, 1977). It is both strong and
pervasive, leading to experimental subjects making misjudgments that
are almost embarrassing to even read about. Consider the following: In
one study, a person was told to write an essay in favor of a certain
subject, such as abortion. Then another person was told to read the
essay. Knowing that the writer had been instructed to take the position
he took, the reader was then asked what the writer’s personal opinion on
the subject was. The logical answer to this question—I have no idea!—
promotes discomfort. People like to have an idea. So most people
decided to attribute the views in the essay to the writer, despite know-
ing that the writer was told to take the position he did. This effect is
remarkably difficult to eliminate. Even when the readers themselves tell
the writer to take a particular position, the effect is still present (Gilbert &
Jones, 1986).

The earlier works on Grant make such an internal, stable attribution.
Gillette (1979) has no problem saying, “Above all, President Grant’s
confusing policy and contradictory performance, together with Congress’
indecision and division, resulted in a lack of direction” (p. 363).
McFeely (1981) goes even further, saying that Grant “did not see
American Negros as people to be sympathized with” and that this lack
of commitment led directly to the “lassitude” in federal interventions
(pp. 32, 70, 71, 425). In a review of McFeely’s work, historian C. Vann
Woodward said simply, “[Grant] bears a heavy share of the blame for
the abandonment of reconstruction” (Woodward, 1981, pp. 3–4, 6;
quoted in Simpson, 1987, p. 64). Based on Grant’s actions, these histo-
rians have no trouble saying what kind of person they think he was. As
we saw in Simonton’s work, these views have entered into the received
wisdom.

The revisionists tell a far different story. For them, Grant is the man
who tried, who left things better than they would otherwise have been.
This disparity in views could be seen as a reason for despair, an invitation
for us to leave Grant’s presidency firmly in the world of the subjective.
Thankfully, the revisionists are not merely reinterpreting the same evi-
dence as the earlier scholars. Their reworkings of Grant’s image are often
based on more extensive reviews of the record, a return to original
sources, and the correction of occasional inaccuracies. Two reviews of
McFeely’s biography, once considered the definitive work on Grant,
make this plain. After criticizing McFeely’s portrayal of Grant’s general-
ship, Princeton historian James McPherson (1981) writes, “It is hard to
write a biography of Grant without a thorough understanding of the
military history of the Civil War. The large number of careless errors
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that have found their way into this book raise doubts about McFeely’s
understanding of this history” (p. 365). In his article “Butcher? Racist?
An Examination of William S. McFeely’s Grant: A Biography,” Simpson
(1987) addresses McFeely’s belief that Grant was indifferent to the
suffering of both his soldiers and the freedmen. Simpson cites many
examples of Grant showing and acting on compassion for both, to the
point where his general conclusion is the exact opposite of McFeely’s.
Factual inaccuracies and questionable sourcing in McFeely’s work are
once again raised as concerns. Simpson ends his article thus: “Grant’s
contemporaries would have a difficult time recognizing the man described
in McFeely’s book. The reader will have to decide whether Grant is, in
fact, ‘truthful history’” (Simpson, 1987, p. 83).

It is hard to imagine the butcher of Cold Harbor being the same man
who was sickened by a visit to a makeshift hospital after Shiloh (Simpson,
1987, p. 81). It is hard to think that the man who presided over the end
of Reconstruction was also a great friend of Frederick Douglass. It is
hard to do these things, but the record increasingly shows that we must,
that Grant was a moral man in difficult times.

In the last decade, there has been a move in the Grant scholarship to
reevaluate his presidency. Scaturro’s President Grant Reconsidered puts up
a strong fight on Reconstruction policy, especially concerning the
aforementioned Mississippi incident. The often neglected, favorable
racial motivations behind the attempted annexation of Santo Domingo
are also remembered. Grant’s scandals are put in perspective. Resolution
of the dispute with England over reparations for the Alabama, an
English-built Confederate commerce raider, is also mentioned as an
underrated part of the Grant presidency; what could have resulted in
war instead set a firm precedent for international arbitration. Grant’s
attempts to treat fairly the “original inhabitants of the land,” so praised
by Frederick Douglass, can also not be forgotten. There is even Grant’s
rise above party loyalty to help resolve the fiercely contested results of
the 1876 election, allowing for a successful and peaceful mediation.
Smith’s one-volume biography of Grant incorporates many of these
themes, as does Bunting’s. In terms of Grant’s personality, Smith and
Bunting echo more recent analyses by Simpson and McPherson; go fur-
ther back to echo Catton and Foote; and go even further back to echo
General James Longstreet, General Richard Ewell, Mark Twain, and
Frederick Douglass. Grant was a complicated and silent man, but eval-
uations of him are changing. As noted in a recent review, “U. S. Grant
wasn’t only the greatest general—he wasn’t a bad president at all”
(Baker, 2004, p. 13).
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VI Conclusion

The considerations in this chapter suggest that it is far from clear that
Grant’s personality is as dismally unsuited for leadership as the received
wisdom, distilled by Simonton, suggests. But the fact that the wisdom of
1985 is so different from the wisdom, as we read it, of 2005 raises dis-
turbing questions. Scaturro’s 1998 preface indicates that he clings “to the
belief that there is in fact a ‘pure’ history behind much of what history
books have distorted.” Can there be such a pure history? We are in no
position to answer that question. But we do feel that, as more is written
and more resources become available—in both the publishing sense and
the cognitive sense—a consensual database will be defined. Scholars will
be challenged to justify their interpretations of that database and will be
induced to move toward more thoughtful individuating interpretations
of the evidence and away from simpler schema-driven accounts
(cf. Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Then, perhaps, more agreement will
emerge. We may never get to that epistemological promised land, but
we are optimistic that in the case of Grant, we can move a good distance
toward it in the near future.

References

Baker, K. (2004, November 14). “Shocked and Awed” [Review of the book Ulysses S. Grant: The
Unlikely Hero]. The New York Times Book Review, p. 13.

Barber, J. D. (1980, September 8). “Worrying about Reagan.” New York Times, p. A19.
———. (1992). The Presidential Character. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Benedict, M. L. (1989). “Ulysses S. Grant,” in F. N. Magill (ed.), The American Presidents: Vol. 2.

Pasadena, CA: Salem Press.
Borgida, E., and Nisbett, R. E. (1977). “The Differential Impact of Abstract vs. Concrete

Information on Decisions.” Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 7: 258–271.
Bosh, A., and Deane, E. (Producers). (2002). Ulysses S. Grant: Warrior, President [Motion picture].

Boston: PBS, American Experience.
Bunting, J. (2004). Ulysses S. Grant. New York: Henry Holt.
Catton, B. (1960). Grant Moves South. Edison, NJ: Castle Books.
Dallek, R. (2003). An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917–1963. Boston: Little, Brown.
Ellis, J. J. (1993). Passionate Sage: The Character and Legacy of John Adams. New York: W. W. Norton.
Eysenck, H. (1952). The Scientific Study of Personality. London: Routledge & Keagan Paul.
Fiske, S. T., and Neuberg, S. L. (1990). “A Continuum of Impression Formation, from Category-

Based to Individuating Processes: Influences of Information and Motivation on Attention and
Interpretation,” in M. P. Zanna (ed.), Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 23, (pp.1–74).
San Diego: Academic Press.

Foote, S. (1958–1974). The Civil War: A Narrative (Vols. 1–3). New York: Random House.
Fuller, J. F. C. (1957). Grant and Lee: A Study in Personality and Generalship. Indianapolis: Indiana

University Press.

George R. Goethals and Matthew B. Kugler180



Gardner, H. (1983). Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences. New York: Basic Books.
Garfield, J. A. (1967–1981), in H. J. Brown and F. D. Williams (eds.), The Diary of James A. Garfield:

Vol. 3. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press.
Gilbert, D. T., and Jones, E. E. (1986). “Perceiver-Induced Constraint: Interpretations of Self-

Generated Reality.” Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 50: 269–280.
Gillette, W. (1979). Retreat from Reconstruction, 1869–1879. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State

University Press.
Heider, F. (1958). The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. New York: John Wiley & Sons.
Hogan, R., Curphy, G. J., and Hogan, J. (1994). “What We Know about Leadership: Effectiveness

and Personality.” American Psychologist, 49: 493–504.
Hogan, R., and Hogan, J. (2004). “Big Five Personality Traits,” in G. R. Goethals, G. J. Sorenson,

and J. M. Burns (eds.), Encyclopedia of Leadership (pp. 95–100). London: Sage Publications.
Jones, E. E. (1990). Interpersonal Perception. New York: Freeman.
Jones, E. E., and Nisbett, R. E. (1972). “The Actor and the Observer: Divergent Perceptions of

Causality,” in E. E. Jones, D. E. Kanouse, H. H. Kelley, R. E. Nisbett, S. Valins, and
B. Weiner (eds.), Attribution: Perceiving the Causes of Behavior (pp. 79–94). Morristown, NJ:
General Learning Press.

Jung, C. G. (1933). Psychological Types. New York: Harcourt.
Kassin, S. M. (1979). “Consensus Information, Prediction, and Causal Attribution: A Review of

the Literature and Issues.” Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 37, 1966–1981.
Kelley, H. H. (1967). “Attribution Theory in Social Psychology,” in D. Levine (ed.), Nebraska

Symposium on Motivation 1967 (pp. 192–238). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.
———. (1972). “Attribution in Social Interaction,” in E. E. Jones, D. E. Kanouse, H. H. Kelley,

R. E. Nisbett, S. Valins, and B. Weiner (eds.), Attribution: Perceiving the Causes of Behavior
(pp. 1–26). Morristown, NJ: General Learning Press.

Korda, M. (2004). Ulysses S. Grant: The Unlikely Hero. New York: Harper Collins.
McCann, S. J. H. (1992). “Alternative Formulas to Predict the Greatness Ratings of U.S.

Presidents: Personological, Situational, and Zeitgeist Factors.” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 62: 469–479.

McCullough, D. (2001). John Adams. New York: Simon & Schuster.
McFeely, W. S. (1981). Grant: A Biography. New York: W. W. Norton.
McPherson, J. (1981). [Review of the book Grant: A Biography]. Civil War History, 27: 362–366.
Murray, R. K., and Blessing, T. H. (1983). “The Presidential Performance Study: A Progress

Report.” Journal of American History, 70: 535–555.
Newman, N. (2006). “Ulysses Grant: Our Greatest President?” Retrieved December 14, 2006,

from www.tpmcafe.com/blog/coffeehouse/2006/jul/04/.
Newtson, D. (1976). “Foundations of Attribution: The Perception of Ongoing Behavior,” in

J. H. Harvey, W. J. Ickes, and R. F. Kidd (eds.), New Directions in Attribution Research.
New York: John Wiley and Sons.

Norman, W. T. (1963). “Toward an Adequate Taxonomy of Personality Attributes: Replicated
Factor Structure in Peer Nomination Personality Ratings.” Journal of Abnormal and Social
Psychology, 66: 574–583.

