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Preface to the Second Edition

The themes that thread their way through the essays in this collection
first appeared in book form nearly twenty years ago.1 The Clinton presi-
dency was taking shape just at the time I was finishing that work, and I
recall feeling a bit uneasy at the thought that readers might be more in-
terested in the final comment I was dashing off about this new man on
the scene than in anything I had said in the prior four hundred pages
about the politics of leadership from John Adams to George H. W.
Bush. It was easy enough for me to describe Bill Clinton’s leadership in
the terms set out in the book, for in his rise to power, he fit to a T one of
the historical types I had distinguished. Taking the Democrats to their
first national victory since the Reagan Revolution, submerging his
party’s liberalism in the promise of a “third way,” winning the presi-
dency in a three-way race with about 40 percent of the popular vote,
Clinton epitomized what I had called “preemptive” leadership. But
therein lay the source of my unease. I had observed in the book that
preemptive leaders were prone to spark constitutional showdowns,
even impeachment proceedings, and I was loath to close out my long
labors with outlandish predictions. Who would have thought that a me-
chanical extrapolation of the most extreme implications of my thesis
would have been right on the money and that scholarly prudence would
prove the lesser part of wisdom?

Readers of that earlier book would not have had any difficulty iden-
tifying Clinton’s successor either. Bringing the party of Ronald Reagan
back to power, George W. Bush promised to complete the work the
conservative insurgency had started, to adapt its agenda to a new day,
and to demonstrate the enduring vitality of its governing commitments.
He exemplified what I had called the president as “orthodox innova-
tor.” Like everyone else, however, I thought that the events of 11 Sep-
tember 2001 would change everything, presidential leadership first and
foremost. This was exactly the kind of contingency that scholars have in



mind when they caution against projecting historical patterns lockstep
into the future. One of the things I had observed about orthodox inno-
vators was that they were prone to engage in little wars of dubious
provocation, muscle-flexing adventures driven more by ideology and
political management than by necessity. This president, in contrast, was
being called on to respond to a concerted and destructive attack on the
homeland; there was nothing in his avowed determination to eradicate
al Qaeda and its sponsors in Afghanistan to support the designation my
analysis would have assigned him. Then came the turn to Iraq, with its
shaky presuppositions, headstrong assertions, and political bluster, and
things did not seem quite so different after all.

Clinton and Bush turned out to be such eerily vivid exemplars of
leadership types and political patterns I had identified in The Politics
Presidents Make that I thought it might be worth putting together a
short collection of essays that would revisit the themes presented in that
book and draw them forward. This is the second edition of these essays,
which now include an early assessment of Barack Obama as well. The
essay format has several advantages: It makes the political time thesis
more readily accessible; it offers a flexible structure for updating the
thesis; and it preserves the integrity of the original presentation by pre-
venting the earlier book from becoming overrun by a succession of
postscripts and addendums. Each of the essays in this collection is a suf-
ficiently self-contained elaboration of the thesis to be read indepen-
dently or in any combination with the others. Anyone who cares to read
them all in the order presented should get a pretty good idea of the de-
velopment and analytic reach of the argument.

As I indicate in the opening of each chapter, these essays were all
prepared for other occasions and written at different junctures in con-
temporary American political history. All have been edited for this vol-
ume to bring them into better alignment with one another, and some
have been revised quite thoroughly. I have, however, resisted the temp-
tation to integrate them completely, for that would have meant elimi-
nating the sense of the moment in which each essay was written, and it
would have suggested a more definitive reformulation of the thesis than
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I intend. Preserving the spirit of each assessment as it was ventured at
the time better conveys my attitude toward the thesis, which is one of
open-ended and continual reappraisal in light of late-breaking develop-
ments. I think a thesis like this one—which identifies broad historical
patterns in presidential leadership and explains the political dynamics
at work behind them—is most interesting in pointing up contemporary
expressions of difference and potentially significant deviations from the
rule. As the essays collected here indicate, I am less inclined to insist that
these patterns never change than to figure out how they might.

Presidential leadership in political time is a window on the institu-
tion of the presidency and the workings of the American political system
as a whole. The approach calls attention to the often-stark variations we
observe in leadership performances from one president to the next, but
it resists the temptation to reduce these differences to matters of per-
sonality and style or to cull from them some ideal formula for successful
leadership in contemporary America. Rather than dwelling on what one
incumbent seemed to do right or where another fell short, the perspec-
tive of political time refers us back to the politics of leadership in earlier
periods, to prior sequences of change in which presidents took on simi-
lar challenges in leadership and wrestled them to similar political effect.
The recurrent patterns revealed in this way indicate the historical range
of political possibilities for presidential leadership in the American sys-
tem. At issue here is not what we might want presidential leadership to
be, but what its capacities are and how it has operated in political cir-
cumstances variously configured. The perspective captures the typical
political problems the American system throws up to its leaders and the
likely political effects of their efforts to resolve them.

While I believe that this perspective reaches deep into the politics of
leadership and brings to light essential features of American politics
overall, new implications and subtle changes in meaning are continually
reflected back through unfolding events. By itself, the discovery that the
presidencies of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush exhibited patterns in
the politics of leadership that have been with us since the beginning of
our constitutional history may be little more than a curiosity. If that
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finding compels attention, it is, in part, because these patterns reflect
basic characteristics of the presidency as a position of national political
leadership and, in part, because the circumstances in which these char-
acteristics are now displayed could hardly be more different from the
conditions at the start. How leadership syndromes that are, historically
speaking, typical come to bear on a modern democracy, on a national
government whose stewardship responsibilities dwarf those of earlier
times, on the comportment of an international superpower—these, I
think, are matters for careful and sustained reflection.

The Obama presidency presents these issues in particularly stark
form. Coming to office on the promise of “fundamentally transforming
the United States of America,”2 Obama seemed to go out of his way to
signal a classic reconstructive moment. The course of his presidency to
date thus provides ample material for reflection on what leadership of
this sort has entailed in the past, on whether it was really in the cards in
this instance, and on whether it is ever likely to recur.

Twenty years ago, I was fully expecting the historical patterns I had
observed in the politics of leadership to be overtaken by developments
on other fronts. I thought their significance would gradually wash out
in the face of contemporary government’s investment in responsible
management and effective problem solving. I wrote of the “waning of
political time,”3 teased out evidence of waning in the leadership per-
formances of late-twentieth-century presidents, and speculated about
what might be gained and lost in that process of dissipation. These ex-
pectations were thrown into doubt by the appearance of such vivid ex-
emplars of the old types as Clinton and Bush. But now, as we approach
midterm in the Obama presidency, the question of how robust the old
patterns are has been posed anew. President Obama seems to have em-
braced responsible management and enlightened problem solving as a
formula for political transformation. It remains to be seen whether that
alone will suffice to reconstruct American government and reset politi-
cal time.

New Haven
September 2010
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1. The Presidency in American
Political Development: A Third Look

This essay presents the political time thesis as a different way of thinking
about presidential history and presidential politics. The piece takes its title
and its structure from a review essay published in 2002 in which I consid-
ered the developmental perspectives implicit in recent presidential scholar-
ship.1 The literature review element remains in this version, but the essay
has been thoroughly recast from its original form and adapted for this vol-
ume to serve as an introduction to my own perspective. Whereas the other
essays in this collection speak more directly to the leadership of particular
presidents, this one is more concerned with issues of analysis. It is, as I say
below, a retooling exercise. By calling attention to the political concerns,
historical assumptions, and organizing constructs that have shaped presi-
dential studies over the years, it points to important questions that have
been skirted by the field and outlines an alternative approach designed to
address them.

Around the turn of the twentieth century, advocates of “progressive de-
mocracy” began pressing for a new, more vigorous form of leadership at
the national level. They argued that the development of American gov-
ernment and politics had confounded the intentions of the government’s
original designers and that a different conception of constitutional rela-
tionships was needed to meet the demands of the future. Surveying
nineteenth-century politics, they charged that Congress, which had
been designed to operate as the people’s branch and which had been en-
dowed with great power for that purpose, had been overrun by special
interests and exposed as an “incurably deficient and inferior organ” for
the expression of the popular will. At the same time, they pointed out
that the presidency, which had originally been designed as a conserva-



tive counterweight to the democratic impulsiveness of the legislature,
had shown strong instincts to respond to the demands of the day and
overcome obstacles set in its path. Progressive history eyed a people
gravitating toward the presidency “as the only organ sufficient for the
exercise of their sovereignty,” and it encouraged those seeking to build a
more robust democracy and a more effective national government to
strengthen the institution that had proven itself best suited to the peo-
ple’s purposes.2

Much of what has been written about the presidency in American
political development has been commentary on this reform vision, and
even today its hold over our collective aspirations remains strong. One
has only to listen to the rhetoric of an American presidential campaign
to hear the contemporary resonance of the Progressives’ developmental
perspective and appreciate the enduring appeal of their governmental
vision. No less impressive is the energy that the Progressives put into ad-
vancing their view of political development programmatically. For
much of the twentieth century, presidential empowerment served as the
intellectuals’ catchall solution to the problems of governing in modern
America. The breakthrough moment came during the New Deal, when
the scholarly advisers on Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Committee on Admin-
istrative Management proposed a presidency-centered reorganization of
the entire federal establishment and Congress relented sufficiently to
give their vision a foothold in the structure of American government.3

As late as 1960, with the federal government taking on additional re-
sponsibilities and with presidents beginning to face even more in-
tractable problems, Progressive intellectuals were still steadfast in their
faith and ready with new ways to promote their thesis. The single most
influential analysis of the office, Richard Neustadt’s Presidential Power,
offered incumbents strategic advice, indicating how they might best
husband their political resources to deliver on all that the nation de-
manded of them.4

It was not until the Vietnam War and the Watergate investigations
that scholars began to take a serious second look at the presidency in the
political development of the nation, and what they saw in the aftermath
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of those events turned the received wisdom on its head. In the midst of
widespread disillusionment with the affairs of state, the Progressives’
catchall solution was recast as the centerpiece of the nation’s problems.
Critics bemoaned the costly distortions of constitutional principle that
had gone into the formation and practice of “the modern presidency,”
they questioned the soundness of the democratic theory behind it, and
they exposed an office infected by false pretense and overblown expecta-
tions. New histories rendered the Progressive vision as naive and the rise
of presidency-centered government as misguided; they broke old link-
ages between presidential power and good government and replaced
them with far less flattering associations—warmongering, dema-
goguery, wanton disregard for the rule of law. In 1973, Arthur Schle-
singer, Jr., dean of the Progressive historians, gave voice to his
generation’s newfound unease by portraying the development of the
office as the rise of the “imperial presidency.”5 In 1985, Theodore Lowi
delivered summary judgment on the twentieth century’s great experi-
ment in reconfiguring American government and politics around the
chief executive: “power invested, promise unfulfilled.”6

These late-century critics pointed to a doubtful and dangerous fu-
ture, and the practical response from within the government did little to
assuage the concerns they raised. To the extent that hopes were pinned
on congressional reforms that might rein in the executive, the results
seemed only to underscore the difficulty of reversing course; to the ex-
tent that the democratic defense of presidential power had fallen flat,
justifications with a harder edge were brought to the fore.7 Not surpris-
ingly, then, this critique of the development of the presidency has
shown few signs of exhausting its relevance. Its insights reach through
more recent decades of our history to connect an ever-lengthening
chain of disappointments and deceptions, blunders and breakdowns.
Cultural aspirations die hard, and this ongoing dissonance sharpens the
collective sense of betrayal. No doubt the administration of George W.
Bush, with its headstrong self-confidence, its unilateral assertions of
power, and its wartime bungling, will infuse the analysis offered by the
Vietnam generation with new currency.
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Why, then, go back for a third look?
The chief reason is that, like blind faith, disillusionment has its lim-

its. The institution of the presidency may no longer warrant our confi-
dence, but its incumbents continue to alter our polity, shortfalls and
dysfunctions notwithstanding. The patina of progress may have been
stripped away, but the past thirty years have brought political changes as
dramatic as any in American history, and all along the way, those
changes have highlighted the pivotal position of the presidency in high-
stakes contests over basic commitments of ideology and interest. Pro-
gressive advocates of presidential power left an indelible mark on the
operations of American government, and the critique of the Progres-
sives’ handiwork abides, but we have been carried by our own experi-
ence to ask different sorts of questions about the presidency in
American political development, questions more closely attuned to the
political impact of individual performances, to the sequential reactions
of successors to predecessors, and to the formative political effects of
presidential action over time.

Consider the presidency of Ronald Reagan. His administration pro-
vided ample evidence of the problems that critics of the modern presi-
dency had identified in the operations of American government.
Indeed, for many observers the challenge to constitutional government
presented by the Iran-Contra affair rivaled that of Watergate.8 In other
equally significant ways, however, Reagan’s leadership was a surprise.
Not only did he confound the gloomy prognostications of the 1970s, but
he also repudiated the priorities of fifty years of liberal government, re-
set the national agenda, and became the touchstone of legitimacy for a
new politics that would revolve around conservative priorities through
ensuing decades.9 Politically speaking, America is still working its way
through the Reagan era. George W. Bush came to power in 2000 deter-
mined to complete and secure the “Reagan Revolution”; he enters his fi-
nal year in office amid charges that he betrayed it and shattered the
political foundations of conservative governance.10 Each of Reagan’s
successors has been subject to political expectations that he set; every
one has tested and manipulated standards that he established.
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Neither the early proponents of presidential power nor their latter-
day critics offered a candid assessment of how this institution works to
foment political change and reframe political possibilities. Nor is it clear
whether these workings are any different today than they were before the
institution took on its modern accouterments. A third look at the presi-
dency in American political development takes aim at an office that has
been persistent in driving political change since the beginning of our
constitutional history. It attends to the peculiar ways in which the presi-
dency operates politically, to the different sorts of political contests it sets
up over time, and to their typical political effects. It offers thereby some
insight into the sequence of political change unfolding in our time.

Looking at the presidency in this way, it quickly becomes apparent
that the two histories already on the table are not as different from one
another as we might have first thought. Reacting against the Progres-
sives’ normative and programmatic offensive on behalf of presidency-
centered government, the critics did not offer an alternative history of
the office so much as an alternative evaluation of the same history. In
one view, the rise of the presidency was good for democracy; in the
other, it was damaging; in one, presidential empowerment was the solu-
tion; in the other, it was the problem; in one, the prospects were bright;
in the other, they were grim. Whatever judgment we ultimately bring to
bear on our century-long investment in presidential power, it must be
said that reckoning with the political development of the American
presidency is not the same thing as reckoning with the presidency in the
development of American politics. Commentaries aimed at capturing
the essential character of the institution as an instrument of modern
government are actually quite limited when it comes to characterizing
the institution as an engine of political change. These commentaries
tend to downplay exactly what needs to be brought into focus—the
variations from one incumbent to the next in leadership claims ven-
tured and the political impact of following through.

For the most part, accounting for the different leadership perform-
ances we encounter in history and assessing their transformative politi-
cal effects remains the province of presidential biographers, and by their
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nature, the biographers’ explanations are idiosyncratic, locked in the in-
terplay of a particular personality with a particular set of circumstances.
In this way, Reagan’s political magnetism and George W. Bush’s fear-
some obstinacy each opens onto a unique story about the man and his
times. The outstanding question for our third look is whether these sto-
ries fit larger patterns in the politics of leadership, whether it is possible
to observe across the broad history of leadership efforts something
more systemic about the political impact of presidential action in time
and over time. Certainly it is not hard to conjure material for thinking
about larger patterns: Reagan’s magnetic political performance was
widely heralded at the time as unexampled since the days of FDR, and
no one has missed the parallel between George W. Bush’s plunge into
Iraq and Lyndon B. Johnson’s plunge into Vietnam. But these are just
impressions. Some serious conceptual retooling is needed if we are to
entertain the suggestion that parallels between Reagan and Roosevelt or
Bush and Johnson are indicative of overarching dynamics characteristic
of the operations of the presidency in the American political system as a
whole. To that end, this essay revisits three closely interlocked issues of
presidential politics and American political history: the issue of political
agency, the issue of periodization, and the issue of constitutionalism.

political agency: rethinking the
effectiveness of presidential action

Assessments of the problem of political agency, or effective political ac-
tion, in the American presidency have changed a lot over the years, but
they have not strayed far from a few basic concerns that the Progressives’
vision put at issue: Is the power of the office adequate to the demands
placed upon it? How much can we expect a president to get done? How
important are the personal qualities of the incumbent to making the sys-
tem work? For the Progressives themselves, answers to each of these
questions could be found in the presidency of Franklin Roosevelt.11 They
saw in Roosevelt’s political skill and reform vigor a model for political
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leadership in modern America, and they distilled from his example the
personal attributes likely to prove most valuable to incumbents in nego-
tiating the governing challenges of the future.12 At the same time, the
Progressives knew that the early achievements of the New Deal were the
product of some very unusual circumstances, and they worried that the
office of the presidency might not otherwise be up to the new tasks at
hand. As Roosevelt’s Committee on Administrative Management put it
in the middle of the New Deal, “The president needs help.”13

In the decades immediately following the New Deal, it was thought
that bolstering the office of the presidency with a more extensive insti-
tutional apparatus might make it more continuously effective as a posi-
tion of national political leadership and neutralize the risks posed by
natural variation in the talents and skills of incumbents. Innovations
like the National Security Council and the Council of Economic Advis-
ers were designed by reformers who were skeptical of Harry S. Truman’s
personal capabilities and determined to surround him with the best ad-
vice available, whether he liked it or not.14 By midcentury, however,
confidence in institutional solutions to the agency problem had begun
to fade. In Presidential Power, the last of the great Progressive tracts,
Richard Neustadt argued that constitutional impediments to a presi-
dency-centered government remained imposing, that they were unlikely
to be overcome by additional reorganization, and that the only thing in-
cumbents could really rely on in meeting their enhanced responsibilities
and overcoming the great obstacles in their path was their own political
skill. Prescribing “self-help” for presidents, Neustadt pointed to the per-
sonal attributes of the incumbent as the factor most critical to making
the system work.

Two phases may be discerned in post-Progressive assessments of
presidential agency as well. As the mood grew more critical and anxious
in the 1970s and 1980s, the Progressives’ sense of possibility gave way to
perceptions of an even more profound incongruity between power and
responsibility, and faith in the individual talents of leaders gave way to
fear of their individual psychoses.15 Duties had been piled on the presi-
dency and expectations had been heightened, but since the basic consti-
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tutional structure had not changed, modern American government ap-
peared to have placed incumbents in difficult straits. System incentives
virtually compelled them to try to aggrandize power for themselves at
others’ expense or, worse, to try to deceive those who stood in their
way.16 The view in more recent years, though no more rosy, has been
somewhat different. As scholars began to take stock of the success of
presidents in acting unilaterally along a broad front, impressions of the
presidency as an overburdened and beleaguered office were reconsid-
ered. In the latest of the post-Progressive assessments, the president’s
strategic advantages as a unitary actor have been factored in and the
structural implications of the system have been recalibrated accord-
ingly. The president now appears, for better or worse, to be an imposing
figure quick to seize the initiative and difficult for others to check.17

There is no gainsaying the fact that this running commentary on the
problems and prospects of presidential agency has yielded important
and timely insights. And yet, if we reflect back on the rapid succession of
revisions and follow their many twists and turns, we may become aware
as well of the inbred nature of this conversation and of the limits of the
concerns that animated the discussion in the first place. In retrospect, it
is striking that each of these assessments of the efficacy of the presi-
dency rested on a slightly different characterization of the political sys-
tem in which presidential power is exercised. Thus, it is hard to tell
whether we have over the years generated an understanding of presiden-
tial efficacy that is more refined and more generally applicable, or
merely catalogued different prospects as they have been brought into
view by historical changes in the political system itself.

This, in turn, points to another limitation, one that speaks to the ba-
sic conception of political agency employed in these assessments. By
first positing a system and then trying to generalize about the efficacy of
presidential action within it, scholars have in effect sidelined serious
consideration of whether the exercise of presidential power has systemic
political effects of its own. The questions that have been asked—about
whether presidents are at an advantage or disadvantage vis-à-vis other
actors with whom they must engage, or about whether personal or
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structural factors are more important in determining how much in-
cumbents get done—are geared to set parameters; they test presidential
capacities in a political system that is given, not the president’s capaci-
ties to change the system or the implications of one president’s actions
for the prospects of the next.

In this respect, the seminal case of Franklin Roosevelt has proven less
exemplary than exceptional. Everyone knows that Roosevelt’s leadership
had a profound effect on the political assumptions and aspirations of
his successors, but few scrutinize the efforts of those successors in the
same manner with an eye to determining the systemic political effects of
their leadership. No doubt George W. Bush’s leadership will have an ef-
fect on the political assumptions and aspirations of his successor that
will be very different from Roosevelt’s, but that does not mean it will be
negligible. On the contrary, it is hard to think of any more significant
factor bearing on the next presidency than the problem of coming to
terms with what Bush has done. So long as inquiry into the impact of
presidential action is not brought to bear on change in the political situ-
ation itself, treatments of the agency question must remain attenuated
and incomplete.

Power or Authority. A more complete view of presidential agency
awaits a change in the terms of the discussion, and the place to begin is
with the preoccupations that the Progressives brought to the question at
the dawn of the modern age. The Progressives wanted a more powerful
presidency, which is to say they assumed that the president was not
powerful enough. By reducing efficacy to a problem of power and di-
recting scholars to try to figure out just how much power modern presi-
dents really have, they muddied the waters considerably. A less loaded
approach to presidential agency would strip away the Progressives’ as-
sumptions and preoccupations and consider the issue in a more rudi-
mentary form.

The immediate effect of a stripped-down view of presidential agency
is to shift attention from the question of institutional power to the ques-
tion of political authority. The power question was rooted in the Pro-

The Presidency in American Political Development: A Third Look 9



gressives’ concern with the capacity of incumbents to get things done
and in their interest in figuring out the conditions under which incum-
bents might do more. The authority question takes its point of depar-
ture from the historical observation that virtually all incumbents do
quite a lot. The Constitution gives the president considerable power
and, one way or another, the exercise of that power changes things. Au-
thority speaks to the political warrants for change that presidents bring
to the exercise of this power, to the leadership claims incumbents can
make on their own behalf for intruding upon the status quo and rear-
ranging national politics. These warrants relate the politics of the recent
past to a political project for the moment at hand. They indicate to allies
and opponents alike what is at stake in the incumbent’s efforts to follow
through, and thus they set the terms in which presidential action will be
assessed. The priority of authority lies in determining how the exercise
of presidential power will be perceived and interpreted politically.

A high-stakes, high-impact intervention in national politics is all but
mandated by the power and independence of the president’s constitu-
tional position. All presidents are charged to form and operate adminis-
trations of their own. In swearing to “execute the office of President of
the United States,” incumbents take personal responsibility for politi-
cally sweeping and inherently disruptive actions. By simply filling the
top administrative positions and assuming control over the executive
branch in their own right, presidents alter political prospects and deter-
mine winners and losers. With every succeeding choice of personnel
and policy, they intrude more deeply into a polity rife with contending
ambitions and alternative plans for the uses of power. As the only
officers who represent the polity as a whole—as officers who hold pow-
ers independently and are readily held to account for the state of na-
tional affairs—presidents cannot help but be politically catalytic.
National debate is continually reorganized around the implications of
the courses of action they choose, and the contest for future advantage
is correspondingly transformed. For presidents themselves, the political
struggle is, first and foremost, to control the terms of this debate and
vindicate the premises of their actions.
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Whether we look back at the full sweep of presidential history or
more narrowly at the struggles of incumbents in our day, the lesson is
the same: The institutional power of American presidents almost always
exceeds their political authority; it is easier for presidents to do things
than it is for them to sustain warrants for the actions they take and the
changes they instigate. Presidential agency—the efficacy of political ac-
tion in the presidential office—is primarily a legitimation problem. In-
cumbents are engaged in a contest to control the meaning of actions
that are inherently disruptive of the status quo ante. The president who
successfully solves this problem will wield a form of authority that is
difficult to resist; and those who follow in the office will be constrained
in their own efforts by the new terms of legitimate national government
secured by their predecessor. Presidents who fail to solve this problem
will find their pretensions besieged; their actions will confer significant
advantages on their competitors and authorize the pursuit of political
alternatives. Either way, the struggle of American presidents to assert
authority for their course and sustain authority for their actions will
drive American politics to new ground.

Rudiments of the Problem. If we can generalize about the legitimation
problem, we will have gone a long way toward reformulating the study
of presidential agency and, with it, our understanding of the presidency
in the development of American politics. Does the problem have dis-
cernible determinants, characteristic historical configurations, and cor-
responding consequences for the political system as a whole? Returning
to our stripped-down view with these considerations in mind, it will be
observed that the president not only swears to “execute the office” but
also to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution.” This makes the
presidency at once a disruptive, order-shattering institution and a con-
servative, order-affirming one. If the legitimation problem is to be
solved, the incumbent must somehow be able to reconcile the inher-
ently disruptive effects of presidential actions with some larger, order-
affirming purpose, and the best way to do that is to create a new order
whose altered condition is identified with certain fundamentals em-
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blematic of the body politic. In effect, each incumbent bids to exercise
the powers of the presidency by manipulating warrants available in the
moment at hand to disrupt, affirm, and reconstruct the political order.

Legitimation is a difficult problem for presidents because the order-
shattering, order-affirming, and order-creating components of their
leadership position seldom pull in tandem and often work at cross-pur-
poses. A clue to the contingent political conditions that facilitate a suc-
cessful resolution of the problem may be found in a rhetorical trope
commonly employed by our most effective political leaders:

Abraham Lincoln: “Our republican robe is soiled and trailed in the
dust. Let us repurify it and wash it white in the spirit, if not the blood, of
the Revolution. . . . If we do this, we shall not only have saved the Union;
but we shall have so saved it, as to make it, and keep it, forever worthy of
the saving.”18

Franklin Roosevelt: “[The] rulers of the exchange of mankind’s good
have failed through their own stubbornness and their own incompe-
tence. . . . The money changers have fled from their high seats in the
temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the an-
cient truths.”19

Ronald Reagan: “Isn’t our choice really not one of left or right, but of
up or down? Down through the welfare state to statism, to more and
more government largesse accompanied always by more government
authority, less individual liberty, and ultimately totalitarianism. . . . The
alternative is the dream conceived by our Founding Fathers, up to the
ultimate in individual freedom consistent with an orderly society.20

As this rhetoric indicates, the presidents who have been most effec-
tive in asserting authority and resetting the terms and conditions of le-
gitimate national government have shared similar circumstances. They
all came to power in a position to repudiate forthrightly basic commit-
ments of ideology and interest that they had inherited from their imme-
diate predecessors, and they all justified their disruptions of the status
quo ante as essential to retrieving core American values that had al-
legedly been lost or squandered in the indulgences of the received order.
When received political priorities are most fully discredited and the
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president stands foursquare against them, the power and authority of
the office are most fully and effectively aligned. In these circumstances,
order shattering becomes order affirming, and the exercise of presiden-
tial power can effect an extensive reconstruction of the terms and condi-
tions of legitimate national government.

By the same token, the weaker the authority to repudiate inherited
commitments, the more difficult it will be for a president to resolve the
legitimation problem. To the extent that presidents are committed by
the circumstances of their rise to power to carry established political
commitments forward, or are otherwise constrained by the perceived le-
gitimacy of the received order of things, political disruption of the sta-
tus quo ante will be harder to justify and the prospects for regenerating
political order through the exercise of presidential power will become
more remote. Without the authority to repudiate, presidents lose their
advantage in matching meaning to effects, or to put it another way,
competitors in the contest for meaning have an easier time second-
guessing presidential action and defining it in terms all their own.

Consider in this regard the plight of our second president, John
Adams. Adams’s political legitimacy upon taking office was so closely
tied to his affiliation with his predecessor that he felt constrained to
forgo forming an administration of his own and simply kept George
Washington’s cabinet in place. Presidential power in this instance was
held hostage to the promise of continuity, and as the state of national af-
fairs turned more critical, resistance to Adams’s leadership stiffened
from within the executive branch itself. Moreover, when Adams finally
did assert control in his own right and set his own course, his leadership
was repudiated by key allies within his own ranks, and an insurgent op-
position was able to take advantage of the political disarray with the
promise of a thorough housecleaning. This president was not powerless
to act, nor was his exercise of power without transformative political ef-
fect, but the effect of wielding presidential power in these circumstances
was to undercut the political ground on which he stood. Adams was un-
able to forthrightly repudiate the political regime he had inherited, or,
in the end, to forthrightly affirm it. His actions thus called into question
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the political foundations of his presidency and passed to others control
over the meaning of those actions.

Success and failure begin to appear here as variations on a logic of
political agency, a logic that opens to historical scrutiny the presidency’s
unrelenting rearrangement of political expectations, political assump-
tions, and political possibilities. The core issue is the authority of the
president to sustain the politically disruptive effects of exercising the in-
dependent powers of the office. The structural bias of the office seems to
favor the opposition stance, if only because political opposition to re-
ceived interests and values makes it easier to assert the political inde-
pendence inherent in the president’s constitutional position and to
sustain the disruptions that attend it. But not all presidents come to
power from the opposition. The paradox of presidential agency in
American political history is precisely this: The repudiator tends to cre-
ate political order, while the stalwart tends to undermine it. In both in-
stances, the disruptive impact of presidential action is registered on the
commitments of the political regime at large, as they are called into
question and reconstructed over time.

periodization:
rethinking presidential history

The Progressives sought to reorganize American government around a
new kind of presidency, and analysts ever since have demarcated the rel-
evant history of the office to take account of their handiwork. According
to Theodore Lowi, the changes in American government and politics
that accompanied the development of the modern presidency were so
sweeping as to amount to the founding of a “second republic.”21 Or as
Fred Greenstein put it, “The transformation of the office has been so
profound that the modern presidencies have more in common with one
another in the opportunities they provide and the demands they place
on their incumbents than they have with the entire sweep of traditional
presidencies from Washington’s to Hoover’s.”22 Assumptions like these
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have structured the field of presidential studies as we know it today.
They divide presidential history into a modern period and a traditional
period; they set the modern presidents apart from the traditional presi-
dents developmentally as creatures of a different sort; they pull the
modern presidents together analytically as a coherent group for com-
parison. Analysts are directed in this way to evaluate Progressive aspira-
tions and achievements, and the early American presidents are rendered
largely irrelevant to an understanding of how the office works today.

If nothing else, the passage of time has begun to put some strains on
this periodization scheme. In light of changes in politics, in society, in
the economy, and in world affairs, the view forward from the bench-
mark of 1939—when the Executive Reorganization Act institutionalized
presidency-centered government—no longer looks all of a piece, and as
the circumstances of modern presidents have grown more variable, a
simple modern-traditional dichotomy seems to have less purchase. An
open-ended classification of post–New Deal presidents as “modern”
now reaches across developments as diverse as the dismantling of racial
apartheid and the rise of multiculturalism, the collapse of the Demo-
cratic South and the rise of the Republican South, the end of liberal
domination and the rise of a conservative insurgency, the displacement
of convention nomination for presidential candidates by primary nom-
inations, the displacement of labor-intensive campaigning by capital-
intensive campaigning, the decline and resurgence of political parties, a
continuing revolution in the means and techniques of public communi-
cation, the expansion and politicization of the offices of the White
House at the expense of institutions designed for neutral management,
the decline of the industrial economy and the rise of a service economy,
the rise and collapse of a Keynesian consensus on the workings of the
economy, the globalization of corporate power and governance, the be-
ginning and the end of the Cold War, the political and economic inte-
gration of Europe, and the proliferation of nonstate actors and terrorist
threats.

To try to accommodate historical changes of this variety and magni-
tude within a single heuristic is to risk creating more confusion than
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clarity. In fact, in the absence of more attention to questions of peri-
odization, presidency studies are apt to get tangled up in their own in-
sights. Current criticisms of Neustadt’s midcentury analysis of
presidential power are suggestive in this regard. Scholars today are quick
to take Neustadt to task for overstating the importance of informal bar-
gaining skills in determining a president’s prospects and for understat-
ing the significance of the president’s formal advantages in acting
unilaterally.23 And yet, when Neustadt wrote about the politics of lead-
ership, bargaining skills may well have been at a premium, for, as we
now know, the middle of the twentieth century was an unusual period
of political consensus on the basic contours of economic and foreign
policy. It is entirely possible that under midcentury conditions the per-
ceived political costs to presidents of trying to impose their preferences
unilaterally outweighed the prospective benefits. It is equally plausible
that unilateral action has become a more attractive strategy for presi-
dents as conflict among elites over fundamentals has grown more in-
tense. In this case, Neustadt’s analysis would still stand as a period piece
revealing a particular relationship between political conditions and
leadership strategies, and the debate about which of these perspectives is
more correct would lose much of its heat.

There is no one best way to deal with the analytic limitations of the
modern-traditional divide. Because the developments to be accounted
for since the rise of the modern presidency are so varied and extensive,
lots of different schemes, each attending to a different dimension of his-
torical change, might now be appropriate. The most straightforward ap-
proach, of course, would be simply to update the modern-presidency
construct with a new analytic model that at once delimits the politics of
the recent past and captures the implications of newly emergent power
relations within the government. Along these lines, scholars have tried
in various ways to set the parameters of a “postmodern presidency.”24

Other efforts along these same lines jettison the “modern” label in favor
of more substantive contrasts between contemporary politics and poli-
tics in the recent past. Samuel Kernell, for example, identified the years
after World War II as a period of “institutional pluralism” in which
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structural conditions favored a bargaining style of leadership like the
one described by Neustadt; he then marked changes in power relation-
ships that displaced institutional pluralism with an institutional system
characterized more by egocentric entrepreneurship, and he related that
new system to the more combative and plebiscitary style of leadership
in vogue today.25

This is important work, but it is work aimed quite self-consciously at
extending the original conversation. It draws the history of the modern
presidency forward by marking recent structural changes as they affect
power relations within the government and the attendant repertoire of
resources, motivations, and strategies. It sets up contrasts across a new
period divide and comparisons among the leaders of more recent times.
The original methodology of grouping together incumbents who are
historically proximate to one another and share similar opportunities
and constraints remains intact.

Secular Time or Political Time. Other dimensions of change in con-
temporary presidential politics are hard to capture in this way. At least
as conspicuous as the reconfiguration of power relations over the past
several decades is the reconfiguration of ideological and programmatic
conflict. Drawing out the implications of the former for presidential
politics may be a relatively simple matter of updating the standard his-
torical template used to analyze the modern presidency, but drawing
out the implications of the latter is not. Presidents of the same period
may share similar resources and strategic incentives, but they do not
share the same relationship to the ideological and programmatic
conflicts of their day. Those relationships tend to change significantly
from one incumbent to the next, and largely in reaction to what came
immediately before. If we are to capture the significance for presidential
politics of change on this dimension, we will need to set aside the his-
torical assumptions behind the modern presidency construct and begin
to rethink presidential history altogether.

The logic of presidential agency or effective political action that we
began to sketch above points the way. Taking its cues from the legitima-
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tion problem and the struggle for authority, it identifies presidents as
catalysts of ideological and programmatic change. Moreover, this legiti-
mation problem is integral to the constitutional construction of the
presidency; it is not a new problem but one that has been a part and
parcel of presidential politics from the start. Thus, if we want to figure
out how presidents have been reconfiguring ideological and program-
matic conflict in our own time, it makes sense to take a long look back
at how they have done so all along. A history of political authority in the
American presidency will look very different from the history of politi-
cal power in the American presidency. It will break down the period
divisions that have consigned the presidents of earlier eras to contem-
porary irrelevance and open the full range of presidential experiences to
reexamination.

Scholars have shown that as power structures for presidential action
evolve, new strategies and tactics for the exercise of leadership displace
the old. But a long look back at the changing structure of political au-
thority reveals development of a different sort. Authority structures for
presidential action recur in rough sequences over broad stretches of
time, each tending to drive a characteristic kind of political change. If
considerations of power track institutional resources and strategies as
they evolve in secular time, considerations of authority track warrants
for action and contests over its meaning as they recur in what we might
call “political time.”

Political time is the medium through which presidents encounter re-
ceived commitments of ideology and interest and claim authority to in-
tervene in their development. Political time has a narrative structure:
Presidents bid for authority by reckoning with the work of their prede-
cessors, locating their rise to power within the recent course of political
events, and addressing the political expectations that attend their inter-
vention in these affairs. To paraphrase Lincoln, political time is the pres-
ident’s construction of “where we are” as a polity and “whither we are
tending,” a construction designed to authorize a certain course of politi-
cal action in the moment at hand.26 The rhythms and demarcations of
political time are thus very much expressions of the presidency itself, of
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a political imperative inherent in the office prompting each incumbent
to attempt to control the terms in which the exercise of its powers will
be understood.

Jimmy Carter, heir to an aging liberal establishment, told the Ameri-
can people that there were “no easy answers” to the problems of the day
and that the issues plaguing liberalism had to be addressed by getting
into the government smart people who could deal with those issues in
all their complexity.27 It is hard to imagine a more delicate or tenuous
premise for sustaining the bluntly disruptive political effects of presi-
dential action, but in the circumstances, it is also hard to imagine what a
political affiliate of the liberal regime could have said that would have
been more compelling. Carter’s successor, a radical critic of the liberal
regime and leader of the insurgent opposition, promised the American
people a “New Beginning” that would proceed on the devastatingly sim-
ple premise that “government is not the solution to our problems; gov-
ernment is the problem.”28 Carter’s determination in action to fix what
he saw as liberalism’s problems demoralized its friends and energized its
foes; Reagan’s repudiative stance drew upon Carter’s failure and saddled
the very word “liberalism” with a stigma of illegitimacy. Different as
they were from one another, these bids for leadership authority find
parallel expression in the more distant past, and not just in the warrants
for action claimed but also in the political effects registered. The simi-
larities so readily drawn impressionistically between Jimmy Carter and
Herbert Hoover, between Ronald Reagan and Franklin Roosevelt, or for
that matter between George W. Bush and Lyndon Johnson can be an-
chored analytically in leadership dynamics that unfold in political time.

Political time is reset periodically by a great repudiator, like Reagan,
who carries an insurgent opposition to power. These presidents disavow
commitments of ideology and interest integral to the operations of the
received order of things, and in directing their own powers against
them, they redefine the terms and conditions of legitimate national gov-
ernment. Political time passes from there through various episodes in
which leaders affiliated with the new regime offer to affirm, extend, and
complete work on the established agenda, and opposition leaders test
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the vulnerabilities of the established commitments and the potential for
repudiating them outright. Analytically speaking, presidents located in
different historical periods at parallel moments in these interactive se-
quences of political time are likely to be more similar to one another in
the leadership challenges they face and the political effects they register
than they are to the presidents located within their own period of secu-
lar political development.

The comparisons set up by periodizing presidential history in this
way allow us to generalize about the politics presidents make. Episodes
of affiliated leadership will tend to foment factional divisions among
those tied to the established order of things, and over successive epi-
sodes they will tend to plunge these establishments into crises of legiti-
macy. This is because the exercise of presidential power invariably alters
the political commitments these presidents are pledged to affirm and
carry forward, and because the premise of affiliation becomes more at-
tenuated, and the promise of reaffirmation harder to sustain, as the na-
tion drifts away from the circumstances in which those commitments
were originally made. Successive episodes of opposition leadership, on
the other hand, will tend over time to launch more robust and politi-
cally effective assaults on the established regime because the opposition
stance frees the incumbent to exploit factional disaffection and agenda
fatigue within the establishment, and because these opportunities ex-
pand as that establishment ages and frays.

The period breaks of political time thus become marked by extremes
of presidential performance and political effect: John Adams and
Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson, James
Buchanan and Abraham Lincoln, Herbert Hoover and Franklin Roose-
velt, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. This repeated historical coupling
of an affiliated leader who appears to exemplify incompetence, if not po-
litical paralysis, in the presidency with an opposition leader who appears
to exemplify political mastery is in fact indicative of the persistent and
dramatic effect presidents have on the development of American poli-
tics. Interactive and catalytic, these pairings are less about differences of
strategic acumen in deploying the institutional resources of the day than
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they are about shifting structures of political authority as they alter the
legitimation problem and the prospects for its resolution. These chang-
ing prospects have driven a process of regime degeneration and regener-
ation that demarcates American political history into a Jeffersonian era
(1800–1828), a Jacksonian era (1828–1860), a Republican era (1860–1932),
a New Deal era (1932–1980), and a conservative era (1980–).29 Presidents,
as agents of this process, periodically set up nationwide crises of political
legitimacy and resolve them in the production of new and relatively
durable political orders. The starkly contrasting performance pairs that
punctuate American presidential history are one of the premier expres-
sions of how the American political system works.

constitutionalism:
rethinking the implications
of presidential empowerment

The Progressives’ vision of a new democracy led by a more powerful
presidency was tied to a sharp critique of constitutional determinism.
These reformers rejected out of hand the idea that Americans were
stuck with the governing arrangements with which they began. In place
of a formally fixed and politically limiting structure, they posited an “or-
ganic” or “living” Constitution. It was their belief that government—
American government in particular—should not be burdened by
outmoded constraints but should be continually alive with possibilities,
that it should take its cues from public opinion and demonstrate the
flexibility to do what the people demand. Woodrow Wilson, who at one
point in his career despaired at the formality and rigidity of the consti-
tutional separation of powers, ultimately came around to accepting the
Constitution insofar as its interpretation was “sufficiently broad and
elastic to allow for the play of life and circumstance.”30 Henry Jones
Ford put the Progressives’ case more directly when he described presi-
dential power as “the work of the people breaking through the constitu-
tional form.”31
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Post-Progressive scholarship has been far more circumspect about
the effects of playing fast and loose with the fundamentals of the gov-
ernment’s design, and constitutional determinism has emerged as an
overriding theme in contemporary assessments of presidency-centered
government. A reconsideration of this sort was already evident in
Neustadt’s Presidential Power, which elaborated upon the structural im-
plications of the Constitution’s arrangement of “separate institutions
sharing powers.”32 Neustadt charged incumbents with an existential
task: They were urged to orchestrate a concert of action in a system of
government that institutionalized conflict and resistance, a system that
they could not alter in any enduring way and that was all but certain to
thwart them.

Recent scholarship has gone much further. Terry Moe has questioned
whether presidents have strong incentives to bridge the separated design
as Neustadt directed, and he sees little prospect that they will aspire to
reinvent themselves as an American version of British prime ministers.
He points out that once Americans decided to vest the presidency with
more resources and greater responsibility, all the incentives of the consti-
tutional structure encouraged incumbents to press to the limit their own
institutional prerogatives while minimizing the intrusions of their con-
stitutional competitors into the executive branch. To the extent that
Congress has determined to keep itself in the game, the results for mod-
ern American government have been an organizational nightmare.33

More pointed still is the charge that the belief in constitutional flexi-
bility and adaptability that the Progressives brought to the construction
of the modern presidency has had grave developmental consequences of
its own. Along these lines, Jeffrey Tulis has called attention to just how
incompatible the Progressives’ vision was with the original design of
American government. Tulis grants that there was much to recommend
the creation of a new, presidency-centered, opinion-based government
at the turn of the twentieth century, but he also points out that such a
government would have required a very different constitution if it were
to work in accordance with the new standards of democracy it pro-
fessed. As it happened, the structures and practices of this new presi-
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dency were simply layered over the original constitutional design, and
that, Tulis argues, has left modern American government caught be-
tween two largely antithetical standards of accountability, neither of
which is likely to be met in practice.34

Just how flexible is the U.S. Constitution? Are there limits to its
highly touted adaptability? How much change can that foundational
framework accommodate before it becomes hopelessly compromised
and the various ideals loaded upon it begin to work at cross-purposes?
Of all the questions to be raised about the presidency in American polit-
ical development, these are the most fundamental, and the analytic tools
introduced in this essay for thinking about political agency and presi-
dential history bear on them in their own distinctive way.

The Modern Presidency in Political Time. The perspective of political
time highlights important constitutional functions that, though they are
nowhere stipulated in the document itself, have been performed by the
presidency from the very beginning. Particularly striking is the way the
institution has operated in American history as a built-in mechanism
for periodically “reconstituting” the system politically. The struggles of
incumbents to assert political authority and sustain their legitimacy as
they exercise the powers of the office all but guarantee that the terms
and conditions of legitimate national government will be subject to
constant manipulation and that received political commitments will
over time be pressed to the limits of their governing capacities. The in-
teresting thing is that when, under the pressure of these manipulations,
governing commitments have been rendered hopelessly confused and
compromised, these same struggles have exposed them to repudiation
and invited a new incumbent to construct them afresh.

The framers of the Constitution were acutely aware of the historic
propensity of republican governments to fall prey to the tumult of sec-
tarian pursuits, and when they set out to design their own republic, they
were determined to arrest that degenerative tendency. The paradox re-
vealed by the perspective of political time is that their handiwork insti-
tutionalized a version of the very process they sought to avoid. Their
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fragmented system of separated powers and checks and balances did
make it difficult to dislodge commitments once they had taken hold, but
the political impact of presidential succession was underestimated, as
was its bearing on the legitimation problem and the difficulties of con-
trolling the disruptive political effects of the exercise of presidential
power.35 No one suspected that the Constitution would itself channel
American politics through extended sequences of sectarian fragmenta-
tion and political atrophy or that the officer chiefly responsible for pro-
tecting and defending it would become the catalytic agent leading its
gradual political breakdown and periodic transformation. Nonetheless,
the Constitution has endured for so long because it has not held on to
governing commitments in perpetuity but has, rather, made its political
purposes periodically vulnerable to wholesale replacement.

Progressives like Henry Jones Ford were clearly drawing on one part
of this history when they envisioned presidents as empowered by the
people to “break through” received arrangements and establish new
forms of government. Certain manifestations of this built-in mecha-
nism of political regeneration, like the outstanding performances of
Jackson and Lincoln, are hard to miss, and it is easy to understand why
they might have captured the Progressives’ imagination. Less obvious
perhaps is how this mechanism might be compromised by trying to tap
the creative, revitalizing energy displayed historically in a few presiden-
cies through reforms that would make all presidents more powerful.
Lincoln and Jackson are poor models for building a “better” presidency
because their stunning successes were inextricably linked to the political
disintegration and leadership failures that had preceded them. Far from
providing a paradigmatic model of what every president should be,
theirs were but two among several highly interdependent expressions of
what the American presidency is and of how it operates in political
time. A constitution in which every president can do what Lincoln did
would be very different from the one that gave us Lincoln; indeed, it
would hardly be a constitution at all.

No doubt the Progressives thought that presidential empowerment
would make the whole system operate differently. They imagined

24 Chapter One



processes of change and adaptation that would be more continuously ef-
fective, a political system that would operate more organically in sync
with its environment, a form of leadership that would be more respon-
sive, flexible, and efficacious in its management of governmental affairs.
They can hardly be faulted for believing that the substantive challenges
to be faced by American government in the future would be categori-
cally different from those of the past, that the stakes of enlightened pol-
icy making and hands-on management would be higher, or that
constitutional arrangements might need to be altered to operate accord-
ingly. But the legitimation problem ingrained in the presidency at the
start was not resolved by giving the institution more resources and en-
hancing its power, and the struggle for political authority that is ongoing
within the institution has left it something of a square peg in the round
hole of the Progressive design. The presidency continues to drive Ameri-
can politics toward flashpoint crises of legitimacy before wrenching it in
a new direction, and that does not comport at all well with the vision of
pragmatic adaptation and responsible management that has fueled the
presidency’s empowerment. The Progressives forced a marriage between
presidential leadership and modern American government, and there
are good reasons to wonder whether it has brought out the best in either.

There are, in fact, two different ways of looking at this incongruous
overlay of elements at work in presidential politics today, and it is hard
to say which raises more serious questions about the enduring vitality of
our constitutional system. On the one hand, the primordial struggle for
authority ingrained in the institution undercuts the capacities of the
modern presidency to smooth the management of the affairs of state. To
the extent that the Progressives were correct in their assessment of what
contemporary American government demands—to the extent that new
forms of leadership are anticipated by governing arrangements in which
power is more densely concentrated, more thoroughly interconnected,
more consequential—a presidency caught up in the rhythms of political
time is likely to appear increasingly anachronistic.

On the other hand, the empowerment of the presidency for more
continuous hands-on management might have unintended conse-
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quences of its own, consequences that threaten to derail the long-term
cycles of renewal on which the American system has depended in the
past. Consider first that presidents whose warrants for political disrup-
tion are, by historical standards, weak or problematic are now able to do
more. Though they may not command any more political authority
than their counterparts in political time, they have more power for in-
dependent action and are harder for others to stymie institutionally. A
second implication cuts the other way: The leaders whose warrants for
political disruption are, by historical standards, the most expansive will
be able to do less. Those few who are authorized to repudiate the system
and reconstruct it will find themselves surrounded by the new trappings
of responsible system management and more easily called to account to
received standards of good government. Reforms aimed at smoothing
the path of change and authorizing presidents to cope more effectively
with the governing challenges of the modern era may, in these ways,
work to diminish the regenerative potential of presidential power while
at the same time increasing its risks.

Rather than foreclosing attention to the fact that the presidency is in
many ways a very different institution than it was at the outset, the per-
spective of political time captures critical aspects of presidential leader-
ship that have been lost in the contemporary discussions of what those
differences imply. It does so by retrieving political dynamics that have
been with us from the start, drawing them forward through the contem-
porary period, and reflecting modern expectations back upon them. A
third look at the presidency in American political development is com-
plete only when it joins the other two, for it is through the alignment of
different developmental currents that we stand to gain the sharpest as-
sessment of where things now stand and where this polity might be
headed.
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2. Presidential Leadership
in Political Time

This is the oldest of the five essays collected in this volume, but though it
was a very early articulation of the political time thesis, it nicely captures
its historical range.1 The original version was written in the early 1980s as a
reflection on the long course of liberal leadership that had begun in the
New Deal and had recently come to an end in the Reagan Revolution. Rea-
gan’s repudiation of liberal priorities in government and his call for a “New
Beginning” seemed to have put the entire sequence of liberal political de-
velopment in a new light. It occurred to me that the Democratic leaders of
the liberal era could be aligned with Democratic leaders of the Jacksonian
era to reveal parallel sets of leadership opportunities, ambitions, and chal-
lenges as they had shifted in rough sequence through each of these periods.
Pointing in the end to an intimate connection between Carter’s travails
and Reagan’s success, the essay set a research agenda that would explore
typical leadership contexts that recur across the full sweep of presidential
history and would consider the systemic effects of action within those con-
texts as they unfold in political time.

When a presidency succeeds, our natural inclination is to laud the spe-
cial talents and skills the incumbent brought to the office; when things
go wrong, we look for strategic missteps and character flaws. There is
something comforting in these judgments, for they preserve our
confidence in the office of the presidency and in the American political
system at large no matter what the fallout from the particular incum-
bents who pass through them. Our implicit assumption is that presi-
dents, as incumbents of the same office, are tested in similar ways and
are thus equally free to show us if they have the right stuff. So long as
performance is tied in this way to the incumbent’s personal attributes,



success is always a possibility; it awaits only the right combination of
character, agility, and acumen. So long as there are some success stories
to point to, there is little reason to question the operations of the system
itself. Woodrow Wilson captured the spirit of these evaluations at the
dawn of the Progressive era when he proclaimed, “The American presi-
dent is at liberty . . . to be as big a man as he can.”2

But what if this system does not present each incumbent with the
same test? What if the political demands on incumbents change in sig-
nificant ways even within the same historical period? What if the leader-
ship capacities of the office vary widely from one administration to the
next? Much of what we take to be evidence of character and strategic
acumen might actually be an expression of changing relationships be-
tween the presidency and the political system, and if this is the case, the
workings of this system might be more deeply implicated in leadership
failure and its fallout than we are wont to admit.

This essay explores these possibilities. It steps out of the narrow his-
torical frame in which presidents present themselves to us, one after an-
other in a linear succession, and examines more closely the changing
political contours of the field of action on which successive leadership ef-
forts play out. Taking a look back at the broad sweep of American politi-
cal history, it brings into view a recurrent sequence of change—of
political breakthroughs, followed by political breakups, followed by po-
litical breakdowns—and it identifies typical reconfigurations of the rela-
tionship between the presidency and the political system along the way.

American political history has been punctuated by many beginnings
and many endings. Periods are marked by the rise to power of an insur-
gent political coalition that secures its dominance over national affairs
for an extended period of time. The dominant coalition perpetuates its
position by gearing the federal government to favor a particular ap-
proach to public policy questions. The political-institutional regimes
they establish tend to have staying power because the Constitution, with
its separation of powers and checks and balances, makes concerted
change of the sort needed to dislodge these arrangements difficult and
rare. Once established, however, coalition demands gradually sap the
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energies of these regimes. From the outset, conflicts among interests
within the dominant coalition threaten to cause political disaffection
and weaken regime support. Then, beyond the problems posed by
conflicts among established interests, more basic questions arise con-
cerning the nature of the interests themselves. Not only does the nation
change in ways that the old ruling coalition finds increasingly difficult
to address, but as disaffection within the coalition makes the mobiliza-
tion of political support more difficult, the regime becomes increasingly
dependent on sectarian interests with myopic demands and momentary
loyalties. Generally speaking, the longer a regime survives, the more its
approach to national affairs is likely to become encumbered and dis-
torted. As its political energies dissipate, its hold on power thwarts ef-
forts to address the manifest governing demands of the day.

Looking across these sequences reveals several distinct contexts for
presidential leadership. Situations might be distinguished by whether or
not the president is affiliated with the dominant political coalition.
Looking at the post–New Deal period of liberal political dominance,
regime outsiders like Republicans Dwight D. Eisenhower and Richard
Nixon might be said to have faced a different political problem in lead-
ing the nation than regime insiders like John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B.
Johnson. Leadership situations also might be distinguished in “political
time,” that is, by when in the sequence of sectarian unraveling the presi-
dent engages the political-institutional order. Thus, presidents Franklin
D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Jimmy Carter—all Democrats who
enjoyed Democratic majorities in Congress—may be said to have faced
different problems in leading the nation as they were arrayed along the
sequence of political change that encompassed the generation and de-
generation of the liberal order.

It is not difficult to relate this view of the changing relationship be-
tween the presidency and the political system to certain outstanding
patterns in presidential leadership across American history. First, the
presidents who traditionally make the historians’ roster of America’s
greatest political leaders—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, An-
drew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt—all came
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to power in an abrupt break from a long-established political order, and
each led an infusion of new political interests into control of the federal
government.3 Second, after the initial break with the past and the con-
solidation of a new system of governmental control, a general decline in
the political effectiveness of regime insiders is notable. Take, for exam-
ple, the sequence of Jeffersonians. After the galvanizing performance of
Jefferson’s first term, we observe increasing political division and a man-
agerial-style presidency under James Madison. Asserting the sanctity of
an indivisible Republican majority, James Monroe opened his adminis-
tration to unbridled sectarianism and oversaw a debilitating fragmenta-
tion of the federal establishment. A complete political and institutional
breakdown marked the shortened tenure of John Quincy Adams.

But is it possible to go beyond these general observations to a more
systematic analysis of the politics of leadership? What are the character-
istic political challenges that face a leader at any given stage in a regime
sequence? How is the quality of presidential performance affected by
the changing shape of the political order? To what extent are the politi-
cal sequences we observe constituted and driven by the leadership pre-
tensions and follow-through actions of presidents themselves? These
questions call for an investigation that breaks presidential history into
regime segments and then compares leadership problems and presiden-
tial performances at similar stages in regime development across histor-
ical periods. Taking different regimes into account simultaneously, this
essay will group presidents together on the basis of the parallel positions
they hold in political time.

The analysis focuses on three pairs of presidents drawn from the
New Deal and Jacksonian regimes: Franklin D. Roosevelt and Andrew
Jackson; John F. Kennedy and James K. Polk; and Jimmy Carter and
Franklin Pierce. All were Democrats and thus affiliated with the domi-
nant coalition of their respective periods. None took a passive, caretaker
view of his office. Indeed, each aspired to great national leadership.
Paired comparisons have been formed by slicing into these two regime
sequences at corresponding junctures and exposing a shared relation-
ship between the presidency and the political system.
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We begin with two beginnings—the presidency of Roosevelt and its
counterpart in political time, the presidency of Jackson. These are not
random success stories, nor are there common character traits or shared
skills that clearly set them apart as paragons of political leadership in
the American system. What they shared was a moment in political time.
They came to power upon the displacement of a long-established gov-
erning coalition. In those circumstances, the leadership opportunity was
not so much to make the system work as to remake it altogether, and
that prospect engaged these presidents in remarkably similar political
struggles. Leadership became a matter of securing the political and in-
stitutional infrastructure for a new set of governing commitments. Al-
though separated by more than a century of history, these presidents
both grappled with the distinctive politics of regime construction.

Beyond the challenge of regime construction lie ever-more-perplexing
problems of regime management. The overriding political imperatives
for affiliates of an established order are to maintain and vindicate the
governing commitments of the dominant coalition. That entails serving
the interests of the faithful, keeping the agenda timely and responsive to
changing demands, and ameliorating factional divisions within the
ranks. Whereas reconstructive leaders battle over the government’s fun-
damental commitments of ideology and interest, regime managers are at
pains to avoid such debates. They are caught up in the challenges of mak-
ing good on received commitments and holding things together, on ser-
vice delivery and conflict control. Our examination of these managerial
dilemmas focuses on Kennedy and his counterpart in political time, Polk.

Finally, we come to the problem of establishing a credible leadership
posture in an enervated regime. Carter and Pierce came to power at a
time when the dominant coalition had degenerated into myopic sects
that appeared impervious to the most basic problems facing the nation.
Neither of these presidents was able to engage the political system at the
level of managing coalition interests. Each found himself caught up in
the widening disjunction between established power and political legiti-
macy. Their affiliation with the old order in a new age turned their re-
spective bids for leadership into awkward and superficial struggles to
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escape the stigma of their own irrelevance, and their hapless struggles
for credibility fueled radical insurgencies.

All six of these presidents had to grapple with the erosion of political
support that inevitably comes with executive action. But while this
problem plagued them all, the initial relationships between the leaders
and their supporters were not the same, and the terms of presidential
interaction with the political system changed sequentially from stage to
stage. Looking within these pairs, we can identify performance chal-
lenges that are shared by leaders who addressed the political system at a
similar juncture. Looking across the pairs, we observe an ever-more-
constricted universe for political action, an ever-more-complicated
leadership posture, an ever-more-attenuated opportunity for success.
Last but not least, the catalytic effects of presidential leadership itself are
marked all along the way.

jackson and roosevelt:
political upheaval and the
challenge of regime construction

The presidencies of Andrew Jackson and Franklin D. Roosevelt were
both launched on the heels of a major political upheaval. Preceding the
election of each, a party long established as the dominant and control-
ling power within the federal government had begun to flounder and
fragment in an atmosphere of national crisis. Finally, the old ruling
party suffered a stunning defeat at the polls, losing its dominant posi-
tion in Congress as well as its control of the presidency. Jackson and
Roosevelt assumed the office of chief executive with the old ruling coali-
tion thoroughly discredited by the electorate and, at least temporarily,
displaced from political power. They each led a movement of general
discontent with the previously established order of things into control
of the federal establishment.

Of the two, Jackson’s election in 1828 presents the crisis of the old or-
der in a more purely political form. New economic and social conflicts
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had been festering in America since the financial panic of 1819, but it
was the confusion and outrage unleashed by the election of 1824 that
gave Jackson’s campaign its special meaning. In that earlier election, the
Congressional Caucus collapsed as the engine of national political
unity. The once-unrivaled party of Jefferson disintegrated into warring
factions, and after an extended period of political maneuvering, an al-
liance between John Quincy Adams and Henry Clay secured Adams a
presidential victory in the House of Representatives despite Jackson’s
pluralities in both popular and electoral votes. The Adams administra-
tion was immediately and permanently engulfed in charges of conspir-
acy, intrigue, and profligacy in high places. Jackson, the hero of 1815,
became a hero wronged in 1824, and having saved the government once
in a battle against the British at New Orleans, he was prompted by this
political defeat to save it again, this time from itself. The Jackson cam-
paign of 1828 launched a broadside assault on the degrading “corruption
of manners” that had consumed Washington and on the conspiracy of
interests that had captured the federal government from the people.4

In the election of 1932, the collapse of the old ruling party dovetailed
with and was overshadowed by the Depression. The Democratic Party
of 1932 offered nothing if not hope for economic recovery, and Roose-
velt’s candidacy found its special meaning in that prospect almost in
spite of the candidate’s own rather conservative campaign rhetoric. The
Depression had made a mockery of President Herbert Hoover’s early
identification of his party with prosperity, and the challenge of formu-
lating a response to the crisis broke the Republican ranks and threw the
party into disarray. The Roosevelt appeal was grounded not in substan-
tive proposals or even in partisan ideology but in a widespread percep-
tion of Republican incompetence, even intransigence, in the face of
national economic calamity. As future secretary of state Cordell Hull
outlined Roosevelt’s leadership situation in January 1933: “No political
party at Washington [is] in control of Congress or even itself. . . . there
[is] no cohesive nationwide sentiment behind any fundamental policy
or idea today. The election was an overwhelmingly negative affair.”5

Thus, Jackson and Roosevelt each engaged a political system cut
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from its moorings by a wave of popular discontent. Basic commitments
of ideology and interest were suddenly thrown into question. New com-
mitments were as yet only vague appeals to some essential American
value (republican virtue, economic opportunity) that had been lost in
the indulgences of the old order. With old political alliances in disarray
and new political energies infused into Congress, these presidents had
an extraordinary opportunity to set a new course in public policy and to
redefine the terms of legitimate national government. They recaptured
the experience of being first.

But such a situation is not without its characteristic leadership chal-
lenge. The leader who is propelled into office by a political upheaval in
governmental control ultimately must confront the imperatives of es-
tablishing a new order in government and politics. Naturally enough,
this challenge is presented by the favored interests and residual institu-
tional supports of the old order, and once it has been posed, the unen-
cumbered leadership environment that was created by the initial break
with the past quickly fades. As the stakes of change are more starkly re-
vealed, presidents in these circumstances are faced with the choice of ei-
ther abandoning their revolution or consolidating it with structural
reforms. Situated just beyond the old order, presidential leadership crys-
tallizes as a problem of regime construction.

The leader as regime builder grapples with the fundamentals of po-
litical regeneration—recasting institutional relationships within the
government and building a new governing coalition. The president
must undermine the institutional support for opposition interests, re-
structure institutional relations between state and society, and secure
electoral dominance. Success in these tasks is hardly guaranteed. Lin-
coln was assassinated just as the most critical questions of party build-
ing and institutional reconstruction were to be addressed. That disaster
ushered in a devastating confrontation between his successor and Con-
gress and left the emergent Republican regime hanging in a politically
precarious position for the next three decades. Even Jackson and Roose-
velt—America’s quintessential regime builders—were not uniformly
successful. Neither could keep the dual offensives of party building and
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institutional reconstruction moving together long enough to complete
the work on both.

Andrew Jackson
Republican renewal was the keynote of Andrew Jackson’s first term. The
president was determined to ferret out the political and institutional
corruption that he believed had befallen the Jeffersonian regime. This
meant purging incompetence and profligacy from the civil service, initi-
ating fiscal retrenchment in national projects, and reviving federalism as
a system of vigorous state-based government.6 Jackson’s appeal for a re-
turn to Jefferson’s original ideas about government certainly posed a
potent indictment of the recent state of national affairs and a clear chal-
lenge to long-established interests. But there was a studied political re-
straint in his initial program that defied the attempts of his opponents
to characterize it as revolutionary.7 Indeed, while holding out an attrac-
tive standard with which to rally supporters, Jackson was careful to yield
his opposition precious little ground upon which to mount an effective
counterattack. He used the initial upheaval in governmental control to
cultivate an irreproachable political position as the independent voice of
the people, a crusader determined to restore the nation’s integrity.

Significantly, the transformation of Jackson’s presidency from a
moral crusade into a radical program of political reconstruction was in-
stigated, not by the president himself, but by the premier institution of
the old regime, the Bank of the United States.8 At the time of Jackson’s
election, the bank was long established as both the most powerful insti-
tution in America and the most important link between state and soci-
ety. It dominated the nation’s credit system, maintained extensive ties of
material interest with political elites, and actively involved itself in elec-
toral campaigns to sustain its own political support. It embodied all the
problems of institutional corruption and political degradation toward
which Jackson addressed his administration. The bank was a concentra-
tion of political and economic power able to tyrannize over people’s
lives and to control the will of their elected representatives.

During his first years in office, Jackson spoke vaguely of the need for
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some modification of the bank’s charter. But since the charter did not
expire until 1836, there appeared to be plenty of time to consider appro-
priate changes. Indeed, although Jackson was personally inclined to-
ward radical hard-currency views, he recognized the dangers of
impromptu tinkering with an institution so firmly entrenched in the
economic life of the nation and hesitated at embracing untested alterna-
tives. Moreover, Jackson foresaw an overwhelming reelection endorse-
ment for his early achievements and knew that to press the bank issue
before the election of 1832 could only hurt him politically. After routing
Henry Clay, the architect of the bank and the obvious challenger in the
upcoming campaign, Jackson would have a free hand to deal with the
institution as he saw fit.

But Jackson’s apparent commitment to some kind of bank reform
and the obvious political calculations surrounding the issue led the
bank’s president, Nicholas Biddle, to join Clay in a preelection push to
recharter the institution without any reforms a full four years before its
charter expired. Biddle feared for the bank’s future in Jackson’s second
term. Clay needed to break Jackson’s irreproachable image as a national
leader and to expose his political weaknesses. An early recharter bill
promised to splinter Jackson’s support in Congress. If the president
signed the bill, his reputation as a reformer would be destroyed; if he ve-
toed it, the shock to the system would rally anti-Jackson sentiment.

As expected, the recharter bill threw Jackson enthusiasts into a
quandary and passed through Congress. The president saw the bill not
only as a blatant attempt by those attached to the old order to destroy
him politically, but also as proof certain that the bank’s political power
threatened the very survival of republican government. He accepted the
challenge and set out to destroy the bank. Pushed beyond the possibility
of controlling the modification of extant institutions without significant
opposition, Jackson stiffened his repudiative stance and pressed for an
irrevocable break with established governmental arrangements. The
1828 crusade for republican renewal became in 1832 an all-fronts offen-
sive for the establishment of an entirely new political and institutional
order.
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The president’s veto of the recharter bill clearly marked this transi-
tion. The political themes of 1828 were turned against the bank with a
vengeance. Jackson defined his stand as one that would extricate the
federal government from the interests of the privileged and protect the
states from encroaching federal domination. He appealed directly to the
interests of the nation’s farmers, mechanics, and laborers, claiming that
this great political majority stood to lose control over the government to
the influential few. This call to the “common man” for a defense of the
Republic had long been a Jacksonian theme, but now it carried the por-
tent of sweeping governmental changes. Jackson not only was declaring
open war on the premier institution of the old order, he was challenging
long-settled questions of governance. The U.S. Supreme Court, for ex-
ample, had affirmed the constitutionality of the bank thirteen years ear-
lier. Jackson’s veto challenged the assumption of executive deference to
the Court and asserted presidential authority to make an independent
and contrary judgment about judicial decisions. Jackson also challenged
executive deference to Congress, one of the central political principles
of the Jeffersonian regime. His veto message went beyond constitutional
objections to the recharter bill and asserted the president’s authority to
make an independent evaluation of the social, economic, and political
implications of congressional action. In all, the message was a regime
builder’s manifesto that looked toward the fusion of a broad-based po-
litical coalition, the shattering of established institutional power rela-
tionships between state and society, and the transformation of
governing arrangements within the federal government itself.

Of course, regime construction requires more than a declaration of
presidential intent. Jackson had his work cut out for him at the begin-
ning of his second term. His victory over Clay in 1832 was certainly
sweeping enough to reaffirm his leadership position, and having used
the veto as a campaign document, Jackson could claim a strong man-
date to complete the work it outlined. But the veto had also been used as
an issue by Clay, and the threat to the bank was fueling organized politi-
cal opposition in all sections of the country.9 More important still, the
Senate, whose support had been shaky enough in Jackson’s first term,
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moved completely beyond his control in 1833, and his party’s majority in
the House returned in a highly volatile condition. Finally, the bank’s
charter still had three years to run, and bank president Biddle had every
intention of exploiting Jackson’s political vulnerabilities in hope of se-
curing his own future.

Jackson seized the initiative. He set out to neutralize the significance
of the bank for the remainder of its charter and to prevent any new
recharter movement from emerging in Congress. His plan was to have
the deposits of the federal government removed from the bank on his
own authority and transferred to a select group of politically friendly
state banks. The president would thus circumvent his opponents and, at
the same time, offer the nation an alternative banking system. The new
banking structure had several potential advantages. It promised to work
under the direct supervision of the executive branch, to forge direct in-
stitutional connections between the presidency and local centers of po-
litical power, and to secure broad political support against a revival of
the national bank.

The plan faced formidable opposition from the Treasury Depart-
ment, the Senate, and, most of all, from the Bank of the United States.
Biddle responded to the removal of federal deposits with an abrupt and
severe curtailment of loans. By squeezing the nation into a financial
panic, the bank president hoped to turn public opinion against Jackson.
The Senate followed suit with a formal censure of the president, de-
nouncing his pretensions to independent action on the presumption of
a direct mandate from the people.

The so-called Panic Session of Congress (1833–1834) posed the ulti-
mate test of Jackson’s resolve to forge a new regime. Success hinged on
consolidating the Democratic Party in Congress and reaffirming its
control over the national government. The president moved quickly to
deflect blame for the panic onto the bank. Destroying Biddle’s credibil-
ity, he was able by the spring of 1834 to solidify Democratic support in
the House and gain an endorsement of his actions (and implicitly, his
authority to act) from that chamber. Then, undertaking a major party-
building effort at the grass roots in the midterm elections of 1834, Jack-
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son and his political lieutenants were able to secure a loyal Democratic
majority in the Senate. The struggle was over, and in a final acknowledg-
ment of the legitimacy of the new order, the Democratic Senate ex-
punged its censure of the president from the record.

But even as Congress was falling into line, the limitations of the pres-
ident’s achievement were manifesting themselves throughout the nation
at large. Jackson had shattered the old governmental order, consolidated
a new political party behind his policies, secured that party’s control
over the entire federal establishment, and redefined the position of the
presidency in its relations with Congress, the courts, the states, and the
electorate. But his institutional alternative for reconstructing financial
relations between state and society—the state deposit system—was
proving a dismal failure.

In truth, Jackson had latched onto the deposit banking scheme out
of political necessity as much as principle. The president had been
caught between his opponents’ determination to save the bank and his
supporters’ need for a clear and attractive alternative to it. Opposition to
Biddle and Clay merged with opposition to any national banking struc-
ture, and the interim experiment with state banking quickly became a
political commitment. Unfortunately, the infusion of federal deposits
into the pet state banks fueled a speculative boom and threatened a ma-
jor financial collapse.

Hoping to stem the tide of this disaster, the Treasury Department be-
gan to choose banks of deposit less for their political soundness than for
their financial soundness, and Jackson threw his support behind a grad-
ual conversion to hard money. In the end, however, the president was
forced to accept the grim irony of his success as a regime builder. Con-
gress had moved solidly behind him, but in so doing members had be-
gun to see for themselves the special political attractions of the state
deposit system. With the passage of the Deposit Act of 1836, Congress
expanded the number of state depositories and explicitly limited execu-
tive discretion in controlling them.10

Jackson reconstructed American government and politics; through
his leadership, new commitments of ideology and interest were woven
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into the very fabric of national institutions. Notably, however, recon-
structive leadership did not solve the nation’s problems. Jackson merely
substituted one irresponsible and uncontrollable financial system for
another. Jackson’s chosen successor, Martin Van Buren, understood this
all too well as he struggled to extricate the federal government from the
state banks in the midst of the nation’s first great depression.

Franklin D. Roosevelt
As a political personality, the moralistic, vindictive, and tortured Jack-
son stands in marked contrast to the pragmatic, engaging, and buoyant
Franklin D. Roosevelt. Yet their initial victories over long-established
ruling parties and the sustained popular enthusiasm that accompanied
those triumphs offered similar political opportunities and propelled
each into grappling with a similar set of leadership challenges. By late
1934, Roosevelt himself seemed to sense the parallels. To Vice President
John Nance Garner he wrote, “The more I learn about Andy Jackson,
the more I love him.”11

The interesting thing about this remark is its timing. In 1934 and
1935, Roosevelt faced mounting discontent with the emergency program
he had implemented during his early days in office from the favored in-
terests of the old order. Moreover, he saw that the residual bulwark of
institutional support for that order was capable of simply sweeping his
programs aside. Like Jackson in 1832, Roosevelt was being challenged ei-
ther to reconstruct the political and institutional foundations of the na-
tional government or to abandon the insurgent energy and leadership
initiative that he had carried into power.

The revival of the economy had been the keynote of Roosevelt’s early
program.12 Although collectivist in approach and bold in their assertion
of a positive role for the federal government, the policies of the early New
Deal did not present a broadside challenge to long-established political
and economic interests. Roosevelt adopted the role of a bipartisan na-
tional leader reaching out to all interests in a time of crisis. He carefully
courted the southern Bourbons, who controlled the old Democratic
Party, and incorporated big business directly into the government’s re-
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covery program. The problem was not that Roosevelt’s program ignored
the interests attached to and supported by the governmental arrange-
ments of the past, but that it implicated those interests in a broader
coalition. The New Deal also bestowed legitimacy on the interests of or-
ganized labor, the poor, and the unemployed, and that left southern
Bourbons and northern industrialists feeling threatened and increas-
ingly insecure.

This sense of unease manifested itself politically in the organization
of the American Liberty League in the summer of 1934. The league
mounted an aggressive assault on Roosevelt and the New Deal, but Roo-
sevelt’s party received a resounding endorsement in the midterm elec-
tions, actually broadening the base of enthusiastic New Dealers in
Congress. The congressional elections vividly demonstrated the futility
of political opposition, but in the spring of 1935 a more potent adversary
arose within the government itself. The Supreme Court, keeper of the
rules for the old regime, handed down a series of anti–New Deal deci-
sions. The most important of these nullified the centerpiece of Roose-
velt’s recovery program, the National Industrial Recovery Act. With the
American Liberty League sorting out friend from foe and the Court
pulling the rug out from under the cooperative approach to economic
recovery, Roosevelt stiffened his repudiative stance and turned his ad-
ministration toward structural reform. If he could no longer lead all in-
terests toward economic recovery, he could still secure the interests of a
great political majority within a new governmental order.

Roosevelt began the transition from national healer to regime builder
with a considerable advantage over Jackson. He could restructure institu-
tional relations between state and society simply by reaching out to the
radical and irrepressibly zealous Seventy-Fourth Congress (1935–1937)
and offering it sorely needed coherence and direction. The result was a
“second” New Deal. The federal government extended new services and
permanent institutional supports to organized labor, the small business-
man, the aged, the unemployed, and, later, the rural poor. At the same
time, the president revealed a new approach to big business and the
affluent by pressing for tighter regulation and graduated taxation.13
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In their scope and vision, these achievements far surpassed the
makeshift and flawed arrangements that Jackson had improvised to re-
structure institutional relations between state and society in the bank
war. But Roosevelt’s comparatively early and more thoroughgoing suc-
cess on this score proved a dubious advantage in subsequent efforts to
consolidate the new order. After his overwhelming reelection victory in
1936, Roosevelt pressed a series of consolidation initiatives. Like Jackson
in his second term, he began with an effort to neutralize the remaining
threat within the government.

Roosevelt’s target, of course, was the Supreme Court. He was wise
not to follow Jackson’s example in the bank war by launching a direct
ideological attack on the Court. After all, Roosevelt was challenging a
coequal branch of government and could hardly succeed in labeling an
arm of the Constitution a threat to the survival of the Republic. The
president decided instead to kill his institutional opponent with kind-
ness. He called for an increase in the size of the Court, ostensibly to ease
the burden on the elder justices and increase the efficiency of the federal
judiciary. Unfortunately, the real stakes of the contest never were made
explicit, and the chief justice deflected the attack by simply denying the
need for help. More importantly, the Court, unlike the bank, did not
further exacerbate the situation. Instead, it reversed course in the mid-
dle of the battle and indicated its willingness to accept the policies of the
second New Deal.

The Court’s turnabout was a great victory for the new regime, but it
eliminated even the implicit justification for Roosevelt’s proposed judi-
cial reforms. With the constituent services of the New Deal secure, Con-
gress had little reason to challenge the integrity of the Court. Roosevelt,
however, found himself bound by his own arguments about the admin-
istrative inefficiencies of the Court and suspicious of tactics that seemed
to preserve claims of judicial supremacy for the future. He did not with-
draw his proposal. Although stalwart liberals stood by the president to
the end, traditional Democratic conservatives deserted him. A biparti-
san coalition came together in opposition to Roosevelt, defeated the
“court-packing” scheme, and divided the ranks of the New Deal coali-
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tion. It was a rebuke every bit as portentous as the formal censure of
Jackson by the Senate.

With Roosevelt, as with Jackson, the third congressional election of
his tenure called forth a major party-building initiative. Stung by the
Court defeat, the president moved to reaffirm his hold over the Demo-
cratic Party and to strengthen its liberal commitments. But this effort
too was handicapped by the sweeping character of Roosevelt’s early suc-
cesses. Unlike Jackson in 1834, Roosevelt in 1938 could not point to any
immediate threat to his programmatic commitments. A liberal program
was already in place, the Court had capitulated, and despite deep fis-
sures manifested during the Court battle, the overwhelming Demo-
cratic majorities in Congress gave no indication of abandoning the New
Deal. Even the more conservative southern delegations in Congress
maintained majority support for Roosevelt’s domestic reform initia-
tives.14 Under these conditions, party building took on an aura of presi-
dential self-indulgence. Although enormously important from the
standpoint of future regime coherence, at the time it looked like heavy-
handed and selective punishment for the ungrateful defectors. In this
guise, it evoked little popular support, let alone enthusiasm.

The party-building initiative failed. Virtually all of the conservative
Democrats targeted for defeat were reelected, and the Republicans
showed a resurgence of strength. As two-party politics returned to the
national scene, the division within the majority party between the old
southern conservatism and the new liberal orthodoxy became more
ominous than ever.

Despite these setbacks, Roosevelt’s effectiveness as a regime builder
was not completely exhausted. A final effort at strengthening the new
order institutionally met with considerable success. In 1939, Roosevelt
received congressional approval for a package of administrative reforms
that promised to bolster the position of the president in his relations
with the other branches of government. Following the precepts of his
Commission on Administrative Management, the president asked for
new authority to control the vastly expanded federal bureaucracy and
for new executive offices to provide planning and direction for govern-
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mental operations. Congress responded with a modest endorsement.
While deflating Roosevelt’s grand design, it clearly acknowledged the
new governing demands of the enlarged federal bureaucracy and system
of national services he had forged. The establishment of the Executive
Office of the President closed the New Deal with a fitting symbol of the
new state of affairs.15

As is often noted, the New Deal reforms did not solve the economic
problems underlying the Depression. The outbreak of World War II was
far more effective in that. Roosevelt did, however, redefine the terms and
conditions of legitimate national government. It would be a long time
before a president called into question the expansive national commit-
ments supported by his liberal regime.

polk and kennedy: the dilemmas
of interest management in an
established regime

The administrations of Jackson and Roosevelt shared much in both the
political conditions of leadership and the challenges undertaken. The
initial upheaval, the ensuing political confusion, and the enduring popu-
lar enthusiasm for reform set the stage for America’s quintessential
regime-building presidencies. Opposition from the favored interests of
the old order and their residual institutional supports eventually pushed
these presidents from an original program to meet the immediate crisis
at hand into structural reforms that promised to place institutional rela-
tions between state and society on an entirely new footing. After a second
landslide election, Jackson and Roosevelt each moved to consolidate his
new order by eliminating the institutional opposition and forging a
more coherent base of party support. As the nation redivided politically,
a new set of governing commitments took hold, a new ruling coalition
emerged to back them up, and the presidency itself gained a new posi-
tion of power.

It is evident from a comparison of these performances that where
Rooseveltian regime building was triumphant, Jacksonian regime build-
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ing faltered, and vice versa: Roosevelt left institutional relations between
state and society thoroughly reconstructed, but his party-building ini-
tiative fell flat and the achievement on that score was flawed; Jackson left
institutional relations between state and society in a dangerous disarray,
but his performance and achievement as a party builder remain unpar-
alleled. These differences would have important implications for the fu-
ture operations of these new regimes. But the more important point for
our purposes lies elsewhere. It is that few presidents have the incentive
to address fundamental commitments of ideology and interest or the
opportunity to secure new commitments through institutional recon-
struction and party building. Most presidents must use their skills and
resources—however extensive those may be—to work within an already
established governmental order.

Successful regime builders leave in their wake a more constricted po-
litical universe for presidential action. To their partisan successors, in
particular, they leave the difficult task of keeping faith with a ruling
coalition in changing times. In established regimes, majority-party pres-
idents come to power as representatives of the dominant political al-
liance and they are expected to offer a representative’s service in delegate
style. Commitments of ideology and interest are all too clear, and the fu-
sion of national political legitimacy with established power relationships
argues against any attempt to tinker with the basics of government and
politics. These leaders are challenged not to break down the old order
and forge a new one, but to complete the agenda, adapt the vision, and
defuse the potentially explosive choices among competing obligations. If
they are to whip up national enthusiasm behind their leadership, they
must do so on other fronts that promise to unite all supporters. Presi-
dents in these circumstances are partners to a highly structured regime
politics, and to make the partnership work, they must anticipate and
control impending disruptions.