Perry, M. (2004). Grant and Twain. New York: Random House.
Ross, L. (1977). “The Intuitive Psychologist and His Shortcomings: Distortions in the Attribution

Process,” in L. Berkowitz (ed.), Advances in Experimental Social Psychology: Vol. 10
(pp. 174–221). New York: Academic Press.

Scaturro, F. (1998). President Grant Reconsidered. Lanham, MD: University Press of America.
Schlesinger, A., Sr. (1948). “Historians Rate the U.S. Presidents.” Life, 25: 65–74.
———. (1962, July 29). “Our Presidents: A Rating by 75 Historians.” The New York Times

Magazine, pp. 12–13, 40–41, 43.

Grant “Blinked” 181



Schlesinger, A., Jr. (1996, December 15). “The Ultimate Approval Rating.” The New York Times
Magazine, pp. 46–51.

Simonton, D. K. (1986). “Presidential Personality: Biographical Use of the Gough Adjective Check
List.” Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 51: 149–160.

———. (1987). Why Presidents Succeed: A Political Psychology of Leadership. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press.

———. (1988). “Presidential Style: Personality, Biography, and Performance.” Journal of Personality &
Social Psychology, 55: 928–936.

Simpson, B. D. (1987). “Butcher? Racist? An Examination of William S. McFeely’s Grant:
A Biography,” Civil War History, 33: 63–83.

———. (2000). Ulysses S. Grant: Triumph Over Adversity. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
Smith, J. E. (2001). Grant. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Weiner, B., Frieze, I., Kukla, A., Reed, L., Rest, S., and Rosenbaum, R. M. (1972). “Perceiving

the Causes of Success and Failure,” in E. E. Jones, D. E. Kanouse, H. H. Kelley, R. E. Nisbett,
S. Valins, and B. Weiner (eds.), Attribution: Perceiving the Causes of Behavior (pp. 79–94).
Morristown, NJ: General Learning Press.

Widmer, T. (2003, June 8). “Profile in Courage” [Review of the book An Unfinished Life: John F.
Kennedy, 1917–1963]. New York Times, section 7, p. 12.

Wilson, E. (1962). Patriotic Gore: Studies in the Literature of the American Civil War. New York: Farrar,
Straus, Giroux.

Winter, D. G. (1987). “Leader Appeal, Leader Performance, and the Motive Profiles of Leaders and
Followers: A Study of American Presidents and Elections.” Journal of Personality & Social
Psychology, 52: 196–202.

Woodward, C. V. (1981, March 19). [Review of the book Grant: A Biography]. The New York
Review of Books, pp. 3–4, 6.

George R. Goethals and Matthew B. Kugler182



C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Should Presidents Obey the Law? 
(And What Is “The Law,” Anyway?)

Frederick Schauer1

Should presidents obey the law? To many people, the obvious answer to
that question is “yes,” but perhaps things are not so clear. Although at
first blush it seems plain that presidents (and prime ministers, chancellors,
and even kings and queens) ought to obey the law, it has not always
been so plain in presidential leadership. Consider Abraham Lincoln
when, in his first inaugural address, he proposed flouting the Supreme
Court’s Dred Scott decision;2 or Franklin Roosevelt when he urged
Congress to ignore court decisions invalidating New Deal legislation;3

or Bill Clinton when he led the United States (and NATO) into combat
in Kosovo in likely violation of international law;4 or to Fawn Hall,
Oliver North’s secretary, when she testified during the Iran-Contra
investigation that “sometimes you have to go above the written law,
I believe.”5

These examples are representative rather than exhaustive, and the
American political tradition is replete with instances of presidents, cabi-
net officials, members of Congress, and countless less-exalted officials
who have relatively shamelessly taken the position that immoral and at
times simply unwise laws need not be considered binding. And in doing
so these officials have situated themselves within a post-Nuremburg tra-
dition in which “I was just following the law” is hardly more of a
defense to morally wrongful official action than “I was just following
orders” is.

T.L. Price et al. (eds.), The Values of Presidential Leadership
© Terry L. Price and J. Thomas Wren 2007



My goal in this chapter is to use a two-pronged focus to explore
these issues. One prong, which is especially timely these days, is to
examine just what we mean by “the law” when we say, commonly,
that we expect presidents and other high-government officials to obey
the law. With increasing frequency, presidents and their allies from a
wide variety of political perspectives claim that there is a big differ-
ence between what “the law,” especially constitutional law, is, and
what the courts, especially the Supreme Court, say the law is. While
there may be an obligation to obey the Constitution, it is said, there
is no presidential (or congressional) obligation to obey what the
Supreme Court says the Constitution says.6 The courts are just one
branch of government, so the argument goes, and accepting the obli-
gation (whether from the oath of office or otherwise) to follow the
Constitution does not entail an obligation to follow the Supreme
Court’s understanding of it.7

So one task is that of attempting to sort out just what it means to
follow the law, especially in the context of American constitutional
law. But even if we can make sense out of this issue, there remains the
other prong of the analysis, the question whether there is, especially
on the part of presidents, an obligation to obey the law and an obli-
gation to obey the Constitution. When breaking the law is morally or
politically problematic as well, it is easy to chastise those who do the
wrong thing for breaking the law as well as being wrong. So although
we criticize Richard Nixon and his aides for breaking the law, we
would likely criticize them for their various transgressions against
democratic governance even were it not illegal to steal documents
from one’s political opponents or unlawful to deploy the audit power
of the Internal Revenue Service in the goal of punishing those who
would dare to criticize official authority. But if there really is no obli-
gation on the part of presidents to obey the law just because it is the
law, then it is wrong for a president to follow the law when the law
commands what is wrong, and it is right for a president to break the
law in the service of higher moral or policy goals. An obligation to
obey the law has bite when the law commands that which is wrong or
prohibits that which is right, and from this perspective it is hardly
clear that the obligation to obey the law is an unqualified good.8 So
after examining just what it is to obey the law, with a particular focus
on the Constitution, I will turn to the question of whether there is,
especially on the part of presidents, an obligation to obey the law at
all and to obey that particularly important component of the law that
we call the Constitution.
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I

There is no good order for this inquiry. If we commence with the
question of presidential obligation to obey the law, we fall quickly into
confronting the question of just what law, if any, a president is expected
to obey. And if we start with trying to understand what the law is for
these purposes, we discover that even that question is inextricably tied to
the question of obedience. Still, the latter course is somewhat cleaner,
and thus it is best to first approach the definitional question.

The definitional question is important precisely because, in the con-
text of presidential obligation to the law, the primary (but not the only)
legal item of relevance is the Constitution. Yet in the overwhelming
proportion of cases, the bare text of the document is of little assistance.9

It is true that a president who initiated and managed a prosecution for
treason with only one witness against the defendant would be in explicit
violation of the constitutional requirement (in Article III, Section 3) that
there be two witnesses against the defendant in any trial for treason, as
would a president, slightly more plausibly, who attempted to run for a third
term in violation of the Twenty-Second Amendment. Yet although the
text is plain in such cases, the words of the document are not nearly so
helpful for most of the other issues to which the Constitution appears to
apply, and to almost all of the issues that provide the basis for actual con-
stitutional controversies. A president who wished to prohibit affirmative
action in all federal programs could reasonably draw some support from
the requirement in the Fourteenth Amendment that the states guarantee
the “equal protection of the laws,” but so too could a president who
wished to expand and vigorously support such programs. Similarly, in
the contemporary controversy about a journalist’s privilege to refuse to
disclose confidential sources, people on both sides of the controversy
could rely on the skimpy words of the First Amendment to support their
argument. The same is true for people on both sides of disputes about
campaign finance reform, child pornography, flag desecration, and
numerous other free speech and free press issues. The First Amendment’s
prohibition on the “establishment” of religion might or might not ban
prayer in the public schools; the reference to “liberty” in the Fifth and
Fourteenth Amendments could or could not protect the right of a
woman to have an abortion; and the limitation of federal action, nor-
mally, to “commerce among the several states” might or might not
allow Congress and the president to regulate racial discrimination in
hotels and restaurants, guns in schools, and the wages that states and their
subdivisions pay to their employees. For all of these controversies, and
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countless others, it is a characteristic (and, arguably, unique10) feature of
the American Constitution that the constitutional text is so indeterminate
that it plausibly supports either side of the debate.11

The upshot of this is that in terms of the question of presidential
obedience to the Constitution, almost all of “the action,” as it were, sur-
rounds the question whether a president (or other nonjudicial officials)
should obey—treat as authoritative12—Supreme Court interpretations of
the constitutional text. A president who wished to prosecute people for
burning the American flag could rely on the indeterminacy of the consti-
tutional text to support his action, and could rely as well on history, for
nothing in the original intentions of the drafters and little in actual prac-
tice from 1791 to the 1960s would suggest that the First Amendment
stands as a barrier to such action. But whatever the lessons from the text
or history, it is plain that the Supreme Court, first in 1989,13 and then
again a year later,14 interpreted the First Amendment to prohibit state
and federal prosecutions for desecrating the American flag. A president
who wished to initiate such a prosecution might be able to draw some
support from the text, and much support from history, but it would
be clear that he would be directly contravening the Supreme Court’s
understanding of the Constitution. So too with a president who wished,
again with plausible support from text and history, to propose a federal
statute outlawing abortion,15 or homosexual sodomy,16 or the advertise-
ment of cigarettes and alcohol,17 or the spending of more than a nomi-
nal amount on television advertising in congressional elections,18 or the
mailing of indecent but not obscene literature,19 or requiring that a set
percentage of minorities be hired in federal agencies.20 In each of these
cases plausibly contestable questions of deep constitutional meaning have
been addressed and resolved21 by the Supreme Court, and a president
who proposed any such action would be squarely at odds with the
Supreme Court’s continuing22 understanding of the Constitution.