The presidencies of Polk and Kennedy clearly illustrate the problems
and prospects of leadership circumscribed by the challenge of managing
an established regime. Each of these men came to the presidency after
an interval of opposition-party control and divided government. The
intervening years had seen some significant changes in the tenor of pub-
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lic policy, but there had been no systemic transformations in govern-
ment or politics. Ushering in a second era of majority-party govern-
ment, Polk and Kennedy promised to revive the commitments and
revitalize the vision of the regime founder.

Neither Polk nor Kennedy could claim the leadership of a major
party faction. Indeed, their credibility as regime managers rested in
large part on their second-rank status in regular party circles. Each
honed skills for allaying mutual suspicions among the great centers of
party strength. Their nominations to the presidency were the result of
careful posturing around the conflicts that divided contending party
factions. What they lacked in deep political loyalties, they made up for
with their freedom to cultivate the support of all interests.

Once the office was won, the challenge of interest management was
magnified. Each of these presidents had accepted one especially contro-
versial commitment (Texas annexation, civil rights) that held majority
support within the party as a necessary part of the regime’s updated
agenda. Their ability to lend their support to their party’s most divisive
enthusiasm without losing their broad base of credibility within it was
fitting testimony to their early education in the art of aggressive mainte-
nance. But their mediating skills did not alter the fact that each had
taken on an issue that had long threatened to split the party apart. In
addition, Polk and Kennedy each won astonishingly close elections.
There was no clear mandate for action, no discernible tide of national
discontent, no mass repudiation of what had gone before. The hair-
breadth Democratic victories of 1844 and 1960 suggested the opposition
could continue to make a serious claim to the presidency, and that rein-
forced in these incumbents an already highly developed sense of execu-
tive dependence on all parts of the party coalition. With maintenance at
a premium and with an ideological rupture within the ranks at hand,
Polk and Kennedy carried the full weight of the leadership dilemma that
confronts the majority-party president of an established regime.

James K. Polk
For the Democratic Party of 1844, the long-festering issue was the an-
nexation of Texas, with its implicit threat of prompting a war of aggres-
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sion for the expansion of slave territory.16 Even Jackson, an ardent na-
tionalist, had seen Texas as forbidden fruit. Despite his passion for an-
nexation, Old Hickory steered clear of the issue during the last years of
his presidency for fear that it would divide along sectional lines the na-
tional party he had just consolidated.17 Democratic loyalists followed
Jackson’s lead until 1843, when the partyless “mongrel president” John
Tyler, desperate to build an independent political base of support for
himself, latched onto the annexation issue and presented a formal pro-
posal on the subject to Congress. With Texas finally pushed to the fore-
front, expansionist fever heated up in the South and the West, and
antislavery agitation accelerated in the North.

Jackson’s political nightmare became reality on the eve of his party’s
nominating convention in 1844. Van Buren, Jackson’s successor to the
presidency in 1837 and still the nominal head of the Democratic Party,
risked an all-but-certain nomination by coming out against the “imme-
diate” annexation of Texas. The New Yorker’s pronouncement fused a
formidable opposition in the southern and western wings of the party
and left the convention deadlocked through eight ballots. With Van Bu-
ren holding a large bloc of delegates but unable to get the leaders of the
South and West to relinquish the necessary two-thirds majority, it be-
came clear that only a “new man” could save the party from disaster.
That man had to be sound on Texas without being openly opposed to
Van Buren. On the ninth ballot, James Knox Polk became the Demo-
cratic nominee.

Polk was a second-choice candidate, and he knew it. As leader of the
Democratic Party in Tennessee, he had the unimpeachable credential of
being a stalwart friend of Andrew Jackson. He had served loyally as floor
leader of the House during the critical days of the bank war, and he had
gone on to win his state’s governorship. But after Polk tried and failed to
gain his party’s vice presidential nomination in 1840, his political career
fell on hard times. Calculating his strategy for a political comeback in
1844, Polk made full use of his second-rank standing in high party cir-
cles. Again he posed as the perfect vice presidential candidate and culti-
vated his ties to Van Buren. Knowing that this time Van Buren’s
equivocation on the Texas issue would make his nomination more
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difficult, Polk also understood the special advantages of being a Texas
enthusiast with Van Buren connections. As soon as that calculation paid
off, Polk ventured another. In accepting the presidential nomination, he
pledged that, if elected, he would not seek a second term. Although he
thus declared himself a lame duck even before he was elected, Polk reck-
oned that he would not serve any time in office at all unless the frus-
trated party giants in each section of the nation expended every last
ounce of energy for the campaign, which they might not do if it meant
foreclosing their own prospects for eight years.18

The one-term declaration was a bid for party unity and a pledge of
party maintenance. But the deepening divisions that were exposed at
the convention of 1844, and their uncertain resolution in a Texas plat-
form and a dark-horse nomination, suggested that the party was likely
to chew itself up under a passive caretaker presidency. If Polk was to
avoid a disastrous schism in the party of Jackson, he would have to or-
der, balance, and service the major contending interests in turn. He
would have to enlist each contingent within the party in support of the
policy interests of all the others. Polk submerged himself in a high-risk
strategy of aggressive maintenance in which the goal was to satisfy each
faction of his party enough to keep the whole from falling apart. The
scheme was at once pragmatic and holistic, hardheaded and fantastic.
More than that, it almost worked.

The president opened his administration (appropriately enough)
with a declaration that he would “know no divisions of the Democratic
party.” He promised “equal and exact justice to every portion.”19 His first
action, however, indicated that the going would be rough. Scrutinizing
the cabinet-selection process, Van Buren judged that New York (whose
electoral votes had put Polk over the top) had not had its interests suffi-
ciently recognized. The frustrated ex-president thought he saw a deter-
mination on the new president’s part to turn the party toward the slave
South. Polk moved immediately to appease Van Buren with other pa-
tronage offers, but relations between them did not improve. From the
outset Van Buren’s loyalty was tinged with a heavy dose of suspicion.

The outcry over patronage distribution indicated that any action the
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president took would evoke charges of favoritism. Van Buren’s was but
the first in an incessant barrage of such charges.20 But Polk was not
powerless in the face of disaffection. He had an irresistible agenda for
party government to bolster his precarious political position.

Polk’s program elaborated the theme of equal justice for all coalition
interests. On the domestic side, he reached out to the South with sup-
port for a lower tariff, to the Northwest with support for land-price re-
form, to the Northeast by endorsing a warehouse storage system
advantageous to import merchants, and to the old Jacksonian radicals
with a commitment to a return to hard money and a reinstatement of
the independent Treasury. (Van Buren had dedicated his entire adminis-
tration to establishing the independent Treasury as a solution to Jack-
son’s banking dilemma, but his work had been undermined in the
intervening four years.) It was in foreign affairs, however, that the presi-
dent placed the highest hopes for his administration. Superimposed on
his carefully balanced program of party service in the domestic arena
was a missionary embrace of Manifest Destiny. Reaching out to the
South, Polk promised to annex Texas; to the Northwest, he promised to
secure the Oregon Territory; and to bind the whole nation together, he
made a secret promise to himself to acquire California. In all, the presi-
dent would complete the Jacksonian program of party services and fuse
popular passions in an irresistible jingoistic campaign to extend the
Jacksonian Republic across the continent.

Driven by a keen sense of the dual imperatives of maintenance and
leadership, Polk embarked on a course of action designed to transform
the nation without changing its politics. Party loyalty was the key to suc-
cess, but it would take more than just a series of favorable party votes to
make this strategy of aggressive maintenance work. The sequence, pace,
and symbolism of Polk’s initiatives had to be assiduously controlled and
coordinated with difficult foreign negotiations so that the explosive
moral issues inherent in the program would not enter the debate. Sec-
tional paranoia and ideological heresies had to be held in constant
check. Mutual self-interest had to remain at the forefront so that recip-
rocal party obligations could be reinforced. Polk’s program was much
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more than a laundry list of party commitments. If he did not achieve
everything he promised in the order he promised it, he risked a major
party rupture. Here, at the level of executive management and interest
control, the president faltered.

After the patronage tiff with Van Buren demonstrated Polk’s prob-
lems with the eastern radicals, disaffection over the Oregon boundary
settlement with Great Britain exposed his difficulties in striking an
agreeable balance between western and southern expansionists. The
president moved forward immediately and simultaneously on his prom-
ises to acquire Oregon and Texas. In each case he pressed an aggressive,
indeed belligerent, border claim. He demanded “all of Oregon” (extend-
ing north to the 54°40' parallel) from Great Britain and “Greater Texas”
(extending south below the Nueces River to the Rio Grande) from
Mexico.

The pledge to get “all of Oregon” unleashed a tidal wave of popular
enthusiasm in the Northwest. But Great Britain refused to play accord-
ing to the presidential plan, and a potent peace movement spread across
the South and the East out of fear of impending war over the Oregon
boundary. Polk used the belligerence of the “54°40' or fight” faction to
counter the peace movement and to prod the British into coming to
terms, but he knew he could not risk war on that front. An impending
war with Mexico over the Texas boundary promised to yield California
in short order, but a war with both Mexico and Great Britain threatened
disaster.

When the British finally agreed to settle the Oregon boundary at the
forty-ninth parallel, Polk accepted the compromise. Then, after an ap-
propriate display of Mexican aggression on the Texas border, he asked
Congress for a declaration of war against that nation. Abandoned, the
54°40' men turned on the president, mercilessly accusing him of selling
out to the South and picking on defenseless Mexico instead of standing
honorably against the British. A huge part of the Oregon Territory had
been added to the Union, but a vociferous bloc of westerners now
joined the Van Burenites in judging the president to be willfully decep-
tive and dangerously prosouthern. Polk had miscalculated both British
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determination and western pride. His accomplishment deviated from
the pace and scope of his grand design and in so doing undermined the
delicate party balance.

Polk’s designs were further complicated by the effects of wartime
sensibilities on his carefully balanced legislative program. The indepen-
dent Treasury and warehouse storage bills were enacted easily, but old
matters of principle and simple matters of interest were not enough to
calm agitated eastern Democrats. They demanded the president’s assur-
ance that he was not involved in a war of conquest in the Southwest.
Polk responded with a vague and evasive definition of war aims. There
was little else he could do to ease suspicions.

More portentous still was the influence of the tariff initiative on war-
time politics. Polk had to court northwestern Democrats to make up for
expected eastern defections on a vote for a major downward revision of
rates. To do so, he not only held out his promised land-price reform as
an incentive to bring debate to a close, he also withheld his objections to
a legislative initiative brewing among representatives of the South and
the West to develop the Mississippi River system. The northwesterners
swallowed their pride over Oregon in hopeful expectation and threw
their support behind the tariff bill.

After the tariff bill was enacted, Polk vetoed the internal improve-
ment bill. It had never been a part of his program, and it was an offense
to all orthodox Jacksonians. Needless to say, the deviousness of the pres-
ident’s maneuverings was an offense to the West that all but eclipsed the
veto’s stalwart affirmation of Jacksonian principles. To make matters
worse, the land bill failed. The president made good his pledge to press
the measure, but he could not secure enactment. Burned three times af-
ter offering loyal support to southern interests, the northwesterners no
longer were willing to heed the counsels of mutual restraint. The presi-
dent’s effort to bring the war to a quick and triumphant conclusion pro-
vided them with their opportunity to strike back.

The war with Mexico was in fact only a few months old, but that al-
ready was too long for the president and his party. To speed the peace,
Polk decided to ask Congress for a $2 million appropriation to settle the
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Texas boundary dispute and to pay “for any concessions which may be
made by Mexico.”21 This open offer of money for land was the first clear
indication that the United States was engaged in—perhaps had con-
sciously provoked—a war of conquest in the Southwest. With it, the la-
tent issue of 1844 manifested itself with a vengeance. Northern
Democrats, faced with the growing threat of antislavery agitation at
home, saw unequal treatment in the administration’s handling of mat-
ters of interest, intolerable duplicity in presidential action, and an insuf-
ferable southern bias in national policy. They were ready to take their
stand on matters of principle.

It is ironic that Polk’s implicit acknowledgment of the drive for Cali-
fornia, with its promise of fulfilling the nationalist continental vision,
would fan the fires of sectional conflict. Surely he had intended just the
opposite. The president was, in fact, correct in calculating that no sec-
tion of the party would oppose the great national passion for expansion
to the Pacific. But he simply could not stem the tide of party disaffection
in the East, and unfulfilled expectations fueled disaffection in the West.
He was thus left to watch in dismay as the disaffected joined forces to
take their revenge on the South.

Northern Democrats loyally offered to support the president’s effort
to buy peace and land but added a demand that slavery be prohibited
from entering any of the territory that might thus be acquired. This con-
dition, known as the Wilmot Proviso after Pennsylvania Democrat
David Wilmot, splintered the party along the dreaded sectional cleavage.
An appropriation bill with the proviso passed in the House, but it failed
in the Senate when an effort to remove the proviso was filibustered suc-
cessfully. Now it was Polk’s turn to be bitter. In a grim confession of the
failure of his grand design, he claimed that he could not comprehend
“what connection slavery had with making peace with Mexico.”22

Ultimately Polk got his peace with Mexico, and with it he added Cal-
ifornia and the greater Southwest to the Union. He also delivered on tar-
iff revision, the independent Treasury, the warehouse storage system,
Oregon, and Texas. Interest management by Polk had extorted a monu-
mental program of party service from established sources of power in
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remarkably short order. Indeed, except for the conclusion of peace with
Mexico, everything had been put in place between the spring of 1845 and
the summer of 1846. But the Jacksonian party was ruptured in the very
course of enacting its national vision. Polk’s monument to Jacksonian
nationalism proved to be a breeding ground for sectional heresy.

The shortfall in Polk’s efforts at interest management manifested it-
self in political disaster for the Democratic Party. By the fall of 1846, the
New York party had divided into two irreconcilable camps, with Van
Buren leading the radicals who were sympathetic to the Wilmot Proviso
and opposed to the administration. While the president maintained an
official stance of neutrality toward the schism, party regulars rallied be-
hind Lewis Cass, a westerner opposed to the proviso. Cass’s alterna-
tive—“popular” or “squatter sovereignty” in the territories—promised
to hold together the larger portion of the majority party by absolving
the federal government of any role in resolving the questions of slavery
extension and regional balance that were raised by Polk’s transforma-
tion of the nation. When the Democrats nominated Cass in 1848, the
Van Buren delegation bolted the convention. Joining “Conscience
Whigs” and “Liberty Party” men, they formed the Free Soil Party, dedi-
cated it to the principles of the Wilmot Proviso, and nominated Van Bu-
ren as their presidential candidate.23

After the convention, Polk abandoned his studied neutrality. In the
waning months of his administration, he withdrew administration fa-
vors from Free Soil sympathizers and threw his support behind the
party regulars.24 But it was Van Buren who had the last word. Four years
after putting aside personal defeat, loyally supporting the party, and
helping elect Polk, he emerged as the leader of the “heretics” and en-
sured Cass’s defeat.

John F. Kennedy
John F. Kennedy had every intention of spending eight years in the White
House, but this ambition only compounded the dilemma inherent in his
leadership position. Kennedy’s presidential campaign harkened back to
Rooseveltian images of direction and energy in government. It stigma-
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tized the Republican interregnum under Eisenhower as a lethargic, aim-
less muddle, and it roused the people with a promise to “get the country
moving again.” At the same time, however, the party of Roosevelt main-
tained its awkward division between northern liberals and southern con-
servatives. Kennedy assiduously courted both wings, and the narrowness
of his victory reinforced his debts to each. The president’s prospects for
eight years in the White House seemed to hinge on whether or not he
could, in his first four, vindicate the promise of vigorous national leader-
ship without shattering an already fractured political base.

Kennedy’s “New Frontier” was eminently suited to the demands of
aggressive maintenance. It looked outward toward placing a man on the
moon and protecting the free world from communist aggression. It
looked inward toward pragmatic adaptations and selective adjustments
of the New Deal consensus. Leadership in the international arena would
fuse the entire nation together behind bold demonstrations of Ameri-
can power and determination. Leadership in the domestic arena would
contain party conflict through presidential management and executive-
controlled initiatives.

This leadership design shared more in common with Polk’s pursuits
than a frontier imagery. Both presidents gave primacy to foreign enthu-
siasms and hoped that the nation would do the same. Facing a politi-
cally divided people and an internally factionalized party, they set out to
tap the unifying potential of America’s missionary stance in the world
and to rivet national attention on muscle-flexing adventures on the
world stage. By so doing, they claimed the high ground as men of truly
national vision. At the same time, each countered deepening conflicts of
principle within the ruling coalition with an attempt to balance interests
at home. They were engaged in a constant struggle to mute the passions
that divided their supporters and stem the tide of coalition disaffection.
Resisting the specter of irreconcilable differences within the ranks, Polk
and Kennedy held out their support to all interests and demanded in re-
turn that each agree to allow the executive to determine the range, sub-
stance, and timing of policy initiatives.

Of course, there were notable differences in the way these presidents
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approached regime management. Kennedy, who was not unaware of
Polk’s failings, avoided Polk’s tactics.25 Polk had gone after as much as
possible as quickly as possible for as many as possible in the hope that
conflicts among interests could be submerged through the ordered sat-
isfaction of each. Kennedy seemed to feel that conflicts could be avoided
best by refraining from unnecessarily divisive action. He was more cir-
cumspect in his choice of initiatives and more cautious in their pursuit.
The task of balancing interests was translated into legislative restraint,
and aggressive maintenance into carefully contained advocacy.
Kennedy’s “politics of expectation” kept fulfillment of the liberal agenda
at the level of anticipation.26

At the heart of Kennedy’s political dilemma was the long-festering
issue of civil rights for black Americans. Roosevelt had seen the fight for
civil rights coming, but he had refused to make it his own, fearing the
devastating effect it would have on the precarious sectional balance in
his newly established party coalition.27 Harry S. Truman had seen the
fight break out and temporarily rupture the party in 1948.28 His re-
sponse was a balance of executive action and legislative caution. When
the Republicans made gains in southern cities during the 1950s, the pru-
dent course Truman had outlined appeared more persuasive than ever.
But by 1961, black migration into northern cities, Supreme Court sup-
port for civil rights demands, and an ever-more-aggressive civil rights
movement in the South had made it increasingly difficult for a Demo-
cratic president to resist a more definitive commitment.

In his early campaign for the presidential nomination, Kennedy de-
veloped a posture of inoffensive support for civil rights.29 While keeping
himself abreast of liberal orthodoxy, he held back from leadership and
avoided pressing the cause upon southern conservatives. Such maneu-
vering became considerably more difficult at the party convention of
1960. The liberal-controlled platform committee presented a civil rights
plank that all but committed the nominee to take the offensive. It
pledged presidential leadership on behalf of new legislation, vigorous
enforcement of existing laws, and reforms in congressional procedures
to remove impediments to such action. Adding insult to injury, the
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plank lent party sanction to the civil rights demonstrations that had
been accelerating throughout the South.

Although the Democratic platform tied Kennedy to the cause that
had ruptured the party in 1948, it did not dampen his determination to
hold on to the South. Once nominated, he reached out to the offended
region and identified himself with more traditional Democratic strate-
gies. Indeed, by offering the vice presidential nomination to Lyndon
Johnson, he risked a serious offense to his left wing. Not only was John-
son the South’s first choice and Kennedy’s chief rival for the presidential
nomination, but his national reputation was also punctuated by con-
spicuous efforts on behalf of ameliorative civil rights action in the Sen-
ate. Kennedy himself seems to have been a bit surprised by Johnson’s
acceptance of second place. The liberals were disheartened.30 Together,
however, Kennedy and Johnson were to make a formidable team of
regime managers. Riding the horns of their party’s dilemma, they bal-
anced the boldest Democratic commitment ever on civil rights with a
determination not to lose the support of its most passionate opponents.
Their narrow victory owed as much to those who were promised a new
level of action as to those promised continued moderation.

The president’s inaugural and State of the Union addresses directed
national attention to imminent international dangers and America’s
world responsibilities. Civil rights received only passing mention.
Stressing the need for containment in the international arena, these
speeches also reflected the president’s commitment to containment in
the domestic arena. In the months before the inauguration, Kennedy
had decided to keep civil rights off the legislative agenda. Instead, he
would prod Congress along on other liberal issues such as a minimum
wage, housing, aid to education, mass transit, and health care. The plan
was not difficult to rationalize. If the president pressed for civil rights
legislation and failed, his entire legislative program would be placed in
jeopardy, and executive efforts on behalf of blacks would be subject to
even closer scrutiny. If he withheld the civil rights issue from Congress,
southerners might show their appreciation for the president’s circum-
spection. His other measures thus would have a better chance for enact-
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ment, and blacks would reap the benefits of these programs as well as of
Kennedy’s executive-centered civil rights initiatives.

Accordingly, Kennedy avoided a preinaugural fight in the Senate to
liberalize the rules of debate. The liberalization effort failed. He did lend
his support to a liberal attempt to expand the House Rules Committee,
but this was a prerequisite to House action on Kennedy’s chosen legisla-
tive program. The Rules Committee effort succeeded, but the new com-
mittee members gave no indication of an impending civil rights
offensive.31

Feelings of resentment and betrayal among civil rights leaders in-
evitably followed the decision to forgo the bold legislative actions sug-
gested in the party platform. Poised to affirm commitments to all regime
interests, the administration seemed determined to avoid a debate on
fundamentals. The question was whether the promise of aggressive exec-
utive action could allay resentment, persuasively demonstrate a new
level of commitment to civil rights, and still contain the threatened po-
litical rupture. The administration moved forward on several fronts. The
centerpiece of its strategy was to use the Justice Department to promote
and protect black-voter-registration drives in the South. This approach
promised to give blacks the power to secure their rights and also to min-
imize the electoral costs of any further Democratic defections among
southern whites. In other initiatives, the president liberalized the old
Civil Rights Commission and created a Committee on Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity to investigate job discrimination. When liberals in
Congress moved to eliminate the poll tax, the president lent his support.
When demonstrations threatened to disrupt southern transportation
terminals, Attorney General Robert Kennedy enlisted the cooperation of
the Interstate Commerce Commission in desegregating the facilities.
When black applicant James Meredith asserted his right to enroll at the
University of Mississippi, the administration responded with protection
and crisis mediation. Even more visibly, the president appointed a
record number of blacks to high civil service positions.

Kennedy pressed executive action on behalf of civil rights with more
vigor and greater effect than any of his predecessors. Still, civil rights
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enthusiasts were left with unfulfilled expectations and mounting suspi-
cions. Ever mindful of the political imperatives of containing advocacy,
the president was trying not only to serve the interests of blacks but also
to manage those interests and acknowledge the interests of civil rights
opponents as well. Indeed, there seemed to be a deceptive qualification
in each display of principle. For example, the president’s patronage poli-
cies brought blacks into positions of influence in government, but they
also brought new segregationist federal judges to the South. The FBI
provided support for the voter-registration drive, yet it also tapped the
phone of civil rights activist Martin Luther King, Jr. The poll tax was
eliminated with administration support, but the administration backed
away from a contest over literacy tests. Kennedy liberalized the Civil
Rights Commission, but he refused to endorse its controversial report
recommending the withholding of federal funds from states that vio-
lated the Constitution. While he encouraged the desegregation of inter-
state transportation terminals, the president put off action on a key
campaign pledge to promote the desegregation of housing by executive
order. (When the housing order was finally issued, it adopted the nar-
rowest possible application and was not made retroactive.) And al-
though the administration ultimately saw to the integration of the
University of Mississippi, the attorney general first tried to find some
way to allow the racist governor of the state to save face.

Executive management allowed Kennedy to juggle contradictory ex-
pectations for two years. But as an exercise in forestalling a schism
within the ranks, the administration’s efforts to control advocacy and
balance interests ultimately satisfied no one and offered no real hope of
resolving the issue at hand. The weaknesses in the president’s position
became more and more apparent early in 1963 as civil rights leaders
pressed ahead with their own timetable for action.

While civil rights leaders clearly needed the president’s support, they
steadfastly refused to compromise their demands or to relinquish de
facto control over their movement to presidential management. The
president and his brother became extremely agitated when movement
leaders contended that the administration was not doing all that it
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could for blacks. Civil rights groups, in turn, were outraged at the impli-
cations that the movement represented an interest like any other and
that claims of moral right could be pragmatically “balanced” against the
power of racism and bigotry in a purely political calculus. Independent
action had already blurred the line between contained advocacy and re-
active accommodation in the administration’s response to the move-
ment. Continued independence and intensified action promised to
limit still further the president’s room to maneuver and to force him to
shift his course from interest balancing to moral choice.

The first sign of a shift came on 28 February 1963. After a season of
rising criticism of presidential tokenism, embarrassing civil rights advo-
cacy by liberal Republicans in Congress, and portentous planning for
spring demonstrations in the most racially sensitive parts of the South,
the president recommended some mild civil rights measures to Con-
gress. His message acknowledged that civil rights was indeed a moral is-
sue and indicated that it could no longer be treated simply as another
interest. But this shift was one of words more than action. Kennedy did
not follow up his legislative request in any significant way.

Although civil rights agitation was clearly spilling over the channels
of presidential containment, the prospect for passing civil rights legisla-
tion in Congress had improved little since the president had taken
office. Kennedy’s circumspect attitude on civil rights matters during the
first two years of his administration had been only moderately success-
ful in winning support from southern Democrats for his other social
and economic measures. Several of the administration’s most important
successes—minimum-wage, housing, and area-redevelopment legisla-
tion—clearly indicated the significance of southern support. On the
other hand, the president had already seen southern Democrats defect
in droves to defeat his proposed Department of Urban Affairs, presum-
ably because the first department head was to be black.32 If Kennedy
could no longer hope to contain the civil rights issue, he still faced the
problem of containing the political damage that would inevitably come
from spearheading legislative action.

Kennedy’s approach to this intractable problem was to press legisla-
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tion as an irresistible counsel of moderation. This meant holding back
still longer, waiting for the extreme positions to manifest themselves
more fully, and then offering real change as the only prudent course
available. He did not have to wait long. A wave of spring civil rights
demonstrations that began in Birmingham, Alabama, and extended
throughout the South brought mass arrests and ugly displays of police
brutality to the center of public attention. Capitalizing on the specter of
social disintegration, the administration argued that a new legislative
initiative was essential to the restoration of order and sought bipartisan
support for it on this basis. Congressional Republicans were enlisted
with the argument that the only way to get the protesters off the streets
was by providing them with new legal remedies in the courts. Kennedy
then seized an opportunity to isolate the radical Right. On the evening
of the day that Governor George Wallace made his symbolic gesture in
defiance of federal authority at the University of Alabama (physically
barring the entrance of a prospective black student), the president gave
a hastily prepared but impassioned television address on the need for
new civil rights legislation.

In late June the administration sent its new legislative proposal to
Congress. The bill went far beyond the mild measures offered in Febru-
ary. It contained significantly expanded voting-rights protections and
for the first time called for federal protection to enforce school desegre-
gation and to guarantee equal access to public facilities. But even with
this full bow to liberal commitments, the struggle for containment con-
tinued. The administration tried to counter the zeal of urban Demo-
crats by searching for compromise in order to hold a bipartisan
coalition of civil rights support. When civil rights leaders planned a
march on Washington in the midst of the legislative battle, the president
tried without success to dissuade them.

Containing the zeal of the Left was the least of the president’s prob-
lems. Kennedy had continually struggled to moderate his party’s liberal
commitments and thus avoid a rupture on the right. Now, as a land-
mark piece of civil rights legislation inched its way uncertainly through
Congress, the president turned to face the dreaded party schism. His
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popularity had plummeted in the South. George Wallace was contem-
plating a national campaign to challenge liberal control of the Demo-
cratic Party, and an ugly white backlash in the North made the
prospects for such a campaign brighter than ever. As the Republican
Party itself prepared for a sharp move to the right under the banner of
Barry Goldwater, civil rights leaders feared that the political logic of
Democratic accommodation might once again rear its ugly head and
that the president’s determination might wane as the inevitable legisla-
tive showdown in the Senate heated up. Conservative reaction, party
schism, and the need to hold a base in the South were foremost in the
president’s thinking as he embarked on his fateful trip to Texas in No-
vember 1963.

pierce and carter: establishing
credibility in an enervated regime

For Polk and Kennedy, leadership was circumscribed by the dilemmas
of interest management and the test of aggressive maintenance. With a
hands-on assertion of executive authority, each determined to orches-
trate the redemption of political promises, to control the course and
pace of regime development, to hold the old coalition together as best
they could through changing times. Their political strategies involved
them in convoluted manipulations calculated to accommodate conflict-
ing interests while upholding controversial commitments and staving
off a schism within the ranks. Grounded in established power, leader-
ship cast a dark cloud of duplicity over its greatest achievements.

Indeed, it would be difficult to choose the greater of these two per-
formances. Polk was able to deliver on an extraordinary array of policy
promises, but his success was premised on excluding the basic moral is-
sue inherent in these policies from the arena of political debate.
Kennedy delivered little in the way of outstanding policy, but he eventu-
ally came around to acknowledging the great moral choice he con-
fronted, and he ultimately made a moral decision of immense national
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significance. Despite these manifest differences, Polk’s and Kennedy’s
limited claims to greatness actually rest on similar responses to the
dilemmas of interest management. These presidents began with a credi-
ble claim to executive control and a promise of respectful service to all
the interests of the majority party. Within two years, however, the deli-
cate interest balance they had been at pains to maintain began to un-
ravel, and the effort to stave off coalition disaffection became a matter
of limiting the effects of an open rupture. When interest management
could no longer hold the old majority coalition together, these presi-
dents took their stand with their party orthodoxies and moved to secure
the greater part.

The irony in these performances is that while upholding their re-
spective regime commitments and vindicating their party orthodoxies,
Polk and Kennedy raised serious questions about the future terms of
regime survival and left orthodoxy itself politically insecure. Because
Polk’s nationalism and Kennedy’s liberalism ultimately came at the ex-
pense of the old majority coalitions, a new appeal to the political inter-
ests of the nation seemed imperative. In vindicating orthodoxy, Polk
and Kennedy set in motion a pivotal turn toward sectarianism in regime
development.

For the Jacksonian Democrats, the turn toward sectarianism grew
out of a political defeat. The election of 1848 exposed the weaknesses of
stalwart Jacksonian nationalism and spurred party managers to over-
come the political damage wrought by sectional divisiveness. In 1850,
Democratic votes secured passage of a bipartisan legislative package de-
signed to smooth the disruptions that had rumbled out of the Polk ad-
ministration.33 This incongruous series of measures, collectively labeled
the Compromise of 1850, repackaged moderation in a way that many
hoped would isolate the extremes and lead to the creation of a new
Union Party. But the dream of a Union Party failed to spark widespread
interest, and Democratic managers grasped the sectarian alternative.
Using the compromise as a point of departure, they set out to reassem-
ble the disparate parts of their broken coalition. While supporting gov-
ernmental policies that were designed to silence ideological conflict,
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they renewed a partnership in power with interests at the ideological
extremes.34

For the New Deal regime, the turn came on the heels of a great elec-
toral victory. Running against a Republican extremist, Lyndon Johnson
swept the nation. But the disaffection stemming from the Kennedy ad-
ministration was clearly visible: Southern Democrat Johnson lost five
states in his own region to the Republican outlier. In 1965 and 1966,
Johnson tried to forge a new consensus with policies that would redeem
the nation’s commitments in foreign policy while submerging political
conflict in a vast expansion of interest services. His attempt to trump
the New Deal with a Great Society without, at the same time, relin-
quishing the fight against communism to the hard Right left the liberal
regime disoriented and overextended. His hopes for superseding the old
Democratic Party with a “party for all Americans” did more to scatter
political loyalties than to unify them.35

By the time of the next incarnation of majority-party government
(1852 and 1976, respectively), the challenge of presidential leadership had
shifted categorically once again. By 1852, the nationalism of Jackson had
degenerated into a patchwork of suspect compromises sitting atop a
seething sectional division. By 1976, the liberalism of Roosevelt had be-
come a grab bag of special-interest services all too vulnerable to political
charges of burdening a troubled economy with bureaucratic overhead.
Expedience eclipsed enthusiasm in the bond between the regime and
the nation. Supporters of orthodoxy were on the defensive. The energies
that once came from advancing great national purposes had dissipated.
A rule of myopic sects defied the very notion of governmental authority.

Expedience also eclipsed enthusiasm in the bond between the major-
ity party and its president. Franklin Pierce and Jimmy Carter each took
the term “dark horse” to new depths of obscurity. Each was a minor local
figure, far removed from the centers of party strength and interest. In-
deed, each hailed from the region of greatest erosion in majority-party
support. Pierce, a former governor of New Hampshire, was called to
head the Democratic ticket in 1852 after forty-eight convention ballots
failed to yield a consensus on anyone who might have been expected to
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actually lead the party. His appeal within regular party circles (if it may
be so called) lay first in his uniquely inoffensive availability, and second
in his potential to bring northeastern Free Soil Democrats back to the
standard they had so recently branded as proslavery. Carter, a former
governor of Georgia, was chosen to head the Democratic ticket in 1976
after mounting a broadside assault on the national political establish-
ment. To say that he appealed to party regulars would be to mistake the
nature of his campaign and to exaggerate the coherence of the Demo-
cratic organization at that time. Still, Carter offered the Democrats a can-
didate untainted by two decades of divisive national politics and capable
of bringing the South back to the party of liberalism.

The successful reassembling of broken coalitions left Pierce and
Carter to ponder the peculiar challenge of leading an enervated regime.
These presidents engaged the political system at a step removed from an
assertion of managerial control over the interests with which they were
affiliated. Because they were tenuously attached to a governmental estab-
lishment that itself appeared barren of any interest in addressing the
most pressing problems of the day, their leadership turned on a question
so narrow that it really is prerequisite to leadership—that of their own
credibility. Despite determined efforts to establish credibility, neither
Pierce nor Carter could reconcile his own awkward position in the old
order with the awkward position of the old order in the nation at large.
Caught between the incessant demands of regime interests and festering
questions about the governing assumptions that had supported those in-
terests in the past, neither could find secure ground on which to make a
stand to limit the inevitable political fallout that comes from executive
action. What began in expedience simply dissolved into irrelevance.

Franklin Pierce
In 1852, Franklin Pierce carried twenty-seven of the thirty-one states for
a hefty 250 out of 296 electoral votes.36 In the process, the Democratic
Party strengthened its hold over both houses of Congress. But the Pierce
landslide was more apparent than real, and the election was anything
but a mandate for action. As a presidential candidate, Pierce had simply
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endorsed the past work of a bipartisan group of Senate moderates. His
campaign was confined to a declaration of support for the Compromise
of 1850 as the “final” solution to the slavery issue and a pledge to resist
any further agitation on this, the issue that underlay all other national
concerns. The Pierce campaign was nothing if not a dutiful bow to sen-
atorial authority and moderate political opinion.

It is possible that the new president might have enhanced his posi-
tion at the start of his term by taking a second bow to the center and
placing the full largesse of his office at the disposal of the Senate moder-
ates. But there were other aspects of the election that argued against this
approach. Pierce had actually received less than 51 percent of the popu-
lar vote. He had won the presidency not because the moderate center of
national opinion had rallied to his standard, but because the party man-
agers working in the field had reassembled support at the political ex-
tremes. To these extremes, the Compromise of 1850 was a source of
suspicion rather than satisfaction; it was a matter of reluctant acquies-
cence rather than loyal support.

Pierce was sensitive to the precariousness of his victory but thought
the logic of his situation was fairly clear. He believed that the election of
1848 had demonstrated that it was not enough for the Democratic Party
to stand with the moderates and let the extremes go their own way. As
he saw it, the narrow victory of 1852 had amply demonstrated the elec-
toral imperative of consolidating party loyalties at the extremes. Pierce
refused to ignore these renewed displays of Democratic support—how-
ever reluctantly given—in the vague hope that the centrists of both par-
ties might join him in a national coalition government. He decided to
reach out to the old party coalition and to try to heal the wounds of 1848
once and for all.

In a bold bid for leadership, Pierce held himself aloof from the mod-
erate Democratic senators and set out to rebuild the political machinery
of Jacksonian government under presidential auspices. As the master-
mind of a party restoration, he hoped to gain a position of respectability
in his dealings with Congress, to take charge of national affairs, and ulti-
mately—in 1856—to claim the mantle of Andrew Jackson. The basic
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problem with this plan for establishing a credible leadership posture
was that no interest of any significance depended on the president’s suc-
cess. Pierce had exhausted his party’s national strength and legitimacy
simply by letting the various party leaders elect him. These leaders had
no stake in following their own creation and no intention of suspending
their mutual suspicions in order to enhance the president’s position.
Pierce quickly discovered that his claims to the office of Jackson had no
political foundation and that by asserting his independence at the out-
set, he had robbed the alternative strategy—a bow to senatorial
power—of any possible advantage.

As a political vision, Pierce’s goal of resuscitating the old party ma-
chinery was ideologically and programmatically vacuous. It was con-
ceived as a purely mechanical exercise in repairing and perfecting the
core institutional apparatus of the regime and thereby restoring the
regime’s operational vitality. There was no reference to any of the sub-
stantive concerns that had caused the vitality of the party apparatus to
dissipate in the first place. Those concerns were simply to be forgotten.
Pierce recalled Polk’s dictum of “equal and exact justice” for every por-
tion of the party, but not the wide-ranging appeal to unfinished party
business that had driven Polk’s administration. He held up to the nation
the vision of a perfect political machine purged of all political content.37

The rapid unraveling of the Pierce administration began with the
president’s initial offer to forget the Free Soil heresy of 1848 and provide
all party factions in the North their due measure of presidential favor
for support given in 1852. Much to the president’s dismay, many of the
New York Democrats who had remained loyal in 1848 refused to forgive
the heretics and share the bounty. The New York party disintegrated at a
touch, and the Whigs swept the state’s elections in 1853.

Within months of his inauguration, Pierce’s strategy for establishing
leadership credibility was in a shambles. The president’s key appoint-
ment to the collectorship of the Port of New York had yet to be
confirmed by the Senate, and if the party leaders withheld their en-
dorsement—a prospect that Pierce’s early standoffishness and the New
York electoral debacle made all too possible—the rebuke to the fledgling
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administration would be disastrous. But Pierce had not only placed
himself at the mercy of the Senate, he had also placed the Senate at the
mercy of the radical states’ rights advocates of the South. This small but
potent faction of southern senators felt shortchanged by the distribu-
tion of patronage in their own region and resolved to use the president’s
appeal for the restoration of Free Soilers as a basis for seeking their re-
venge. They characterized the distribution of rewards in the North as
representing a heightened level of commitment to the Free Soil element,
and they challenged their more moderate southern cohorts to extract an
equal measure of new commitment for their region as well.

The radical southerners found their opportunity in Illinois senator
Stephen Douglas’s bill to organize the Nebraska Territory. Douglas
pushed the Nebraska bill because it would open a transcontinental rail-
road route through the center of his own political base. His bill followed
the orthodox party posture, a posture confirmed in the Compromise of
1850, by stipulating that the new territory would be organized without
reference to slavery and that the people of the territory would decide the
issue. Southerners who ostensibly had accepted this formula for settling
new lands by electing Pierce in 1852 were offended by his northern polit-
ical strategy in 1853 and felt compelled to raise the price of their support
in 1854. They demanded that the Douglas bill include a repeal of the
Missouri Compromise of 1820 and thus explicitly acknowledge that
slavery could establish itself permanently in any part of the national do-
main. Douglas evidently convinced himself that the expected benefits of
his Nebraska bill were worth the price extracted by the South. After all,
it could be argued that the repeal would only articulate something al-
ready implicit in the squatter sovereignty doctrine. The change in the
formal terms of sectional peace would be more symbolic than real.
Whatever his rationale, Douglas accepted the repeal, and by dividing the
Nebraska Territory in two (Nebraska and Kansas), he hinted that both
sections might peacefully lay claim to part of the new land.

In January 1854, less than a year into Pierce’s administration, Doug-
las led his southern collaborators to the White House to gain a presiden-
tial endorsement for the Kansas-Nebraska bill. With Douglas’s railroad
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and the confirmation of Pierce’s New York collector nominee hanging
in the balance, the cornerstone of the Pierce presidency was placed on
the line. Confronted with his very first legislative decision, the president
was being told to disregard the one clear pledge he had made to the na-
tion, the electoral pledge not to reopen the issue of slavery. If he chose to
stand by this pledge now, he stood to lose all credibility within his party.
If he endorsed the handiwork of the party leaders instead, he stood to
lose all credibility in the nation at large. Pierce chose to stand with the
party leaders. He convinced himself that the Kansas-Nebraska bill was
faithful enough to the spirit of the Compromise of 1850 and offered to
help Douglas convince the northern wing of the party. The collector of
the Port of New York was confirmed.