It is in such cases that most of the controversies about presidential
obedience to the Constitution have arisen. When Lincoln’s Emancipation
Proclamation directly contradicted the Dred Scott decision,23 Lincoln did
not claim that he was violating the Constitution—he claimed only that
he preferred his own interpretation of the Constitution to the Supreme
Court’s, and that with respect to his own actions he would go with his
own interpretation of the Constitution. Lincoln’s position is thus similar
to the position taken by Roosevelt in urging Congress to pass the New
Deal legislation that it thought wise and constitutional,24 potential
Supreme Court invalidation notwithstanding; to the position urged by
Attorney General Edwin Meese in 1985 when he opined that the states
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were free to disregard Supreme Court opinions regarding school prayer
and abortion except in the very cases in which the decision had been
reached;25 and to the position taken by Congress26 in attempting to
undercut the Supreme Court’s ruling in Miranda v. Arizona.27

At least in the American context, presidential insistence on the right
to their own constitutional interpretations, the Supreme Court’s views
notwithstanding, is assisted in part by the absence of explicit authoriza-
tion in the text for the very power of judicial review, and even more by
a view of separation of powers in which the power to interpret the
Constitution is central to the activities of all branches and nowhere
exclusively delegated to the courts. The Supreme Court might have the
power to interpret the Constitution for its own purposes, so the argu-
ment goes, but so too do the other departments, and the Supreme Court
no more has the power to interpret the Constitution for the president
than the president has to interpret it for the Supreme Court.

Not all questions about presidential obedience to the law surround
the issue of judicial interpretive supremacy regarding the Constitution.
Sometimes the questions involve presidents disregarding statutes that
they believe to be unconstitutional even though there has never been a
judicial ruling—for example, with the statements as to the unconstitu-
tionality of the War Powers Resolution by every president from Nixon
on. And sometimes questions about presidential obedience to the law
involve the even more direct claim that some statute must be disregarded
because of the demands of the higher moral and social good, which is
what Fawn Hall is best understood as arguing in the Iran-Contra hear-
ings. But most often the question is about Supreme Court interpreta-
tions of the Constitution, and thus about the question whether the
president must obey such interpretations when he believes them to be
mistaken as interpretations. And it is to that question that I now turn.

II

Much ink has been spilled over the question of whether there is a moral
obligation to obey the law. And the question is an interesting and
important one only when the law commands what its addressee other-
wise believes to be wrong. It is true that it is illegal to kill, to rape, to
steal, and to buy and sell stocks on the basis of inside information known
to one party but not to the other. But it is also true that it would be
wrong to engage in any of these activities even were they not illegal.
Law provides the penalty for morally wrong activities, but the person
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considering whether to rape or steal ought not to get to the question of
whether such activities happen to be illegal. The true question of a moral
obligation to obey the law arises only when the law requires that which
would be immoral (as with many of the Nazi laws) or prohibits that
which would be morally obligatory (as with Lincoln’s freeing of the
slaves), for only in such cases is the issue of legal command relevant to
the morally motivated agent.

From Plato28 to Rawls,29 theorists have argued that there is indeed a
moral obligation to obey the law, and thus that there is a (prima facie)
obligation on the part of citizens to follow even morally erroneous legal
directives. But at least for the past thirty-five years, other theorists have
argued that there is no such obligation and that various arguments from
social contract, from consent, from fair play, and from cooperation and
coordination, among others, are ultimately unsound.30 They have argued
that the moral obligations of the moral agent are simply to do the morally
right thing, the law’s occasionally (or frequently) erroneous emanations
notwithstanding.

It is not my goal here to rehearse these debates.31 But in the service of
engaging in those assumptions that make things hardest for one’s own
position, I want to assume here that the latter group has the better of the
argument and that there is in fact no moral obligation—not even prima
facie—to obey a morally iniquitous law just because it is the law. Now
even on this assumption, it remains an open question whether officials—
presidents, for example—have such an obligation even if citizens do not.
One possibility is that they do because of the oath they take. But we can
let that pass here because in our context the existence of an oath simply
to obey the Constitution does not help us with the question of whether
there is an obligation to obey the Supreme Court’s interpretations of the
Constitution, a dimension that is our central question but not part of the
oath for any American public official.

Even without the oath, however, it may still be the case that officials
have special obligations (Simmons calls them “positional obligations”) to
the law because of their special and voluntary roles. Maybe citizens have
no obligation to obey the law qua law, so the argument would go, because
they cannot plausibly be understood to have genuinely consented or
entered into a voluntary social contract with their fellow citizens. But
officials—like presidents—are not in the same position. They have
voluntarily stood for office, and as such can be taken to have consented
to a wider range of obligations than have ordinary citizens.

But even if this is so, it is not entirely clear what presidents and other
government officials have actually consented to. They may have consented
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to obey the law, but they have not consented, typically, to obey judicial
interpretations of the law. So for the moment, let us assume simply that
a president, for example, has no obligation to obey a Supreme Court
interpretation of the Constitution when that interpretation conflicts
with what the president—who has also agreed to pursue the general
welfare—thinks is the morally best thing to do for the population, all
things considered. We will return to the question of whether the presi-
dent actually does have an obligation to follow judicial interpretations of
the Constitution, but for now we will assume that, by the president’s
lights, he does not.

III

But what does it mean to say that the president has no obligation to obey
Supreme Court interpretations of the Constitution? It may mean that an
unconstrained president should do what he or she thinks is morally and
constitutionally best, the Supreme Court notwithstanding, but it says
nothing about the obligations of those who create the environment—
and the incentives—under which presidents function. To put it differ-
ently, it does not follow from the fact that the president should do what
he thinks best, all things considered, that other officials and the popula-
tion at large should let him do so. For if the president’s lack of an obli-
gation to subjugate his best all-things-considered judgment to that of
others flows from his moral autonomy as much as from his role, then the
moral autonomy of the public just as plainly requires that the public not
subjugate its best all-things-considered judgment to others, including the
president.32

In the context of the immediate discussion, the implication is that a
president’s lack of his own obligation to follow the Supreme Court says
little about the way in which the decision-making environment should
be designed and little about the extent to which the designers—the
public and all of the other institutions that create the framework of incen-
tives and obligations and goals that inform public decision making—
might well put in place a series of incentives designed to prevent a
president from doing what he from his standpoint has a moral obligation
to do. If you, in the exercise of your autonomy, were to plan to engage
in acts that I, in the exercise of my own autonomy, believed were likely
to cause injuries to third parties, then I, in the exercise of my autonomy,
would, from my perspective, have good reason to try to prevent you
from exercising your autonomy, just as you, in the exercise of your
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autonomy, would have good reason to try to prevent me from exercising
my autonomy. To say that a president is not from his perspective obli-
gated to follow Supreme Court precedents thus tells us little about
whether it would be a good thing from a larger perspective to put in place
mechanisms and incentives that would attempt to prevent the president
from engaging in his own unconstrained, but potentially erroneous,
judgment.

This asymmetry of authority—in which the illegitimacy of authority
from the perspective of the president does not entail the illegitimacy of
that authority from the perspective of the authority—is especially appli-
cable to the issue of the Supreme Court’s interpretative supremacy. In
many respects the point of a written constitution is to impose second-
order constraints on first-order policy preferences. Although one pur-
pose of a constitution is to prevent bad leaders from doing bad things in
the service of their own misguided or power-enhancing goals, another
purpose is to prevent good leaders from doing first-order good things
that have bad second-order consequences.33 State governors and state
legislatures, for example, are constitutionally prohibited from protecting
their own industries from out-of-state competition because not only
could an evil governor or legislator wish to do such a thing, but also
well-meaning governors and legislators appropriately focusing on their
own constituents could collectively damage the national economy. And
the point is even clearer with respect to individual rights. Not all (or
even most) of the government officials who restrict freedom of speech
and press are self-aggrandizing despots who seek to stifle criticism. More
commonly, such officials in good faith seek to achieve genuine short-
term good. Here, we might think of the officials who in 1978 sought to
keep the Nazis from marching in Skokie, Illinois, or of some of today’s
officials who wish to restrict the advocacy of terrorism or the distribu-
tion of plans for manufacturing explosive devices—but at the expense of
even more important and enduring long-term values. Much the same
can be said of the rights of those charged with crimes, some dimensions
of equality rights, and many more. In all of these cases, the Constitution
serves not to prevent bad leaders from doing bad things, but instead, in
the service of better long-term or second-order values, to prevent good
leaders from taking good short-term or first-order actions.

Once we see that much about the Constitution—and indeed much
about law in general—is about imposing constraints on the well-
intentioned, public-serving, and short-term beneficial actions of people
in general and leaders in particular, it follows that some mechanism is
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necessary to ensure that such second-order constraints can be effectively
enforced. Although in theory, leaders could enforce second-order
constraints on their own sound first-order policies, in practice, especially
given political incentives, this is highly unlikely. Consequently, one way
of thinking about the Supreme Court as an authoritative interpreter of
the Constitution is as the external institution necessary to enforce
second-order constraints effectively. If it is indeed the case that enforc-
ing such constraints on one’s self—doing what seems to be the wrong
thing now in the service of larger or longer-term values—is systemati-
cally difficult, then authoritative Supreme Court interpretation of the
Constitution may be the best mechanism we have for giving genuine
bite to American constitutional law.

Seeing authoritative judicial interpretation—judicial supremacy in
constitutional interpretation, as it is often put—in this way does not pre-
suppose a grandiose picture of the Supreme Court or its individual
members. The justices of the Court are no more imbued with wisdom
or insight than presidents, and they are no more committed (but no less)
to the general welfare than are presidents. And although the justices do
have life tenure, they are hardly immune from the pressures of reputa-
tion or the desire for glory.34 What they do have, however, is their very
externality, and the comparative advantage of the courts in constitu-
tional interpretation is not in the judges’ greater wisdom but in their
greater distance. Just as we have inspectors general and departments of
internal affairs to ensure that officials do not have the conflict of interest
inherent in investigating one’s self, so too do we have a Supreme Court
to provide the same kind of external and comparatively independent (at
least of the political pressures on elected officials) check on the natural—
and, indeed, expected—pressures, goals, incentives, and values of those
officials who are expected to pursue policy and the immediate public
welfare first and foremost.

This account of judicial interpretive authority does not presuppose an
unrealistically grandiose picture of the capacities of the justices of the
Supreme Court, nor does it presuppose an unrealistically dim view of
the goals and motivations of elected officials. Elected officials typically
desire reelection, to be sure, but the good ones—and there are many—
are also genuinely concerned about the public good and about the pros-
perity in all respects of those whom they represent. But it is precisely the
point that even good-faith pursuit of these goals may conflict with the
pursuit of those long-term goals that require short-term or even long-
term sacrifice of the general welfare. It is in those instances that external
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interpretation and enforcement of constitutional values is most impor-
tant. In such cases, we have the greatest reason to suspect that leaving
interpretation and enforcement to even the most public-spirited and
public-focused of public officials will likely be ineffective.