Between March 1853 and January 1854, Pierce had tried and failed to
prove himself to his party on his own terms; between January and May
1854, he struggled to prove himself to his party on the Senate’s terms. The
president threw all the resources of the administration behind passage of
the Kansas-Nebraska bill in the House. Despite a Democratic majority of
159 to 76, he fought a no-win battle to discipline a party vote. Midway
into the proceedings, 66 of the 90 northern Democrats stood in open re-
volt against this northern Democratic president. Even a no-holds-barred
use of presidential patronage persuaded only 44 finally to give their as-
sent. Instead of perfecting a political machine, Pierce found himself defy-
ing a political revolution. Presidential power helped secure passage of the
bill, but only with the support of southern Whigs. Forty-two northern
Democrats openly voted no. Not one northern Whig voted yes.38

During the winter of 1854, Pierce lost his claim to credibility in the
nation at large. Stigmatized and exhausted by its efforts to muscle
Douglas’s bill through, the administration turned to reap northern re-
venge for the broken pledge of 1852. The Democrats lost every northern
state except New Hampshire and California in the elections of 1854. A
huge Democratic majority in the House was wiped out, and the curious
new amalgamation of political forces that was preparing to take over
harbored the makings of radical insurgency. Adding to the rebuke was
the threat of civil war in the territories. Free Soil and slave factions
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rushed into Kansas and squared off in a contest for control. The presi-
dent called for order, but the call was ignored.

Pierce never gave up hope that his party would turn to him. But once
the North rejected his administration, the South had no more use for
him, and the party Pierce had so desperately wanted to lead became in-
creasingly anxious to get rid of him. Ironically, when faced at midterm
with the unmitigated failure of his leadership and his political impo-
tence, Pierce seemed to gain a sense of higher purpose for the first time.
He threw his hat into the ring for a second term with a spirited defense
of the Kansas-Nebraska Act and a biting indictment of the critics of the
Missouri Compromise repeal. He appealed to the nation to reject trea-
son in Kansas. He wrapped his party in the Constitution and cast its en-
emies in the role of uncompromising disunionists bent on civil war.39

This was the president’s shining hour. Rejecting the specter of party
illegitimacy and the stigma of his own irrelevance, standing firm with
the establishment against the forces that would destroy it, Pierce pressed
the case for his party upon the nation and, with it, his own case for party
leadership. Still, there was no rally of political support. The party took
up the “friends of the Constitution” sentiment, but it hastened to bury
the memory of the man who had articulated it. Pierce’s unceasing effort
to prove his significance to those who had called him to power never
bore fruit. The Democratic convention of 1856 was an “anybody but
Pierce” affair.

Jimmy Carter
There is no better argument for Jimmy Carter’s mugwumpish approach
to political leadership than the example of Franklin Pierce’s unmitigated
failure. No sooner had Pierce identified his prospects for gaining credi-
bility as a national leader with the revitalization of the old party ma-
chinery under presidential auspices than he fell victim to party interests
so fractious that the desperate state of national affairs was all but ig-
nored. Gripped by myopic sects, the party of Jackson proved itself bank-
rupt as a governing instrument. Its operators were no longer capable of
even recognizing that they were toying with moral issues of explosive
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significance for the nation as a whole. Pierce’s plan for claiming party
leadership first and then taking charge of the nation dissolved with its
initial action, pushing the president down a path as demoralizing for the
nation as it was degrading to his office. The quest for credibility degen-
erated into saving face with the Senate over patronage appointments,
toeing the line on explosive territorial legislation for the sake of Doug-
las’s railroad, and forswearing a solemn pledge to the electorate.

It was Jimmy Carter’s peculiar genius as a presidential candidate to
treat his remoteness from his party and its institutional power centers as
a distinctive asset rather than a conspicuous liability in his quest for a
credible leadership posture. Carter called attention to moral degenera-
tion in government and politics, made it his issue, and then compelled
the political coalition that had built that government to indulge his crit-
icisms of their handiwork. In a style reminiscent of Andrew Jackson,
Carter identified himself with popular disillusionment with political in-
siders, entrenched special interests, and the corruption of manners that
had consumed Washington. He let the liberals of the Democratic Party
flounder in their own internal disarray until it became clear that liberal-
ism could no longer take the political offensive on its own terms. Then,
in the 1976 Florida primary, Carter pressed his southern advantage. The
party either had to fall in line behind his campaign against the establish-
ment or risk another confrontation with the still-greater heresies of
George Wallace’s latest presidential run.

The obvious problem in Carter’s approach to the presidency was
that while it claimed a high moral stance of detachment from the estab-
lishment, it also positioned itself within the established governing coali-
tion. This awkward stance afforded Carter neither the regime outsider’s
freedom to oppose established interests nor the regime insider’s free-
dom to promote them. The tension in Carter’s campaign between an ef-
fort to reassemble the core constituencies of the traditional Democratic
coalition and his promise to reform the governmental order that served
it suggested the difficulties he would face establishing a credible leader-
ship posture in office. Carter’s narrow victory in the election magnified
those difficulties by showing the regime’s supporters in Congress to be a
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good deal more secure politically than their strange new affiliate in the
executive mansion.

On what terms, then, did Carter propose to reconcile his outsider’s
appeal with his position within the old order? The answer of the cam-
paign lay in Carter’s preoccupation with problems of administrative
form, procedure, and discipline rather than in the substantive content of
the old order. It was not bureaucratic programs, Carter argued, but bu-
reaucratic inefficiency that left the people estranged from their govern-
ment. It was not the system per se that was at fault but the way it was
being run. In the eyes of this late-regime Democrat, the stifling weight
and moral decay of the federal government presented problems of tech-
nique and personnel rather than problems of substance.

Like Jackson’s early efforts, Carter’s reform program called for gov-
ernmental reorganization, civil service reform, and fiscal retrenchment.
But coming from an outsider who was nominally affiliated with the old
order, it was hard to capitalize on the political force and ideological en-
ergy of this program for revitalization. What Jackson presented as an
ideological indictment of the old order and a buttress for supporters
newly arrived in power, Carter presented as institutional engineering
plain and simple. Carter’s Jackson-like appeal to the nation translated
into an ideologically passionless program for reorganizing the old order
without challenging any of its core concerns.40

It is in this respect that the shaky ground on which Carter staked his
credibility as a leader begins to appear a good deal more like that
claimed by Franklin Pierce than their different party postures would at
first lead us to suppose. Both pinned their hopes on the perfectibility of
machinery. Carter would do for the bureaucratic apparatus of the lib-
eral regime what Pierce had intended to do for the patronage apparatus
of the Jacksonian regime—repair the mechanical defects and realize a
new level of operational proficiency. With their perfection of the appa-
ratus, they hoped to save the old regime from its own self-destructive
impulses and, at the same time, eliminate the need to make any substan-
tive choices among interests. Political vitality was to be restored simply
by making the engines of power run more efficiently.
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Sharing this vision, Pierce and Carter also shared a problem of ac-
tion. Neither could point to any interest of political significance that de-
pended on his success in reorganization. Carter’s plan for instilling a
new level of bureaucratic discipline was not the stuff to stir the enthusi-
asm of established Democrats, and once the plan became concrete ac-
tion, there was plenty for party interests to vehemently oppose. Carter’s
vision of institutional efficiency dissolved in a matter of weeks into in-
stitutional confrontation.

The Carter administration immediately engaged the nation in an
elaborate display of symbolism that was designed to build a reservoir of
popular faith in the president’s intentions and confidence in his ability
to change the tenor of government.41 The economic difficulties the old
regime faced in simply maintaining its programmatic commitments at
current levels dampened whatever enthusiasm there was for reaching
out to coalition interests with bold new programs in traditional Demo-
cratic style. The impulse to lead thus focused on an early redemption of
the pledge to be different. With his “strategy of symbols,” the president
bypassed Congress and claimed authority in government as an exten-
sion of his personal credibility in the nation at large.

The first material test of this strategy came in February 1977 when
Carter decided to cut nineteen local water projects from the 1978
budget. As mundane as this bid for leadership was, it placed the disjunc-
tion between the president’s appeal to the nation and his political sup-
port in government in the starkest possible light. For the president, the
water projects were a prime example of the wasteful and unnecessary
expenditures inherent in the old way government did business. The cuts
offered Carter a well-founded and much-needed opportunity to dem-
onstrate to the nation how an outsider with no attachments to
established routines could bring a thrifty discipline to government
without really threatening any of its programmatic concerns. Con-
gress—and, in particular, the Democratic leadership in the Senate—saw
the matter quite differently. The president’s gesture was received as an
irresponsible and politically pretentious assault on the bread and butter
of congressional careers. Its only real purpose was to enhance the presi-
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dent’s public standing, yet its victims were those upon whom presiden-
tial success in government must ultimately depend. The Democratic
leaders of the Senate pressed the confrontation. They reinstated the
threatened water projects on a presidentially sponsored public works
jobs bill. Carter threatened to stand his ground, and majority-party gov-
ernment floundered at the impasse.

As relations with the Democratic Congress grew tense, the presi-
dent’s bid for national leadership became even more dependent on pub-
lic faith and confidence in his administration’s integrity. By standing
aloof from “politics as usual,” the administration saddled itself with a
standard of conduct that any would find difficult to sustain. A hint of
shady dealing surfaced in the summer of 1977 around Bert Lance,
Carter’s director of the Office of Management and Budget, and by the
fall, the symbolic supports of Carter’s leadership were a shambles.

Like the water projects debacle, the Lance affair is remarkable for its
substantive insignificance. The administration’s “scandal” amounted to
an investigation of financial indiscretions by one official before he took
office. But the Carter administration was nothing if not the embodi-
ment of a higher morality, and the budget director was the president’s
most important and trusted political appointee. The exposé of shady
dealings on the part of the man whose hand was on the tiller of the bu-
reaucratic machine not only indicted the administration on the very
ground where it had asserted a distinctive purpose but also made a
sham of the Democratic Senate’s nomination-review process. Shorn of
its pretensions to set a higher standard of conduct, the outsider status of
the administration became a dubious asset. Attention now was directed
to the apparent inability of the outsider to make the government work
and address the nation’s manifest problems.

Despite these first-year difficulties in establishing a credible leader-
ship posture on his own terms, Carter still refused to abdicate to the
party leaders. Indeed, as time went on, the intransigence of the nation’s
economic difficulties seemed to stiffen the president’s resistance to
social-policy enthusiasms he felt the nation could no longer afford to
support. There was to be no alliance between Carter and Senator
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Edward “Ted” Kennedy to recapitulate the Pierce-Douglas disaster. But
what of the prospects for continued resistance? The core constituencies
of the Democratic Party—blacks and organized labor in particular—
found the president’s program of governmental reorganization and fis-
cal retrenchment tangential to their concerns at best. They had little use
for a Democratic president who seemed to govern like a Republican,
and their disillusionment added to the dismay of the congressional
leadership. Stalwart liberals admonished the president not to forsake the
traditional interests but to rally them and, in Ted Kennedy’s words, “sail
against the wind.”42 If the shaky state of the economy made this message
a perilous one for the president to embrace, his awkward political posi-
tion made it an equally perilous one to ignore.

Following the Lance affair, Carter did attempt to dispel disillusion-
ment with an appeal to the neoliberal theme of consumerism. He had
identified himself with consumer issues during his campaign and
opened the second year of his administration with a drive to establish a
consumer-protection agency. The proposal could hardly be said to ad-
dress the demands of the old Democratic constituencies, but it had en-
thusiastic backing from new consumer groups, a general appeal in the
nation at large, and support from the Democratic leadership in Con-
gress. Even more attractive was the fact that it posed little additional
cost to the government. In consumer protection, Carter found all the
makings of a great victory, one that would not only wash away the
memory of the first year but also define his own brand of political lead-
ership. But the legislation failed, and with it his prospects for leadership
all but collapsed.

Indeed, this defeat underscored the paradox that plagued Carter’s
never-ending struggle for credibility. Opposition fueled by business in-
terests turned the consumer-protection issue against the administration
with devastating effect. Identifying governmental regulation of industry
with the grim state of the national economy, business made Carter’s ne-
oliberalism appear symptomatic of the problem and counterproductive
to any real solution.43 Carter’s own critique of undisciplined governmen-
tal expansion actually became the property of his critics, and the distinc-
tions he had been at pains to draw between himself and the old liberal
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establishment became hopelessly blurred. While this most distant of
Democratic presidents was alienating the liberal establishment by his ne-
glect of its priorities, he was being inextricably linked to it by an insur-
gent conservative assault on the manifest failings of the New Deal liberal
regime as a whole. Carter’s liberalism-with-a-difference simply could not
stand its ground in the sectarian controversies that racked the liberal or-
der in the 1970s. It was as vulnerable to the conservatives for being more
of the same as it was to the liberals for being different.

As tensions between the old-regime politics and new economic real-
ities intensified, all sense of political definition was eclipsed. Notable ad-
ministration victories—the Senate’s ratification of a bitterly contested
treaty with Panama, the endorsement of a version of the much-heralded
administrative reorganization, the negotiation of an accord between Is-
rael and Egypt—offered precious little upon which to vindicate the
promise of a rehabilitation of the liberal order. Moreover, the president’s
mugwumpish resolve to find his own way through deepening crises in-
creasingly came to be perceived as rootless floundering. His attempt to
assert forceful leadership through a major cabinet shake-up in the sum-
mer of 1979 only added credence to the image of an administration out
of control. His determination to support a policy of inducing recession
to fight inflation shattered the political symbolism of decades past by
saddling a Democratic administration with a counsel of austerity and
sacrifice and passing to the Republicans the traditional Democratic
promise of economic recovery and sustained prosperity.

The administration was aware of its failure to engage the political
system in a meaningful way well before these momentous decisions. By
early 1979, the president had turned introspective. It was readily appar-
ent that his credibility had to be established anew and that it was imper-
ative to identify the administration with some clear and compelling
purpose. Carter’s response to the eclipse of political definition was not,
of course, a Pierce-like defense of the old order and its principles. It was,
if anything, a sharpened attack on the old order and a renewed declara-
tion of presidential political independence.

In what was to be his most dramatic public moment, Carter ap-
peared in a nationally televised appeal to the people in July 1979 with a
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revised assessment of the crisis facing the nation.44 This new bid for
leadership credibility opened with a candid acknowledgment of wide-
spread disillusionment with the administration and its “mixed success”
with Congress. But the president detached himself from the “paralysis
and stagnation and drift” that had marked his tenure. He issued a strong
denunciation of the legislative process and reasserted his campaign im-
age as an outsider continuing the people’s fight against a degenerate pol-
itics. Attempting to restore the people’s faith in themselves and to rally
them to his cause, Carter all but declared the bankruptcy of the federal
government as he found it. Thirty months in office only seemed to re-
veal to him how deeply rooted the government’s incapacities were. It
was the system itself, not simply its inefficiencies, that the president now
placed in question.

Trying once again to identify his leadership with the alienation of the
people from the government, Carter again exposed himself as the one
with the most paralyzing case of estrangement. The awkward truth in
this presidential homily lent credence to the regime’s most vehement
opponents by indicting the establishment controlled by the president’s
ostensible allies. On the face of it, Carter had come to embrace a leader-
ship challenge of the greatest moment, but beneath the challenge lay the
hopeless paradox of his political position. The Democratic Party tore it-
self apart in a revolt against him and the sentiments he articulated. It re-
jected his message, discredited his efforts, and then, in its most pathetic
display of impotence, revealed to the nation that it had nothing more to
offer. Carter finally may have seen the gravity of the problems he con-
fronted, but as the people saw it, he was not part of the solution.

presidential leadership
in political time

Presidential leadership is often pictured as a contest to determine
whether the incumbent has the stuff to make the system work. Timeless
forces of political fragmentation and institutional intransigence
threaten to frustrate the would-be leader at every turn. Success is re-
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served for the exceptional individual. It takes a person of rare political
skill to control this system and manipulate the government in politically
effective ways. It takes a person of rare character to give those manipula-
tions constructive purpose and national resonance.

The problem is that this picture presents a rather one-sided view of
the interaction between the president and the political system. It is highly
sensitive to differences among individual incumbents, but it tends to ob-
scure differences in the political situations in which they act. If presiden-
tial leadership is indeed something of a struggle between the individual
and the system, it must be recognized that the system changes as well as
the incumbent. The changing universe of political action is an oft-noted
but seldom explored dimension of the leadership problem.

While changes in the political conditions and challenges of presiden-
tial leadership have been incessant, they have not been entirely erratic. A
broad view of American political development reveals recurrent se-
quences of political change; leadership problems are reconfigured in
typical ways along these sequences, and each configuration yields a cor-
responding pattern in presidential performance. Presidential history in
this reading has been episodic rather than evolutionary, with leadership
opportunities gradually dissipating after an initial upheaval in political
control over government. Presidents intervene in—and their leadership
is mediated by—the generation and degeneration of political orders.
The clock at work in presidential leadership keeps political time.

The leaders who stand out at a glance—Washington, Jefferson, Jack-
son, Lincoln, and Roosevelt—are closer to each other in the political
conditions of leadership than they are to any of their respective neigh-
bors in historical time. In political time all were first. As the analysis of
the Jacksonian and New Deal regimes has shown, successive incarna-
tions of majority-party government produced progressively more-tenu-
ous leadership situations. Presidents approached ever-more-perplexing
problems of regime governance with ever-more-superficial political op-
tions; regime supporters approached ever-more-perplexing leadership
choices with ever-less forbearance.

The regime builders rode into power on an upheaval in governmen-
tal control and tested their leadership in efforts to secure the political
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and institutional infrastructure for a new governing coalition. Their
success created a new establishment, thrust their partisan successors
into the position of regime managers, and posed the test of mainte-
nance. These efforts, in turn, had consequences of their own, eventually
saddling the regime with more controversial promises, more extensive
commitments, and deeper divisions. Ultimately, visions of regime man-
agement dissolved into politically vacuous mechanical contrivances,
and leadership was forestalled by the political difficulties of simply es-
tablishing presidential credibility.

Political time does not turn presidents into automatons or negate the
substantive significance of the choices they make. As we have seen, Polk
and Kennedy responded differently when their efforts at interest manage-
ment began to unravel. Pierce and Carter made different choices as well,
particularly as they became more deeply implicated in the crisis of politi-
cal legitimacy engulfing their presidencies. The unique character of each
president in these pairs is displayed all the more vividly by the different
options they pursued in trying to address their shared political problem.
But these differences only serve to underscore more basic points: Political
time is a powerful determinant of leadership authority, of the range of
options, of the prospects for success, and of the practical impact of the
exercise of presidential power on the political system at large.

Situating presidents in political time provides a truer measure of the
way our political system works and of how our leaders interact with it.
Presidents within the same historical period grapple with radically dif-
ferent political challenges. Success in one instance constricts options in
the next. Many of the political challenges periodically thrust upon our
presidents are inherently intractable, and the dynamics of leadership are
such that some presidents are thrust into political circumstances that
are wholly untenable. Perhaps the most sobering observation of all is
that the great performances—the ones that get held up as a standard for
others to emulate—have been the most wrenching in their assault on
the system. All told, the relationship between the presidency and the
American political system is not at all a comforting one. It is always par-
adoxical and often perverse.
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3. The Politics of Leadership at
the End of the Twentieth Century

This essay brings the perspective of political time to bear on the last four
leaders of the twentieth century: Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, George
H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton. It is a version of an article first published in
the wake of the presidential election of 2000 under the title “Continuity
and Change in the Politics of Leadership.”1 For this collection, I have incor-
porated into the essay a four-cell typology of the political structures of pres-
idential leadership that I had been developing in various other forums
since 1986.2 It was striking to me that the last four presidents of the twenti-
eth century neatly filled out the cells of this typology. Notwithstanding all
the changes that modern political development had carried in its train, the
same structures of leadership we find recurrent in the nineteenth century
were still clearly discernible at the end of the twentieth, and their corre-
sponding political effects were still very much in evidence. At the same
time, it hardly seemed plausible to me that the developments that had
transformed American government and politics so profoundly over the
course of the twentieth century would have no bearing at all on political
prospects for presidential leadership. In reflecting the experiences of these
four presidents back on earlier renditions of each type, I wanted to pay par-
ticular attention to how factors specific to politics in the late twentieth cen-
tury might be altering the political expression of these familiar and
recurrent forms. The case of George H. W. Bush, for example, brought to
light new strains developing in the premises of one type—leadership as or-
thodox innovation. On the other hand, the case of Bill Clinton suggested
how contemporary conditions might play to the advantage of another type,
which I call preemptive leadership. Though the fundamentals had not
changed, it was possible at this time to tease out of modern politics develop-
ments that seemed to point to a different future.



The final presidency of the twentieth century must surely rank among
the strangest. The incumbent was steward of a nation that had emerged
triumphant from its global struggle with communism; he was the leader
of a superpower that was unchallenged in the world and enjoying a
respite of relative peace. Moreover, under his tutelage the federal gov-
ernment seemed, for the first time in decades, to be putting its fiscal
house in order, and the engines of prosperity had kicked into high gear.
For all appearances, Bill Clinton led in the best of times. Yet his turned
out to be one of the most volatile presidencies in memory.

Observers described the Clinton years as a national spectacle in
which larger-than-life antagonists locked horns in mortal combat and
slugged it out before a bemused, if largely passive, citizen audience.3 The
president provoked a series of stinging indictments and suffered a string
of stunning reversals, but efforts to isolate him and finally to evict him
from office never quite succeeded. A wily combatant in his own right,
the president parried each assault and evaded the knockout blow. If, in
the end, the stigma of the Clinton wars was sufficient to dispel the aura
of national well-being and handicap the campaign of his designated
successor, Clinton’s reputation as the champion prizefighter of late-cen-
tury politics seems secure. He was not a particularly resolute leader nor
an especially productive one, but leadership in America seemed at this
moment to have devolved into a struggle for survival, and, if nothing
else, Clinton was a survivor.

What are we to make of this? What does the Clinton presidency tell
us about the development of American government and politics at the
close of the twentieth century? No doubt, part of the story lies in
changes that had been in the works for many years, in new rules of the
game whose implications for leadership were simply being drawn out
more clearly in the Clinton years. Political scientists had long been
pointing to such changes. Since the 1970s, they had been highlighting
the emergence of a new universe of political and institutional action
and calling attention to its effects on the politics of leadership.4 Jimmy
Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Bill Clinton were all
products of a primary system of candidate selection, which tended to
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vent the most passionate interests in the electorate and to turn politi-
cians throughout the system into masters of their own political machin-
ery. Once in the White House, these presidents took possession of an
office bolstered by a host of new resources, one that now supported an
extensive political operation devoted exclusively to promoting their am-
bitions, enhancing their personal control, and bringing their messages
directly to the people. These developments, in turn, went hand in hand
with others: a breakdown of consensus in social, economic, and foreign
policy; a weakening of institutional ties that had previously bound elites
together; a proliferation of political entrepreneurs in the other branches
able to operate with considerable independence from secure positions
of their own; a new style of investigative journalism and new communi-
cations technologies that lent themselves to exposé, confrontation, and
scandalmongering; and last but not least, a concentration of interest
pressures and their financial resources in professional organizations lo-
cated at the seat of power.

It is not difficult to imagine how developments such as these might
magnify conflicts at the center, enlist public opinion at large in the polit-
ical battles framed there, and generate extraordinary political tumult
even in extraordinarily good times.5 Moreover, Clinton’s survival under
nearly constant siege suggests the sorts of leadership skills demanded by
American government at this new stage in its historical evolution. His
empathetic television persona, his “continual campaign,” his preoccupa-
tion with managing public opinion, his protean political vision—all
seem perfectly adapted to the “egocentric” politics of the day.6 In the
tactical challenges he faced, Clinton appeared as the most perfect ex-
pression to date of what scholars had dubbed the “postmodern” presi-
dency; in the strategic resources he brought to bear on these challenges
he seemed to epitomize what they had called the “personal” president.7

But for all that might be drawn from this portrait, the picture re-
mains unsatisfying and incomplete. Neither the emergence of a new
strategic environment for the exercise of power nor the display of new
tactics probes very deeply into what politics was about during the Clin-
ton years. Turning this president’s experience in office into just another
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expression of secular changes ongoing within American politics side-
steps direct consideration of his avowed political purposes, of the dis-
tinctive challenges his leadership posed to the political system at the
moment he confronted it, of the commitments of ideology and interest
at stake for others in his following through. The Clinton wars were
about more than recent trends in the techniques of governing; they were
also, primarily, about control of the national political agenda. The tu-
mult of these years was less about Clinton’s personal fate than about the
fate of the political project he had presented to the nation.

There is no denying that Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton shared a
certain strategic environment for action that distinguished them as a
group from presidents in earlier times. It is just as clear, however, that
these presidents came into office with very different political projects in
mind and that in acting on these ambitions each passed to his successor
a leadership challenge very different from the one with which he himself
had begun. Much of what Clinton’s experience has to tell us about the
development of American government and politics is bound up in the
substantive character of the political contest that propelled this se-
quence of leadership efforts and in the framing of each effort in reaction
to those that preceded it. To understand Clinton, we need to understand
his position in this sequence, and that means taking stock of the differ-
ent claims each of the presidents of the late twentieth century made on
his own behalf, of the different kinds of political change each sought to
bring about, and of the different ways in which the efforts of each to
make good on those claims altered the political environment.

This essay proceeds with two goals in mind. The first is to distin-
guish the leadership challenges of the last four presidents of the twenti-
eth century and the patterns of change associated with them. The
relationship between the president and political system may change sig-
nificantly from one incumbent to the next, but a broad look back at the
history of leadership efforts indicates the basic range and structure
of these relationships. It will be seen that each of last four presidents of
the twentieth century exhibits a typical configuration of the politics of
leadership and that these configurations have recurred in rough se-
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quence across broad stretches of history. In each configuration a differ-
ent kind of leadership challenge is posed, a different kind of political
contest is set up, and a different kind of impact is registered. To draw
out these dynamics, the analysis will identify each of the presidents of
the late twentieth century with incumbents in similar circumstances in
earlier periods and examine common features in the politics of leader-
ship on display.

The second goal of the essay is to reckon with the fact that American
government and politics were in many respects very different for these
incumbents than for those in prior periods. Once the dynamics of lead-
ership characteristic of each recurrent type configuration have been
brought into view, each of the last four performances of the twentieth
century will be reconsidered for aspects that appear to reflect the newly
emergent strategic and tactical environment that these incumbents
shared. The effect of contemporary conditions on the politics of leader-
ship may actually be sharpened in this way, for it will not necessarily ap-
pear all of a piece. Rather, we should be able to point to effects that vary
in relation to the substantive political ambitions in play.

recurrent structures of
political authority

Presidents change things, and they need to justify the changes they insti-
gate. In one way or another, each incumbent must speak in a timely fash-
ion to the state of the federal government’s basic commitments of
ideology and interest and suggest how proposed actions will bear on
them. Presidents will face different challenges in doing so insofar as each
confronts pressure on those commitments from late-breaking events,
from the passage of time, and from the impact of prior leadership efforts.

These differences are reflected in what we observe retrospectively as
the regime-based structure of American political history, the recurrent
establishment and disintegration of relatively durable sets of commit-
ments across broad swaths of time. The traditional demarcations distin-
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guish the rise and decline of Federalist nationalism between 1789 and
1800, of Jeffersonian democracy between 1800 and 1828, of Jacksonian
democracy between 1828 and 1860, of Republican nationalism between
1860 and 1932, and of New Deal liberalism between 1932 and 1980. Each
regime can be identified with the empowerment of an insurgent politi-
cal coalition whose reconstruction of basic governing commitments en-
dured through various subsequent configurations of party power. Just
as America’s fragmented constitutional system has made sweeping po-
litical change rare and difficult to achieve, it has worked to perpetuate
the ideological formulas and programmatic arrangements of the few in-
surgencies that have succeeded. To this extent at least, the regime struc-
ture of American political history may be considered one of the chief
byproducts of the constitutional structure of American government.
More specifically, it is a chief byproduct of the political impact of presi-
dential leadership. Leadership efforts are themselves formative of these
sequences; they shape and drive the observed patterns of political re-
construction and political decay.

The relevant mechanism is the struggle for leadership authority, the
attempt of each incumbent to address and resolve the legitimation
problem that lies at the heart of presidential action. As the exercise of
presidential power is inherently disruptive of the status quo ante, and as
the president is a state official pledged to “preserve, protect, and defend”
values emblematic of the body politic, each bid for authority is, in effect,
an effort to try to reconcile the order-shattering prospects of presiden-
tial action with the order-affirming purposes of the office. Authority
takes the form of a timely set of warrants addressed to the circum-
stances that brought the president to power, warrants that promise to
justify and sustain the exercise of presidential power. If these warrants
are effective, they will secure the legitimacy of the changes they instigate
and vindicate the president’s leadership.

Warrants are not freely chosen. They are fashioned under con-
straints, and some prove sturdier than others. Most, in fact, fall short of
the mark. In each case, however, the bid for authority structures the en-
suing political contest as actors throughout the system react to the or-
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der-shattering effects and order-affirming pretensions of the president’s
actions. Though the failures lend a very different meaning to the result
than do the successes, they are just as important for their effect in alter-
ing the distribution of advantages throughout the political system.

Typical political configurations of the legitimation problem are rep-
resented in Table 3.1. The structure of authority in presidential leader-
ship is framed here by two basic considerations. First is whether the
president comes to power politically affiliated with or opposed to the
dominant ideological and programmatic commitments of the era. As
presidential power is inherently disruptive of the status quo ante, we
might expect that, other things being equal, affiliated leadership is going
to be harder to sustain than opposition leadership. The other factor in
play has to do with the state of the regime’s commitments at the time of
the president’s rise to power. This admits of more nuance, but one ques-
tions is overriding: Are the dominant ideological and programmatic
commitments of the era resilient, in the sense that they still hold out
credible solutions to the problems of the day and constrain the alterna-
tives put forth by regime opponents? Or have these commitments be-
come vulnerable in the course of events to charges of bankruptcy, as
might be indicated by newfound support for an insurgent opposition
out to challenge their legitimacy directly? Affiliated leaders will be more
authoritative in political action to the extent that received commitments
are resilient, and opposition leaders will be more authoritative in politi-
cal action to the extent that received commitments are vulnerable.
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Incumbent’s Political Identity

Affiliated Opposed

Vulnerable Politics of Politics of
disjunction reconstruction

Resilient Politics of Politics of
articulation preemption

Regime
Commitments



The cells of Table 3.1 indicate the characteristic politics presidents
make. As detailed below, the last four presidents of the twentieth cen-
tury moved one after the other through the four cells of this typology.
Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton each came to power in a different re-
lationship to the political system and with a distinctly configured lead-
ership posture. Accordingly, each put forth a different claim to
leadership authority, set up a different sort of political contest, and had
a qualitatively different political effect. Together they drove an interac-
tive sequence of political change. Comparing the efforts of these presi-
dents with the efforts of presidents in similar circumstances in past
political sequences confirms the typical effects emblematic of the cir-
cumstances and of the systemic impact of the presidential leadership on
American politics overall. To the extent that we identify deviations or
refinements in the late-century iterations of these types, we should be
able to speak as well to how secular changes in American government
over the course of the twentieth century seem to be affecting the politics
presidents make.

jimmy carter and the
politics of disjunction

In 1976, it was still possible to think of a Democratic presidential victory
as a restoration of the normal state of affairs that had been ushered in by
Franklin D. Roosevelt, the New Deal, and the establishment of a liberal
political regime. Richard Nixon’s 43 percent victory in 1968, George Mc-
Govern’s anomalous candidacy in 1972, the strengthening in 1974 of the
Democratic Party’s long-unbroken control of Congress—all suggested
that the recent Republican interregnum of Nixon and Gerald Ford
might be, like Dwight D. Eisenhower’s in the 1950s, a pause in prepara-
tion for the next leap forward on the liberal agenda. But as Jimmy
Carter reassembled the national political alliance that had defined the
government’s basic commitments of ideology and interest since the
New Deal, confidence in liberal solutions to the nation’s problems was
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fast fading. Already torn by the political turmoil of the civil rights
movement and the Vietnam War, the governing establishment of the
liberal regime returned to power in 1977 with its basic assumptions ex-
posed and vulnerable. The once solidly Democratic South was up for
grabs, the Cold War foreign policy consensus was a shambles, and
changes in the international economic environment had begun to raise
questions about the basic governing formulas on which the expansion
of liberal programs had been premised. Fiscal Keynesianism—the man-
agement of taxes and government expenditures to balance stable eco-
nomic growth with maximum employment—strained under the
multiple burdens of an energy crisis, stagflation, aggressive foreign eco-
nomic competition, and defensive blue-collar unions. Radical conser-
vatism, which had been but a minor annoyance when Barry Goldwater
ran for president in 1964, was resurgent in 1976 and was better posi-
tioned than ever to peg liberal government itself as the source of the na-
tion’s burgeoning problems.

Carter was elected, at least in part, because he understood exactly
what was at stake for liberal government in the 1970s. He had tempered
his promise of another round of reforms on the order of Lyndon B.
Johnson’s Great Society with concerns about cost and efficiency, and he
had made the repair and rehabilitation of the beleaguered apparatus of
liberal government his priority. Against the increasingly strident attacks
of Republicans, Carter insisted that “the problem is not that our pro-
gram goals are unworthy or that our bureaucrats are unfit.” Rather, he
said, the problems of the day stemmed from “the inefficient operations”
of the federal government.8 Carter argued that the processes of govern-
ment had over the years gotten so bogged down in red tape that liberal
programs and priorities were no longer being implemented effectively.
The president maintained that these problems were technical, not fun-
damental, that liberal government could be made to work again by
reforming its methods of operation. His knowledge of the latest man-
agement and budgeting techniques would, he promised, breathe new
life into the substantive commitments of the liberal order.9

Several things can be said about Carter’s hapless struggle to make
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good on this promise. First, his was a subtle and complicated message. A
candidate who recognizes serious problems in the governing establish-
ment while promising continuity in basic governing commitments sets
up a delicate balancing act. Throughout his campaign for the White
House, Carter was hounded by the press to explain how he could solve
the governmental problems he had identified without threatening basic
liberal commitments. His standard reply was enigmatic: There were “no
easy answers.”

The second thing to be said is that no American president has been
able to bring about a change of the sort Carter outlined. The historical
record is full of examples of presidents who have offered and conscien-
tiously tried to rehabilitate old and battered political establishments. In
this regard, Carter’s failure is of a piece with those of John Adams, John
Quincy Adams, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, and Herbert Hoover.
All were nominal affiliates of long-established political regimes, regimes
that had in the course of events come to appear less as legitimate guides
to new governing solutions and more as central parts of the governing
problem. In each case, the basic commitments of ideology and interest
with which the president was affiliated had become vulnerable to direct
attack from the most radical segments of his opposition, and the presi-
dent responded with a promise to fix things up.

These presidents employed very different leadership resources and
acted in accordance with very different norms and techniques of gov-
erning. They brought to office assorted attributes of character and skill,
and they pursued a variety of strategies in their relationships with Con-
gress, their party, and the public. But none was able to make good on his
purpose of orchestrating the repair and rehabilitation of a political es-
tablishment in trouble. Although the promise has been made repeatedly,
and the American electorate has repeatedly responded to it, the task of
breathing new life into an old order seems to be beyond the political ca-
pacities of the presidential office.

It is instructive that each of these presidents was singled out in his
time and is still often treated today as a political incompetent, plain and
simple. The problem, Americans like to tell themselves, is that these
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men lacked the political skills needed to make the presidency work and
to succeed as a leader. Carter was accused of being too technocratic in
his approach to policy and politics, of leading like an engineer, of having
too narrow an interest in the details of government, of becoming con-
sumed by the nation’s problems and never getting on top of them. Some
observers called him “Jimmy Hoover” to dramatize his incompetence
and drive home his resemblance to the last engineer to make it to the
White House.10

The Carter-Hoover comparison was used at the time to prove that
engineers make bad politicians and to suggest that someone with more
political savvy might have done a better job. But once it is recognized
that technocratic appeals to repair and rehabilitate government tend to
appear at similar junctures in the development of political regimes, the
charges of personal incompetence lose much of their bite, and the polit-
ical appeal of such leaders comes more clearly into focus. The techno-
cratic approach to leadership authority—the tendency to submerge
problems of substance in the mechanics and processes of government—
is especially well suited to the election of a leader affiliated with a vul-
nerable regime. When Carter told the American people that there were
“no easy answers” to the problems of the day and that they needed a
leader who was smart enough to tackle those problems in all their com-
plexity, he was offering the liberal establishment its best hope for sur-
vival and offering the rest of the nation an alternative to the more
radical solution being promulgated by the regime’s insurgent oppo-
nents. As a political appeal, Carter’s “no easy answers” smoothed over
long-simmering tensions within the ranks of the Democratic Party and
held off, at least momentarily, the Republicans’ broadside assault on the
substantive commitments of the liberal regime. Late-regime affiliates
rest their authority to lead on their technical competence precisely be-
cause the more basic commitments of ideology and interest with which
their regimes are associated have already been thrown into question.
Appeals of this sort seem destined to recur in American politics so long
as political regimes linger beyond their ability to generate compelling
substantive responses to the governing challenges of the day.
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The problem is not that these presidents offered the wrong message
for their times. The problem is that the best case for leadership in these
circumstances is a weak one, the most tenuous of all for sustaining po-
litical authority in the American presidency. The pattern of failure has
been remarkably similar for late-regime affiliates. Almost immediately,
such presidents have found themselves caught between the stark de-
mands of their supporters for regime maintenance and the blunt
charges of regime bankruptcy coming from their opponents. The sub-
tleties that made their promise of repair and rehabilitation attractive
during the campaign appear quite different under the political pressures
of governing. Hard choices need to be made, and fundamental ques-
tions about the legitimacy of the establishment press in on each. Hold-
ing the most equivocal of warrants for changing things, such presidents
quickly lose control over the meaning of their own actions.

All told, affiliation with a vulnerable regime might serve as a work-
ing definition of the impossible leadership situation. Open recognition
of serious problems within the establishment coupled with a promise of
continuity leaves the incumbent little authority with which to sustain
the inherently disruptive and highly politicizing effects of presidential
action. Initiatives that reach out to allies, that appear to affirm or extend
established commitments, are portrayed by opponents as symptoms of
the nation’s problems. Actions that confront allies or that appear to
challenge substantive commitments alienate the natural base of support
and leave the president politically isolated. Unable either to forthrightly
repudiate or to forthrightly affirm their political inheritance, presidents
tend by their actions to plunge the nation deep into a crisis of political
legitimacy. Presidential control of the terms of national political debate
tends to evaporate almost immediately in these circumstances and
never recover. The systemic political effect is disjunctive. These leader-
ship efforts sever the last connections between legitimacy and received
commitments and ideology and interest and pass control over the
meaning of the situation to the regime’s most implacable opponents.

Whatever else the altered circumstances of late-twentieth-century
politics may have done, they did not alter the basic dynamics of leader-
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ship in Carter’s situation in any categorical sense. In its basic outlines,
Carter’s hapless struggle for credibility was both typical of late-regime
affiliates and unique among recent presidents. Still, it is possible to
point to certain aspects of Carter’s performance that do speak to the ef-
fects of secular change in American government and politics, and
though those aspects did not prove in any way decisive, their signifi-
cance for the future is worth pondering. Most notable in this regard is
that in comparison with other late-regime affiliates, Carter was far more
the independent political entrepreneur. He had built his own political
organization to contest and win the Democratic nomination in 1976,
and in weathering the crises of his White House years, he was able to
draw on extensive staff resources for governing and technical resources
for communication that were directly under his control in the White
House.

For a president caught in a legitimation crisis, any additional capaci-
ties for entrepreneurial maneuvering must be counted a clear plus, and
President Carter used those capacities aggressively to try to jettison the
baggage that was weighing him down, to distance himself from the fal-
tering liberalism with which he was nominally affiliated. His effort in
this regard far surpassed anything attempted by the late-regime affiliates
who preceded him. A century and a half earlier, John Quincy Adams
had found himself completely immobilized by the crisis of legitimacy
that gripped his administration during its first year. Franklin Pierce had
quickly lost control of his party and found himself subordinated to its
most controversial elements. Herbert Hoover had felt compelled to
wrap himself more tightly in Republican orthodoxy even as his own ac-
tions began to depart from it. Carter, however, responded to his increas-
ingly precarious political position with ever-more-vigorous assertions
of his political independence. A symbolic assault on the congressional
pork barrel during his first year in office was followed up by the presi-
dent’s stunning midterm critique of the entire governing establish-
ment.11 Late in his term, Carter went so far as to reverse liberal priorities
in fiscal and monetary policy, and then, when his renomination was
challenged, he went on to trounce the liberal’s standard bearer, Senator
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Edward “Ted” Kennedy, in a bruising primary campaign. By using the
newfound capacities of his office to defy the constraints imposed by his
party’s liberalism, Carter demonstrated the vastly expanded range of in-
dependent action now available to a late-regime affiliate. The Demo-
cratic Party of 1980 affirmed traditional liberal commitments in its
national platform, but it nominated a candidate who had committed
the nation to fiscal austerity and a defense buildup.