IV

It does not follow from the above that Lincoln, Roosevelt, Reagan
(through Meese), and most other presidents have been mistaken—from
their perspective—in claiming the authority to interpret the Constitution.
But let there be no mistake about the implications of that claim. Presidents
who have made such a claim are asserting—in actuality, even if not in
theory—the authority to interpret the Constitution in a way consistent
with their own policy goals and consistent with what they perceive to be
the short- and intermediate-term policy goals of the population at large.
An example from Congress is instructive. For the past two decades we
have seen an increasingly acrimonious and salient debate about campaign
finance reform, a debate that has both policy and constitutional dimen-
sions. In terms of policy, one side claims that money is distorting politics
and that legislative action is necessary to limit campaign contributions and
campaign expenditures because of the ways in which they allow wealth to
affect political choices and official behavior. And the other side claims that
large campaign contributions essentially represent the aggregation of
smaller interests in a way that reflects rather than distorts democracy, that
campaign contributions are a good measure of preference intensity, and
that governmental restriction of campaign contributions and expenditures
would be dominated by partisan interests.

In addition to this policy debate, there is a constitutional debate. One
side of this debate plausibly argues, as the Supreme Court has held,35 that
restrictions on campaign contributions and expenditures amount to a
restriction on political speech in violation of one of the core values of
the First Amendment. The other side could plausibly argue either that
money is not speech and that restrictions on campaign finance do not
implicate the First Amendment or that, even if the First Amendment is
implicated, the compelling interest in integrity and equality in elections
is just the kind of interest that could outweigh First Amendment values.

Given two different policy positions and two different constitutional
positions, there are thus four possible combinations of constitutional and
policy views on the issue of campaign finance reform. In theory, a person
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could believe (1) that campaign finance restrictions are both constitu-
tionally permissible and wise policy; (2) that they are constitutionally
permissible but unwise policy (just like lowering the speed limits on
interstate highways to forty-five or increasing the salaries of members of
Congress to $800,000 per year); (3) that they are wise policy but consti-
tutionally impermissible (like allowing one-house legislative vetoes or
prohibiting the distribution of virtual child pornography); or (4) that
they are both unwise policy and constitutionally impermissible (like
enforcing racial segregation in the public schools or establishing an official
national religion).

Yet although there are four possible combinations of policy and con-
stitutional views, it is telling that at no time in the past two decades has
any member of Congress taken either the second or third view men-
tioned above. Every member of Congress who believes that campaign
finance reform is unwise policy has also insisted that it violates the First
Amendment, and every member of Congress who believes that such
reform is sound policy has also argued that such a policy would not vio-
late the First Amendment. Not a single member of Congress has publicly
stated that campaign finance reform is constitutionally permissible but
unwise as a matter of policy or that it is wise as a matter of policy but
unconstitutional.

The lesson from this should be clear. When allowed to offer their own
opinions about constitutionality, members of Congress almost invariably
interpret the Constitution to align with their policy and political views,
and we have no reason to believe that presidents would do otherwise. If
allowed to claim their own authority to interpret the linguistically (and
historically) indeterminate provisions of the Constitution, presidents can
be expected to interpret the limitations on federal (and executive) power;
the requirements of separation of powers; and the constraints of freedom
of speech, freedom of religion, due process, equality, and many others in
ways that not so coincidentally happen to align with their own constitu-
tionally unconstrained policy and political preferences. So even though
presidents have good reason from their perspective to behave in just this
way, even stronger reasons exist from the perspective of constitutional
governance not to permit them to do so. Presidential interpretive
authority is thus asymmetric, because from the perspective of the presi-
dent it would be wrong to cede the power to interpret the Constitution;
but from the perspective of the Constitution it would be wrong to allow
the president to claim just the kind of authority that from his perspective
it would be right for him to claim.
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V

The question is now transformed. There is a strong case that presidents
should obey the Constitution, even if there is not a strong case, by
hypothesis, that presidents should believe that presidents should obey the
Constitution. And thus the issue is one of designing an incentive system
to impose upon presidents an obligation to obey the law, because any
approach other than imposition is likely destined to failure.

But even this may be too easy. Those who would enforce such an
incentive system on a president are, in the final analysis, the public. Thus
the real question is one of whether the public, any more than a presi-
dent or members of Congress, can be expected to impose and enforce
second-order constraints on their own first-order policy and political
preferences. And if this seems unlikely, even more unlikely than for
elected officials, then one way to think about judicial interpretive
supremacy is as an almost fortuitous feature of the American constitu-
tional culture that would be unlikely to be ratified popularly today but
turns out to have highly desirable consequences.

Yet we are a long way from recognizing this feature of American
constitutional practice. Consider, for example, the controversy during
the 1988 presidential campaign regarding Michael Dukakis’s veto, while
governor of Massachusetts, of a bill that would have compelled all teach-
ers in the state to lead the Pledge of Allegiance on a daily basis.36 Relying
on an advisory opinion issued by the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial
Court,37 and on the Supreme Court case of West Virginia State Board of
Education v. Barnette,38 Governor Dukakis explained his veto in terms of
constitutional (and judicial) compulsion, an explanation widely hooted
down as a major political gaffe.39

Viewing Dukakis’s explanation as a political mistake, however, merely
reinforces the view that neither the law as law nor the Constitution as the
Constitution has very much purchase in presidential or political decision
making. For some this is a good thing. But if it is a good thing, then we can
see that much of the rhetoric about presidential obligation to the law and
to the Constitution is hollow. And if it is a bad thing, then we have a long
way to go before we as a nation have recognized that the Constitution
operates as a genuine constraint on even the best of immediately desirable
decisions. In order to get there, we must create a political environment in
which reliance on Supreme Court interpretations of the law and of the
Constitution, even by people who disagree with those interpretations, is no
longer considered foolish. But until we are there, grandiloquent statements
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about presidential obligations to the Constitution should be perceived as
shallow rhetoric with little effect on actual presidential decision making.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

Presidential Dirty Hands

Judith Lichtenberg

Can anyone even remember now what Nixon did that was so terrible? He ended
the war in Vietnam, brought home the POWs, ended the war in the Mideast,
opened relations with China, started the first nuclear weapons reduction treaty,
saved Eretz Israel’s life, started the Environmental Protection Administration.
Does anyone remember what he did that was bad?

Oh, now I remember. He lied. He was a politician who lied. How remarkable. He
lied to protect his subordinates who were covering up a ridiculous burglary that no
one to this date has any clue about its purpose. He lied so he could stay in office
and keep his agenda of peace going. That was his crime.

Ben Stein1

He was a criminal president. Go listen to the Nixon tapes. . . . Nixon regularly
orders lying to law enforcement, to the grand jury, to use the FBI, the IRS to
screw . . . his opponents. . . . Not only is this criminal and abusive—and that is
the basic foundation of our government, it is a government that is answerable,
and Nixon became unanswerable—he became a power unto himself. Wiretap,
break-in . . . the list of things that went on that are horrifying doesn’t stop. . . .

Listen to the tapes. . . . no one says, including Nixon, . . . what would be right,
what would be good . . . what does the country need, what is the high purpose of
the presidency. . . . It’s always about Nixon. . . . in the end it’s about the small-
ness of this man.

Bob Woodward2
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Preliminaries

By definition, the president of the United States is a leader. But leadership
signifies something apart from the obvious rights and appurtenances
accompanying the office. What do we want to know when we ask what
presidential leadership is? I do not believe there is a single question we
are trying to answer, and I think a variety of confusions lurk in the ques-
tions we pose and the answers we offer to them. Here I try to sort out
some of the questions, answers, and confusions. I begin with some basic
puzzles.

It may seem that what matters for presidential leadership are appear-
ances, not reality. If people think their president possesses qualities of
leadership, they will behave accordingly, and the results will resemble
those that would have occurred if he really did possess leadership quali-
ties. Does leadership, then, amount to the ability to persuade people that
one possesses qualities of leadership?

The answer must be at least partly yes. Leadership is a relational prop-
erty (or set of properties) between one person and others—between the
leader and the led (or the followers). Although we talk constantly about
leadership, we neglect to mention—or perhaps even to think of—its
correlative, the led. The concept of the led or the follower suggests an
absence of autonomy and, in a democracy, sits uncomfortably with the
liberal conception of the person, a rational agent who chooses and is not
subject to the will of another.

That is an interesting subject, but not the main point here—which is
that the perceptions of the led partly define and determine leadership.
Even if these perceptions are misperceptions—even if what the led see
or sense does not reflect the leader’s true characteristics—these percep-
tions can affect behavior and the course of events, on the basis of which
we ascribe qualities of leadership. There cannot be a leader who leads no
one, a leader whom no one follows.

Is anyone with followers, then, a leader? Yes, but not in the sense we
are trying to establish. The reason is that when we ask what constitutes
presidential leadership we are asking a normative question. Except in
the trivial sense that whoever occupies the office of president is by def-
inition a leader, a leader must be to some extent successful.3 At the min-
imum this means that he must succeed in carrying out certain goals. Yet
a leader who succeeded in carrying out goals shared by no one but him-
self would not be deemed successful. (He would probably also not have
followers; being successful and having followers go together.) So a



leader must succeed in carrying out goals shared by others. But whose
goals? One possible answer is that these goals must be shared by those
whom the leader leads. Yet a leader may be someone who defines the
goals for his followers or persuades them to adopt these goals for them-
selves. Simply in mobilizing people to follow, a leader achieves some
success.

I do not think we would call someone a leader unless the goals she
achieved were shared more widely, even by her adversaries. In what
sense would a leader and her adversaries share goals? What I have in
mind is captured by French king Francis I’s supposed comment about
English king Henry VIII: “Henry and I agree about everything: we both
want Calais.” A president who successfully prosecutes a war may be
acknowledged to be a leader even by those who oppose the war.
Although the adversaries do not share the goal understood as “winning
the war” or “winning a war that should not have been fought,” they
may acknowledge the goal understood as “demonstrating the nation’s
strength or superiority.” At the very least, the adversary or the observer
will acknowledge that many people share the goal so conceived, even if
she herself does not.

The question is how robust and thickly value laden we understand
the criteria for presidential leadership to be. On a robust conception,
we are looking for the characteristics enabling a person to succeed in our
terms, whatever those might be. A leader is someone who conforms to
our moral and other (perhaps including aesthetic) requirements. Such
a conception always lurks in the mind of one seeking to understand
presidential leadership: what does the ideal president look like?
Nevertheless, I believe the question to which we should seek an answer
is less robust than this. A leader is more than the occupant of an office
who succeeds in carrying out his goals; at the same time, we should
admit that a person can possess leadership characteristics even though
we dislike her ideology or her politics, even though we disapprove
of her.

So one criterion of presidential leadership is success in carrying out
goals by a significant group that are viewed as worthy in some broader
sense. That the goals actually be worthy is probably an excessive
demand; at the very least they must be, on some description, widely
regarded as worthy.