Even in the final moments of his reelection campaign, Carter was
testing the newfound capacities of his office to alter his leadership
prospects. His ability to focus all eyes on his efforts to engineer a release
of American hostages held by Iran nearly succeeded in changing the
subject entirely and, with that, the political standard by which he might
be judged. But his capacity to go it alone still had clear limits. Though
he had defeated Ted Kennedy for the nomination in 1980, he was com-
pelled in the end to acknowledge his inability to stand apart. As he put it
to the party faithful assembled at the Democratic convention, “Ted,
your party needs you, and I need you.”12 In 1980, Carter accepted
renomination by the party of liberalism, and he dutifully campaigned to
save the legacy of Roosevelt, Kennedy, and Johnson from an insurgency
that would overthrow it. His independence turned out to be a distinc-
tion without a difference.

ronald reagan and the
politics of reconstruction

Although the leadership position of late-regime affiliates has repeatedly
proven untenable, the political effect of these presidents has nonetheless
been profound. Time and again, presidents who have offered personal
competence and technocratic repair as premises for action have, in ef-
fect, called attention to the government’s paralysis and become the lead-
ing symbols of political collapse. In their fitful struggles for credibility,
late-regime affiliates unwittingly deepen the sense of systemic political
failure and confirm the insurgents’ message that the old order is indeed
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beyond all hope. A politics of disjunction authorizes the regime’s most
implacable opponents to sweep away the dogmas of the past and apply
an entirely new governing formula.

Notwithstanding his vigorous assertions of independence, Carter
had just such an effect. His vulnerabilities placed his successor, Ronald
Reagan, in the situation that has traditionally proven the most favorable
to political mastery in the American presidency. As the leader of an in-
surgency that had been targeting the liberal regime’s most basic com-
mitments, candidate Reagan had little patience with Carter’s efforts to
distance himself from its failures. He deftly turned the president’s
difficulties into proof that something fundamental was wrong with lib-
eral government. Reagan forthrightly declared the old order bankrupt
and held its defenders directly responsible for a national crisis. As he put
it to the Republican national convention in 1980, “The major issue in
this campaign is the direct political, personal, and moral responsibility
of the Democratic Party leadership—in the White House and in the
Congress—for this unprecedented calamity which has befallen us.”13 Or
as he declared in his first inaugural address, “In the present crisis, gov-
ernment is not the solution to our problems; government is the prob-
lem.”14 Taking direct aim at the governing regime that liberalism had
created, Reagan proposed to cast aside the assumptions of the past and
start afresh.

At the time, Reagan was called “The Great Communicator,” and his
magnetic political appeal was attributed to his long years of experience
in radio, the movies, and television. The distinctive talents he had honed
as a professional actor were described as perfectly suited to the new re-
sources and leadership opportunities of contemporary American poli-
tics. But a striking fact of American history is that nearly all presidents
who have come to power in situations like this have proven to be great
communicators. The presidents who traditionally appear on lists of
America’s most effective political leaders—Thomas Jefferson, Andrew
Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, and FDR—were, like Reagan, opposition
leaders standing steadfast against already discredited political regimes.
These were men of very different background, character, and political
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skill. They employed very different resources and acted in accordance
with very different norms and techniques of governing. What they
shared was a moment in a political sequence in which presidential au-
thority is at its most compelling, a moment when opponents stand in-
dicted in the court of public opinion and allies are not yet secure
enough in their new positions of power to compete for authority. It is in
such rare circumstances that the bluntly disruptive political effects of
presidential action are most easily justified and sustained.

Considering these reconstructive presidents as a group suggests sev-
eral things about the political capacities of the American presidency.
First, it suggests that presidential mastery of American politics depends
above all on the widespread perception of a systemic political collapse.
Presidents have been able to fend off detractors and establish a new
course only when they have been perceived as the only alternative to na-
tional ruin. The masters of presidential politics were all immediately
preceded by a president like Carter—that is, by a late-regime affiliate
who struggled fitfully with a complicated message of support for a fal-
tering regime. John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adams
and Andrew Jackson, James Buchanan and Abraham Lincoln, Herbert
Hoover and Franklin Roosevelt, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan—
these repeated historical pairings of apparent political paralysis in the
presidency followed by the sudden appearance of a masterful politician
suggest nothing so much as an intimate connection between manifest
incapacity and towering success in presidential leadership.

Note further that the presidents who have most fully mastered the
problems of sustaining leadership authority and orchestrating political
change have been not only great communicators but also great repudia-
tors. They have come to office promising to root out the entrenched
remnants of the discredited past and to recapture some essential Ameri-
can values lost or squandered in the indulgences of the old order. Deter-
mined ideologues, they have successfully employed this repudiative
leadership stance to identify their political ideas with the high duty of
restoring the moral integrity of the nation. In this vein, Lincoln told the
people that their “republican robe” had been “soiled and trailed in the
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dust” by a conspiracy of entrenched elites and that the people needed to
“wash it white in the spirit, if not the blood, of the Revolution.”15 FDR
spoke of chasing the “money changers” from their high seats of power
and of restoring the “ancient truths” of American civilization.16 Reagan
posed a choice not between “left or right” but between “up or down”—
“down through the welfare state to statism” or “up to the ultimate in in-
dividual freedom” as “conceived by our Founding Fathers.”17 Reaching
back to emblematic values allegedly squandered in the indulgences of the
old order, each was able to harness the disruptive, order-shattering ef-
fects of the exercise of presidential power to an order-affirming purpose
and to engage in an extensive reconstruction of the terms and conditions
of legitimate national government. No one understood better than Rea-
gan the transformative political effect of bringing the order-shattering
and order-affirming elements of presidential action into alignment. As
he put it in his farewell address: “They called it the Reagan Revolution.
Well, I’ll accept that, but for me it always seemed more like the great re-
discovery, a rediscovery of our values and our common sense.”18

This historically contingent authority to repudiate forthrightly the
legacy of the immediate past must be counted the most precious leader-
ship resource an American president can have in orchestrating political
change. It is the key to the resolution of the legitimation problem, to the
establishment of a new common sense. Presidents without it are bound
to find themselves at cross purposes; unable to justify their own disrup-
tive effects, they get caught up in the many checkpoints of the American
constitutional system and find their authority besieged. The authority
to repudiate unleashes the inherent independence of the presidential
office, facilitating an exercise of power that will remake the system in the
incumbent’s own image. It holds detractors at bay, sustains the most
profound disruptions and transformations of the American polity, and,
with its open-ended promise of establishing something categorically
different, it even submerges differences among the president’s own fol-
lowers as to what that something different might be.

The singular success of this leadership stance indicates once again
that the presidency is not a place for complicated messages. The presi-
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dency’s political interventions are too blunt and unsettling for a subtle
and nuanced claim of legitimacy; the only irresistible appeal has been
the blunt, repudiative one. This is one of the more sobering observa-
tions to be drawn from American presidential history, especially so for
those who believe that the problems facing American government in
modern times are growing increasingly complicated. As we have seen in
the case of the late-regime affiliates, presidential leadership is not very
effective as a problem-solving instrument. That point is reinforced in
the case of reconstructive leaders. Such incumbents have repeatedly
demonstrated the potency of the repudiative posture in redefining the
terms and conditions of legitimate national government, but they have
not proved much more adept than other presidents at actually resolving
the practical problems that brought them to office: Jefferson’s leadership
left the nation weaker than it had been before in the face of the interna-
tional difficulties that brought him to power; Jackson rode to power on
anxieties produced by the economic dislocations of 1819, but his alterna-
tive financial arrangements fueled a speculative binge of their own; Lin-
coln’s leadership failed to end the forcible subjugation of blacks in the
South; FDR’s New Deal failed to pull the nation out of the Depression.
What these leaders did that their predecessors could not was to refor-
mulate the nation’s political agenda, to galvanize support for the release
of governmental power on new terms, and to move the nation past the
old problems, eyeing a different set of possibilities altogether. After Rea-
gan, liberalism would be saddled with the stigma of “tax and spend”; in-
deed, “liberal” became “the L word,” its full expression banished from
legitimate political discourse. In its place, a new conservative agenda
was associated with fundamental American values, and future Demo-
cratic candidates were left to scramble for new terms of opposition.

Reagan rode to reelection in 1984 saying that he had reset the clock,
that he had made it “morning again in America.” By recasting the federal
government around a new constellation of ideological and program-
matic commitments, reconstructive leaders recapture the sense of be-
ginning anew, of starting over in a durable new regime. But there is
more involved in resetting the political clock in America than simply
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declaring it so. Reconstructive leaders are party builders; they use their
authority to consolidate a coalition that will support the new agenda
and dominate electoral politics. On this score, Reagan played true to
form. Capitalizing on prior Republican efforts, he expanded the coali-
tion to blue-collar workers, anchored it in a southern base, and tight-
ened its organization overall.19 In conjunction with party building,
reconstructive leaders have also traditionally moved forcibly to dislodge
from government the residual institutional supports for the priorities of
the past. Jackson’s repudiation of entrenched elites took institutional
form in the destruction of the Second National Bank; Lincoln’s repudia-
tion of the “slave-power conspiracy” took institutional form in the de-
struction of slavery itself; and FDR’s repudiation of “economic royalists”
took institutional form as a frontal assault on the independence of the
U.S. Supreme Court. Bank war, Civil War, Court battle—these blunt
confrontations with the institutional infrastructure of the old order
have been the reconstructive presidents’ special province in regenerating
and redirecting American politics. For the most part, the positive and
constructive task of fleshing out the new regime has fallen to Congress.
The American presidency has proven most effective politically as the
battering ram, as a negative instrument for displacing entrenched gov-
erning elites, destroying the institutional arrangements that support
them, and clearing the ground for something new.

It is on this count that Reagan’s reconstruction takes on a decidedly
postmodern character, for most of what he accomplished was concep-
tual. Just as surely as distinctive ambitions and achievements set Reagan
apart from other recent incumbents, a comparison with earlier recon-
structive presidencies highlights the limits of his success in forcibly dis-
lodging the residual institutional infrastructure of the old order and
clearing the ground of obstructions to his alternative. After delivering a
stunning first-year jolt to old priorities in taxation, spending, and regu-
lation, the Reagan administration found itself mired in an institutional
standoff with a divided Congress. Most telling in this regard was the
early rejection by the newly empowered Republican Senate of adminis-
tration hints of an assault on the cornerstone of liberal government, So-
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cial Security. Unable to press the case against liberalism’s core program-
matic commitments to a decisive institutional breakthrough, the Rea-
gan reconstruction was thrown back on more indirect means. In place
of the frontal attack, the president opted for a long-term strangulation
of activist government.

An exploding budget deficit became the chief transformative instru-
ment. The deficit promised to reconstruct the regime gradually by re-
stricting new federal initiatives, leaving old commitments to atrophy,
and propelling a search in the states and private sector for alternative so-
lutions to governing problems. By saddling later presidents with a mon-
umental governing problem, the deficit condemned liberalism to die
slowly of neglect.20 And yet by projecting reconstruction over a longer
term and by not decisively eliminating any of liberalism’s governmental
services or institutional supports, Reagan did less than other recon-
structive leaders to foreclose alternatives and determine the precise
shape of the new order.

Ironically, Reagan’s reconstructive achievement seems to have been
limited by some of the same features of contemporary American gov-
ernment that had bolstered Carter’s more independent stance. In a gov-
ernmental system in which both Congress and the presidency have
come under the control of relatively autonomous political entrepre-
neurs, it is more difficult for a reconstructive leader to mobilize the req-
uisite number of supporters behind a systemic political transformation.
Insurgents quickly find themselves less dependent on one another than
on the governmental services they can provide individually to their var-
ious constituencies. The greater autonomy of all political institutions
and actors, the tighter integration of administrative services and sup-
ports into interest networks of social and economic power, and the con-
sequent weakening of collective, cross-institutional resolve at the
political center all constitute new encumbrances on presidentially led
political reconstructions of American government. The result in Rea-
gan’s case was a reconstruction that, by historical standards, played out
as more rhetorical than institutional, its comparatively shallow founda-
tions laid on an ideological aversion to red ink.

98 Chapter Three



george h. w. bush and the
politics of articulation

The American presidency has been least effective as an instrument for
political leadership when the president is, like Jimmy Carter, saddled by
a set of politically vulnerable governing commitments and compelled to
try to rehabilitate the faltering regime that supports them. The Ameri-
can presidency has been most effective as an instrument for political
leadership when the incumbent is, like Ronald Reagan, opposed to a set
of politically vulnerable governing commitments and free to hammer
away at the interests, institutions, and ideas that gave them vitality. Be-
tween these extremes lie two other leadership postures that, although
they exhibit a bit more historical variation, have nonetheless framed
distinctive political contests.

One is well represented by George H. W. Bush, a president who came
to power affiliated with a set of governing commitments that he
affirmed forthrightly as providing a clear and compelling guide to fu-
ture action. “There’s a general thrust and President Reagan set that,”
Bush said. “We’re not coming in to correct the ills of the past. We’re
coming in to build on a proud record that has already been estab-
lished.”21 Bush presented himself to the nation in 1988 as a faithful son
of the Reagan Revolution, an orthodox innovator pledged to continue
work on an agenda that was his rightful inheritance. When Democratic
candidate Michael Dukakis spoke of the need for a change after eight
years of Republican leadership, the Republican convention that nomi-
nated Bush responded with the refrain “We are the change,” meaning
that the Reagan Revolution was ongoing, that the Democrats’ “change”
was really a retreat back to the discredited past, and that the task at hand
was to complete the transformation Reagan had set in motion.

On the face of it, the leadership claims of orthodox innovators seem
as clear, simple, and compelling as those of the reconstructive leaders
whose achievements they vow to elaborate. Unlike late-regime affiliates,
the orthodox innovator’s warrants for action are not complicated or
strained by questions about the adequacy of the governing formulas
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with which they are associated. Instead, these presidents present them-
selves as stalwart regime boosters, preachers to the choir. They stand
foursquare on their robust inheritance and make straightforward
pledges to deliver on the regime’s most basic commitments of ideology
and interest.

There is some notable variation in what actually gets done in this re-
gard. Orthodox innovators who have come to office directly on the heels
of a reconstructive leader have had a hard time building on their inheri-
tance. Like Bush, James Madison, Martin Van Buren, and Harry S. Tru-
man, each stood directly in the shadow of a reconstructive leader and
was plagued by the comparison. These presidents appeared as mere
stand-ins for the reconstructive leader, surrogates meant to extend their
reign. Actually, these presidents grappled with a very different leader-
ship problem.22 Practically speaking, they had to turn their predeces-
sor’s legacy into a workable system of government, and that more sober
business had little of the blunt appeal of their predecessor’s transforma-
tive charge.

By contrast, America’s greatest orthodox innovators have entered
office with a bit more distance from the reconstructive leader. James
Monroe, James K. Polk, Theodore Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson all
spurred great bursts of orthodox innovation and erected grand super-
structures on the regime’s foundations. All were stalwart regime boost-
ers, but they drew on more fully developed senses of what a second
round of orthodox innovations should look like. Headstrong with
confidence in the shape of things to come, these presidents came closest
to realizing the premise of orthodox innovation as a culmination of the
work of the past and a demonstration of the enduring vitality of estab-
lished commitments. The expectation of a second-round breakthrough
of this sort has figured more prominently in the presidency of Bush’s
son, George W. Bush, where the way forward appeared clearer and
where the Republican Party controlled, at least intermittently, both
houses of Congress.

Notwithstanding these variations, orthodox innovators share a set of
problems in sustaining leadership authority and effectively orchestrat-
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ing political change, and the distinctive political contest they set up
deepens our insight into the political capacities of the office they in-
habit. Though these presidents bring to office strong warrants for ac-
tion, the warrants are wholly affirmative. Expectations run high for
robust action, but these presidents represent robust establishments, and
that makes it hard for them to sustain the inevitable disruptions that ac-
company the exercise of power. The difficulty is inherent in the idea of
orthodox innovation itself, of negotiating changes that will faithfully
affirm prior commitments. Exactly what these commitments entail,
how they are to be adapted to new conditions, what else they can ac-
commodate—these are questions that belie the simplicity of the prem-
ise of following through. Different factions of the faithful will
understand these matters differently. Faced with the dilemmas of inter-
est management, these presidents are likely to find it easier and more
politically attractive to vent the robust self-confidence of the regime in
muscle flexing abroad, to look outward to “new frontiers” and “new
world orders” that will realize the nation’s Manifest Destiny.

With every action these presidents take, their particular views of
what received commitments entail become more distinct. Orthodox in-
novators cannot escape the dilemma that their decisions enact but one
version of the established faith, and as they draw their rendition out,
they are likely to stir doubts and qualms among their own followers.
Moreover, try as they might to explain themselves to the faithful—to
convince the faithful that they are fair managers of their interests and
consistent ministers of their creed—orthodox innovators have no good
defense against charges from within their own ranks that they misinter-
preted or mishandled their charge. When authority is wholly affirma-
tive, disruption is debilitating. These presidents remain but one of
several leaders of the regime, each of whom can speak with some au-
thority about what its real commitments are. Ultimately, it is these “fol-
lowers” who set the boundaries of appropriate regime policy, and they
tend to do so at their president’s expense. Typically, orthodox innova-
tors find themselves increasingly isolated and ultimately discredited by
their own ostensible allies.
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George H. W. Bush’s leadership was classic in this regard. In 1990, he
led America to victory in a splendid little war in the Arabian Gulf and
soared to unimaginable heights of political popularity in its wake, but
his political authority was soon torn to shreds over a matter of political
faith. Bush had launched his 1988 presidential campaign with an iron-
clad profession of his orthodoxy in representing the faith: “Read my
lips: No New Taxes.”23 After a year and a half of trying to work within
that constraint, the president ultimately felt compelled to chart his own
course toward fulfillment of the conservative agenda. He broke his
pledge in order to gain from the Democratic Congress another objective
of the Reagan Revolution, a strong deficit-reduction plan. Instantly, he
was denounced by conservative Republicans for his betrayal of the tax
pledge, and ultimately he was challenged for renomination on that
ground by ultraconservative Pat Buchanan. Unlike Carter, Bush did not
press his case for independence any further. To gain renomination, he
felt compelled to negotiate a humiliating retreat. Awkwardly bowing to
the resilience of his party’s orthodoxy, he announced that he had come
to agree with the Republican faithful that his most significant domestic
achievement had been a mistake, and he pledged that he would, if re-
elected, replace his entire economic management team. Not only did
Bush repudiate his own administration’s handiwork in order to salvage
his credentials as an orthodox affiliate of the Reagan regime, but he also
allowed the stalwarts who had denounced him to take control of the
convention that was to renominate him. Commentators spoke at the
time of his de facto abdication of leadership.24

Bush had indeed tied himself in a knot, but it was hardly a unique
one. Of the twenty-four American presidents before him who had come
to power affiliated with an established set of governing commitments,
only four—James Madison, James Monroe, Ulysses S. Grant, and
William McKinley—were reelected to second terms. The first two pre-
dated the rise of organized opposition, and the third was reelected with
much of his opposition under force of arms. Moreover, the seven presi-
dents in American history who voluntarily withdrew from second-term
bids were all orthodox innovators.25 Whatever might be said about

102 Chapter Three



Bush’s lack of charisma or resolve, orthodox innovators like him have
wielded a form of political authority that has always tended to dissolve
in its own accomplishments. The difficulties Bush encountered in trying
to sustain his leadership authority are emblematic of the problems in-
herent in trying to exercise the independent powers of the presidential
office in ways consistent with an established orthodoxy.

Bush’s leadership was perhaps most typical in its practical political
effects. The characteristic political effect of orthodox innovation has
been schismatic. The actions of these presidents spark debilitating de-
bates among regime affiliates over the true meaning of the faith, and the
more they get done, the deeper these factional disputes tend to cut. By
the end of their elected terms, even the greatest of the orthodox innova-
tors—Monroe, Polk, Theodore Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson—found
that they had built a house of cards. In erecting an imposing policy
monument to political orthodoxy, each fractured his political base and
put regime supporters at odds with one another. Purely constructive
warrants for political leadership—warrants that are intended to affirm
and extend the received order—may accomplish a lot in terms of public
policy, but in the process the establishments that support them tend to
succumb, at least momentarily, to internal bickering and factional
splintering.

Developments in American government and politics over the course
of the twentieth century would seem only to exacerbate the leadership
problems that attend orthodox innovation. The tension in this leader-
ship stance comes, on the one hand, from the president’s identification
with an established and collective political project, and, on the other,
from the president’s constitutional independence and personal respon-
sibility for uses of power. Institutional developments that expand the re-
sources of the executive office, accentuate its independence, and
highlight the personal aspects of leadership cannot but compound the
problem of sustaining a collective political identity in the course of ex-
ercising presidential power.

Several particulars of Bush’s efforts to pose as a faithful son of the
Reagan Revolution illustrate the point quite plainly. First, back in 1980,
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when Bush was waging a campaign in the Republican primaries for the
presidential nomination, he publicly denounced Reagan’s ideas as “voo-
doo economics” and a “free lunch” approach. Having drawn himself out
in this most modern way at the outset of the Reagan Revolution, it was
hard for Bush to put forward the face of a stalwart later on. Even after
eight years as Reagan’s vice president, doubts about Bush’s faith in the
new orthodoxy ran deep among true believers, and his best efforts to
dispel these doubts—like his ludicrously ironclad pledge on taxes at the
1988 Republican national convention—strained his identity to the point
of caricature. Second, once in office Bush found himself hounded by the
media for his reluctance to articulate his own vision for the nation. The
“vision thing,” as it became known, reflected the contemporary demand
for a more personal form of leadership, the expectation that each presi-
dent will stand for personally distinctive priorities and purposes. But
the idea of a personal vision runs contrary to a leadership project whose
chief warrants entail adherence to an established orthodoxy; it was an
expectation that could not but put this president at cross-purposes. Fi-
nally, it is notable that the budget deal that proved so costly to Bush’s
political authority is widely viewed in retrospect as an exemplary act of
responsible problem solving and effective national management. To the
extent that the enhanced resources of the modern presidency have been
designed with the values of responsible national management in view,
they too are likely to compete with and complicate the task of leaders
who come to power as stewards of a robust ideological movement.

The highly personalized politics of today presents a minefield of
dangers for the orthodox innovator. Leaders saddled with a faltering po-
litical project, as Carter was, may appreciate the newfound autonomy;
leaders who draw authority more directly from their attachment to the
established orthodoxy will not. In the more party-centered politics of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, orthodox innovators were
better able to submerge their own identities in the collective identities of
the political organizations they presumed to represent. Not so today.
The postmodern presidency seems to have turned this most common of
leadership stances into something of an anachronism.
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bill clinton and the
politics of preemption

In his rise to power, it was clear that Bill Clinton was not, like Ronald
Reagan, the great repudiator of a governing regime in collapse. Nor was
he, like George H. W. Bush, the faithful son of an unfinished revolu-
tion. A Democrat seeking the presidency in the post-Reagan era, Clin-
ton set out to preempt the Republican revolution by promising a “third
way.”

To talk about a third way in 1992 was to acknowledge the Democrats’
three consecutive losses to liberal-bashing Republicans and to attempt
to adjust the Democratic alternative to the new political standards that
had been established by the Reagan Revolution. The idea was to dispel
the aura of illegitimacy that had surrounded the Democratic Party’s
posture in national politics since the Carter debacle and to redefine the
choices at hand so that the Republicans no longer posed the only alter-
native to discredited liberalism. The third way cast off a defense of liber-
alism and found its traction in opposition to the new orthodoxy of the
day. The practical problems Clinton addressed were not those of a
regime with which he was politically affiliated; they were those of a
regime that had pushed his allies to the sidelines. His was a bid to get
back in the game.

The candidate did not hesitate to peg the nation’s woes to twelve
years of Republican rule or to exploit divisions arising within the Re-
publican coalition. He committed himself to a “new course” that would
“put people first.” He fixated on the challenge of economic manage-
ment, decried the limits of the governing formulas offered by orthodox
conservatives, and promised that he could do better. At the same time,
however, Clinton acknowledged the Republicans’ redefinition of the
terms and conditions of legitimate national government. He candidly
told his fellow Democrats what they could no longer ignore, that liber-
alism was no longer trusted as an ideology of national stewardship and
that the path back to power lay in grappling candidly with that fact. To
escape the burdens of older Democratic identities, Clinton rejected the
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liberal label outright, turned a cold shoulder to familiar icons of the
Left, and openly proclaimed himself the leader of a “New Democratic
Party.”

By actively disassociating himself from the standard that Reagan had
so effectively driven from the field, Clinton promised to take the discus-
sion of political alternatives beyond what he called “the stale, safe, rhet-
oric of the past.”26 But where he was going was never entirely clear. His
new party was, he said, “neither liberal nor conservative but both and
different.”27 The third way insisted that government was not the root of
all evil, but at the same time it granted that “the era of big government is
over.”28 Deflecting the Reagan critique became a matter of splitting the
difference: “Government is not the problem, and government is not the
solution.”29

This message was neither clear nor straightforward; it was at once
pointedly critical and oddly equivocal. Candid in its acknowledgement
of the Democrats’ new status as an opposition and bold in its reformu-
lation of their message, Clinton’s leadership begged off the frontal as-
sault. Throughout his presidency, he seemed to do better in playing
against Republican stalwarts than in galvanizing his own ranks.30 He
promised to shake things up, but what that shake-up was meant to
affirm was another matter. Opposition of this sort is meant to be more
preemptive than reconstructive. The clarity of purpose achieved by the
great repudiators gives way in such circumstances to leadership that is
co-optive, ad hoc, and extremely difficult to pin down. What Clinton
drew from his opposition stance was a good measure of independence
in crafting and altering his political positions. Preemptive leaders have
lots of room to maneuver around received commitments; they are far
less beholden to their political allies than are orthodox innovators or
late-regime affiliates, far less constrained by standards of doctrinal pu-
rity or by the expectation of acting in ways consistent with established
party priorities. What sets preemptive leadership apart is just this: It is
not designed to establish, uphold, or salvage any political orthodoxy; it
is an unabashedly mongrel vision, an aggressive critique of the prevail-
ing political categories and a bold bid to mix them up.
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The third way finds its distinctive opportunities in the very schisms
within the ranks of the dominant coalition that orthodox innovators are
at such pains to assuage. By taking advantage of these schisms, preemp-
tive leaders bid to appropriate much of the field of action carved out by
those who built the regime. These presidents threaten to take over the
regime’s most attractive positions and to leave its defenders holding only
its most extreme ones. The political contest is framed by such presidents’
purposeful blurring of received political identities and by their oppo-
nents’ stake in keeping those older identities intact. Whereas the risk to
the defenders is that they will lose their hold on the national agenda, the
leader seeking to establish a third way risks appearing unscrupulous,
cynically manipulative, and wholly lacking in political principles.

Preemptive leaders can be found throughout American history.
Woodrow Wilson and Richard Nixon are prime examples. Like Clinton,
Wilson and Nixon first reached the presidency in a three-way race that
featured a major schism within the dominant party, and each won with
about 40 percent of the popular vote. But third-way appeals have been
heard from other presidents as well: Zachary Taylor, the military hero of
the Mexican-American War elected by the antiwar Whigs; Grover Cleve-
land, the first Democrat to win the presidency in the aftermath of Civil
War Reconstruction; and Dwight Eisenhower, the first Republican to
come to power after the New Deal reconstruction. Deep historical an-
tecedents of this stance may be traced to John Tyler and Andrew John-
son—accidental presidents whose position on the national ticket
reflected one party’s effort to secure majority status by nominating a
vice president from a disaffected faction of the other party. (Tyler, a dis-
affected Democrat, was elected vice president by the Whigs in 1840;
Johnson, also a disaffected Democrat, was elected vice president by the
Republicans in 1864.) All of these presidents rode to power with a party
opposed to the previously established regime, but once in office each
was at pains to assert his independence from the dominant ideological
factions in both parties.

Hyphenated party labels, hybrid agendas, personal leadership, inde-
pendent appeals—these are the emblems of the preemptive leadership
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stance. Taylor’s “No Party” brand of Whiggery, Johnson’s “War Demo-
crats,” Cleveland’s “liberal reform Democracy,” Wilson’s “progressive
Democracy,” Eisenhower’s “Modern” Republicans, the “new Nixon” who
spoke for the “silent” or “new” majority, Clinton’s “New Democrats”—
all exemplify political stances carefully crafted to sidestep established
conceptions of the nation’s political alternatives and to reach out be-
yond the president’s traditional party base toward some new and largely
inchoate combination.

Note further that this preemptive style of opposition has tradition-
ally proven quite effective at the polls. Except for Taylor, who died in the
middle of his first term, all of the third-way presidents who were elected
to the presidency were reelected to a second term. This record stands in
stark contrast to that of the orthodox innovators, and it suggests the se-
riousness of the political threat that third-way appeals pose to ideo-
logues of all stripes, especially to those still committed to completing
the agenda of the most recent reconstruction in a more orthodox man-
ner. At same time, these third-way alternatives have never proven
durable. Preemptive leaders, with their “neo” parties and hybrid agen-
das, have characteristically held only a loose grip on the terms and con-
ditions of national politics, and they have wielded only a temporary
influence over its future course. This stance may support a personal suc-
cess like Eisenhower’s or a virtuoso performance like Wilson’s, but it is
just as likely to foment a constitutional test of wills culminating in a
showdown over presidential authority, as it did for Tyler, Johnson, Wil-
son, Nixon, and Clinton. Historically, no third way has outlasted the
president who articulated it. Such leadership efforts have been highly
individualized, and the political contests they set up have tended to be-
come radically personalized. Although preemptive presidents may be
quite successful in pressing their advantages, their political alternatives
have never cut very deep.

Setting Clinton’s experience against that of other preemptive presi-
dents recasts understanding of both the typical and extraordinary as-
pects of his leadership. Although the convulsive character of the Clinton
administration stands out among recent presidencies, it fits a recurrent
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pattern of extraordinary volatility in pursuit of a third way. Preemptive
leaders are the wild cards of presidential history. Lacking the repudiative
authority to forge a new regime, their independence threatens the
regime-based structure of politics itself. In exercising this indepen-
dence, they taunt those whose values they cannot dismiss outright or
blithely disregard; they are in fact out to hijack those values in the name
of an amalgamated alternative that is all the more attractive for the fact
that it is not all that different. It is the prospect of a wild card disrupting
the game without forthrightly affirming anything fundamental that
drives all other players to distraction.

Not surprisingly, preemptive politics tends to turn on questions of
authenticity. While liberals worried that Clinton was capitulating to Re-
publican priorities, conservatives were at pains to paint him as disingen-
uous in catering to values they claimed as their own. In fact, the
accomplishments of the Clinton years—the deficit-reducing budget, the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the crime bill, “end-
ing welfare” as we knew it—all tended to play against type, that is,
against the interests expressed (or presumed of) traditional liberal con-
stituencies. The crime bill debate was emblematic: When Clinton of-
fered to put a hundred thousand more cops on the street, Republicans
charged a covert liberal conspiracy. They attacked the Clinton plan as a
weak-kneed, “hug-a-thug” program wrapped in the veneer of police
uniforms. By denying the authenticity of the initiative, they sought to tie
the president back to the discredited ideology of his party.

Preemptive leaders are not insensitive to the authenticity issue. In
fact, these leaders are prone to grasp for one “signature issue” that will
show, in Cleveland’s words, that their party still “stands for something.”
Cleveland and the tariff, Tyler and Texas, Wilson and the League of Na-
tions, Clinton and health care—each of these initiatives pushed the
president forward with one clear and attractive commitment that would
define his cause and distinguish it from that of his opponents. In the
end, however, each of these initiatives was turned against its sponsor,
with devastating effect. Instead of isolating the president’s opponents
and rallying his supporters, the signature issue ended up isolating the
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president himself. The pattern is suggestive of the underlying resilience
of the received political discourse and of the corresponding weakness at
the heart of the third way. These leaders do best when they play at the
margins of change and leave their core commitments ambiguous. A bid
for a clear policy definition of the third way risks exposing the whole
problem of definition that lies at its core. Clinton and Cleveland chose
for their signature initiatives items that had long been on their party’s
agenda, and try as they might, neither could dissociate the policy from
older, discredited formulas. Clinton drove himself to mystifying com-
plexity in trying to insulate his health care initiative from the conserva-
tive repudiation of “big government” and “tax-and-spend” liberalism.
Similarly, Cleveland attempted to repackage tariff reduction (an old
Jacksonian standard) as a consumer issue essential to business expan-
sion in a new age of capital shortages and government surpluses.31 The
problem, of course, was that these presidents were trying to have it both
ways, to nod to traditional coalition priorities while deferring to the
new sensibilities of the day. That ambiguity was all their opponents
needed to make short work of their efforts at definition. In each case,
the signature issue became an occasion for dispelling the aura of “fresh-
ness” around the president’s cause and relabeling it as the same old
thing.

All of this points to the ultimate expression of the authenticity issue:
Political agitation over the preemptive leader’s character and personal
code of conduct. Affiliated leaders may be tarred apostates and even in-
competents, but preemptive leaders tend to be judged moral degener-
ates, congenitally incapable of rising above nihilism and manipulation.
Consider in this regard Wilson’s reputation among his critics as “the re-
versible president” who was “constantly changing, moving another way,
and turning about.”32 At issue in this characterization were Wilson’s
stunning shifts on several major public policy issues, his determination,
especially after 1914, to find his own way through the Democratic-Pro-
gressive-Republican divisions of his day. Theodore Roosevelt, the nomi-
nal leader of the Progressives, and Henry Cabot Lodge, the stalwart
Senate Republican, engaged in a relentless backstairs campaign of char-
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acter assassination against Wilson. Taking direct aim at Wilson’s legiti-
macy, they charged that he was a man wholly lacking in core commit-
ments. Roosevelt mercilessly derided Wilson’s “adroit, unscrupulous
cunning, his pandering to those who love ease . . . his readiness to
about-face, his timidity about any manly assertion of our rights, his lack
of all conviction and willingness to follow every gust of opinion.” Wil-
son’s “soul,” Roosevelt said, was “rotten through and through”; he had
not “a thought for the welfare of the country; or for our honor; or for
anything except his own mean personal advancement.”33 Lodge echoed
these diatribes, charging that Wilson was “shifty,” “furtive,” and “sinis-
ter,” a man whose “passionate absorption in himself and his own inter-
ests and ambitions” overshadowed all other considerations. As Lodge
makes clear in his memoirs, Wilson went into the fateful fight over the
League of Nations with a reputation for willful deceit, unbridled self-
promotion, and false idealism already firmly fixed among his oppo-
nents.34

The centrality of character issues in preemptive politics helps ac-
count for some of the variation we observe in how this leadership stance
has played out politically. The presidencies of Taylor and Eisenhower
were conspicuous in shutting down the character issue. Both men pre-
sented a record of disinterested service to the nation that put character
above politics and effectively submerged questions about murky ideo-
logical commitments and political objectives. Cleveland addressed the
character issue head on. Dogged by charges of personal immorality dur-
ing his rise to power, he turned the tables on his opponents by charging
them with corruption and dedicating his administration to a higher
morality. “Our stock in trade,” he said, must be “absolute cleanliness.”35

When Clinton, like “Tricky Dick” Nixon and “Shifty Tom” Wilson before
him, took his stand exclusively on the political attractiveness of his third
way, his opponents labeled him “Slick Willy.”

Shifty Tom, Tricky Dick, Slick Willy—all of these characterizations
are of a type, a political type, not a personality type. They are character-
istic of the personalization of politics that occurs when a president is ag-
gressive in preempting established conceptions of the alternatives and
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trying to substitute a third way. Determined to sustain their contention
that Clinton’s “New Democratic Party” was really a ploy masking a rear-
guard defense of liberalism, Republicans deftly transposed the question
of ideology into a question of character. Character flaws offered an ex-
planation for Clinton’s repeated forays onto conservative ground; they
accounted for his use of the presidency to mask his party’s true leanings
and to incorporate selectively his opponents’ most attractive positions.
As Clinton challenged the received definitions of liberal and conserva-
tive, of Democrat and Republican, and of Left, Right, and Center, oppo-
nents compiled evidence from his personal life to suggest that he really
had no standards at all, that he was wholly lacking in principles. By
showing Americans a man who never cared much for the truth, who
had proven incapable of standing by any commitment, and who had no
higher purpose than his own self-indulgence, Clinton’s opponents
found a way to preserve the truth that they wished to promote—
namely, that Democrats remained a desperate party of discredited ideas
and debased leadership while the Republicans remained the only legiti-
mate exponents of national solutions.

The extraordinary convulsiveness and character-centeredness of
preemptive leadership are revealed most strikingly in the prominent use
of impeachment proceedings against third-way threats. Tyler, Johnson,
Nixon, and Clinton are not a random set of presidents who happened to
have blundered into impeachment crises. Rather, they were all third-
way leaders who threatened received conceptions of the political alter-
natives by taking aim at established orthodoxies. Their shared
leadership stance suggests the primacy of political, rather than strictly
legal, factors at work in these proceedings. The impulse has been to dis-
lodge the threat to a more orthodox rendition of the governmental
agenda by personalizing the political challenge it poses and stigmatizing
it as an assault on fundamental values. Just as reconstructive leaders re-
constitute the political system on the basis of wholly new commitments,
preemptive leaders drive defenders of the system to purge them as
threats to the constitutional government itself.

But if Clinton’s leadership unfolded in ways true to the preemptive
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type, it also set itself apart by its extraordinary buoyancy in weathering
these storms. Other preemptive leaders were isolated and crushed in
showdown confrontations with their adversaries. By contrast, Clinton
repeatedly eluded his opponents’ efforts to stigmatize and corner him.
The “comeback kid” survived a devastating policy defeat on health care
as well as a historic and seemingly decisive midterm loss of his party’s
control of Congress in 1994. He then went on to deftly turn the tables on
his opponents in the government shutdown crisis of 1995–1996 and
again in the impeachment crisis of 1998. Even in the wake of impeach-
ment, he nearly broke the historic pattern among third-way leaders by
coming very close to passing power to his own hand-picked successor,
Vice President Al Gore.

In all this, Clinton doubtlessly reaped the benefits of a strong na-
tional economy. But he showed as well how nicely the conditions of
contemporary government and politics resonate with the preemptive
appeal. If the orthodox innovator has been rendered something of an
anachronism in this new political environment, the preemptive leader
seems right at home. In its basic political structure, preemptive leader-
ship has always been ideologically detached, highly personalized, and
aggressively independent. Now, with the rise of a governmental system
characterized throughout by a more atomized, entrepreneurial style of
politics—one in which the leading actors build personal organizations
and construct their own networks of support—the preemptive presi-
dent is no longer odd man out. Of all the different political ambitions
brought to the presidency in recent years, it is this leadership stance that
seems to fit most closely the opportunities and constraints emblematic
of contemporary political affairs.

continuity and change in
the politics of leadership

Presidential leadership at the end of the twentieth century was neither
all of a piece nor categorically different from what it has been through-
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out American history. The century’s last four presidents adopted very
different leadership stances. Each took account of what had immedi-
ately preceded him and crafted his bid for leadership authority with an
eye to the distinctive situation left to him by his predecessor. Facing dif-
ferent political challenges, each articulated a different premise for na-
tional political action, and each set up a different sort of political
contest in the process. As different as they were from one another, how-
ever, these efforts were far from idiosyncratic. The recent sequence of
presidents has, in all its variety, replayed leadership contests that have
been part of American politics from the start. The political ambitions
and practical effects of these presidents confirmed traditional patterns
and, with them, the historical range and political boundaries of the
American presidency as an instrument of national leadership.

Though political authority for presidential leadership shifts quite
dramatically from one president to the next, basic structures of author-
ity recur and drive similar sequences of political change. Each structure
presents a different political configuration of the underlying problem of
presidential agency, of trying to reconcile the disruptive order-shatter-
ing effects of the exercise of presidential power with an order-affirming
purpose. By attending to the priority of authority in the politics of lead-
ership, we can account for some of the most striking and bizarre fea-
tures of late-century politics. One is the destruction of George H. W.
Bush on a political litmus test despite his stunning and brilliant perfor-
mance as commander in chief. The spectacle of the Clinton wars—of a
government in the best of times tearing itself apart over the fate of the
third way—is another.

The changes widely observed in the mode of governmental opera-
tions at the end of the twentieth century and commonly associated with
shifts in the strategies and tactics of our leaders are not without signifi-
cance for these recurrent patterns; they may be best understood as an
overlay upon them. Rather than displacing the more familiar postures
or the problems that attend them, these developments seem to be mod-
ifying the prospects of each in a particular way. The greater security of
institutions and political actors throughout the system seems to en-
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cumber the ambitions of reconstructive leaders. At the same time, the
expansive new resources made available to the presidency itself in antic-
ipation of a more independent stewardship of national affairs seem to
be rendering the struggles of orthodox innovators more anachronistic.
The great beneficiary of postmodern conditions may turn out to be the
preemptive leaders. The Clinton experience suggests that an office
newly enhanced with resources for independent action may make it eas-
ier for these traditional wild cards to hold their own and control the
most tumultuous game of all.

Or nearly control it. Election Day 2000 yielded nothing quite so
definitive. The historic pattern prevailed again, though just barely. Eight
years of Republican agitation aimed at stigmatizing the great preemptor
as a deviant were not for naught. It set the stage for a return to “nor-
malcy,” and in George W. Bush the party found the perfect symbol of
restoration. But if Clinton’s preemption ultimately went the way of all
others before it, it did not do so in a typical manner. Clinton’s chosen
successor won the popular vote, and although the Bush campaign
promised to bring honor, decency, and comity back to Washington, it
relied for its postelection victory on a heavy dose of Republican muscle
at key sites.

Of all those caught in these crosscurrents, Al Gore may prove the sig-
nal historical figure. Eyeing the robust economy, most commentators
assumed that the 2000 election was Gore’s to lose, and they charged his
defeat either to his shortcomings as a candidate or to the mistakes in his
campaign. In particular, they took him to task for his determination to
stand as “his own man” and detach himself from his intimate associa-
tion with the Clinton administration. But due regard for the priority of
authority in leadership might raise questions about these assumptions
and conclusions. Gore may have been the candidate of continuity in
good times, but in his bid to follow Clinton, political affiliation was not
an unmitigated asset, and in its own way, the effort to go it alone paid
homage to the Clinton model. Rather than allege that Gore squandered
a clear advantage, commentators might have done well to mark a Gore
victory as a wholly new prospect in presidential history. Never has a pre-
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emptive leader, not to say an impeached one, been able to pass power to
a chosen successor. The Gore campaign was interesting precisely be-
cause it tried to go Clinton one better—to preempt the great preemp-
tor—and nearly hit its mark.

116 Chapter Three



4. Leadership by Definition:
First-Term Reflections on
George W. Bush’s Political Stance

This essay, published in Perspectives on Politics in December 2005, exam-
ines the political construction of George W. Bush’s leadership stance.1 The
interplay of personal and strategic considerations in the construction of a
leadership stance is addressed more directly here than in earlier iterations
of the thesis, but historically speaking, the stance itself is unmistakable, and
that is what the essay seeks to bring center stage. It examines Bush’s rendi-
tion of what I have called leadership as “orthodox innovation,” identifying
the characteristic features of the type and discussing the potential signifi-
cance of this example’s more novel aspects. Special attention is paid to the
odd inferences this president drew from the defining events of his tenure
and to the way Bush’s determination to construct his own reality forced key
events to serve the political project that initially brought him to power. Try-
ing to avoid what he perceived as the political mistakes of his father, Bush
presented a more stalwart rendition of the type. But rather than eliminat-
ing the problems inherent in this stance, his leadership seemed merely to
expose their flip side. Whereas the vision of the father appeared too weak
for faithful followers, the vision of the son became blinding. In both in-
stances, my suspicion that orthodox innovation has become an increasingly
anachronistic premise for leadership in contemporary America appears to
be confirmed.

There are good reasons for caution in evaluating a sitting president. Ma-
jor initiatives are pending; crucial choices are yet to be made; access is
limited; events still hold sway. Arguably, however, certain qualities of
leadership are best captured in the moment. One of these is the presi-
dent’s leadership posture, the terms of political engagement he projects



to those he intends to move along his chosen course. The principal im-
pression, often the only impression, Americans get of their president is
conveyed through this stance. George W. Bush is a president known to
evoke intense reactions from friends and foes alike. Perhaps it is because
his leadership posture has been so striking, and the reactions to it so vis-
ceral, that little thought has been given to its claims and how they figure
in a more general assessment of American national politics. This is the
stuff that tends to get lost with time, the sort of thing that grandparents
try to convey to grandchildren when conjuring their impressions of a
president long gone. More often than not, they give up in frustration,
saying “Ya’ just had to be there.”

One reason for the difficulty is that a president’s leadership posture
is closely related to several other qualities—personal character, govern-
ing style, “the times”—that, though ineffable in their own way, serve to-
day as the common parlance of leadership studies. No doubt each has a
part to play in determining the political stance a president adopts, and
yet a discussion of any one of these factors, or all of them together, will
quickly trail off in other directions. The problem is not that we do not
have good specifications of these factors or that they do not generate in-
sights of their own into the operations of the American presidency, but
that a leadership posture does not readily reduce to them. Thus, when it
comes to articulating what we experience most directly in our president,
it seems advisable to work the other way around, to consider first what a
leadership posture is—its own core attributes—and then circle back to
see how related factors contribute to the example currently on display.

A few preliminary reflections may suffice to turn the tables. First, it
seems reasonable to assume that a leadership posture is as much a strate-
gic calculation of political advantage in the moment at hand as it is an
expression of innate character. Character, as a feature of personality, may
place limits on what a given actor can credibly convey on his own behalf,
but within those limits, a president’s leadership posture is likely to be
purposefully constructed with an eye toward leveraging his appeal
within the political situation in which he is called upon to act. The stance
adopted is a framing device and, as such, far too important an asset to be
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projected unawares; no astute politician will pass up the opportunity to
shape context to a chosen identity and to marginalize alternatives. Much
the same can be said about governing style: Though managerial proclivi-
ties, organizational sensibilities, and interpersonal skills are likely to fac-
tor in the performance of any executive officer, one can imagine a
president with impeccable managerial skills whose weak leadership pos-
ture succumbs quite quickly to events, and one can imagine a president
whose political stance is so compelling as to limit the fallout from mana-
gerial blunders of major proportion. As for the role of “the times,” a pres-
ident’s answer to the question “What time is it?” would seem to carry as
much weight in the construction of his leadership posture as any objec-
tive conditions we might discern. To establish a common sense of the
times, to say as Lincoln said, “where we are and whither we are tending,”
is the primal act of leadership and the most politically charged.2

All told, then, there does seem to be good reason to think about a
president’s leadership posture as something distinct. It is less about
what is “given” in the situation—a personality and a set of circum-
stances—than about what is created in the attempt to seize the moment.
Calling attention to this points in turn to what seems to be at the crux of
the matter: A leadership posture is, first and foremost, an assertion of
political authority. It projects a timely warrant for the exercise of power
and bids for deference. The claim of timeliness is central to the legiti-
macy of what is to be done and of the actor who is to do it, and that
means that certain contingencies come built in to a leader’s political
stance. Depending on the terms of the bid and how exactly they interact
with ensuing events, a leadership posture may prove an enduring asset,
generating resilience over the long haul, or it may become a liability, ex-
posing serious vulnerabilities. For those on the receiving end, it is cer-
tain to become a standard of judgment. In looking for the significance
of a leadership posture, we should proceed accordingly and examine the
way it is constructed to lend meaning to the moment at hand and the
way it structures, in turn, the ensuing political contest.

By conveying terms of engagement, a leadership posture will indi-
cate to supporters and opponents alike the political ground to be occu-
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pied, the line and manner of the advance, and the larger stakes in play.
At the very least, we should expect a president’s political stance to be
broadly attractive and to provide cover for the interests of powerful al-
lies; in doing both, however, it is also likely to test the patience of allies,
alerting them to the adjustments and accommodations they are being
called upon to make on their leader’s behalf. To the extent that a presi-
dent’s leadership posture provides assurance on substantive priorities,
encourages mutual support, and solicits indulgence for tactical maneu-
vers, it will facilitate the orchestration of a concerted political change; to
the extent that it sets expectations too high or delineates deviation too
sharply, it is likely to prove the leader’s undoing. Calling the president’s
credentials into question is, of course, what the opposition does instinc-
tively. They will caricature his authority claims, expose his pretensions,
find evidence of hypocrisy, advertise the shortfall, and generally try to
take advantage of the weaknesses revealed. In all this, however, they la-
bor under the stigma that the president, in his rise to power, has already
cast upon them and in full view of his determination to seal his case
against them in his exercise of power. The upshot is that, more often
than not, opponents will use a president’s own authority claims as a foil
against which to reposition themselves; that is to say, by observing val-
ues that the president’s political stance appears in the course of events to
submerge or degrade, they will refashion their alternative around what-
ever it is that seems to be missing.

Leadership postures may be scrutinized accordingly: We can com-
pare and contrast different political stances, we can draw out their par-
ticular authority claims and account for them within a strategic context,
we can identify strengths and vulnerabilities and see how they manifest
themselves in the play of events, and we can look to history to identify
typical claims, patterned effects, and variations of potential significance.

This essay assays the leadership posture George W. Bush adopted
during his first term and analyzes its authority claims as an intervention
in the national political contest. The first part describes the man’s polit-
ical stance and calls attention to its more arresting features, the second
considers the various factors that might account for this stance, and the
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third seeks to situate it in relation to others on a larger historical canvas.
In the fourth part, I will reflect on how national politics arrayed itself
around the president’s leadership stance during his first term and what
we saw of the strengths and vulnerabilities of its claims on authority. Fi-
nally, so far as history allows us to speak to the systemic political effects
characteristic of leadership of this type, I will speculate a bit about the
significance of what we see unfolding in the second term.

leadership by definition

I take my cues in describing this president’s leadership posture from the
autobiography written for his 2000 campaign, A Charge to Keep. In the
first lines of the book’s foreword, Bush states his precept for political
leadership: He vows never to allow himself to be defined by others.3 The
cocky defiance of that opening salvo has long since become familiar. By
the same token, one cannot read these lines now without being struck
by how well they encapsulate the political stance of this presidency:
George W. Bush leads by definition.

I do not mean to ignore the irony that Bush’s vow introduced a book
that was, in fact, put together by others. Principal responsibility for
defining Bush, including the elevated value in this self-presentation of
definition per se, lay with ghostwriter and campaign aide Karen
Hughes. It is precisely because this genre of writing fuses the personal
and the strategic in a collective political project—precisely because
campaign biographies self-consciously fashion candidates’ life stories to
maximize their appeal to others—that A Charge to Keep can serve as a
useful point of access to the leadership posture Bush assumed.4 In this
instance, it is also a rare point of access. Bush does not say a lot about
himself, at least not on the record, nor is he known as an especially pro-
found thinker. In reading further, however, it turns out that there was a
lot more to the thinking about Bush’s stance than his tart one-liner.

A Charge to Keep is a treatise on the value of definition in leadership.
It not only organizes Bush’s life story around a series of “defining mo-
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ments” but also provides instruction on the high costs of losing defini-
tion.5 Chapter by chapter, the reader discovers that definition has been
the central preoccupation of this man’s political education. In the early
pages, for example, Bush recalls watching uneasily “as Bill Clinton’s
catchphrase—‘It’s the economy stupid’—became the defining message
of the [1992] campaign, even though economists said, and the economy
showed, that recovery was underway.”6 Toward the end of the book, that
story is repeated: “During the 1988 campaign, my dad was able to define
himself. In 1992, Bill Clinton and Ross Perot defined him, and he lost in
a long and miserable year.”7 Just a few pages before, the greatness of
Ronald Reagan—the man who had defeated his father for the Republi-
can presidential nomination in 1980—is traced to his clear and simple
assertion of purpose: “His presidency was a defining one.”8 Chapters
earlier, we learn that “failure to define the mission” led to the ruin of
Lyndon B. Johnson, and, more important for Bush and his generation,
to years of self-doubt and drift in the nation at large.9

What is displayed on these pages is an acute sensitivity to the prob-
lem of political definition, a view of politics as a struggle for definition,
an understanding of leadership as the assertion and control of defini-
tions. This is a man who has pondered the fate of recent leaders and
concluded that their success turned on their ability to define themselves
and the others around them. This is a man who believes that definitions
effectively asserted can create their own reality. The reader of A Charge
to Keep knows exactly what kind of leader this man intends to be: the
kind who lays out terms and upholds them against all comers. Bush’s
political persona as a man who acts with unflinching resolve on stated
purposes follows directly: It was a stance adopted to make him, by defi-
nition, a leader.

To be sure, all leaders seek to define themselves one way or another.
To set Bush apart as one who has led by definition is to observe some-
thing a bit different about him, something that is, to say the very least,
an exaggeration of what most others offer. With Bush, definition was
not just another attribute of leadership; it was the litmus test of leader-
ship, the signal mark of the genuine article. There was more to it than
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the sense of a man who was clear about his terms; there was, in addition,
the sense of a man who was wholly self-determined. The charge was not
just to identify with a party or a set of national priorities; leadership by
definition implied a willingness to stand fully committed up front, fully
revealed in one’s commitments, and ready to act. Some leaders protect
options with subtlety; others acknowledge complexity and prescribe
sober intelligence. There was no hedge in Bush’s stance: “I don’t do
nuance.”10

Definition conveys certainty and self-confidence. The posture is that
of a man of set mind, one who knows what to do and leads by doing it.
Strength is projected through conviction and validated through persis-
tence.11 Decision making is inner-directed, predictably contained by
preformed standards;12 the “hard work” lies just beyond that, in “getting
the job done.”13 As Bush has shown, one who leads by definition need
not be indifferent to the rough-and-tumble of the political process or
stand above the gritty arts of political maneuver, but enlisting necessary
compromises in service to the definition is part of the maneuvering.
The president engaged in some serious horse-trading on commitments
contained in his education proposal, but that process was itself pro-
jected back onto his leadership claims: The education compromise was
repeatedly invoked as a marker attesting not only to the president’s
commitment to a cause long advocated but also to his fabled desire to
achieve his goals through bipartisan cooperation. On another front,
Bush had to capitulate outright to the creation of a Department of
Homeland Security, but no sooner was he forced to relinquish his resis-
tance to the establishment of the new department than he sought to
claim credit for it as a symbol of his own commitments. Leadership by
definition aims to absorb deviation and create in its place a sense of re-
lentless movement forward toward fulfillment of the goal. Each tactical
shift is a necessary regrouping in preparation for the next push down
the prescribed path; the posture remains intact so long as others sense
that the leader’s inner compass is strong enough to safely guide the
course. Leadership by definition becomes in this way a driving, multi-
front offensive to affirm terms and call forth the corresponding reality.
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It is tempting to interpret this as the leadership posture of a hard-
line ideologue. There is certainly something of the ideologue in Bush,
but that label misses as much as it clarifies,14 and in so doing, it fails to
capture either the challenge or the full potential of his political stance.
Consider, for example, the ideological obfuscation of “compassionate
conservatism,” where a government-friendly social sensitivity, even enti-
tlement, is endorsed alongside a clear reaffirmation of the orthodoxy of
the Republican Party of our day. The leadership challenge of definition
is not to achieve ideological precision; it is to deploy a political persona
strong enough to bring order to timely, if seemingly incongruous,
norms, to stabilize the political balance implicit in the program on the
strength of the leader’s personal convictions. Definition did not make
Bush a purist; it made him a stalwart. What it projected was unwavering
commitment to stated purposes, a leader completely identified with his
cause and thoroughly devoted to its success.

Though a leader who stands fully exposed in his commitments may
be tempting fate, the potential appeal of such a stance should be self-ev-
ident. So long as what is done affirms the leader’s priorities and displays
his avowed identity, authority can be claimed on the basis of authentic-
ity, consistency, and dependability. A man guided in this way by his own
internal compass cannot be diverted from the tasks at hand; he will not
be distracted by momentary lapses or bumps in the road. He is resolute.
Leadership by definition offers an escape from faithless cynicism and
political disillusionment; it is refreshingly straight up. As Bush told the
nation in accepting his nomination in 2004, “Even when we don’t agree,
at least you know what I believe and where I stand.”15 The authority he
claimed transcended the attractiveness of the particular ambitions he
articulated and even the practical effects of their implementation, for, as
Vice President Dick Cheney never tired of reminding us, it radiated
“clear vision and steady determination.”16

Equally plain, however, are the potential vices of these virtues, the
probable downsides of leading by definition. When conviction drives
the political process, it places severe limits on open engagement with
others in a search for solutions, and when real-world events are ap-
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proached as so many opportunities to affirm one’s priorities, considera-
tions of prudence and plausibility are easily crowded out. As a discipline
for leadership, definition will work to narrow options, to lock the leader
into his chosen course, to inhibit serious readjustments to unexpected
turns, and to heighten susceptibility to authority-indicting events. That
is why definitions start to chase events; that is to say, to the extent that it
becomes costly to alter commitments in the face of evolving circum-
stances, commitments will simply get reasserted with a new rationale.
Herein lies the irony of a leadership stance that scorns pragmatism and
flexibility as leadership traits of intrinsic value: These traits reappear as
instrumental values in both claiming credit and in shifting justifications
for prescribed actions. All this brings the stance to bear on questions of
management, elevating the importance of imposing agreement, project-
ing consistency, and maintaining control while discounting disconfirm-
ing data and discrediting sources of dissent. By purging self-doubt and
second-guessing, the posture ultimately leaves the leader to scorn ac-
countability and simply insist on the integrity and essential correctness
of decisions made.

Calling attention to the centrality of definition in Bush’s leadership
posture makes it easier to understand the strong visceral reactions that
posture has evoked on all sides. It is not so much that the terms them-
selves were unattractive: Compassionate conservatism cast a wide net,
and Bush’s overtures to bipartisan cooperation were reassuring. But
definition is a stern taskmaster; its set formula bids others either to fall
in behind or get out of the way. That raises some interesting questions.
Why not a more reserved, less aggressive posture? Why not maximize
instead whatever freedom of action the office of the presidency affords?
Why would a president want to lead by definition?

factors in play

Let me begin with the usual suspects. First, maybe this is just the way it
is for leaders today. Bush suggests as much himself when he relates the
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starkly divergent fates of recent incumbents to their ability to assert and
control definitions. The implication is that the challenge of self-defini-
tion is becoming sharper for presidents, that it has been heightened in
such as way as to trump other values leaders might reasonably want to
project or options they would otherwise want to protect. This is a ques-
tion about our times: Does Bush’s leadership stance reflect something of
a general nature happening in contemporary American politics; does
his example point toward some newly emergent set of circumstances
within which all leaders will now have to act?

It is a simple and timeless truth that politicians in a democratic soci-
ety routinely vie to define one another, that from the moment they put
themselves forward, their political identity is subject to challenge by
competitors out to deny them authority. But a telling truth of our time
is that the mass media and our advanced communication technologies
have altered the definition game considerably. The media have mag-
nified the importance of political images to power seekers, for they vir-
tually guarantee that any image projected will be relentlessly, ruthlessly,
and nationally scrutinized. The twenty-four/seven news broadcasts
thrive on controversy and pretense; their continuous editorial commen-
tary dwells on every quirk of personality and inconsistency in action.
Add to this the new capabilities that political rivals have gained through
the media—capabilities to spin the daily news with alternative mes-
sages, rapid responses, poll-sensitive insinuations, targeted appeals, and
incendiary but deniable attacks by surrogates. In this new environment,
contenders for power cannot assume anything about their political
identities; prior acts and political affiliations no longer suffice in pro-
jecting a set of leadership credentials. Definition has become something
that must be more carefully cultivated, more assiduously protected,
more vigorously asserted, more continuously affirmed. All advantage
now would seem to lie with the strategically generated political persona,
an identity designed to project as much clarity and determination as
possible while still holding up against incessant broadsides.

This explanation for Bush’s leadership posture has a ring of truth. In
these terms, his political stance may, in fact, be seen as a model for our
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times. The man’s first instinct—never to allow himself to be defined by
others—bespeaks a realist’s cold commentary on the hyperpoliticized
terrain on which American leaders now operate, and his demonstrated
penchant for demolishing his opponent’s chosen identity while assert-
ing and protecting his own attests to some very timely political skills.
Bush did not invent the techniques. Others have selected their audiences
to celebrate the message of the day, ignored their critics, covered over
their contradictions, strategically updated their explanations, tightly co-
ordinated their rationales, and bludgeoned their challengers. But in
showing how a leader can in these ways immunize himself from the
risks of media exposure and turn it to his advantage, Bush has set a new
standard. The edge gained by knowledge of this sort may be indicative
of systemic factors now working to envelop presidential leadership in a
world of appearance and political fabrication, but it is no less advanta-
geous for that.

I do not, however, think we can rest content with this explanation.
What it demands is mostly tactical talent; exactly how tactics construct a
political persona, or what that persona will be, is largely conjecture. Let
us assume that Bush has been more declarative and self-contained in his
leadership posture and that the opponents he has defeated were more
nuanced and open-ended; that does not mean that subtlety has been
ruled out. Bush himself observed that Bill Clinton had been very effec-
tive in demolishing Bush senior’s pretensions while projecting and pro-
tecting his own, but Clinton was no stalwart. On the contrary, a few
years back we might have thought of the media age as one in which a
slick, fuzzy, and emotive image had obviated the need for any conviction
at all. There are, in addition, other explanations for Bush’s leadership
posture that cast serious doubt on its standing as an emblem of “our
times” or a model for the future. At a second and more profound level,
this president’s determination to lead by definition speaks to questions
about his political biography, and the calculations behind that political
stance reflect factors as unique and intimate as his life story.

Again, I take my cues from the campaign tract. Bush may have found
a lot in the experiences of recent presidents that bolstered his vow never
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to be defined by others, but he is equally clear that the origins of that
vow lie elsewhere. It was, in his telling, a lesson learned from his own ex-
perience, an instinct ingrained in him by the personal battles he has
been forced to fight. As the biography tells it, the definition imperative
was initially brought home to Bush in his first political contest, a failed
race for a Texas congressional seat in which a conservative Democrat
(Kent Hance) successfully labeled him a boy of privilege, a scion of the
old northeastern establishment, an outsider intruding into Texas poli-
tics, a carpetbagger. Ann Richards pursued the same line of personal at-
tack against him in his gubernatorial campaign, dubbing him a
lightweight cashing in on inherited privileges. Successfully overcoming
those labels in that instance launched Bush’s meteoric rise.

What is said candidly in the pages of Bush’s autobiography about the
origins of his thinking about leadership points to all the other biograph-
ical issues elevating definition to central importance in his political ad-
vance. It is hardly a stretch to think that Bush and his entourage were
alert to the need to counter easy readings of his life’s story. Long-stand-
ing caricatures had described the man as a shallow and irresponsible fel-
low, a lost soul without serious interests, driving ambitions, or special
talents, a political operative devoid of curiosity about the substance of
public policy, a risk taker who entered politics having succeeded at
nothing else merely to test his skills at the game. If Bush comes across in
the campaign biography as curiously earnest in asserting strength
through definition—if his repeated invocation of the value of definition
as a leadership trait seems to oversell it—it is, at least in part, because
the presumptive alternative stalking his political career portrays him as
an empty suit. The appeal to definition was strategically, if not psycho-
logically, a response to this problem, an attempt to fill that void. Such a
man advances his authority on the grounds of stated purposes and pub-
lic displays of unwavering commitment because there is so little ground
for a strong assertion of alternative claims. Assertions that otherwise
might appear less risky—claims about prior acts of national service,
personal history, policy expertise, or superior intellectual capacities—
were all, in this case, relatively weak. It is often said that the image of the
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stalwart works for Bush as a mirror image of his former self, that it al-
lows him to surpass the low expectations derived from his past. What
remains implicit is the recognition that if not this definition—if not a
stalwart—then nothing.

But I don’t think we can stop here either. The unique features of
Bush’s life story might go a long way in explaining the elevated role of
definition in his leadership posture, but we still do not know why a man
adopting that posture rose to prominence so quickly at this particular
juncture. The missing pieces of the story—the critical pieces in my
view—are the larger political stakes at issue in Bush’s ascendancy, the
imminent prospects that made this brand of leadership ripe for these
times. Such an accounting prompts a look beyond the common prob-
lems confronted by all recent presidents (the problem of image projec-
tion in the media age, for instance) and beyond the personal problems
unique to this one individual (the problem of an underperforming
past). It asks us to think about “the times” differently, to consider defini-
tion as a value that might change from one leader to the next as each re-
acts to previous leadership efforts and seeks to take account of their
political effects. Setting Bush’s posture in the sequence of recent leader-
ship efforts—in what I have called “political time”17—locates his offer
of definition amid stiffening political crosscurrents. It reminds us that
his is a political stance crafted amid mounting uncertainties generated
by the apostasy of his father, the attractions of Clinton’s “third way,” the
failure of Newt Gingrich’s hard line, and the yet-unfulfilled promises of
the Reagan Revolution. Asserting definition and binding oneself to
terms emerges here as a solution to the larger political problem at hand,
the problem of reviving the conservative insurgency in the wake of
some serious setbacks, maneuvering it back into the game, and finally
securing its hold on power.

In the year 2000, the core constituency for a leader professing to
stand foursquare on stated purposes, for a president seemingly prewired
to enact a set program and hold steadfast to a governing formula, were
frustrated conservatives who longed for fulfillment of the promises of
the Reagan Revolution. These people, commonly referred to as “the
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base,” had learned from experience to be suspicious of the Bush family’s
politics. They hardly needed reminding that “W’s” father had renounced
Reaganomics in the 1980 primary campaign or that he had betrayed
them in 1990 by reneging on the defining commitment of his own pres-
idential campaign, “No New Taxes.” W’s campaign biography provided
the necessary assurances. It cast his political commitments as the home-
grown product of Texas conservatism and, thus, as much farther re-
moved than his father’s politics from the influence of Connecticut
moderation or the penchant of Washington insiders to temporize.
Whereas Bush senior was never perceived as fully Texan, Bush junior re-
veals that he was never quite at home at Andover and Yale; whereas Bush
senior never quite got the “vision thing,” Bush junior confesses that he
never really felt the attraction of political alternatives. What these pages
define is a more reliable Bush, one less internally conflicted than the fa-
ther, a leader who is by instinct at one with his party’s prevailing ortho-
doxy. A Bush defined in this way might be trusted to follow through
where his father had questioned, hesitated, and faltered; family loyalties
aside, he is a professed true believer whose personal ambitions are fully
consonant with the collective work of building a conservative regime,
completing the unfinished business of the Reagan insurgency, and con-
solidating its hold on American government. The title of the campaign
biography, A Charge to Keep, and the now-famous painting of the horse-
man with a package traversing difficult terrain that adorns its back
cover capture perfectly Bush’s chosen role as an agent of the faithful
driven to fulfill the mission, ready to do his part, intent on delivering the
goods.

But if Bush’s appeal to definition countered party disaffection with
his father’s administration, it was no less pointed or strategically potent
in countering the attractions of Clintonism. Leadership by definition
broadened Bush’s appeal by deftly exploiting the most serious concerns
harbored about the character and politics of the Democratic incumbent
in the White House. As a challenger running in unprecedented good
times, Bush adopted a leadership posture that zeroed in on something,
perhaps the only thing, conspicuously absent in Clinton’s stewardship.
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Implicitly recognizing Clinton’s very different claims on authority, Bush
inverted Clinton’s political persona; he played off it and used its carica-
tured form to advance his alternative. Leadership by definition fed on
widespread suspicions that Clinton’s commitments had no more staying
power than the latest poll or focus group, that he was a leader without a
compass and wholly lacking in personal integrity, that he was a wild-
card, a flashy diversion of uncertain value. Definition offered relief from
Clinton’s moral confusion, feckless character, and official disgrace. (Had
not this president just parsed the meaning of the word “is” for personal
advantage?) A stalwart would be incapable of dishonoring the highest
office of the land on the whims of the moment. It was this appeal to val-
ues missing in Clinton’s leadership that made Bush’s projection of au-
thenticity and resolve so timely, that took his challenge beyond the base
to an otherwise happy and contented people.

The strategic potency of definition as a leadership stance worked
prospectively for Bush as well as retrospectively. It targeted the difficul-
ties Vice President Al Gore faced in upholding the Clinton legacy while
convincing people that he was really, in his phrase, “[his] own man.”18

While Gore seemed agitated and compromised by his relationship to
Clinton, Bush became the candidate who was “comfortable in his own
skin,” the one who had found “the inner peace of self-confidence” in his
own political identity.19 In the latest cycle, the drumbeat of charges that
John Kerry “flip-flopped” and “waffled” played with the same devastat-
ing effect against Bush’s stalwart constancy and steely resolve.20 All told,
leadership by definition held in its sights the relative state of the two na-
tional parties as instruments of governance. In particular, it identified
and relentlessly exploited the central weakness of the Democratic Party
in the post-Reagan era. Bush’s political stance stigmatized all Demo-
crats—Clinton, Gore, Kerry—as politicians unable or unwilling to
define a clear alternative. Their appeal to nuance, complexity, and prag-
matism became, by way of contrast to him, a self-indictment, a revela-
tion of the fact that the real identity of their party no longer stood a
robust test of political legitimacy. His claim to definition relegated them
to obfuscation, to crass instrumentalism, to the overly intellectualized
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hand-wringing of “no easy answers,” to leadership of a party without a
soul.

singular characters
and typical claims

Bush’s leadership by definition advanced claims to authority that res-
onated in political time. This was not a triumph of strategy over person-
ality, but the strategic deployment of a personality to establish
authority, to impart meaning to a moment in history, and to structure
its politics. But what kind of politics did it structure? On inspection,
Bush’s line of advance was as narrow and demanding as it was clear and
full. The operational effect of a fully committed leader is to anticipate
great acts of collective fulfillment; indeed, the boundaries of the stance
may be marked by the high expectations that it generates for the pro-
duction of a set product. In the balance of its promises, we find a set of
pretensions that are, at least on their face, less forgiving than those of
other recent incumbents.

Consider Ronald Reagan. Though Bush bid to lead the party of Rea-
gan back to power, he constructed a very different moment in political
time. Reagan was an opposition leader taking a radicalized insurgency
to power for the first time. His leadership posture was defined by his
forthright repudiation of liberal policy failure. Moreover, Reagan’s ag-
gressive stand against the long-dominant liberal regime, coming as it
did at a time when events themselves seemed to be indicting the core
commitments of that regime, worked at once to discredit received stan-
dards of legitimate national government and to elevate new standards,
Reagan’s own standards, in their place. For this, Reagan was hailed as
“The Great Communicator,” but like others who assumed similar
stances at parallel moments in political time—Jefferson, Jackson, Lin-
coln, and FDR—Reagan was only loosely bound in practice by the new
governing commitments he was calling forth. Between the rhetorical
force of their repudiation of the old order and the legitimacy they are
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lending their still-inchoate alternative, these “reconstructive leaders” are
able to sustain their political authority across a wide range of actions
and outcomes.21 Reagan himself found considerable flexibility in re-
sponding to problems as they arose, and he exercised that license with
impunity.

Bill Clinton was, if anything, even more freewheeling. As the first
Democrat to hold power in the post-Reagan era, Clinton took his stand
against “stale thinking” of all kinds. His political advantage lay in casting
aspersions on political identities as they had become fixed in his day and
in exploiting the political attractions of an unabashedly mongrel third
way. Like Woodrow (“Shifty Tom”) Wilson and Richard (“Tricky Dick”)
Nixon, Bill (“Slick Willy”) Clinton was a 40 percent victor who avoided
forthright repudiations of the regime party even while he taunted it
with the prospect of installing a hybrid. His “New” Democratic Party—
“it’s neither conservative nor liberal; it’s both and it’s different”22—was
a vehicle all but designed to help him float free. Clinton’s stance did not
cut as deeply into received commitments of ideology and interest as
Reagan’s (his successful initiatives on the North American Free Trade
Agreement [NAFTA], crime control, budget balancing, and welfare re-
form seemed far less a departure from received dispensation than a
confirmation of it), but it did allow him to range the political spectrum
seemingly indifferent to received conceptions of the political alterna-
tives, and like Wilson and Nixon before him, he succeeded brilliantly so
long as he avoided the efforts of his opponents to nail him down. To be
sure, the elevated value of pragmatism and flexibility in his stance
reflected the rather severe constraints imposed on a Democrat by the
Republican repudiation of liberalism and its displacement by conserva-
tive values; nonetheless, Clinton’s ability to maneuver around both the
new conservative orthodoxy as well as the old liberal orthodoxy drove
his opponents to distraction, and it opened the door to something quite
different again.

George W. Bush had neither the repudiative authority of a Ronald
Reagan nor the mongrel license of a Bill Clinton. In contrast to both of
these, he crafted a political stance that renounced flexibility in the name
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of commitment. Among all the other things to be said about Bush’s
leadership posture, perhaps the most important is that his was the
stance of a leader affiliated with the regime party, the party that has set
the current parameters of American national government. Bush pro-
jected that party’s self-confidence, its collective pretension to speak for
the nation’s basic commitments of ideology and interest, its impatient
dismissal of alternative specifications, its insistence on the completion
of its work. Leadership by definition tapped the transformative ambi-
tions of a robust party establishment, promising to release its energy
and to orchestrate the fulfillment of its ambitions.

And yet even as Bush’s stance promised to tap this potential, it also
laid down certain conditions for the follow-through. His vow never to
allow himself to be defined by others did not exclude orthodox Republi-
cans. Since there was no reclaiming the Reagan mantle, no completing
the work without overcoming the interim setbacks caused by his father,
by Clinton, and by Gingrich, Bush had to craft a leadership posture all
his own. That stance would aggressively embellish the party orthodoxy
even while it provided firm assurances of his fidelity to it. Whereas Clin-
ton’s challenge had been to avoid identification with any orthodoxy at
all, the challenge in this case would be to avoid identification with Clin-
tonesque triangulation, and therein lay the great promise of orchestra-
tion by a political stalwart.

Consider compassionate conservatism again in this light. It is hardly
indifferent to the Reagan orthodoxy: On matters of taxation, defense,
regulation, and family values the stand is ironclad. Far from a bid to
float free, this was a promise of leadership firmly tied to the base. Just as
clearly, however, compassionate conservatism was more than a simple
return to orthodoxy. Among other things, Bush has added federally sup-
ported education programs, prescription-drug entitlements, faith-based
welfare provisions, a stepped-up battle against AIDS, a seemingly pro-
gressive initiative to “save” Social Security, and a moderate proposal for
immigration reform. Presumably, orthodoxy was to be the foundation
upon which this expansive superstructure would be raised. In this, Bush
did not offer a different order of things than Reagan had promised;
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rather, he has suggested the possibility of a higher ordering of those
same values. He set out to show that orthodoxy need not exclude timely
new attractions, that it can craft its own solutions to any problem that
might arise. This is not “Reagan Lite” (as was said of Clinton) or “Rea-
gan’s Revenge” (as was said of Gingrich) but “Reagan Plus.” For better or
worse, the balance of power in Bush’s America would turn on these dis-
tinctions, and they were underwritten largely by his credentials as a stal-
wart. Only a stalwart would be trusted with so delicate a balancing act,
the act of securing orthodoxy through innovation.

As with Reagan and Clinton, Bush’s leadership posture finds clear
echoes in America’s past. This one recurs in political time too; in its
strategic elements and its construction of national politics, Bush’s stance
was of a piece with several others. The broader significance of Bush’s
political leadership is, I think, best assessed by thinking about him in
this way, as the latest in a long line of “orthodox innovators” in Ameri-
can presidential history.23 Coming to power at parallel junctures in the
development of prior political regimes, America’s orthodox innovators
have all tackled the same basic leadership challenge. Fully committed up
front, these leaders plunge headlong toward the promised land. They
need to deliver the goods to the faithful while putting a fresh face on the
faith, to redeem old promises while responding to the demand for
something new, to uphold consistency and integrity while changing the
game plan for a new day. Accordingly, all efforts at orthodox innovation
beg the same basic question: Will the foundations hold?

There is no denying that Bush gave this leadership stance his own
special twist. Presidents rise to these occasions by their own lights. I
would simply note that of all the leadership projects that recur in presi-
dential history, orthodox innovation is—for reasons internal to the
project itself—the one that finds the leader most insistent on setting
terms up front and gaining collective agreement on definitions. It is the
one that ties the president most closely to mutual consent among the
faithful, to preprogrammed understandings, and to set formulas for ac-
tion. When all is said and done, “orthodox innovation” remains an oxy-
moron. These leaders are left to reconcile within their own political
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personas—through their own terms and definitions, if you will—a lead-
ership charge at odds with itself. Between the promise of securing the
foundations and the promise of raising an attractive new superstruc-
ture, the orthodox innovator risks becoming swamped by charges of be-
trayal from within his own church and plunging his faithful followers
headlong into sectarian warfare.

strengths and vulnerabilities

Looking back over the course of American political history, it is notable
that the most formidable of America’s orthodox innovators have been,
like George W. Bush, second-generation affiliates. It may be recalled that
Bush senior also spoke of compassionate conservatism.24 But coming
directly on the heels of Reagan’s reconstructive rhetoric, that slogan
sounded like a veiled critique of the new orthodoxy, and it struck many
at that time as a failure of vision. It takes a while, perhaps even an in-
terim defeat, before the promise of innovation appears to bolster rather
than threaten the cause and the attractions of a second-order synthesis
become clear.

The second-generation affiliates have grown up with the new dis-
pensation, and this is reflected in their stance as true believers poised to
make the great leap forward on the received faith. Think of James Polk,
“Young Hickory,” who fused the old Jacksonian orthodoxy to a heady
program of Manifest Destiny; of Theodore Roosevelt, the boy who
watched Lincoln’s funeral procession from his grandfather’s balcony
and determined to redeem the “bloody shirt” of the Civil War in a “New
Nationalism”; of Lyndon Johnson, the youthful New Dealer who re-
ferred to FDR as his “daddy” and promised to advance midcentury lib-
eralism to the Great Society. These were all muscle-flexing presidents,
impatient to complete the work of their predecessors, to vindicate the
vitality and vision of the governing party. Each brought to bear on
events at home and abroad the same determination to follow through
and get the job done. W’s can-do verve and bravado captured the spirit
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of these faithful sons, leaders who knew exactly where they wanted to
lead because they knew precisely where they came from.

Against this comparison set, we may begin to appreciate just what a
remarkable exemplar of the type George W. Bush has been. Most arrest-
ing in this regard were his responses to the extraordinary events that
punctuated his first term. Orthodox innovators begin with a full plate,
with bold claims and high expectations, and with a delicate balance
among commitments old and new. Their characteristic management
style is to insist on tight control from the center, for the only way to hold
all their commitments together long enough to deliver sufficiently on
each is to closely orchestrate the action from above. Happenstance is
surely a source of high anxiety for these presidents, for, as everyone
knows, nothing derails intricate plans like unexpected events.

The contested election of 2000 and the terrorist attacks of 9/11 were
events of this sort. We call them “defining moments,” and for a president
not so thoroughly defined up front, they might have been just that. For
Bush, however, the matter was more complicated. Neither of these
events resonated very well with the promise of completing the work of
the past. Each was an unexpected national trauma so far afield from ei-
ther party’s story line as to jolt national politics free of familiar modes of
thinking and prewired lines of action. Few leaders are given an opportu-
nity to set aside the baggage of commitments and expectations that they
carry into office and define the situation anew; this president was pre-
sented with two such opportunities. What is remarkable is that in both
instances he refused to allow extraordinary events to interfere with prior
commitments and expectations; he simply repaired to the pending
agenda, and followed through on old business. Never has a leadership
posture so at odds with the contingencies thrust upon it been employed
so aggressively in the cause of creating its own reality. Events would not
define George W. Bush; he would define them.

Consider the paradoxical character of the play of these two events on
Bush’s leadership posture: The first seemed to deal him a weak hand,
but it exposed latent strengths in his leadership stance; the second
seemed to strengthen his hand, but it exposed latent weaknesses. In the

Leadership by Definition 137



first instance—that presented by the contested election—Bush refused
the invitation to discard the preformed response and showed thereby
where the potency of orthodox innovation really lay. Fulfilling the terms
of a set definition turned out to be an unexpectedly effective way of cre-
ating something out of nothing. The electorate had not only failed to
provide a mandate; it had indicated a marginal preference for Bush’s op-
ponent and ushered in a constitutional crisis over the succession. And
yet in the face of calls for the creation of a government of national unity,
Bush assembled a team committed to his stated program and methodi-
cally went about the business of enacting it. More remarkable still, his
no-holds-barred offensive failed to provoke his seemingly powerful and
testy opposition to an immediate and crushing reaction.

In part Bush was demonstrating just how little the Clinton interreg-
num had done to define a compelling alternative around which the
Democrats could rally the nation and resist. Even more than John
Kennedy, whose call to “get the country moving again” was meant to
stigmatize the Eisenhower years as a holding action in the larger narra-
tive of liberalism’s advance, Bush opened by exposing the hollow core at
the heart of the opposition’s electoral clout. Challenging the president
on policy details, Democrats tacitly accepted the terms of his leadership.
They removed school vouchers from the president’s education bill but
left him the dual champion of performance testing and structural revi-
sions of the tax code.

To those who did complain in those early months that Bush was act-
ing to transform the polity in decisive ways without any political au-
thority to do so, there was a tart reply: “He’s doing exactly what he said
he would do.”25 The mandate was lodged in the definition. The man had
laid out his terms, and he was acting in a way that was consistent and
true to them. The full significance of those early months lay in showing
that the authority of an orthodox innovator does not rest solely on vote
margins, that his is the authority of the nation’s only clear political stan-
dard. Election returns notwithstanding, Bush had something to stand
on, and it is hard to resist something with nothing.