Whether a leader has succeeded is not always obvious; often only history
will tell. Richard Nixon looks better now than he did in the 1970s, partly
because his image has improved by comparison with some subsequent
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presidents, but also because the significance of some of his achievements,
such as opening relations with China and creating the Environmental
Protection Agency, became more apparent with the passage of time. We
cannot always tell which presidents were true leaders until later, perhaps
much later.

Machiavelli’s Idea

So far I have focused on success. A leader leads. Accomplishment is a cri-
terion of leadership. Is accomplishment necessary to prove leadership?
Probably not, for some leaders may, through bad luck, fail to achieve
their goals. Is accomplishment sufficient for leadership? Probably not, for
some might succeed, through good luck and not by virtue of their tal-
ents. (Given that in politics things can go wrong in a million ways and
must go right in so many ways if political leaders are to be successful,
success by luck is unlikely.) If this is right, then success is generally a
marker of leadership but neither necessary nor sufficient for it.

What we really want to know, of course, is what makes for success,
what characteristics tend to increase its likelihood. Luck is one element,
but, by definition, not one we can control. So when we talk about pres-
idential leadership, we are asking for the recipe: those attributes that tend
to produce successful outcomes. A common shorthand is character—the
set of a person’s traits that do or do not signify leadership.

As I said earlier, people can and will disagree about what constitutes
success in political life. For Machiavelli, whose subject in The Prince is
“the question of what makes for greatness”4 in a political leader, success
is generally understood to be the power and glory of the state. Even
today many would probably agree, although others would emphasize goals
with more ethical prestige, such as achieving justice.5 For the purposes of
defining leadership it does not matter much what we take political success
to be. It does not matter because, however understood—whether in con-
ventional moral terms or in the terms of Realpolitik common in discus-
sions of politics and international relations—the traits most salient to
political success are the same, and they disturb preconceptions that
surround many discussions of presidential leadership.

To explain what I mean, it will be useful to remind ourselves of some
important insights found in the writings of Machiavelli and modern
thinkers inspired by him. Machiavelli is conventionally understood to be
giving advice to political leaders about how to get ahead; the advice is
that if you want to succeed you must forget about morality. But in the
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twentieth century several important philosophers, including Isaiah Berlin,
Stuart Hampshire, and Michael Walzer, have argued forcefully that
Machiavelli’s view is more complex and more troubling, philosophically,
than this picture implies.6 According to this view, Machiavelli was not an
amoralist who believed that politics was outside the sphere of morality,
nor did he argue simply that an ambitious leader, to satisfy his own desire
for power, should set aside ethical considerations. Machiavelli instead
presented a more intractable conflict, between two different kinds of
constraints and imperatives, both of which it is right to call “moral.” As
Hampshire puts it, Machiavelli

argued that it was irresponsible and morally wrong to apply to polit-
ical action the moral standards that are appropriate to private life and
to personal relations: standards of friendship and of justice. If one
refused to be ruthless in pursuit of objectives in public policy, and
refused to use deceit and guile as instruments of policy, one betrayed
those who had put their trust in the person who represents them.
Deceit and violence and the breaking of promises and undertakings
are normal in the relations between states. . . . Public policies are
rightly judged by their consequences, not by the intrinsic quality of
the acts involved in their execution, which, when considered sepa-
rately, are often unacceptable in the light of the moral standards of
private life. Machiavelli implied that morality in politics must be a
consequentialist morality, and the “must” here marks a moral
injunction. A fastidiousness about the means employed, appropriate
in personal relations, is a moral dereliction in a politician, and the
relevant moral criterion for a great national enterprise is lasting suc-
cess; and success is measured by a historian’s yardstick: continuing
power, prosperity, high national spirit, a long-lasting dominance of
the particular state or nation in the affairs of men.7

Walzer gives two examples of the kinds of acts whose “intrinsic quality” is
poor but that might be necessary in politics. A candidate for local election
might, in order to win, have to make a deal with a dishonest ward boss,
granting construction contracts. More seriously (and regrettably salient to
the contemporary political situation), a leader might be asked to permit
the torture of a leader “who knows or probably knows the location of a
number of bombs . . . set to go off within the next twenty-four hours.”8

Berlin generalizes the point, describing

the uncomfortable truth which Machiavelli had, unintentionally,
almost casually, uncovered; namely, that not all ultimate values are
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necessarily compatible with one another. . . . This is not the rejection
of Christianity for paganism (although Machiavelli clearly preferred
the latter), nor of paganism for Christianity. . . , but the setting of
them side by side, with the implicit invitation to men to choose
either a good, virtuous, private life, or a good, successful, social
existence, but not both.9

Because one cannot have both, and because both are worthy, the
political leader who chooses political ends—not just for his own sake but
for the good of his state and the people whom he leads—must, in order
to succeed, get his hands dirty by violating the norms of private morality.
“For anyone who wants to act the part of a good man in all circum-
stances will bring about his own ruin, for those he has to deal with will
not all be good.”10 And the ruler who brings about his own ruin will also
harm his state and his people.

What is novel in the Berlin-Hampshire-Walzer interpretation is not
the idea that politics is a dirty business but the idea that it is a morally
valuable dirty business. It is something that must be done, that ought to
be done. (The ultimate value of public life—indeed, its inherent supe-
riority to private life—derives from Aristotle.) Again, we need not
accept Machiavelli’s conception of what the good of politics is; on any
conception—whether the good consists of enhancing the power and
glory of the state or achieving justice, however understood—the
political leader will have to get his hands dirty by employing morally
problematic means.

There are several crucial elements in this view. One is rejection of the
Platonic belief that all ultimate values are compatible—what we might
call the Doctrine of the Unity of All Good Things. Berlin says that read-
ing Machiavelli “shook his earlier faith” that “there could be no conflict
between true ends, true answers to the central problems of life”; he con-
cluded that “not all the supreme values pursued by mankind now and in
the past were necessarily compatible with one another.”11 This is not
relativism—which rejects the very idea of “true ends”—but pluralism,
which concedes the objective validity of such ends but denies that they
are necessarily consistent with one another.

A second element is the claim that the conflict between public and
private morality should be cast in terms of a conflict between conse-
quentialist and deontological values. As Hampshire puts it, “Public poli-
cies are rightly judged by their consequences, not by the intrinsic quality
of the acts involved in their execution.”12 The matter is more compli-
cated than this statement implies, because public policies may involve



advancing values typically conceived as deontological, such as justice.
Nevertheless, in political life even deontological values such as justice
have to be weighed and aggregated. We must consider how much justice
is served by one policy or another; we must make trade-offs between val-
ues. Since the very idea of trade-offs is inimical to a pure deontological
conception, it is clear that a political leader must be inclined toward
consequentialism.

In “Politik als Beruf” (usually translated as “Politics as a Vocation”),
Max Weber makes a similar distinction between “two fundamentally dif-
ferent, irreconcilably opposed maxims” that “ethically oriented activity
can follow,” the “ethic of conviction” and the “ethic of responsibility”:

If evil consequences flow from an action done out of pure convic-
tion, [one who follows the ethic of conviction] holds the world,
not the doer, responsible, or the stupidity of others, or the will of
God who made them thus. A man who subscribes to the ethic of
responsibility, by contrast, will make allowances for precisely these
everyday shortcomings in people. . . . He does not feel that he can
shuffle off the consequences of his own actions, as far as he could
foresee them, and place the burden on the shoulders of others.13

It is obvious from Weber’s language that he endorses the ethic of respon-
sibility and not the ethic of conviction as appropriate to the vocation of
politics.

Finally, the moral dilemmas posed by and in politics derive from the
leader’s role as agent or representative of other people. The politician
inhabits a fiduciary role that confers duties on him to advance the inter-
ests of those he represents. As a result, the politician’s personal well-being
may clash with his constituents’ well-being. To fulfill his obligations and
advance the interests of the people, the leader may have to sacrifice his
own interests, including any he may have in moral goodness and recti-
tude: “If one refused to be ruthless in pursuit of objectives in public pol-
icy, and refused to use deceit and guile as instruments of policy, one
betrayed those who had put their trust in the person who represents
them.”14 Machiavelli himself reflected these priorities dramatically when,
according to Berlin, he insisted that “he loved his native city more than
his own soul.”15

Contrary to the stereotype, then, the politician, on this view, may be
self-sacrificing rather than self-seeking. Matters are again more compli-
cated than this statement suggests because politicians, like all people,
have a variety of interests, some of which may be advanced in politics
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while others are thwarted. And in claiming that the pursuit of politics
can harm the politician, we should not conclude that he is a purely altru-
istic being who cares for nothing but the good of his country or his
people. No doubt many, if not most, of those who choose political life
want power, fame, wealth, and other perks of the role. Few, if any, peo-
ple have motives that are entirely pure, and politicians are no different.
Still, the sacrifice of clean hands is a significant cost.

Naturally Coexisting Traits

Whether the politician himself regards it as a cost depends on what kind
of person he is. Which brings us to another question: what kind of per-
son is likely to have the appropriate goals and the necessary qualities for
the role of political leader, including the capacity to perform the unsa-
vory acts that will almost certainly have to be done? The ideal, if we can
speak of such a thing in these far from ideal circumstances, might seem
to be a person who is willing to engage in the necessary immoralities
while at the same time recognizing their wrongness and possessing the
appropriate feelings of unease. If he did not feel guilty, we would not
trust him to engage in wrongdoing. Walzer puts it poignantly:

His willingness to acknowledge and bear (and perhaps to repent
and do penance for) his guilt is evidence, and it is the only evidence
he can offer us, both that he is not too good for politics and that he
is good enough. Here is the moral politician: it is by his dirty hands
that we know him. If he were a moral man and nothing else, his
hands would not be dirty; if he were a politician and nothing else,
he would pretend that they were clean.16

This is probably as morally satisfying a picture as we will get of the
imperfect world described by Machiavelli and those he inspired. The
politician does what must be done, but, realizing that he is doing wrong,
he suffers and feels guilty.

The question, however, is whether this picture is realistic. Will the sort
of person with the traits to survive the fierce competition for political
leadership be the sort to suffer guilt and remorse?

We have reason to be skeptical, because of the well-documented
human drive to reduce cognitive dissonance. Many psychological exper-
iments confirm that when behavior and moral beliefs come into conflict,
those beliefs change to conform to behavior, without the agent even
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noticing. As David Luban puts it, “Apparently, we are all highly resistant
to the thought of our own wrongdoing, and the result is that we will
bend our moral beliefs and even our perceptions to fight off the harsh
judgment of our own behavior.”17 Reflection on our experience con-
firms these social scientific findings. Although introspection will proba-
bly be unhelpful or unreliable on this matter, we have no difficulty
noticing the phenomenon—we tend to call it rationalization or self-
deception—in people around us.