But if repairing to previous commitments proved a source of politi-
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cal strength at a time when the president held a relatively weak hand, re-
pairing to previous commitments in the aftermath of 9/11—when the
president found himself suddenly thrust into an unassailable leadership
position—exposed some serious political vulnerabilities. The terrorist
attacks all but transformed the foundations of this president’s political
authority, pushing it beyond programmatic and partisan concerns and
lodging it on the firmest ground of all: the constitutional responsibility
of the president to preserve, protect, and defend. This was not only a
rare moment of national unity; it was, to all appearances, a Lincolnian
moment, one in which all Americans were being called upon to “disen-
thrall” themselves, to discard “the dogmas of the quiet past,” to “think
anew and act anew.”26 In the days immediately following the attacks, it
was widely proclaimed that “everything had changed,” that the people
and their leaders would now have to move in “an entirely different
world.”27 Administration intimates indicated that the president had re-
calibrated his resolve accordingly, that George W. Bush was ready to act
on a wholly new understanding of what his presidency was all about.28

Resolve was, of course, a leadership value that Bush had been care-
fully cultivating all along. It was the purity of the occasion now calling
for its display that presented the difficulties. The rub came just after the
administration’s initial foray into Afghanistan, when the president
equated the war on terror with a turn to Iraq. This, Bush’s single most
forceful assertion of leadership by definition, drew heavily on the com-
manding authority bequeathed to him to prevent another attack, and in
so doing, it drew him out on a clear set of refutable propositions. To
make the case, the administration had to press inferences, assert link-
ages, stretch for evidence, and manipulate key terms. That was risky, and
all the more so considering the source.

All leaders place themselves at risk, especially the great ones. In this
instance, the president was risking the nation’s confidence that the at-
tacks had in fact dispelled old conceits and that he himself was acting
with eyes not blinkered by prior assumptions. The alternative possibil-
ity—that Bush’s understanding of himself as a leader had not changed
after all, that America’s approach to this “new world” was being driven
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by a president still eager to make good on old assumptions—lingered in
the knowledge that regime change in Iraq had long been a central com-
ponent of the political agenda of Vice President Cheney and key admin-
istration advisers in the Defense Department. Skeptics at home and
abroad feared that the president was instinctively grasping hold of the
pet project of his party’s neoconservative wing and using a mandate to
crush terrorism to finish up some politically awkward business left be-
hind by his father’s administration.

When the invasion failed to support the case built for it, Bush’s repu-
tation as a political stalwart came back to haunt him. Moreover, in the
ensuing scramble to revise the rationale for the invasion, rivals were re-
minded of the administration’s changing explanations for its commit-
ment to tax cuts and were ready to call attention to a pattern that would
put his entire administration in a harsh new light. Charges of dogma-
tism, arrogance, duplicity, and recklessness in the use of national power
ate into what should have been the impregnable authority of the na-
tion’s protector. All the administration could do from then on was try to
limit the damage that Bush, the political stalwart, had done to Bush, the
nation’s stalwart.

Was the Iraq imbroglio just a case of bad intelligence? Perhaps. It is
notable, however, that orthodox innovators are chronically driven to
dubious, high-risk wagers of this sort. We know that Polk manipulated
events on the Mexican border to instigate a war of conquest in the
greater Southwest; we know that Lyndon Johnson grasped hold of shaky
evidence of events in the Gulf of Tonkin to commit the nation to war in
Vietnam. What may appear in isolation as a bit of bad luck for Bush fits
this larger pattern of overreaching by orthodox innovators, leaders
bound by their political commitments, caught up in their own presup-
positions, determined to deliver on preformed expectations.

Lincoln, speaking at the moment when he had grasped both a politi-
cal victory (abolishing slavery) and a military victory (ending the threat
of national disintegration), made his famous confession that he had not
controlled events but that events had controlled him.29 Orthodox inno-
vators are, in contrast, loath to let events point the way and simply move
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with the situation as it develops. Their authority is not so flexible or
open-ended; Lincoln’s enigmatic resolve—“my policy is to have no pol-
icy”—is a luxury they can ill afford.30 It is telling in this regard that Bush
made “preemption” his watchword in the war on terror. For Bush, pre-
emption was a way of getting out ahead of events, defining them, and or-
chestrating their unfolding. Preemption allowed Bush to stipulate the
terms of the war, to redirect its action, to make it a fight of his own
choosing. Orthodox innovators are driven by this impulse to try to max-
imize control up front, and it is precisely that which puts them at greatest
risk. By forcing events, they saddle themselves with a challenge of event
engineering that can quickly become superhuman in its proportions.

patterns and prospects

Orthodox innovators are not often elected twice, so Bush’s victory in
2004 calls for some careful reflection on the systemic political effects
historically associated with leadership efforts of this type and on how
they square—or fail to square—with what has happened so far in the
case at hand. All presidents change American politics, but rarely do they
change it even roughly in the manner they intend. Orthodox innovators
uniformly intend to broaden the appeal of the dominant regime, to se-
cure its hold on governing by demonstrating that theirs is really, in Lyn-
don Johnson’s words, “a party for all Americans.” Bush’s self-proclaimed
role as “a uniter not a divider,” his insistence on a polyglot display of
speakers at his nominating conventions, his bid to make conservatism
more compassionate—all echo that characteristic promise. Historically,
however, such efforts have tended to produce quite the opposite. Ortho-
dox innovators characteristically leave behind a political regime over-
burdened with responsibilities, ideologically distended, and tumbling
into disarray. Typically, they take robust governing parties, parties that
dominate the national agenda and stand ripe with solutions to the prob-
lems of day, and unwittingly spark their sectarian disintegration.

In short order, the stalwart Polk, nationally celebrated in 1844 as
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“consistent, orthodox and true,”31 was being denounced as Polk the
Mendacious, a devious manipulator of the interests he had promised to
serve. Or consider Lyndon Johnson: No sooner did it become clear that
he could not deliver on his leadership formula as promised—that he
could not deliver the Great Society at home while defending Vietnam—
than his presidency collapsed in a tidal wave of recriminations. The typ-
ical political effect of orthodox innovators—especially the strongest of
them—has been, in a word, schismatic. Even the less personally tar-
nished Theodore Roosevelt left office with the Progressive and old-
guard factions of his party at his and each other’s throats.

The reason for this boils down to the fact that the political world sel-
dom conforms to definitions and formulas; no matter how tight, skilled,
or hands-on the controls exerted, events can be orchestrated to set
terms only for so long. With so many competing commitments so pre-
cariously balanced against one another, the orthodox innovator sets in
motion a program that sooner or later begins to run at the mercy of
events. For these high rollers, everything has to break the right way.
Theodore Roosevelt, whose fusion of Progressive reforms and old-guard
commitments flourished on what he called the “pulse of prosperity,”
watched his political synthesis disintegrate in the brief panic of 1907.32

When things did finally go awry, these leaders found they had no
good response to those among their own followers who, for various rea-
sons of their own, stepped forward to say their leader had mishandled,
misinterpreted, or distorted their faith. That is what Johnson called “the
Bobby problem”—referring to the rising threat of an internal challenge
to his authority from Bobby Kennedy;33 that is what Polk knew as the
Van Buren problem; that is what Theodore Roosevelt experienced as an
Aldrich problem and a LaFollette problem; that is what Bush senior
faced as a Buchanan problem. For all their muscle flexing and all their
programmatic achievements, these presidents are tied to a collective
project and are responsible for it; they are ministers to the faithful and
have little authority without the full-throated support of the church. In
fact, the more orthodox innovators do, the more vigorously they exer-
cise the independent powers of their office and personalize their rendi-
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tion of the faith, the more vulnerable to these charges of betrayal they
are likely to become. That is how some of our greatest orthodox innova-
tors became so quickly isolated; victims of their own grand schemes,
they began to appear to others dangerously out of touch with reality
and lacking in credibility.

In looking forward to the endgame in the case at hand, it is worth
emphasizing that episodes of orthodox innovation characteristically
collapse in upon themselves, that historically speaking, squabbling
among the faithful over the true meaning of orthodoxy and assaults on
the president from within the ranks have been far more effective in
breaking up a dominant regime than have direct challenges from the
opposition. When these leaders are brought down, it is seldom because
the opposition has pressed a frontal assault on established governing
commitments or offered a sharp alternative to the dominant agenda; it
is almost always because the president’s own definitions and formulas—
his terms for holding the faithful together and securing their power—
have proven too delicate to survive the rough-and-tumble of an unruly
world. Orthodoxies are not defeated head on; they are exhausted and
enervated by their faithful adherents.

We saw a bit of the characteristic fallout from orthodox innovation
during the early months of 2001 when Senator Jim Jeffords of Vermont,
a Republican, rejected the president’s rendition of his commitments, an-
nounced his decision to leave the party, and in the process shook the po-
litical foundations of the Bush administration. One suspects that were it
not for 9/11, the course of this administration, like those of Polk,
Theodore Roosevelt, Lyndon Johnson, and Bush senior, would have
been marked by more of the same, a rising tide of sectarian infighting
over the true meaning of the faith. With the 9/11 attack, however, the Re-
publicans closed ranks, and what is more remarkable, they stuck to-
gether. More than anything else, that is what sealed John Kerry’s defeat.
There was certainly no lack of material for mounting an internal assault
charging that the Bush administration had betrayed fundamentals, dis-
torted the party’s true identity, or placed its future at risk. But no one of
significance stood up to lead that charge.
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Whatever might be said of the weaknesses of the Kerry campaign, it
is not the case that he failed to try to leverage Republican discontent. In
the first campaign debate, an event that is widely acknowledged to have
made the president’s reelection a real contest, the challenger sidestepped
the kind of personal attacks that might have caused Republicans to rally
behind their leader and offered instead a diagnosis of the risks inherent
in the president’s leadership posture:

We do have differences. I’m not going to talk about a difference of
character. I don’t think that’s my job or my business. But let me talk about
something that the president just sort of finished up with. Maybe someone
would call it a character trait, maybe somebody wouldn’t. But this issue of
certainty. It’s one thing to be certain, but you can be certain and be wrong.
It’s another to be certain and be right, or to be certain and be moving in the
right direction, or be certain about a principle and then learn new facts and
take those new facts and put them to use in order to change and get your
policy right. What I worry about with the president is that he’s not
acknowledging what’s on the ground.34

Lighting on the pretense of certainty and its tendency to produce in-
transigence, Kerry tapped a general unease. The issue, he implied, was
not whether the president was a good or likable man, nor was it that he
was too conservative; the issue was a dangerously misguided under-
standing of what makes a leader strong. In that moment at least, Kerry
was not trying to outdo the president in a display of stalwart resolve; all
the same, he was taking his case directly onto the president’s turf. He
was holding himself out as the stronger leader for his ability to deal real-
istically with “what’s on the ground,” for his willingness to adjust prag-
matically, for his wariness of being blinded by things as he wished them
to be. The momentum Kerry gained from that critique carried him back
from the abyss. For failing to rattle the Republican establishment, how-
ever, it left him short of the mark.

If we were to press the perspective of political time for the pivotal
figure in all this, the one on whom Bush’s reelection really turned, the
person who would stand out from all others would be Senator John Mc-
Cain of Arizona. Bush’s McCain problem was legion and uncannily par-
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allel to Johnson’s Bobby problem and Polk’s Van Buren problem. Like
Kennedy and Van Buren, McCain was a leader of national reputation
who possessed both the authority and apparent motive to say that his
president had gotten it wrong, to deny the leader’s authority by calling
his administration to account to its own party. Repeatedly, throughout
American history, leaders like McCain have found it in their own politi-
cal interest to subject our orthodox innovators to the American equiva-
lent of a vote of no-confidence and strip their pretensions bare. A
personal trashing by the Bush campaign in the 2000 primaries made
McCain ripe for that role, and his taunting actions over the course of the
first term seemed calibrated to keep the option open. Time and again,
from his support for campaign finance reform to his critique of the pro-
posed tax cuts, McCain had challenged the president’s interpretation of
the faith. Kerry’s invitation to McCain to join him on a national unity
ticket may have been a bit over the top, but the invitation did make plain
McCain’s significance, his capacity to determine the future of the Bush
administration. When McCain offered hugs to the chief and trans-
formed himself into the Iraq War’s most stalwart defender, he removed
the greatest threat to Bush’s reelection. Whether he advanced his own
prospects by disavowing this historic role or simply muddled his politi-
cal identity by falling into line behind the president remains to be seen.

There was no great swing behind the president’s grand synthesis in
2004, but there was no great schism in the ranks either. Since that time,
definition-indicting events from New Orleans to Baghdad have besieged
the administration, isolated the president politically, and left him cling-
ing to the higher nobility of the principled stand.35 Though Republican
defections on the war policy are, at this writing, still surprisingly few,
discontent with the administration’s handling of core matters of faith—
deficits, entitlements, Social Security, immigration, appointments—has
become increasingly pronounced. White House insiders and McCain
himself are now speaking a familiar language, blaming the administra-
tion for betraying the Reagan Revolution, losing its way, and squander-
ing their once-robust claims to stand as the nation’s governing party.36

In this case, reelection of an orthodox innovator may simply have ex-
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tended the period of presidential isolation and political disaffection
longer than usual.

But let us not sweep the deviation under the rug. At this writing, the
most notable departure of this episode of orthodox innovation from the
standard patterns remains Bush’s success in the 2004 election backed by
the support of a seemingly impregnable Republican phalanx. Is there
some larger historical meaning to be extracted from this unusual exten-
sion of party unity under the pressures of presidential leadership? Let
me briefly consider three explanations and their implications.

The most straightforward, commonsense explanation is that Bush’s
renewed lease on office was a lingering effect of the 9/11 trauma and
rally, that for all the fallout from the Iraq invasion, his presidency
benefited on balance from the pervasive sense of crisis instilled by the
attacks and the general reluctance of the American people to depose
their commander in chief in wartime. This was John Kerry’s own expla-
nation.37 With issues of internal and international security at the fore-
front of events and with troops in the field, the recent campaign was
fought on what has traditionally been the sitting president’s strongest
turf, and for every insinuation that the president had deluded the nation
and embraced “the wrong war,” there was a reminder of the imminent
threat, the ongoing fact of war, and the residual value of a leader who
had all along fashioned himself a stalwart. If this explanation is indeed
correct, then the president was fortunate that the two most disgruntled
national leaders to be found within his party, Colin Powell and John
McCain, also prided themselves on being good soldiers. Moreover, with
political rumblings suggestive of rising schismatic pressures within
Bush’s ranks and charges of betrayal in the air, this explanation suggests
that the implosive effects more typically associated with an orthodox in-
novator in the White House were merely forestalled rather than durably
altered by these events.

An explanation even more suggestive of a delayed effect looks to
prior experience under Republican Party government in particular.
There is some reason to think that divisions and resentments within the
ranks are simply slower to come to a boil among Republicans than
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among Democrats. Call this the McKinley explanation. Until November
2004, William McKinley was the only orthodox innovator of either
party to be elected twice in unencumbered contests between Democrats
and Republicans.38 (Ulysses S. Grant, another orthodox innovator and
another Republican, was also elected twice but with much of his opposi-
tion still under force of arms.) It is a commonplace of American politics
that the Republican Party and the Democratic Party were put together
somewhat differently from the get-go, that the former has always been a
bit less dispersed as a coalition of interests and a bit more coherent in its
general purposes. Ronald Reagan’s Eleventh Commandment—Thou
shall not speak ill of a fellow Republican—affirms both faith in this fact
and knowledge of its limits. That there are limits—that this greater ca-
pacity to forestall implosion in the face of schismatic pressures is only
relative—is indicated by the plight of Bush senior in the midst of what
would otherwise seem a remarkably advantageous turn of events. Hav-
ing taken over a party already eight years under the thumb of a Republi-
can president, he found that fighting a tidy little war of his own, a war
even more masterfully won than McKinley’s, was not enough to hold
things together. The success of Bush junior, who took over after eight
years of Democratic leadership and did everything imaginable in his first
term to avoid his father’s political fate, might seem a bit less remarkable
on this accounting. What appears today like skillful defiance of the im-
plosive political effects of orthodox innovation may be just a matter of
the Republicans’ relatively slow-ticking clock.

The third explanation cuts the other way. It is that the Republican
Party under George W. Bush became something very different from the
party of McKinley, that it has become, in fact, an organization unique in
American political history. It seems safe to say that America has never
seen a party that combined this level of ideological solidarity with polit-
ical competitiveness in all sections of the country. Moreover, this party
was reputed to have developed capacities for central direction, national
outreach, interbranch coordination, candidate recruitment, and local
surveillance that dwarf those of prior organizations.39 The emergence of
a new kind of party, a party geared specifically for a more continuous
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adjustment of its ideological and programmatic profile to its president’s
chosen course, is a development well worth pondering. One of its likely
effects would be to limit the appeal of strategies previously open to in-
ternal challengers. What was once a reasonable way for fellow partisans
to assert their influence within the ranks and call their party back from
its leader’s missteps may now be perceived, with good reason, as an act
of certain political suicide. In retrospect, we may look back to McCain’s
refusal to step forward in 2004 as signaling a historic foreclosure of this
once-potent political option.

Herein lies an unexpected avenue of departure from the characteris-
tic political effects of presidential leadership. Prior to this administra-
tion, it appeared that if leadership patterns that have been typical of the
American system were to wash out, it would probably be by the devel-
opment of the modern accouterments of administrative management
and by the weakening of political ties among elites as each taps the new
resources available for independent political entrepreneurship. In this
regard, no one seemed to display the anachronistic character of ortho-
dox innovation in the modern period more vividly than George H. W.
Bush, a president who made all the right moves in managing the na-
tion’s affairs only to be crushed by fellow partisans on an ideological lit-
mus test. Against this backdrop, the late-breaking appearance of a
full-bodied exemplar of orthodox innovation in the figure of George W.
Bush has been doubly strange. In trying to avoid his father’s fate and
make the government safe for orthodox innovation, this president
strengthened the ties of party government and built a party organiza-
tion that would operate more exclusively than ever before as a tool of
presidential management. To the extent that new parties like these take
hold, they will be, in effect, whatever the president needs them to be,
and whatever capacity they once had to hold their leaders to account for
the collective project would be correspondingly diminished. If the man-
agement tools of the modern presidency were to be permanently
strengthened in this way, making it easier for incumbents to impose po-
litical conformity to their will from above, the future of American poli-
tics might look very different indeed.
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This is hardly a sure thing, and we should be especially wary of it in
the face of current portents of Republican discontent. Still, in thinking
about what this still-unfolding episode might have to tell us about the
emergent state of the American polity overall, the surfacing of a new
form of party government must be considered the most original and
weighty prospect. Were this prospect to develop further, leadership by
definition would mark something far more significant than a clever run
down a familiar gauntlet. Whether party solidarity behind leadership of
this sort is any less anachronistic for a modern superpower is open to
debate.
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5. The Imperial Presidency
Thesis Revisited: George W. Bush
at the Point of No Return

When this essay was written, the Republican Party had just lost control of
Congress in the 2006 midterm elections, and the victorious Democrats were
promising to restore a semblance of constitutional balance to governmental
affairs.1 The comforting old adage “The system works” was back in the air,
but in contemplating the likely geopolitical fallout from recent events, that
did not strike me as an especially reassuring phrase. Far from appearing
aberrant, the excessive zeal of the Bush administration seemed to me to ex-
press dynamics deeply ingrained in the workings of our system. To pursue
this idea, I returned to a theme that, at first thought, seems to have little to
do with the cyclical patterns of political time, the “imperial presidency.” As
originally presented by the great Progressive historian Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr., the imperial presidency thesis captured a relentless secular movement in
modern American political development toward unbridled presidential-
ism. The picture presented in this essay holds in its sights a complicating
curiosity: The problem Schlesinger identified has not been at the forefront
of American politics for thirty years; why, after fading in the wake of Lyn-
don B. Johnson and Richard Nixon, did it suddenly surge back with such
vengeance under George W. Bush? Several different developmental issues
implicit in the idea of an “imperial presidency” are identified in the essay,
and the political dynamics behind each are distinguished. The argument
traces these different historical currents as they converged on the Bush pres-
idency and points, in this way, to the most volatile of all elements in our
latest brush with unbridled presidentialism: the tendency of orthodox in-
novators to overreach in tapping the robust self-confidence and ideological
arrogance of their moment in political time.
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It is hard to imagine a more potent indictment of modern American
government than that leveled against “the imperial presidency.” At issue
is the history of American war making, wherein, it is charged, con-
straints on power that were enshrined as first principles in the U.S. Con-
stitution are eviscerated and autocratic practices that were renounced in
the Declaration of Independence become commonplace. The indict-
ment identifies executive aggrandizement and governmental derange-
ment as the twin maladies of American war making and traces the
development of these afflictions as it accelerates across the centuries.
The developmental frame discounts explanations that relegate these
problems to a particular president’s personality or character; as the nar-
rative gains momentum, seemingly anomalous practices, such as those
of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon, fall into line as late-breaking
episodes in a relentlessly unfolding story. We are led in this way to con-
front what the seminal work on the subject called “the logic of the impe-
rial presidency” as it marches to “the point of no return.”2

The sense of urgency that was conveyed by this thesis when it first
appeared in the 1970s has been rekindled by recent events, and given the
current mood, anyone who complicates the story might well be accused
of living in a state of denial. On the other hand, it has been more than
thirty years since this story line felt so compelling, and that in itself is
something of a complication. The logic of history is seldom straightfor-
ward, and when the logic is political, the twists and turns can be espe-
cially acute. The politics behind the imperial presidency thesis was never
very fully articulated; what there is could be summarized in a single sen-
tence: Imperial ambitions breed imperial powers. There is truth in that,
but on closer inspection, it appears that truisms will not take us very far.

What, for example, are we to make of the fact that Johnson was
driven from office, or the fact that the epitome of the imperial presi-
dency, the Nixon administration, collapsed in disgrace under threat of
impeachment? Was this a confirmation of our governmental derange-
ment, or was it, as Nixon’s successor insisted, proof certain that “Our
Constitution works”?3 And what of George W. Bush? Has congressional



indulgence of his sweeping claims to power in wartime finally pushed
American government past “the point of no return,” or do recent ex-
pressions of judicial skepticism and the Democrats’ victory in the 2006
midterm elections signal that another correction is on the way? The
questions run even deeper if we reflect back more broadly, for the polit-
ical advantages to presidents in exercising war powers have not been as
clear-cut as we might imagine. Notwithstanding the reputations of
Abraham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt—wartime presidents who
died in office—there is little evidence that political capital accumulated
by presidents in this way is easily banked. In fact, James Madison is the
only one of America’s wartime presidents to hand off power electorally
to a political ally in arms, and given that Madison is widely known, and
often harshly criticized, for his refusal to assert extraordinary executive
prerogatives for the conduct of his war, it is hard to say what logic this
political distinction affirms. More to the point, many presidents—John
Adams, James Polk, Woodrow Wilson, Harry Truman, Lyndon Johnson,
Richard Nixon, George H. W. Bush—have found waging war to be po-
litically costly or otherwise ineffective in sustaining their legitimacy. For
several of these presidents, including two who saw their war to victory,
the postwar political collapse was precipitous.

Suffice it to say, the politics of the matter is a lot murkier than a sin-
gle sweep across history might lead us to expect. The reason, I will argue,
is that the imperial presidency thesis weaves several different issues to-
gether into one apparently seamless package. One of these issues is con-
stitutional. It calls our attention to portentous ambiguities in the
structure of the government’s war powers. A second issue is develop-
mental. It calls our attention to the historical drive toward empowering
the presidency and the concomitant evisceration of the constitutional
principle of checks and balances. A third issue is more specifically con-
cerned with imperialism. It calls our attention to an episodic impulse to
flex the nation’s military muscle against others and extend American
hegemony. In this essay, I will try to separate these issues out and sort
through the different problems they pose. In unpacking them, I do not
mean to suggest that they are wholly unrelated to one another; my point,
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rather, is that they are not all of a piece or readily reducible to one an-
other. On inspection, the political dynamics behind each have been quite
different, and thus much depends on their interaction with one another.
The presidency of George W. Bush might be best brought into focus ac-
cordingly, as a contingent conjunction of different political impulses.

the war powers syndrome

The president’s implied power to make war and its relationship to the
extensive war powers specifically reserved to Congress in Article 1, Sec-
tion 8 of the Constitution is a source of considerable ambiguity and a
matter of perennial debate. As some see it, the president’s role was to be
strictly limited to emergency response and command of troops in the
field; as others see it, the president’s role was purposefully kept vague
and open-ended so as to expand in response to whatever the situation
might demand. For some, the ambiguities surrounding the war powers
of the president and Congress are a fatal flaw in the Constitution; for
others, they are emblematic of the genius of the Framers’ design. On
one point, however, everyone seems to agree. The constitutional advan-
tages that accrue to the presidency in wartime are enormous. As a prac-
tical matter, war invokes the president’s most substantive and exclusive
constitutional power, the power of commander in chief. It plays to the
office’s uniquely styled capacities to act with energy, secrecy, and dis-
patch and greatly enhances the president’s leverage against the other
branches.

The political dynamic to be drawn from these observations is for-
mal, structural, and stark. Constrained on virtually every other front,
presidents would seem to have a built-in constitutional incentive to
leverage greater power for themselves from wars and national emergen-
cies. To the extent this is true, a grim developmental chain leading di-
rectly to an imperial presidency will unfold apace: The power
advantages of the chief executive in wartime will lead to presidential
belligerence and military impulsiveness, which, in turn, will gut checks
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and balances in favor of unbridled presidentialism. This is not a prob-
lem that has been seen only in retrospect. The origins of this line of ar-
gument go all the way back to the debates over ratification of the
Constitution in 1788. Leading opponents of ratification—Patrick Henry
in Virginia and Cato, the pseudonymous author of antifederalist essays,
in New York—saw the creation of the presidency precisely this way.4

The war powers account is simple and direct, but is it compelling? Is
presidential power seeking through war the irrepressible engine driving
our governmental derangement? Though it is hard to imagine an analy-
sis of the imperial presidency that did not make reference to this syn-
drome, there is enough noise in both the logic and the history to suspect
that there is a lot more going on than the structural mechanics of self-
aggrandizement on the part of presidents. Taken by itself, this dynamic
simply explains too much.

First, as already suggested, no latter-day president reflecting on the
payoff from war making in earlier years is likely to conclude that the po-
litical advantages are self-evident. Whatever immediate benefits the
Constitution offers to presidents who leverage power from war, it also
carries stern warnings of potentially high ultimate costs, and the latter
are no less fully manifest historically than the former. If presidents are
strategic calculators, there is good reason to suspect that the rationality
of warmongering is extraconstitutional. Second, however war-prone the
presidency may appear in the basic legal frame, casting the incumbent
as a strategic calculator seeking power advantages in an abstract consti-
tutional game suggests a uniformity of behavior and a consistency of in-
terests that we simply do not observe. There is no accounting here for
why some presidents resist the war-making impulse, as Dwight Eisen-
hower did in 1954 when French control of Indochina began to collapse,
and by this logic alone, even some wartime presidents put in puzzling
performances.5 Again, why would James Madison push for a war while
disavowing extraordinary claims to war powers? Why would Woodrow
Wilson hold back on American entry into World War I and then seek to
counter militarism and imperialism once and for all in the postwar set-
tlement? Or, to take a more modern example, why would Lyndon John-
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son feel compelled to fight a war that he knew from the start was bound
to destroy him, and to do so in such a convoluted way as to virtually
guarantee that result?6

Beyond historical curiosities such as these lies the more basic ques-
tion: If Cato and Henry were right all along, if Caesar is anointed by the
Constitution itself, why were the Framers so quick to dismiss their con-
cerns as the wild imaginings of distempered minds? Why were they so
confident that the distribution of powers they had devised would oper-
ate in practice to proscribe any such development? Reading into the
Constitution the full range of maladies we associate with the imperial
presidency is less a logical extrapolation than a political allegation, and
as such it traps analysts in endlessly contestable propositions about the
essence of the institution and its powers. At some point, constitutional
essentialism cannot but give way to other considerations, and first
among these, I would suggest, is that the political foundations on which
the presidency developed overweening power were popular, collective,
and unanticipated by anything in the Constitution itself.

the people’s presidency

Attributing the breakdown of checks and balances in favor of unbridled
presidentialism to war powers is a stretch because the presidential office
has from the get-go been a magnet for political ambitions of all kinds.
Whatever the constitutional voice of the presidency might have been, it
was immediately caught up in a larger chorus intruding upon it from
the outside. One implication of this is that presidential power and its
variable exercise have had less to do with the constitutional drive toward
individual aggrandizement than with the political problem of orches-
trating collective interests and ambitions in the nation at large. Another
is that high-sounding constitutional arguments about the legitimate
scope of the prerogatives of this office have from the start been thor-
oughly entangled in the collective political projects afoot in the nation
in the moment at hand.
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What is crucial here, however, is that for most of American history,
the cutting edge of the assault on the constitutional principle of checks
and balances—and the most potent engine elevating the presidency in
the American system—was not the exercise of war powers but political
democratization. Herein lies the great paradox of the Framers’ wariness
of democracy and of their hope that an independent presidency might
operate from on high to correct the political problems they perceived in
the post-Revolutionary principle of legislative supremacy. The notion
that gentlemen would deliberate more rationally and cautiously if they
were placed in different institutions, each of which was secure in its own
powers and able to fend off the encroachments of the others, proved to
be a nonstarter, and the separated design, far from rendering the legisla-
tive branch more responsible in its direction of national affairs, left it
irretrievably handicapped in any such effort. As Henry Jones Ford ob-
served more than a century ago, once democracy began to sweep the
gentlemen class out of national politics, the American people “lay hold
of the presidency as the only organ sufficient for the exercise of their
sovereignty.” By the time of Andrew Jackson, the presidency had be-
come, in Ford’s famous phrase, “the work of the people breaking
through the constitutional form.”7

This second dynamic—presidential empowerment through popular
reform—has been far more consistent and robust than the first. Indeed,
few things in American political development are more impressive than
the ingenuity of reformers in inventing ways to break through the system
of checks and balances and enable the presidency to realize their political
ambitions. The institutional devices and legitimating ideas they have
come up with are now so much a part of the fabric of American govern-
ment that no appeal back to some pristine form of constitutional rela-
tionships for leverage against presidential power is likely to cut very deep.

The most significant of these devices were those put in place earliest,
by the Jeffersonians and then the Jacksonians. These insurgencies orga-
nized political parties capable of mobilizing interests on a national scale
for the purposes of collective empowerment, institutional coordination,
and the programmatic release of governmental power. They formulated
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the claim of a presidential mandate to carry out the will of the elec-
torate. They turned the federal bureaucracy into a repository of patron-
age for fusing the interests of the executive with those of fellow partisans
in Congress and the localities.

These innovations changed the basic operating principles of Ameri-
can government and did so in ways that should significantly alter our
thinking about the imperial presidency thesis. One little-noticed fact is
that until the First Gulf War in 1990, every war America fought was
commenced under a government in which control of the political
branches was united by party. To that extent at least, constitutional talk
of presidential usurpation of congressional prerogatives seems to miss
the point; whatever imperial ambitions may have lurked behind them,
these wars were collective efforts supported by an extraconstitutional
arrangement of power binding Congress and president together. Just as
telling are the travails of Woodrow Wilson, Richard Nixon, and Ronald
Reagan—twentieth-century incumbents who pushed the envelope on
presidential prerogatives in foreign affairs under conditions of divided
party government. The political ferocity with which the latent system of
checks and balances kicked back into gear in these instances may not be
a ringing endorsement of the constitutional ideal of institutional delib-
eration, but it is surely a stark reminder of the collective foundations of
extraordinary presidential power.

I will return to the problem of divided party government in a mo-
ment, for its increased incidence in later years is, it seems to me, deeply
implicated in the case for presidential power put forth recently by con-
servative insurgents in national politics. But the contributions of the
Progressive reformers, whose intervening insurgency shaped the office
for the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, cannot be overlooked.
The Progressives had no more patience with the system of checks and
balances than the Jacksonians had, and in detailing the ways in which
these impediments to the full expression of popular will protected
property and privilege, they echoed many Jacksonian themes.8 But the
Progressives pushed ahead; they capitalized on nineteenth-century al-
terations of basic constitutional relationships while looking for new
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ways to nationalize power and deploy it as a reform instrument. First,
they weakened the role of local party organizations in presidential selec-
tion, creating in effect a presidential party with a national policy
agenda. Then they ejected the local parties from the national bureau-
cracy, in effect recasting the institutional bond between president and
Congress around an expandable bureaucracy capable of delivering at-
tractive programs to nationally organized interests. All the while, they
loosened the boundaries of governmental power. Exposing the narrow
interests served by the original design of the Constitution, they put for-
ward pragmatic theories about an “organic” or “living” Constitution,
theories that would establish legitimacy less through reliance on the for-
mal arrangements enshrined in the document itself than through the
distillation of national sentiment. Herein lay the basis of their celebra-
tion of presidency-centered government as a catchall solution to the
problems of modern American government. Incumbents were now
duty-bound to assume political leadership of the nation, to test their
ability to mobilize national opinion, and to overcome the constitutional
obstacles in their path.9

Though the Progressives were far more interested in empowering the
presidency than in considering the limits of that power, their reliance on
public opinion as a boundary condition should not be dismissed out of
hand. Woodrow Wilson’s example seems doubly poignant in this regard,
for the crushing defeat of his effort to rally public opinion after World
War I exposed the limits of the Progressive model in a crusade against
imperial aggression. After five years in which he set a new standard for
national policy leadership and another year exercising extraordinary
power in an unprecedented war effort, Wilson was broken by an opposi-
tion majority freshly installed in Congress and determined to reject his
peace treaty as insufficiently protective of the nation’s sovereign power
and international prerogatives. Characteristically, Wilson turned philo-
sophical in defeat. In a final profession of his faith in the Progressive
presidency, he confided to his daughter that he thought “it was best after
all that the United States did not join the League of Nations.” If he had
prevailed, he explained, it would not have been a true expression of na-

158 Chapter Five



tional opinion but “only a personal victory,” and as such, America would
have entered the League of Nations under false pretenses and without
the will to make it work.10

Fifty years later, a very different sort of reform insurgency developed
a far-less-accommodating response to the perils of asserting presidential
power in a politically divided polity. In the 1970s, conservatives opposed
to the expansive bureaucratic state spawned by the Progressives eyed the
makings of a new majority, one that would secure them a competitive
political advantage in presidential elections.11 But any hope of their
controlling Congress appeared to be a pipe dream. This meant that if
the powers of presidency-centered government were to be tapped on
behalf of the conservatives’ new national majorities and political ambi-
tions, a few alterations would have to be made in the foundations upon
which the Progressives had asserted those powers.

The Nixon presidency anticipated this turn. Richard Nixon was
quick to remind his critics of precedents among his Progressive prede-
cessors for everything he sought to do, but he was also acutely aware of
the very different circumstances in which he was invoking them: He was
acting in a government otherwise controlled by his political enemies;
there was no cohesive national sentiment on which to base expansive
claims to power; his was a “silent” majority. Faced with these circum-
stances, Nixon subtly shifted the emphasis in the argument for executive
supremacy. He narrowed the relevant domain of public opinion to
make the election of the president the only true expression of the na-
tional will; at the same time, he expounded upon the exclusivity of the
prerogatives granted the presidency under Article 2 of the Constitution
to press a case for unilateral action on the people’s behalf. This was what
led Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., at the time the dean of the Progressive intel-
lectuals and theretofore a leading advocate of presidency-centered gov-
ernment, to rewrite the history of the office and to cast Nixon’s
administration as the quintessential exemplar of an “imperial presi-
dency” marching to “the point of no return.”12

Notwithstanding the Progressives’ deep complicity in the develop-
ments from which they now recoiled, they were genetically pro-
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grammed to balk at the new game afoot. The Progressives had built the
modern presidency on the back of a critique of the Constitution. Their
movement had been a revolt against formalism. They had set out to ex-
pose the original intentions behind the formal design of American gov-
ernment so as to emancipate the nation from them and to ensure that
the people would be able to do what they wanted with their government
so long as they spoke clearly. The scope of Article 2’s “vesting clause,” a
question that conservative insurgents were soon to exploit in earnest,13

was something the Progressives were willing to regulate politically and
to expand insofar as it accommodated the “common meaning of the
common voice.”14 Nixon’s appeal to the Constitution was the harbinger
of something different. It was not a critique of the sweeping powers the
Progressives had insinuated into the presidency; it was a more aggres-
sive, more exclusive, and more personal claim to the exercise of those
newfound powers. By adding a formalist twist to the Progressives’ hand-
iwork, presidential leadership could be foisted on a people deeply di-
vided in their political sentiments.

The precipitous collapse of the Nixon presidency at the hands of the
political enemies he had so feared, and a near repeat under Ronald Rea-
gan during the Iran-Contra scandal, prompted conservative visionaries
to consummate this peculiar marriage of formalism with presidential-
ism in what is now known as the theory of the unitary executive.15 The
unitary theorists have elaborated a view of the Constitution and repre-
sentative government that purports to rediscover original purposes and
to find in the formal endowments of each branch wide berth for presi-
dential self-sufficiency and exclusivity in the exercise of power. Legal
theorist John Yoo may be correct in his claim that this theory helps
square the Constitution with the way presidential power has evolved
over the years, but by the same token, it is notable that this reconcilia-
tion minimizes the difference between constitutional intent and monar-
chical practice.16 It may not be stretching things to say that the unitary
theorists press an interpretation of presidential power that Cato and
Patrick Henry saw as grounds for rejection of the Constitution and that
the authors of the Federalist Papers could have embraced only at great
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peril to their cause. But at this stage of the game that seems almost be-
side the point. The fact is that in pushing further beyond the principle
of checks and balances and empowering the presidency for their collec-
tive political purposes, today’s conservatives are merely extending work
that previous political insurgencies had already far advanced.17

The paradox is twofold: The theory of the unitary executive was
prompted by the new realties of divided party government, and divided
party government has become the only practical political constraint ap-
plicable to a president possessed of these new pretensions to unitary
control. This made it all the more worrisome when George W. Bush, the
most vigorous proponent of the theory yet, found his party in control of
all the branches of government and himself liberated from the condi-
tion against which the theory had pushed. In fact, our review thus far
indicates a uniquely virulent configuration of developmental dynamics
converging on the Bush administration. It was possessed of an insurgent
theory of action that justified aggressive assertions of presidential inde-
pendence and de facto dominance over governmental affairs; it was pos-
sessed of all the resources of party government and all the tools and
techniques of plebiscitary leadership; and, soon after it came into office,
it fell upon the ideal catalytic agent for maximizing presidential claims:
an attack on the homeland. Here was a conjunction of circumstances
uniquely conducive to no-holds-barred presidentialism, a transit of
power and authority from which there might be no turning back.

imperialism

The story did not end, however, on 11 September 2001. Indeed, as things
have shaken out for the Bush administration, neither the constitutional
logic of power in wartime nor the developmental logic of presidential
supremacy reach to the heart of the matter. The problem is that there is
precious little in either dynamic that accounts for the episodic incidence
of imperial crusades in American history. The impulse to flex the na-
tion’s muscle against others for the purpose of extending American
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influence and ideals comes to us as an integral part of the imperial presi-
dency thesis, but, present circumstances aside, the imperial impulse in
American politics and surges in presidential power do not move in lock-
step. Moreover, of the different themes woven into the imperial presi-
dency thesis, the politics of imperial outreach stand out as especially
contentious. In other words, the serious difficulties this administration
encountered as soon as it redirected the national response to the attacks
of 9/11 into an invasion of Iraq have considerable historical resonance. It
would be ironic indeed if imperialism turned out to be the Achilles’ heel
of our national flight to presidentialism, but it would not be inexplicable.

To address the Iraq calamity—the pivot point of this episode—by
repairing to idiosyncratic details about the president’s personality or in-
dividual capacity would, I think, rob the imperial presidency thesis of
much of its purchase. What is missing is not detail but a large part of the
overall picture and a key source of insight into the operations of the
American system as a whole. On inspection, the Iraq invasion fits the
profile of another dynamic evident in presidential history. At issue here
is neither constitutional essentialism nor developmental trends but a re-
current political syndrome, one that assumed its basic shape very early
on, one that still takes hold of the presidency periodically, and one that,
more often than not, puts the nation and the incumbent at cross-
purposes.