If dissonance theory is correct, then it is unlikely that a political leader
will believe that the immoral acts he commits are immoral and will seek
instead to make his beliefs consonant with his actions. And this seems
right—if one thing seems to characterize successful political leaders it is
their determination, self-confidence, and lack of self-doubt. They do
not agonize, look back, or second guess themselves. Those who did
would not be able to get the job done. About his decision to drop the
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki—acts about as terrible in
their human consequences as any a presidential leader has ever had to
make—Harry Truman later wrote “I regarded the bomb as a military
weapon and never had any doubt that it should be used.”18 No doubt! If
acts such as these can be carried out with such sangfroid, anything less
horrific—and there will be much of it that comes along in the course of
a political career—will be a piece of cake.19

In general, then, successful political leaders will either be naturally
inclined to insensitivity to the moral complexities and the harms and
wrongs that occur in the course of politics, or they will develop insensi-
tivity, in order to be able to do the nasty things that need to be done to
succeed politically without being plagued by counterproductive feelings
of guilt or self-loathing. A further question is whether these traits—insen-
sitivity to wrongdoing in politics, and the capacity to engage in it—are
isolated characteristics that can exist without polluting a person’s whole
character. According to situationism, a view to which some influential
psychologists subscribe, the answer is yes: context rather than character
plays the crucial role in determining behavior.20 One implication of this
view is that with respect to a given individual there is no necessary con-
sistency in behavior across different contexts: that a politician will lie to
his constituents, for example, does not mean he will lie to his wife. The
politician’s unappealing traits, necessary for him to do the job, do not
necessarily spill over into the rest of his life. While not as morally satisfy-
ing as Walzer’s picture of the politician who suffers over his (necessary)
wrongdoing, this view still permits us to hold the politician in higher
esteem than if we thought him corrupt through and through.
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Situationism possesses some intuitive appeal. We can all think of odd
inconsistencies in people—pockets of unreliability or dishonesty in gen-
erally reliable or honest people. Situationism accounts for these inconsis-
tencies, or at least allows for them. But to conclude that character is
altogether a fiction and that situations determine all is an unwarranted
leap. That conclusion seems implausible on its face, and it does not
explain differences in individual behavior when “the situation” is the
same.21 Context certainly matters, but so does character.

So we are left with some important questions. One is how likely it is
that the unappealing traits necessary for a politician to succeed will spill
over into other parts of his behavior, infecting his character more gener-
ally. Another is whether other unappealing traits, not themselves necessary
for political success, tend to correlate with those requisite for leadership.
One example that comes to mind is the sexual escapades characteristic
(or alleged) of many politicians. Sexual adventures do not in general
advance the political good in the way that involvement in shady deal-
ings, for example, might. But it is possible that politicians might have
stronger-than-normal sex drives, or that the circumstances in which they
find themselves make it more likely that they will have sexual involve-
ments (perhaps in part because others find them sexually attractive—the
“power is an aphrodisiac” hypothesis).

More serious in most contexts than sex is what Weber describes as the
“mortal enemy” of the political leader, a “quite trivial, all-too-human
enemy which threatens him from within”: vanity. (Today we might be
more likely to speak of narcissism.) According to Weber, vanity—“the
need to thrust one’s person as far as possible into the foreground”—is in
academic circles “a kind of occupational disease,” yet in that context it is
fairly harmless because “it does not, as a rule, interfere with the pursuit of
knowledge.” (Academics may question whether it is really so benign.) But

Things are quite different in the case of the politician. The ambi-
tion for power is an inevitable means with which he works. “The
instinct for power,” as it is commonly called, is thus indeed one of
his normal qualities. The sin against the holy spirit of his profession
begins where this striving for power becomes detached from the
task in hand and becomes a matter of purely personal self-intoxica-
tion instead of being placed entirely at the service of the “cause.”22

Power operates in many walks of life, which explains why we some-
times speak of politics in a broader sense than Weber means here.23

Vanity can ruin artists, actors, academics, and entrepreneurs. But, because
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of their inextricable involvements with power, Weber may be right that
politicians are peculiarly susceptible to its dangers.

What Machiavelli Could Not Know

If the foregoing arguments are right, some of the characteristics essential
or useful for political leadership will be unattractive. Successful politi-
cians will have to engage in, oversee, or allow morally problematic acts
and policies. They will likely have or develop the psychological traits—
the capacity for dishonest dealings and violence (or at least the authori-
zation of violence), in addition to overconfidence, an excess of certainty,
lack of humility, a certain hardness—enabling them to do so without
undue pain. Even apart from these traits, which a politician may need to
succeed, others, such as vanity, seem to present strong occupational ten-
dencies or hazards. If we agree that the goods political leadership can
bring are worth having, then we must accept these moral costs.

But this conclusion is hard to accept. Like the politician’s encounter
with his own unethical behavior, this conclusion also involves cognitive
dissonance—a discomfort between inconsistent beliefs and a resulting
drive to purge one of them. It would be an exaggeration to say that we
are all Platonists deep down. (The Unity of All Good Things is not only
Platonic but Christian, and that explains its hold on many people in our
culture.) Still, there is unease in the realization that we must sacrifice
some goods for others, that bad people can do good and nice guys can
finish last.

The problem may not have presented itself so sharply until fairly
recently in human history. (Here I enter the realm of speculation.)
Ordinary people who lived under Attila the Hun, Lorenzo de’ Medici,
and even Abraham Lincoln may have had fewer occasions to think about
the characters of their leaders, who were for the most part remote and
unreal. What they knew or believed or imagined was probably simple
and consistent. Besides, people who lived under tyrants—through history,
most people in the world—would have had less reason to experience
dissonance; without ideals of democracy or even good government, bad
behavior would have come as no surprise.

Today we constantly encounter politicians through the media, and
their flaws are made inescapable to us. It is almost impossible to harbor
illusions about our leaders, or even just to neglect to think about their
characters. Television especially makes them real to us; it makes us think
we know them. We gossip about and psychoanalyze them, take them
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apart and put them back together as we would our friends and family.
Because we think of them as people we almost know personally, we
hold them to the standards of personal morality. If we could get them
out of our view, perhaps we might refrain from these judgments.

Of course, it is not necessary to refrain from private judgments, as
long as we recognize that successful political leaders may fall short on the
front of personal morality. But Americans in particular are a highly
moralistic people for whom the dissonance between public and private
ethical standards jars. When that moralism combines with intensive
media coverage, the results are predictable. We hold politicians publicly
to standards few if any can uphold. In doing so we may promote their
downfall or deter potential leaders from entering the political fray.

Presidential Leadership

Was Richard Nixon, then, a true leader who was merely misunder-
stood? Was he simply engaged in the sorts of unethical behavior that, as
Machiavelli and many others have argued, a serious leader must engage
in? Is Ben Stein right that Nixon “lied so he could stay in office and keep
his agenda of peace going”?

I think it is clear that the answer to these questions is no. Let us assume
that Stein is right in attributing significant achievements to Nixon’s presi-
dency. These achievements make it appropriate to ask about Nixon’s lead-
ership qualities, despite crucial failures (not acknowledged by Stein) such
as the conduct of the Vietnam War. Even so, as I argued earlier, success is
not sufficient to prove leadership. And, of course, engaging in unethical
behavior is not per se a criterion either! What disqualifies Nixon as a leader
is what Bob Woodward calls his “smallness”: the idea we get from the
Watergate tapes and elsewhere that “it’s always about Nixon.”24 This is
precisely what Weber meant by vanity—“the need to thrust one’s person
as far as possible into the foreground.” The politician violates his duty,
Weber tells us, when the “striving for power becomes detached from the
task in hand and becomes a matter of purely personal self-intoxication.”25

In Nixon’s case, the striving may have been more negative than positive—
a fending off of supposed threats rather than sheer self-aggrandizement—
but the essential quality, namely, self-absorption, remains. Nixon did not
love his country more than his own soul, and love of country did not
cause the behavior that tarnished his integrity or brought him down.

Weber sheds further light on the subject. He deems three qualities
“pre-eminently decisive for a politician: passion, a sense of responsibility,
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judgement.”26 I will close with some thoughts about how to interpret
these qualities. (I do not claim that these observations are faithful to
Weber’s meaning; in any case, his own brief remarks are somewhat
obscure and even ambiguous.)

Passion (Leidenschaft), Weber says, is “commitment to a ‘cause’”;27 the
politician must care about some values or states of affairs outside himself
and not simply his own well-being (or that of his immediate circle, for that
matter). A common way to fail in this, as we just saw, is vanity (or, as
I called it earlier, narcissism). By “responsibility” (Verantwortungsgefuhl)
Weber seems to mean taking responsibility for advancing the cause,
rather than merely caring about it in some passive sense. But responsi-
bility applies, I would argue, not only to the cause but also to those
whom one leads or represents—those to whom one has a fiduciary
obligation—and perhaps to others as well. It means an active concern for
their interests and well-being (which in most cases, presumably, is
related to “the cause”).

Weber’s judgment (Augenmass), sometimes translated as “sense of pro-
portion,”28 suggests a wise person who, without a rule or measure, can
weigh conflicting or seemingly incommensurable factors and come to a
reasonable conclusion about practical matters. Perhaps this is what a politi-
cian needs when he must decide how much wrongdoing to allow for the
sake of a good end. But Weber also describes judgment differently: “the
ability to maintain one’s inner composure and calm while being receptive
to realities, in other words distance from things and people.”29 The two
descriptions seem to apply to different traits, although in the best-case
scenario they work together: maintaining distance enables one to weigh
different factors wisely. “Politics is an activity conducted with the head,”
but “dedication to it can only be generated and sustained by passion.”30

Judgment—“the decisive psychological quality of the politician”31—is a
complex blend of affective, moral, and intellectual aspects.

A trait essential to leadership that Weber does not mention in this
essay is one he made a household word. Charisma is

a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he
is set apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with super-
natural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or
qualities. . . . on the basis of them the individual concerned is
treated as a leader.32

In contemporary secular society we speak of charisma (from the Greek
word for gift) broadly and loosely, without any implication of supernatural
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or superhuman qualities. Almost by definition, a person with special qual-
ities of leadership will be able to persuade others of her exceptional quali-
ties. Weber emphasizes that “what is alone important is how the
individual is actually regarded by those subject to charismatic authority.”33

If people believe you have charisma then you do, if they think you are a
leader then you are. As one sociologist puts it, “If the disciples define a
leader as charismatic, then he or she is likely to be a charismatic leader
irrespective of whether he or she actually possesses any outstanding
traits.”34

Of course, charisma is not sufficient for leadership in the normative
sense we have been trying to grasp. But charisma is necessary if a person
possessing other qualities requisite for political leadership is in fact to lead.
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Conclusion

J .  Thomas Wren and Terry L.  Price

This volume has addressed the values of presidential leadership. As the
introduction indicated, each construct in the volume’s title is significant.
Taking the words in reverse order, leadership was depicted as a mutual
influence process among leaders and followers in which each participant
harbors his or her own complex motives and constructions of reality and
operates as part of a collective in a complicated and ever-shifting envi-
ronment in an effort to achieve desired goals. Within that wonderfully
complex conception is the phenomenon of presidential leadership. Given
the sophistication of the construct of leadership, it should come as no
surprise that the study of presidential leadership should encompass much
more than a consideration of the individuals who have held the position.
Such a study should go beyond an investigation of the behavior and psy-
chology of individual presidents and concern itself with interactions
between presidents and myriad other social actors, as well as with the
complex dynamic created by surrounding historical, social, economic,
political, and intellectual forces. Clearly, then, understanding presidential
leadership is a daunting undertaking.

All this brings us to the final construct in the title and the particular
focus of this volume—namely, the values of presidential leadership.
A strong argument can be made that the role of values is the most
important aspect of any leadership relation, and most assuredly of presi-
dential leadership. Given the definition of leadership articulated above,
it is clear that the notion of values permeates the entire relationship and
its purposes. Certainly the personal values and value hierarchy each
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individual—perhaps especially the president—brings to the leadership
relation are fundamentally important. In addition, being by its nature a
collective phenomenon, one of the central challenges of presidential lead-
ership is to define and pursue successfully the things that are determined to
be valuable. To use James MacGregor Burns’s language, the very determi-
nation of those purposes and values (what we might call the “process of
leadership”) involves both the negotiation of end-values and a concurrent
concern for the modal values inherent in the way the participants treat one
another. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, presidential leadership is
at base a moral phenomenon. Implicit—and hopefully explicit—in the
process are determinations of what is right and good, as well as evaluations
of principles and conduct of oneself and others.

Investigating these facets of the role of values in presidential leadership
requires a broad reach. The Jepson Colloquium on presidential leader-
ship that preceded the publication of this volume brought together
scholars from the fields of history, political science, philosophy, commu-
nications, psychology, and the law. The rich resources of these multiple
disciplines and their representative scholars have allowed us to make
important progress toward an understanding of the role of values in pres-
idential leadership.

In this concluding chapter, the editors hope to present a synthesis of
the insights of this volume. These insights can be grouped under a series
of rubrics pertaining to the values of presidential leadership: how the
values of presidential leadership are constructed; how the values of presidential
leadership are conveyed; how the values of presidential leadership are imple-
mented; and how the values of presidential leadership are interpreted and judged.

How the Values of Presidential 
Leadership Are Constructed

Any analysis of the role of presidential values must begin with a consid-
eration of the genesis of those values. Although presidential values
become, almost by definition, public values, they necessarily have their
beginnings in the personal value hierarchy of the individual who comes
to inhabit that office. Two of our authors make the point that, in order
to be successful, a president must have a strong and consistent constella-
tion of values.

Martin J. Medhurst, in his analysis of presidential rhetorical leadership,
notes that “to perform such leadership successfully, a president must start
from a set of core beliefs and values—a foundational philosophy.” Such
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a philosophy, in turn, shapes “what presidents believe about government
and its role” and affects “how they choose to lead and on what subjects.”
For Medhurst, the articulation of a strong and consistent set of presiden-
tial values “asserts competence and it exudes an ethical stance, one that
suggests that decisions are made on principles derived from the founda-
tional values on which the person stood for election.”

Nowhere, perhaps, is this better exemplified than in James MacGregor
Burns’s analysis of the two Bush presidencies. Burns diagnoses George
H. W. Bush’s ultimate failure in terms of his lack of a consistent set of
presidential values. According to Burns, the elder Bush “did not like to
be pinned down ideologically. He rejected the notion that he should
have an overriding philosophy or ‘vision.’” Burns concludes that the
first Bush was “a shilly-shallying president, moving right or left as chang-
ing political pressures dictated.” On the other hand, his son learned his
father’s lesson well. As Burns puts it, “Bush II felt that his father . . . had
been guilty of inconstancy—too moderate, too centrist. The lesson was
clear. Republicans must stick rigidly to conservative doctrine.” As a
result, the second Bush’s presidency was characterized by “a potent con-
servative ideology.” Burns’s conclusion is striking: “One of the reasons for
Republican success,” he argues, “was the ability of George Bush II . . . to
give priority to particular end-values.”

If harboring a strong and consistent set of values appears to be consis-
tent with effective presidential leadership, it becomes important to
investigate the appropriate sources of such values. Two other contribu-
tors to this volume take contrasting stances. In his investigation of the
role religion played in forming Lincoln’s world view, Michael Nelson
makes an argument in favor of personal values such as religion influenc-
ing leaders’ actions and decisions. Nelson acknowledges the contempo-
rary significance of his historical analysis in his chapter on the sixteenth
president. “Few issues concerning presidential leadership,” he asserts,
“provoke more controversy than those involving the extent (if at all) and
the ways (if any) that it is appropriate for a president’s religious beliefs to
affect his or her conduct in office.” In his careful investigation of the
development of Lincoln’s religious beliefs and the influence they had on
his presidency, Nelson makes an argument for the appropriateness (and
perhaps the inevitability) of such linkages between private values and
public policy. However, he is quite careful to spell out the conditions
under which such linkages should be made. First, while a president
should “speak sincerely and publicly about one’s faith,” this must also be
accompanied by a strong dose of critical thinking. In Nelson’s words, a
president must “judge one’s own (and the nation’s) motives and action
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at least as severely as one judges the motives and actions of others.”
Finally, Nelson’s careful study of Lincoln and his handling of his reli-
gious convictions in the public sphere yields one concluding insight.
Any president who draws upon his personal religion as a source of the
values that guide his actions must do so with great circumspection. As
Nelson puts it, “One is called upon as president of the world’s most
powerful nation to wield the powers of the office in a spirit of deep
humility.”

Nelson’s carefully circumscribed endorsement of the role of private
belief in the shaping of presidential values receives a nice counterpoint
in the work of A. John Simmons. In contrast to Lincoln’s tapping into
the strength of his own personal beliefs, Simmons argues that public
values should be constructed on a cosmopolitan basis. In particular,
Simmons takes issue with the wisdom of drawing upon the value of
patriotism in defining and conducting policy. To Simmons, “ ‘Patriotic
leadership’ . . . is bad leadership” because “such leadership aims at and
acts on morally impermissible kinds of national partiality.” Instead, “Our
own leaders’ national partiality must not extend beyond the sphere of
moral permissibility; and that sphere does not encompass patriotism of
any strong or recognizable sort.” Simmons acknowledges that presidents
inevitably hark to certain values, but these should be “the impartial
values” represented in our Declaration of Independence and the like.

Although the construction of presidential values has its roots in the
individual values of the incumbents, it must not be gainsaid that the con-
struction of public values in the public sphere is a collective enterprise.
As James P. Pfiffner notes, “The growth of the presidency has paralleled
the growth of the U.S. government in terms of size and complexity.
Leadership of large, complex systems cannot be accomplished by single
individuals.” Indeed, “Before policies are adopted, presidents need both
expert and general advice on the wisdom of adopting various policy
options.” And make no mistake: the role of values is central to all presi-
dential decision making. Pfiffner gives several examples in his survey of
a series of presidential responses to various policy crises. Eisenhower, in
his decision not to go to the aid of the French in Vietnam, grounded his
decision in the core values of the American system. Citing the American
“tradition of anticolonialism,” Eisenhower asserted that “ ‘America’s
moral position would be undermined by intervening militarily to main-
tain French control in Vietnam’” and that to intervene “in the absence
of support from Congress would be ‘completely unconstitutional and
indefensible.’” Similarly, presidential advisor Robert F. Kennedy, dur-
ing the Cuban Missile Crisis, invoked the memory of Pearl Harbor
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when he said that “a sneak attack was not in our traditions” and cited the
“moral concerns” of taking such an action.

Given that presidential decisions are so fraught with value implica-
tions, Pfiffner attempts to diagnose the elements of effective collective
effort. He finds that “presidents will make better decisions if they con-
sider a range of realistic options and all policies brought to their atten-
tion.” “The challenge of presidents,” Pfiffner continues, “is to ensure
that they receive dissenting as well as consensus perspectives.” This can
be achieved only with “carefully designed organizational structures and
decision-making processes [that] . . . bring to the president’s attention a
broad range of options.” Ultimately, however, he recognizes that it is
the president’s own leadership style that lends itself to the potential
benefits of collective decision making. As Pfiffner observes, “The qual-
ity of the advice the president receives depends upon how the president
uses the available talent. . . . If the president wants his own biases or pre-
dispositions reinforced, that is what he will get. If he wants to learn from
disagreements among his staffers, he must encourage dissenting views.”
In the final analysis, concludes Pfiffner, “A president will get the type of
advice he encourages.”

The contributors to this volume offer rich insights into the construction
of presidential values. They provide a similarly enlightening perspective on
the communication of those values to the American people and the world.

How the Values of Presidential 
Leadership Are Conveyed

Given our definition of leadership as a mutual influence process among
leaders and followers, the role of the effective communication of presi-
dential values and policies becomes critical. Martin Medhurst provides
us with a sophisticated perspective on presidential leadership from a
rhetorical perspective. Medhurst defines rhetorical leadership as “the
ability to conceptualize and use language and symbols to help achieve
specific goals with specific audiences.” He takes a textured view of the
art of rhetoric. Medhurst speaks of the “rhetorical situation,” which
encompasses “a complex of persons, events, objects, and relations” that
present a challenge “that can only be met through rhetorical discourse.”
He also takes care to emphasize the role that values play in this form of
presidential communication. It is important, when analyzing presidential
rhetoric, to examine “the beliefs and values from which [it] derive[s].”
In sum, “In terms of public leadership . . . rhetorical effectiveness flows

Conclusion 219



first and foremost from ideas . . . about where the president wants to
lead,” which can ultimately be traced to presidential values.

Having grounded the art of presidential rhetoric in presidential values,
Medhurst gives us a set of carefully constructed typologies that help us to
understand the workings of rhetorical leadership. A president confronts
“the need to frame and define issues and positions” and “the need to
reinforce ideas, values, attitudes, and beliefs.” He must “embody and
articulate national goals and ideals” that “transcend self and party” in his
rhetorical response. To do so, he must “project a consistent image,
theme, and persona.” The president must convey a sincere and consis-
tent set of core values through it all, something Medhurst associates with
a “display of character.”

For all of Martin Medhurst’s careful analysis of the workings of presi-
dential rhetorical leadership, George C. Edwards III provides a sobering
reassessment of its effectiveness, at least in its most common manifesta-
tions. Edwards punctures the assumption that a president “can success-
fully persuade or even mobilize the public.” By examining carefully the
linkages between the addresses of George W. Bush and public opinion,
Edwards observes that, despite the fact the “George W. Bush adminis-
tration has invested extraordinary time and energy attempting to obtain
the public’s support . . . the public has been largely unresponsive.” His
conclusions “pose a direct challenge to the faith that many have in the
broad premise of the potential of presidential leadership of the public. At
the very least,” Edwards continues, “it is appropriate to rethink the the-
ory of governing based on the principle of presidential success in
exploiting the bully pulpit to achieve changes in public policy.” His is
not entirely a negative conclusion, however. Edwards allows for the
possibility that other—value-laden—public purposes, such as “trying to
influence the national agenda” and preparing “the public for a policy
shift,” could still be well served by presidential communications. 

The discussion of the contributions in this volume thus far has explored
how presidential values are constructed and conveyed to fellow partici-
pants in the leadership process. It remains to plumb the insights into the
implementation of such values and how they are subsequently interpreted.

How the Values of Presidential 
Leadership Are Implemented

Leadership is usually associated with goal achievement, or at least with
some progress toward valued ends. It is worthwhile to explore how
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presidents and other participants in the leadership process have made
strides toward the implementation of desired values and policies.

One of the more intriguing examples can be found by returning to
the chapter James MacGregor Burns crafted concerning the two Bushes.
Previously we cited this chapter to demonstrate the role individual
values play in the construction of public presidential values. Now we can
profitably return to Burns to build upon this basic insight in the context
of achieving success in the implementation of such presidential values. In
sum, George H. W. Bush’s “shilly-shallying” proved much less effective
than his son’s commitment to a core conservative ideology. Burns por-
trays Bush I’s failure as a function of his pragmatism. “For all his [Bush I’s]
efforts,” says Burns,

conservative Christians could not identify with him. He could not
lead them. . . . He was a man who—even proudly—lacked “the
vision thing,” that purposefulness . . . conservatives . . . looked for
in their leaders. . . . He had compromised enough, evaded enough,
switched enough to avoid stereotyping. But that had cost him the
kind of following, the kind of base, that sticks to a man through
victory and defeat.

On the other hand, Bush II’s successful reshaping of the Republican
Party into an ideologically conservative monolith led to remarkable polit-
ical and policy results. As Burns puts it, “By 2005 Bush [II] Republicans
had created the most formidable vote-mobilizing machine and the most
united governing team [since the nineteenth century]. . . . Remarkably,
the Bush team had turned presidential government into a power structure
far more resembling the British parliamentary system than the American
model of checks and balances.” The result, in terms of the implementa-
tion of presidential values, has been salutary. This new “form of presi-
dential leadership . . . transcends the logjam of divided government and
gives the American people . . . efficient . . . government” that “converts
ideas and proposals into real rather than superficial change.” Most impor-
tant was “the ability of George Bush II’s ‘collective presidency’ to give
priority to particular end-values—and to enforce them.”

How Presidential Values Are 
Interpreted and Judged

Presidential leadership is indeed about goal achievement and the imple-
mentation of values, but it is also collective in nature and subject to
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contextual and situational factors. When these complexities are tied to
the reality that presidential values have an inescapably normative aspect,
it is inevitable that any consideration of presidential values must address
how such values might be interpreted. The contributors to this volume
have identified several variants of this process by which presidential values
and actions are evaluated and constrained: historical interpretation; democratic
interpretation; legal and constitutional interpretation; and moral interpretation.
These will be considered in turn.

Historical Interpretation

The values and actions of our presidents, past and present, have always
carried extraordinary influence, and not only during their actual terms of
office. Americans routinely look to the actions and expressed values of
previous presidents as object lessons—both positive and negative—for
proper presidential behavior. George R. Goethals and Matthew B.
Kugler, however, provide a cautionary tale concerning such historical
lessons. As their example they take Ulysses S. Grant—the president uni-
formly placed at the bottom of the heap in the estimations of historians,
biographers, and raters of “presidential greatness.” Goethals and Kugler
give us pause concerning such historical evaluations and, ultimately, the
proper estimation of the values of Grant himself. Drawing upon the
psychological processes involved in making such historical assessments,
they look to causal attributions inherent in the rating of presidents. They
argue that “ ‘greatness ratings’ by historians . . . may be largely based on
whether or not a few pieces of information about a presidency activate a
‘leader schema.’” That is to say,

People, and that includes presidential scholars as well as the laity,
operate from a cognitive schema about leaders. . . . [I]deal leaders are
thought of as people who are strong, active, and good. . . . When
certain information about a leader activates this schema, this and
other information is assimilated by the schema, and the person is seen
as having ideal leadership qualities [or not, as the case might be].

However, the accuracy of such evaluations is held hostage to the accu-
racy of the information that activates the schema. In Grant’s case, recent
revisionist histories have overturned the traditional view that Grant exhib-
ited a lack of character and a deficiency of proper values when he failed to
come to the aid of blacks in the Reconstruction South. Instead, “The
record increasingly shows that . . . Grant was a moral man in difficult
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times.” Consequently, “Grant’s behavior should be attributed to the
situation he faced, and not to his personal callousness or weakness.”
This, in turn, gives us a sobering insight into the epistemological foun-
dations of our judgments and interpretations of presidential values.

Democratic Interpretation

If one facet of the interpretation of presidential values has to do with
how we derive lessons from the actions of past presidents, of even more
pressing importance is the role the people play in interpreting presiden-
tial activity and in holding presidents accountable for their expressed val-
ues and actions. The American political system is grounded in the idea
of popular sovereignty—literally, power in the people. To the extent
such popular power works successfully, it is necessary for the people to
interpret and evaluate—and respond to—presidential initiatives. In this
context the contribution by James MacGregor Burns again proves use-
ful. In assessing the Bush presidencies, Burns notes how the “parliamen-
tary” presidency of Bush II is more amenable to popular sanction. “I see
the model of collective leadership,” he writes, “as presently practiced by the
George W. Bush White House, as a badly needed alternative to weak
and divided government. It can be . . . responsible when it enables vot-
ers to know who is doing what and when and then hold the leadership
accountable.” The “modal values . . . [of collective leadership] . . . call
for collective responsibility,” Burns asserts, and it “is a form of presidential
leadership that . . . gives the American people a government that is both
efficient and accountable.” If the people are disappointed in our presi-
dential leadership under such a system, they have no one to blame but
themselves.”

Legal and Constitutional Interpretation

A part of the complex context that always frames the presidential role
includes the constitutional and legal parameters within which he and his
values operate. But such legal and constitutional constraints are rarely
well defined or even agreed upon. This opens up a vast realm for inter-
pretation. Such interpretations are inevitably grounded in values them-
selves, and a key question of presidential leadership must be: whose
values should prevail and why? Frederick Schauer explores this issue in
some depth. In the American political system, two major entities might
serve as interpreters of presidential actions and values: the president
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himself or the Supreme Court. Neither will be value neutral. As Schauer
says, “Presidents can be expected to interpret the [legal and constitu-
tional] limits . . . in ways that . . . align with their own policy and polit-
ical preferences [and values].” So too the Supreme Court will be
inevitably guided by its own constellation of values. Nonetheless,
Schauer is clear in his conclusion that “a president should obey—treat as
authoritative—Supreme Court interpretations of the constitutional
text.” This is because the Supreme Court is somewhat distanced from
the turmoil and pressures of the immediate political process and thus can
recognize and honor “second order” concerns—that is, “even more
important and enduring long-term values.” Schauer concludes that “the
Supreme Court [should be the] . . . authoritative interpreter of the
Constitution as the external institution necessary to enforce second-
order constraints effectively.” In sum, he argues that presidents should
not have carte blanche to pursue their own interpretation of acceptable
values and policies.

Moral Interpretation

Most of the contributors, in addressing the various aspects of presidential
values, inevitably also invoke a moral dimension as well. A. John
Simmons, for example, in his critique of patriotism as an underlying
value for presidential leadership, pointed out that “what it is wrong to do
it cannot be right for our leaders to encourage us to do.” In his argu-
ment, Simmons posits that it is wrong to put the good of one’s country
ahead of the good of the people of the world. James MacGregor Burns
likewise notes that “presidents are subject to huge moral constraints,
whether they stand alone or collectively with others” and goes on to
explicate his categories of modal values and end-values. Frederick
Schauer also acknowledges “the question of whether there is a moral
obligation to obey the law.” The analyses in this volume, then, are shot
through with moral implications.

Yet one chapter in particular—that by Judith Lichtenberg—addresses
the moral interpretation of presidential values most directly. Lichtenberg
asserts that “when we ask what constitutes presidential leadership we are
asking a normative question.” In essence, we are asking whether a pres-
ident’s beliefs are correct, and whether he adheres to the right set of val-
ues. Her study suggests that there is—and should be—a distinction
between private and public morality. She uses conflicting interpretations
of Machiavelli to make the point. “Machiavelli,” she argues, “is conven-
tionally understood to be giving advice to political leaders about how to
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get ahead; the advice is that if you want to succeed you must forget
about morality.” Drawing upon more recent interpretations of
Machiavelli, she suggests that “Machiavelli was not an amoralist who
believed that politics was outside the sphere of morality, nor did he
argue simply that an ambitious leader, to satisfy his own desire for
power, should set aside ethical concerns.” Far from being amoral,
Machiavelli posited a different morality in the public sphere. In this pub-
lic morality “it was irresponsible and morally wrong to apply to political
action the moral standards that are appropriate to private life and to
personal relations.” This is entirely consistent with the interests of the
people. In this conception, “The politician inhabits a fiduciary role . . . as
agent or representative of other people . . . that confers duties on him to
advance the interests of those he represents.” Therefore, “If one refused
to be ruthless in pursuit of objectives in public policy, and refused to use
deceit and private guile as instruments of policy, one betrayed those
who had put their trust in the person that represents them.” While
Lichtenberg concludes that Richard Nixon did not reach the bar of act-
ing for the good of the country, she suggests other leaders could act
deceptively, so long as they are committed to the cause, advance the
well-being of the people, and exercise good judgment. Our volume
ends, then, on an appropriately cautious note on the creation, applica-
tion, and evaluation of presidential values. Still, Lichtenberg’s contribu-
tion, like the others, suggests the wealth of insights that is obtainable
when scholars from multiple disciplines turn their attention to one of the
most important topics of our era: presidential leadership.
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