The Constitution ensures that all of America’s wars will bear the face
of a president, but all wars are not the same.18 Even if we were to grant
that no war waged by a nation-state is entirely free of imperial implica-
tions, there was much more than imperial ambition at issue behind the
Civil War, American involvement in the two world wars, the Afghan
War, and the fight against al Qaeda. By the same token, the United States
has fought a series of wars that stand apart from these by virtue of their
national ambition, political arrogance, and imperial presumption. I
would distinguish this second group as the “muscle-flexing wars”;19 they
include the War of 1812, the Mexican-American War, the Spanish-Amer-
ican War, the Vietnam War, and now the war in Iraq. On inspection,
these wars share some striking similarities.
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Note first that these were all wars of dubious provocation. Notwith-
standing the mistaken intelligence that the Bush administration em-
ployed to make its case for the turn to Iraq, a pattern of stretching
evidence, manipulating circumstances, and overreaching conclusions is
unmistakable in each of the muscle-flexing wars. What exactly hap-
pened in the Gulf of Tonkin in 1964 or in Havana’s harbor in 1898 was
less important than the pretext for war that those events provided. Had
James Polk not sent federal troops to occupy disputed territory on the
Rio Grande, he would not have been able to declare that a state of war
existed by virtue of a Mexican attack on “American” soil. London
greeted James Madison’s war message with surprise; had he waited just a
few more days (he had already waited about six years), he would have
found out that the British had rescinded the restrictive trade practices
that had prompted his war message and justified his plan to seize
Canada.

Because of the machinations involved, there has been a tendency to
personalize these wars as uniquely presidential—“Mr. Polk’s War,”“Lyn-
don Johnson’s War.” This reinforces the connection between imperial
war and the imperial presidency. But on further inspection, one sees
that the muscles being flexed in each of these instances were those of a
powerful faction within a dominant party. These were supremely politi-
cal wars, the pet projects of an ideologically charged, upwardly mobile,
and strategically situated coterie. The impulse to vent American power
idealistically that is so clearly apparent in the neoconservative wing of
Bush’s Republican coalition is echoed in every episode of this recurrent
pattern. Polk was advanced to the presidency by a faction of the Demo-
cratic Party—“Young America”—that had grown impatient with the
old leadership’s cautious approach to the nation’s Manifest Destiny.
Even if there is overstatement in the conventional wisdom that Madison
was held hostage by the “war hawks” in his party for his renomination
in 1812, no one suggests that he was insensitive to their growing political
clout, their impatience, or their importance to his majority. In 1898, fac-
tional enthusiasm for war with Spain simply overran McKinley’s initial
skepticism, and in Johnson’s case, a political determination to keep
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Kennedy Cold Warriors in line instigated a self-defeating Vietnam strat-
egy of unqualified commitment backed by incremental action.

One final observation to be made about these muscle-flexing wars is
that they are not randomly distributed across presidential history. There
is, in fact, one such war for each of the party coalitions that has domi-
nated American government for an extended period of time. The war of
1812 came in the heyday of the Jeffersonian dominance, the Mexican-
American War in the heyday of the Jacksonian dominance, the Spanish-
American War in the heyday of the Republican dominance, and the
Vietnam War in the heyday of the liberal Democratic dominance. This
suggests that the imperial impulse is vented most aggressively in Amer-
ica by regime-defining party coalitions at parallel stages in the cycle of
their development and disintegration, that the collective conceit driving
these crusades bespeaks a moment of singular self-confidence that re-
curs in political time.

Like the other muscle-flexing wars, the recent incursion into Iraq
was propelled by a party possessed of a make-or-break opportunity in
government, a party whose political vision faced no coherent challenge
and whose dreams of a transformed nation stood on the brink of fulfill-
ment. For the party that is accustomed to power, sure of its mission, and
restless with commitments to its various and sundry parts, the president
is less an imperious taskmaster than a service provider; he is an instru-
ment for delivering promised goods, taking care of unfinished business,
and realizing pent-up ambitions. If the leaders of robust regime-defin-
ing parties have been especially prone to embark on imperial adven-
tures, it is not because they have lorded power over everyone else but
because they are poorly positioned politically to resist the pent-up en-
thusiasms of key coalition partners. (On the political costs of resisting
partisan enthusiasts intent on realizing their vision, consider the exam-
ple of John Adams, who scuttled the war plans of his fellow Federalists
only to have them turn against him and plot his defeat.)20 Bringing a
long-dominant party to its moment of programmatic fulfillment, these
presidents are nothing if not ready and willing to orchestrate the collec-
tive leap forward. All political cues prompt leaders in these circum-
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stances to use whatever opportunities are presented to secure the full-
throated support of their church; their authority is not that of an inde-
pendent constitutional officer so much as that of a minister to the
faithful.

Of course, the heady factional enthusiasm that makes muscle-flexing
wars so irresistible in these circumstances also makes these presidents
vulnerable to charges of ideological overreach and debasement of their
high constitutional office for programmatic ends. Betting heavily on a
political vision raises the stakes of the play of events. Short of a stunning
battlefield victory (like the one at New Orleans that salvaged Madison’s
reputation and pulled the rug out from under his Federalist critics) or a
willingness to address problems head on (as Theodore Roosevelt did on
the revelation of American atrocities in the Philippines), the political
costs extracted by such wars tend to be severe for the president and his
party alike. With shaky initial pretexts, such wars tend to be quick to ex-
haust their political support. Their demands drive disaffection through
the president’s own ranks and spark political reaction nationwide.

That is why the muscle-flexing impulses of the Bush administration
have not operated as just another log on the fire of unbridled presidential
supremacy. The fate of the Bush presidency has, in fact, begun to turn on
this one dynamic in particular, and its logic appears to be confounding
the convergence of all others on presidentialism’s final triumph. Whether
the fallout will reach further and unravel the Republican Party’s grip on
the national agenda altogether remains to be seen.

the system works?

This essay began with a truism: Imperial ambitions breed imperial pow-
ers. In the past, however, political dynamics in America complicated this
story so that there was always something to the opposite claim as well:
imperial powers succumbed to imperial ambition. The question for
presidential politics in the wake of the 2006 midterm elections is
whether this more comforting truth still holds.
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In the intermediate aftermath of 9/11, everything was in place to
push the claims of presidentialism beyond the point of no return. But
for the fact that this portentous moment was overtaken by the dreams
of a political faction—but for the fact that a newfound imperative to
“preserve, protect, and defend” was pressed into service to clean up
some unfinished business on the old party agenda—it might be difficult
at present to contemplate any politically effective path back from the
brink. This episodic impulse to overreach and rush headlong into the
quagmire does not constitute a particularly admirable, efficient, or de-
pendable mechanism for recalibrating constitutional power, nor is it
very comforting for those in the rest of the world who look to American
hegemony for security and stability. But for a polity that has been play-
ing fast and loose with its constitutional design for 225 years, there may
be little left to help balance things out save these contingencies of politi-
cal time.

A collective sigh of relief could be heard in many quarters after the
2006 midterm elections. Still, it is hard to bracket the Iraq imbroglio
and look ahead with renewed confidence in the operations of American
government and politics. First, it is not at all clear that the new majority
in Congress will succeed in reining in this president’s pretensions for the
power and independence of his office. Second, even if it does, the power
released by this administration has already had an enormous impact,
and the fallout is likely to be with us for a long time. Finally, and more
to the point, this has not been an aberrant episode. At issue within it is a
confluence of persistent constitutional problems, long-term develop-
mental trends, and recurrent political impulses. These implicate the en-
tire history of the office, and their current alignment heightens the
stakes at issue in their still-uncertain resolution.

If the old adage “the system works” has not become a wholly empty
cliché, it is because we find ourselves today witness to some of its most
perverse expressions. The “imperial presidency” is a composite of these.
With each of its several elements as deeply ingrained in the operations
of our institutions as the others, none seems likely to find a quick fix.



6. Is Transformational Leadership
Still Possible? Barack Obama
in Historical Perspective

This essay has its origins in the 2008 presidential election campaign, during
which I found myself playing host to a far-flung discussion with followers of
the political time perspective over whether Barack Obama would prove to
be a reconstructive or a preemptive leader. The question prompted close
scrutiny of the typology I had developed of historical types of leadership au-
thority, and in particular, of the political dynamics that are captured
within and across the four cells of that typology. This is as it should be. The
typology is not rigidly deterministic in the sense that every candidate is
pegged in one box or another from the get-go; it is, rather, an interactive set
of political relationships framing problems and probabilities as they have
been manifested historically. Presidents tend to play at the margins of these
types. They seek to solve the problems presented by these situations, to test
the possibilities and stretch for new resolutions. The possibilities have
themselves evolved over the course of American history, with important
implications for our political system as a whole. These are the considera-
tions that have guided my own thinking about Obama’s leadership as he
heads into the midterm elections.1

The presidential election of 2008 was fought over the prospects for
“change,” and the candidate promising the most thoroughgoing change
of all won a decisive victory. Barack Obama, the Democratic contender,
distinguished himself from other opponents of Republican rule as the
agent of “change we can believe in.” He agitated for “a new kind of poli-
tics.” He belittled the example of the most recent Democrat in the
White House, Bill Clinton, as temporizing, and, taking a larger view of
current prospects, he projected himself into one of those rare moments



in American history when it becomes possible to alter the nation’s “tra-
jectory.” Indeed, he spoke of “fundamentally transforming the United
States of America.”2

Presidential campaigns lend themselves to hyperbole. Candidates
competing in party primaries need to differentiate themselves from one
another, and in the general election, each strives to appear the genuine
article. Still, the quest for authenticity can summon up any number of
leadership qualities, and on inspection, Obama used the promise of
change to conjure something with deep historical resonance. He knew
that Hillary Clinton would project the virtues of experience, so he
pressed her to reconcile her intimate connections to the politics of the
past with her bid to lead an opposition demanding something new. He
knew that John McCain would project the military virtues of honor and
courage, so he pressed him to reconcile his national appeal as an inde-
pendent, straight-shooting “maverick” with his partisan credentials as a
loyal “foot soldier in the Reagan Revolution.”3 In Obama’s hands, the
promise of “change” magnified the noise in the leadership stances of his
main rivals. Projecting a cleaner and more complete break from the
past, it recalled what has traditionally been the most politically potent
leadership posture of all.

Obama was hardly subtle in intimating what he had in mind.
Launching his campaign in Springfield, Illinois, he cast himself in Abra-
ham Lincoln’s mold.4 Lincoln too had been an unlikely prospect, driven
by the compelling power of a transformative vision. Throughout his
campaign, Obama reminded the nation that it had been a while since a
president had risen to the standard set by the great political leaders in
American history. He exuded keen appreciation for the fact that scat-
tered about our past are a few presidents who actually did change the
nation’s direction, setting it on a new course that would be maintained
long beyond their own tenure. It was by just that measure that he rated
Bill Clinton as a lesser light.

Obama was especially attuned to the primacy of circumstance in de-
termining these prospects. He dismissed the notion that his leadership
was sui generis, that he was “a singular figure,” a phenom who defied all
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historical references. Like McCain, he invoked the example of Ronald
Reagan, but whereas McCain appealed to Reagan as the preeminent au-
thority on proper governing principles, Obama evoked Reagan to ele-
vate the importance of context and opportunity over party, program,
and personality: “[Reagan] put us on a fundamentally different path be-
cause the country was ready for it.”5 Identifying Reagan as the nearest
historical exemplar of transformational leadership, Obama underscored
the parallels of circumstance in Reagan’s rise to power and his own; he
identified 2008 as a similar turning point and cast himself as an iconic
figure poised to transform the nation once again. It was his studied ef-
fort to convey the sense of this time as one of those times that made his
campaign appear so pregnant with possibility: “This is our moment . . .
our time to turn the page on the policies of the past . . . our time to offer
a new direction for this country that we love.”6

Anticipating decisive change in his rise to power, Obama invited
equally categorical evaluations of his performance in office. Last Janu-
ary, the election of Scott Brown as senator from Massachusetts was
deemed a fatal blow to Obama’s bid to change the trajectory of govern-
ment and politics.7 Then, in March, passage of comprehensive health
care legislation was heralded as evidence that Obama would stand with
Franklin D. Roosevelt as the catalyst of a new era.8 Today, with pollsters
forecasting major losses for the president’s party in the midterm elec-
tions, speculation has turned toward the default option—trimming in
the Clinton style. Trying to make sense of change when its scale and
scope is being contested day by day, in the moment, is risky, to say the
least. It is not just that every new assessment is vulnerable to the next
turn of events; it is that a shorthand reference to icons—to Reagan,
FDR, or Lincoln—is no substitute for careful reflection on what trans-
formational leadership in the American presidency has actually en-
tailed.

The more productive way to consider these prospects is to take a
closer look at the past. If we resist the temptation simply to hoist
Obama on his own petard, we might use the historical references in his
leadership posture to bring the current juncture more fully into focus. It
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may be that the promise of transformational leadership has been hol-
lowed out by modern campaign hyperbole, that it is now just a matter
of electoral positioning for momentary advantage. But there has been
more to it than that in the past. Obama’s assessment of transforma-
tional moments in American politics is worth taking seriously because it
was roughly correct. Our stake in evaluating his performance goes far
beyond score keeping, for much about political possibilities in contem-
porary America turns on how we read the strengths and weaknesses of
the parallels he drew.

So just how closely did Obama’s rise to power track the rise of other
transformational presidencies? How did leadership of this sort play it-
self out in earlier periods? Given what was involved in prior episodes,
how likely is it that we are in the midst of a repeat performance? And
given the vast changes that have taken place in American government
and politics more generally, what are the chances going forward that
any president will be able to do what the transformational leaders of the
past did? We may never be able to game the future perfectly, but we are
not completely at the mercy of events. There are historical standards to
scrutinize, patterns and crosscurrents to identify, alternatives to con-
sider, and contemporary implications to probe.

It is easy to conflate issues in an assessment of this sort, so it might
be useful at the outset to flag some of the more obvious miscues. By in-
quiring into prospects for an Obama transformation, we are not asking
whether or not he will be reelected. Clinton was reelected, and as
Obama observed, there was no Clinton transformation. Nor are we ask-
ing whether Obama will get a lot done. All presidents get a lot done, and
Obama has already done more than most. The transformational presi-
dents in American history did particular things, not necessarily more
things. It should be underscored as well that we are not asking here
whether Obama is an admirable leader or a good president. The general
impression is that transformational leadership is good leadership; it is
certainly associated with great presidents. But there are presidents in
our history who did the right thing at a critical moment whom we
would not describe as transformational, and there are those whom we
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would describe as transformational who took actions we might well
condemn. The notion that anything short of a political transformation
represents a failure of leadership is a common conceit, but reflection
reveals it as also a rather dangerous one. It is one thing to wish every
president great success; it is quite another to expect each of them to
transform America.

The issue, as it is posed historically, is a specific one. American gov-
ernment and politics are transformed when new interests secure a firm
grip on power, when institutional relationships are rearranged to sup-
port them, when governmental priorities are durably recast, and when a
corresponding set of legitimating ideas becomes the new common
sense. Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin
Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan all, in varying degrees, brought about
changes of that kind. In earlier chapters, I have called these the “recon-
structive” presidencies. Transformational leaders reconstruct American
government and politics; they set it operating on (to use the Obama lo-
cution) “a new foundation.”9 Other presidents have done very impor-
tant things, but they did not do that. At issue is whether Obama will
alter the playing field of national politics, durably, substantially, and on
his own terms, whether he is likely to shift the axis of commitment and
conflict so that American government itself is understood differently.

But even when looking for evidence of something fairly specific,
what we see at this early date admits of a variety of interpretations. The
inquiry here will proceed accordingly. The title of this essay asks
whether leadership of this sort is still possible. Casting the question that
way opens the investigation to a range of responses, some bearing di-
rectly on Obama’s prospects and others on the prospects for contempo-
rary presidents generally. These responses engage the relevant history in
different ways, and since each can be supported with reference to
Obama’s performance thus far, none can be dismissed out of hand. The
best course at this juncture is to sort them out and interrogate them one
by one. We will assess their relative plausibility by clarifying the ground
for each.

Two of the responses to be considered assume that the model of re-
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constructive politics to be drawn from the past remains a reliable guide
to present and future transformations. That is to say, both assume that
reconstructive leadership in the classic mode is still possible and simply
inquire into the likelihood that Obama will pull it off. The responses
differ, depending on just how exacting the application of historical
standards is, that is, on just how closely the Obama presidency must
track the patterns displayed in prior reconstructive episodes to reach a
similar result. Two other responses test the reliability of the classic
model itself. They explore a possible mismatch between the iconic lead-
ership role Obama conjured for himself and the “ruthless pragma-
tism”10 reflected in his actions. The questions here are whether, and to
what extent, Obama’s conception of political transformation is the
same as that projected by reconstructive leaders in earlier periods of
American history; whether, and to what extent, an alternative under-
standing of change has been sown in the basic operations of modern
American government; and whether, and to what extent, a model of
transformative leadership that has been drawn forward periodically
from the early nineteenth century still has legs.

Response 1: Transformational leadership is still possible, and Obama
might yet pull it off.

When Obama elevated the example of Reagan over the example of Clin-
ton, he was thinking in political time. Opportunities for reconstructive
leadership are rare, but, as Obama observed, they have recurred over
long stretches of history in circumstances roughly similar to those pro-
pelling him to power. Like Obama, reconstructive presidents have all
been opposition leaders. They have all, like Obama, sought to displace a
dispensation in political affairs that had held sway over the nation for
decades. More to the point, events liberated them to press the vulnera-
bilities of those long-established orthodoxies far beyond the middling
critiques previously ventured by that regime’s opponents. In the years
running up to our reconstructive presidencies, the priorities of the old
order appeared to exhaust themselves and to leave the government
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wildly overextended in its commitments. Affiliates of the established
regime were seemingly unable either to stand by their commitments or
to generate credible solutions to the new problems of the day. In most
cases, reconstruction was presaged by a calamitous event implicating
the regime’s basic conception of legitimate national government.

When an old regime begins to flounder in its own commitments and
its affiliates are thrown on the defensive, the opposition leader is liber-
ated to repudiate it outright, to hold it responsible for present calami-
ties, to declare it bankrupt. Bolstered by a groundswell of popular
discontent, the new president is thrust into power with expansive war-
rants for independent action and an encompassing mandate for reform.
Many elements of the classic scenario for political reconstruction came
together late in 2008, and Obama has been reminding us of that fact
ever since. The standard rhetorical tropes of reconstructive politics echo
through Obama’s early months in office, and not just when he takes to
the hustings to rally his troops. Emblematic is the opening statement of
the 2009 Economic Report of the President, where Obama railed
against “a legacy of misplaced priorities” and took aim at systemic fail-
ures: “[The current economic] crisis is neither the result of a normal
turn of the business cycle nor an accident of history. We arrived at this
point as a result of an era of profound irresponsibility that engulfed
both private and public institutions from some of our largest compa-
nies’ executive suites to the seats of power in Washington. D.C.”11

Of the many arguments that have been ventured since January 2009
against the proposition that Obama is a reconstructive president or
transformational leader, the weakest is the notion that he has been re-
luctant to engage in forthright repudiation of his inheritance. There are,
of course, many points of contention that Obama has sidestepped in his
first two years, but no president, no matter how virulent his critique of
the received order, has taken on every issue under contention from the
get-go or has tried to change everything at once. It may be that so many
major issues are presented simultaneously in a modern presidency that
it has become harder for the public to calibrate the balance of repudia-
tion and accommodation, but it is certainly the case that no president
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since Reagan has invoked the authority to repudiate more often or has
been more doggedly determined to set a new course. Now, at midterm,
Obama is depending on voters to recall and to reject “the folks who
drove the economy, drove the nation . . . into the ditch.”12

The companion concern is that Obama is too enamored of the idea
of overcoming divisions—too committed to the notion of “one Amer-
ica”—to push effectively for a transformative break with the past. The
paradox is that the election of the first African American president, an
event of enormous cultural significance, may have made it more diffi-
cult to exploit the reconstructive opportunity at hand: Obama may be
constrained by virtue of his unique historical status to pull his punches
in order to avoid appearing too angry or vindictive. But if Obama really
is “a singular figure” after all, if the code of conduct in office is different
for him than for any other leader, one would be hard-pressed to make
the case with reference to the public posture of past reconstructive pres-
idents. It is not just that he has repeatedly cast himself against an “era of
profound irresponsibility”; it is that all reconstructive leaders connect
this authority to repudiate to a unifying purpose. Beginning with Jeffer-
son (“We are all Republicans; we are all Federalists”),13 the reconstruc-
tive presidents in American history consistently claim that they have
discovered the true basis of national unity and that they are acting to re-
store it. They characteristically connect forthright repudiation of their
immediate inheritance to a ringing reaffirmation of values emblematic
of the American polity that seem to have been lost or squandered in the
indulgences of the old order. They characteristically reach across the
aisle for support in the cause of restoring consensus. They characteristi-
cally set out with reform programs that invite cooperation in meeting
the current crisis. The projection of a unifying vision—independent
and above the fray—has always proven an invaluable resource for presi-
dents engaged in reconstructive politics. Combining repudiation with
outreach, Obama has been true to form.

The intensity of the opposition Obama has generated, and the com-
plaints now being evoked by his relentless reminders of the misguided
policies of the recent past, should suffice to caution against the notion
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that he has been too timid. But is stiff resistance itself dispositive?
Obama has been fiercely challenged in Washington, and the concerns of
the public at large have been evident in polls and in electoral contests.
But reconstruction is never a cakewalk; it is a wrenching affair, full of
risk. Transformative presidencies are forged through an extended series
of unsettling political contests; the obstacles are always severe, and the
struggles to overcome them usually extend over the course of two full
terms. Jackson was defied and defeated outright throughout his first
term, on issues as routine as political appointments and as central to his
cause as reform of the National Bank. No one could confidently predict
a successful transformation after the first year or two of the Lincoln
presidency or after the first year or two of the Reagan presidency. The
midterm election of 1934, when FDR’s party gained seats, was an anom-
aly even among our reconstructive leaders. These presidents have sur-
vived significant midterm losses and have still been able to forge a new
foundation for government and politics in the end.

If history is a guide, the critical tests for an Obama reconstruction
will come after the 2010 midterm elections and in reaction to mounting
resistance. The test is whether the president will be able to maintain his
repudiative authority, whether he will deploy it to stigmatize those who
continue to resist as extremists and to follow through with more sys-
temic changes. Historically, this has meant moving decisively against
institutions and interests upon which the old politics rested. Court bat-
tles, bank wars, civil war—these have been the telltale signs of recon-
structive politics, and they take time to reach a decisive phase.
Reconstruction does not depend on winning every contest. It depends
on systematically weakening, perhaps even destroying outright, the in-
frastructure of the old order, on clearing the political and institutional
ground upon which something fundamentally new can take hold. On
the positive side, the telltale test of reconstructive leadership is party
building. Reconstructive leadership is not about discarding the old
party of government in favor of the old party of opposition. It is about
bringing new groups to power, about rearranging political alliances,
about securing an alternative unanticipated by the prior lines of politi-
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cal conflict. Reconstructive leaders establish a new majority that can be
depended upon to support the president’s new commitments and pri-
orities.

Party building and institutional reconstruction reconstitute the sys-
tem. Historically, this is what has made presidential leadership in Amer-
ica politically transformative. No one should expect a clear resolution of
these prospects a mere two years into a term, nor should one suppose
that there is nothing in sight that might propel reconstructive politics
toward these more decisive tests. A standoff with the Supreme Court
under Chief Justice John Roberts has already been intimated. Immigra-
tion reform is a pressing issue, and it could present party-building op-
portunities. Relentless resistance has drawn out the stalwart defenders
of the old regime, and time and again, nay-saying of this sort has served
to stiffen the resolve of the reconstructive leader to undertake more de-
cisive actions. Repudiation and affirmation are the key tools; managed
effectively, they create new and durable standards of legitimate national
government. When order-shattering initiatives are aimed at order-af-
firming ends, when they are directed against an old regime that has
been shorn of all credibility, the president stands apart from all prior
conceptions of the alternatives and establishes standards of his own.

Response 2: The reconstructive model of transformational leadership
may work for some future president, but it was never likely to work for
Obama.

I have laid out what seems to me to be the best case for keeping an open
mind about a prospective Obama transformation. But is it an especially
strong case? And if not, what exactly are its weaknesses? Is it just too
early to dismiss the possibility of an Obama reconstruction, or was that
possibility implausible from the start?

The first place to look for weaknesses is in the specifics, in certain
more subtle and as yet unexamined aspects of the Obama case that fail
to comport with what we know of reconstructive leadership as it has
played out in the past. An accounting of this sort does not question the
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contemporary relevance of the historical exemplars of transformational
leadership; on the contrary, by drawing us more deeply into prior
episodes of reconstructive politics and demanding something more
than just a rough approximation of the historical patterns, it places even
greater weight on the reliability of the old model for an assessment of
Obama’s prospects. Once we take account of elements that are usually
found in presidencies of this type but were absent or oddly configured
in Obama’s rise to power, once we reckon with the significance of those
elements in accounting for past successes, the conclusion seems plain:
We may see transformational leadership again sometime in the future,
but it was never very likely that Obama would rise to that standard.

A closer look at the patterns of presidential leadership in political
time brings this alternative assessment of Obama’s leadership into fo-
cus. It is clear on inspection that political regimes in American history
have had considerable staying power, that each has survived several
rounds of opposition leadership before succumbing to something cate-
gorically new. It is hardly a surprise that each successive round of oppo-
sition leadership is a bit more strident in its assaults on the established
regime and a bit more forthright in its quest to displace it. Obama is the
second opposition leader to come to power since the Reagan Revolu-
tion, and if his assault on the conservative regime has been more force-
ful and direct than Bill Clinton’s, it is because the passage of time always
brings the limitations and adverse consequences of received prescrip-
tions more clearly into view. Something similar might be said of
Woodrow Wilson and Richard Nixon. Wilson’s critique of the Republi-
can regime of the post–Civil War era was more direct and strident than
Grover Cleveland’s; Nixon’s critique of the liberal regime of the
post–New Deal era was more direct and strident than Dwight D. Eisen-
hower’s. Moreover, Wilson and Nixon each anticipated the new coali-
tion that would later serve to anchor a new regime. Neither, however,
consummated a political reconstruction himself. In fact, no second-
round opposition leader has successfully reconstructed American gov-
ernment and politics. Obama can hardly be faulted for anticipating the
possibility—all opposition leaders are out to test the reconstructive pos-
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sibilities—but on a strict accounting of political time, he is probably
pressing the case prematurely.

Leadership is not clockwork, but if we pursue the patterns of politi-
cal time a bit further, it is possible to point to something quite specific
that was out of sync in Obama’s bid for a political transformation. Close
scrutiny of the predecessor’s leadership is vital in this perspective for
determining what comes next, and what is conspicuous in examining
this particular sequence is the absence of an affiliated president who
came to power candidly acknowledging deep-seated problems within
the older order and directing his leadership to resolving them. Notwith-
standing the debacles of Iraq and Katrina, George W. Bush is an odd fit
for that historic role. He may have left the conservative regime overex-
tended in its commitments and exposed in its priorities, but until the
very final weeks of his second term, he remained a supremely self-confi-
dent booster of those commitments and priorities. This left open the ar-
gument that the problems rumbling out of his presidency stemmed
from his particular rendition of the old orthodoxy, or from his mistakes
in implementing it, not from the orthodoxy itself. It meant that Repub-
licans could rebound by marginalizing Bush, just as Democrats re-
bounded for a time after 1968 by marginalizing Lyndon B. Johnson.

In contrast, every reconstruction in the past has been immediately
preceded by the election of an affiliated president who would spend his
entire term trying to rehabilitate and repair an old order already in deep
trouble: John Adams, John Quincy Adams, James Buchanan, Herbert
Hoover, Jimmy Carter. None of these presidents was a resolute advo-
cate of regime priorities in the mold of George W. Bush; on the con-
trary, each was something of an insider critic, a leader alert to the crisis
of legitimacy brewing in the land and intent on saving the old order
from itself. More than anything else, it was the long and hapless strug-
gles of these leaders to grapple with their own compatriots’ complicity
in the crisis at hand that sealed the case that the old regime was indeed
beyond repair. It was their sustained stewardship of a predicament to be
laid at their own doorstep that finally broke the back of the regime party
and scattered its support. As bad as things got late in 2008, there was no
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extended display of the inability of conservatives to respond to the crisis
and solve their own problems, no clear demonstration that the nation
was suffering from something more than “Bush fatigue.”

There is no need to stretch for a pertinent counterfactual. John Mc-
Cain, the self-styled “maverick” of the Republican Party, was about as
clear an example as American history affords of the insider critic who
offers to rehabilitate and repair a regime in deep trouble. McCain’s
message in 2008 was that the Republican Party had lost its way, that the
Bush administration had made mistakes, that McCain’s leadership was
needed to put conservatism back on track. McCain’s 2008 campaign
was the perfect setup for a classic political disjunction. A McCain vic-
tory, coming on the heels of a financial crisis and a more extended eco-
nomic meltdown, would have ushered in a direct and extended test of
the conservatives’ capacities to respond to manifest problems in their
fundamental commitments without destroying themselves in the pro-
cess. As it happened, the vulnerabilities of the conservative regime were
not allowed to ripen in this way, and the Obama reconstruction came to
hinge on the hope that Bush’s second-term travails would serve as an
adequate surrogate. Skipping the disjunctive phase has, however, made
it all too easy for supporters of the conservative regime to rally in a de-
fense of old orthodoxies—as Wilson rallied the Republicans and Nixon
rallied the liberals.

The equivocal political effect (so far) of the financial collapse of the
fall of 2008 is especially telling in this regard. As suggested above, the fi-
nancial crisis indicted some of the founding principles of the conserva-
tive regime—its commitment to government deregulation and its faith
in self-correcting markets. In doing so, it significantly strengthened the
prima facie case against it, and Obama seized the rhetoric of repudia-
tion to press an expansive case for change. The problem with acting on
this rhetoric, however, was that Obama also assumed the immediate
burdens of crisis management. The timing could not have been more
awkward. The collapse did not force conservatives into a long-drawn-
out confrontation with their own principles under the maverick leader-
ship of McCain. Instead, it allowed conservatives to reunite by
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disavowing Bush’s mistakes and reasserting their principles against
Obama’s improvisations. Moreover, the Obama administration was, as
a practical matter, engaged from the get-go in stabilizing the system it
was repudiating rhetorically. Candidate Obama had joined the delibera-
tions on the bank bailout in the final days of the Bush administration,
and he had lent them support. From that moment, the traditional boast
of the reconstruction leader—the claim that he could address the crisis
with “clean hands”—was compromised. Bold demonstrations of
Obama’s “new kind of politics” took a back seat to taxpayer support for
corporations deemed “too big to fail.” The absence of a fully played-out
disjunctive phase made it harder for Obama to act on his political
premise that the financial collapse was the epistemic crisis of the old or-
der, and the actions he took to meet the emergency raised serious ques-
tions about his reconstructive credentials.

Pushing the historical record further, it appears that skipping a dis-
junctive phase and moving directly to reconstruction is problematic for
other reason as well. Time and again, the disjunctive phase has proven a
critical period of ripening for mass-based social movements insisting on
fundamental change. The abolition movement was an independent
force pushing Lincoln and the Republicans toward reconstructive poli-
tics; the labor movement was an independent force pushing FDR and
the Democrats; the conservative movement was an independent force
pushing Reagan and the Republicans. By deepening the crisis of legiti-
macy generated under disjunctive politics, these movements helped ex-
pose the vulnerabilities of the old order to the nation at large.
Moreover, because they had an organizational standing independent of
the candidates that drew on their support, they could pressure those
candidates to do more once they gained office.

Obama acknowledged the point himself. In accepting his nomina-
tion at the Democratic National Convention, he reminded his audience
that “change comes because the American people demand it—because
they rise up and insist on new ideas and new leadership.”14 To the ex-
tent that Obama’s election was movement based, however, it was not
well anchored. It drew its initial support from an antiwar movement,
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but by Election Day, changes on the ground in Iraq and the late-break-
ing financial crisis had stolen much of that energy. In the end, the
“movement” was organized largely around the candidate himself. It was
built on his personal charisma, and by and large, he was left pretty
much to his own devices in sketching his vision of “a new kind of poli-
tics.” One might imagine a real social movement ripening under a Pres-
ident McCain as he struggled to get conservatives to respond to the
financial crisis and economic contraction, but as it happened, the
Obama movement developed little independent leverage over anyone.
Instead of being pushed to do more, Obama has been left to court the
uncommitted, the independents, and the swing voters from doubtful
states. To the extent that Obama’s leadership has catalyzed the forma-
tion of an independent movement pressing insiders for fundamental
change, it is, paradoxically, the Tea Party, a movement organized and
directed against him.

And this suggests one final implication of a truncated disjunctive
episode. Short of a crisis of legitimacy sufficient to break the back of the
old regime’s party base, overtures for unity in the cause of a national
redirection are likely to fall flat, and prospects for presidential party
building are likely to be severely limited. All the reconstructive leaders in
our past have been able to pick up substantial support from factions of
the old regime coalition that had become disillusioned by the course of
events or had lost the rationale for their prior allegiance.15 This opportu-
nity is critical for refashioning political coalitions, altering the terms of
debate, and charting a course that supersedes the old conflicts. Notwith-
standing Obama’s overtures to the likes of Arlen Specter and Olympia
Snowe, no president has been able to reconstruct American government
and politics in the face of a rebounding phalanx of stalwarts bent on per-
petuating the old formulas and continuing the old debates. On this
score, even Wilson and Nixon had more to work with than Obama.

Response 3: The reconstructive model of transformational leadership is
irrelevant. It has, in effect, been superseded by more purely progressive
models of reform.
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Models of political change drawn from the past identify Obama as a sec-
ond-round opposition leader testing the line between another momen-
tary preemption of the old order and a more decisive reconstruction of
it. They also show that while many of the elements traditionally associ-
ated with reconstructive breakthroughs were present in his rise to
power, some important ones were not. Past examples of second-round
opposition leaders who failed to cross this line are not hard to find, so,
on balance, it seems that political transformation in this case remains a
long shot.

If we leave it at that, however, we may find that we are correct about
the prospects for political change under Obama but wrong about the
larger implications of his presidency for thinking about leadership in
political time. History never repeats itself exactly, so a strict, mechanical
application of a model of change drawn from the past is likely to miss as
much as it picks up. Exclusive reference to the current alignment of fa-
miliar historical elements leads to two conclusions: first, that a political
reconstruction of American government and politics is probably pre-
mature; second, that another opposition leader, in the line of Clinton
and Obama, might be better positioned to deliver on this promise later
on down the road. But is that latter expectation warranted? Have no
new factors come into play over the years, no alternative understand-
ings of change that might complicate and attenuate the traditional
rhythms of political time?

Thinking about the Obama administration along these lines puts
prior reconstructive episodes in a very different light. Indeed, it suggests
that though American progressives may still refer ritualistically to prior
episodes of transformational leadership, they have, in effect, gone a long
way toward abandoning the old reconstructive formula. This assess-
ment considers an underlying mismatch between the ideational tenets
of American progressivism and the reconstructive style of leadership. It
calls attention to the Left’s commitment to programmatic development,
social experimentation, interest management, and pragmatic adapta-
tion, to a general disposition toward political affairs that is ill-suited to a
starkly repudiative posture in politics or a strong dismantling impulse
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in leadership. It eyes, at the very heart of progressivism, a philosophical
skepticism about durable reconstructions of power, a studied resistance
to the whole idea of anchoring government and politics in firm “foun-
dations.” It highlights the progressives’ alternative conception of politi-
cal transformation—one in which change is open-ended, ongoing, and
evolutionary. Against this backdrop, the Obama administration stands
out as the strongest signal yet of a historic displacement of an old model
of political renewal by a new one.

Evidence of this mismatch has emerged gradually. FDR (on the Left)
and Reagan (on the Right) both drew the traditional reconstructive
posture in leadership forward through the twentieth century. But the
nineteenth-century origins of the model are unmistakable. The earliest
examples, Jefferson and Jackson, are still the clearest and the cleanest.
FDR repeatedly invoked Jackson as his inspiration, but by the Jackson
standard, the New Deal transformation turned out to be a complicated
and qualified affair. FDR railed against “economic royalists” as loudly
as Old Hickory had, but actually destroying their institutional support,
as Jackson did, was out of the question for Roosevelt. The New Deal
could not dispense with the institutions its enemies controlled; in large
measure, it depended on their healthy operation.

Clearly, FDR was trying to reconfigure a larger array of interests and
powers in the now-interdependent industrial economy. But there is
more to it than that. Far more than Jackson, Roosevelt was interested in
the transformative potential of programmatic action.16 When Jefferson
and Jackson repudiated the established order of things and set about re-
arranging political and institutional relationships, they were, in the
main, looking for ways to return American government to its original
foundations and save it from what they perceived to be a rising tide of
deviant and corrupting influences. This determination to secure the
foundations against drift led them to make categorical demands for a
change of direction; it prompted them to build parties that would
recommit the nation to the decentralization of power and to the en-
forcement of constitutional limits on federal action. The first recon-
structive leader to suggest that the Constitution, as originally drafted,
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might not have all the answers to the problems of the day, that it might
admit of different interpretations and require some embellishment, was
Abraham Lincoln. Subordinating the Constitution to the guiding prin-
ciples of the Declaration of Independence, Lincoln introduced into
American politics a new conception of political change, one that was far
more open-ended in its programmatic entailments than anything that
had been articulated before. Little wonder that conservatives ever since
have been demanding a return to “the Constitution as it was.”

By the time of the New Deal reconstruction, the more progressive
understanding of political change hinted at by Lincoln was firmly en-
sconced on the American Left. The general thrust of reform was now de-
cidedly positive and forward-looking. The movement was outward
against limits, and the alternative envisioned was less firmly anchored in
the texts of the Founding. FDR still professed to be guided by the “an-
cient truths” of the American tradition in charting a new way forward,
but the guidelines, as he understood them, were not much of a con-
straint. He proceeded true to what he thought was the spirit of the Con-
stitution, all the while expressing his antagonism toward those sticklers
for stricture who would return the nation to “the horse and buggy days.”
When Roosevelt appealed to fundamental values, it was, more often than
not, to elaborate upon them—to propose, for example, that an Eco-
nomic Bill of Rights be appended to the original. To be sure, the actions
Roosevelt took on behalf of party building and institutional reconstruc-
tion were categorical and firmly planted in the classic style of reconstruc-
tive politics. Nor should one underestimate the Court battle and the
Executive Reorganization initiative as instruments for clearing and se-
curing the ground on which his alternative took hold. But in all these ini-
tiatives, and most especially in the party purge, Roosevelt was forced in
the end to continue dealing with those he was trying to bend to his will.
All told, he did less to topple interests in power than to add to them.

Progressivism rode to prominence on the heels of two reconstruc-
tive presidencies. It developed through and between the crises of the
Civil War era and the Great Depression. But as a fight for social justice,
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progressivism harbored a sensibility all its own; social outreach through
public policy making was a portentous new element in the politics of
transformation. Social Security reform established a beachhead for the
future expansion of a welfare state; the National Labor Relations Act
brought organized labor into negotiations with industry; the Agricul-
tural Adjustment Act tied the farm economy to a national plan; the
Tennessee Valley Authority developed an entire region that had been
left behind in national economic development. The progressivism of
the New Deal bequeathed to its contemporary heirs an ever-larger stake
in an ever-broader range of interests and concerns. It fostered pluralism,
elevated the importance of interest management, and institutionalized
ameliorative forms of action. That could not but complicate recon-
structive action in the old mold.

Ultimately, the progressive commitment to interest service and pro-
grammatic action cautions against freewheeling assaults on established
power, even for leaders otherwise well-positioned to deliver them. To
the extent that it defines leadership positively, as socially effective inno-
vations in public policy, the emphasis will be on practical problem solv-
ing. A premium will be paid for bringing all interested parties to the
table and negotiating to find common ground. And so long as change is
an ongoing and open-ended proposition, it may suffice to establish new
beachheads in public policy and allow them to expand incrementally as
needed. The progressive leader may forcefully renounce the politics of
the past, but he or she is likely to do so in the cause of acting more con-
structively and responsibly, railing against systemic failures while never-
theless projecting an abiding faith in expertise and cooperative problem
solving.

In lashing out against an “era of profound irresponsibility,” Obama
has drawn forward a pure form of this modern, progressive ideal. The
central premise implicit in virtually everything his administration has
done is that good policy will transform American politics. So far at least,
he has expressed far more interest in moving his policy priorities for-
ward than in building a new party,17 far more interest in deploying in-
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stitutional resources for policy development than in institutional recon-
struction. His “new kind of politics” privileges the pragmatic, rational,
problem-solving ethos. He exudes the progressive spirit of postpartisan
engagement, of openness to new information, of realism in dealing with
friend and foe alike, of steadiness in pursuit of policy solutions to big
national challenges, of faith in expertise.18 Full “engagement” is the
keynote of his leadership. As sustained, intense, and productive as the
efforts along these lines have been, they suggest neither the early stages
of a classical reconstruction nor the temporizing actions of a lesser light;
they suggest that Obama is operating with a different model of political
transformation altogether.19

If the health care initiative is emblematic of Obama’s leadership, it is
because the initiative reflects this view of leadership as tackling big na-
tional problems and finding practical solutions that enlist all the key
players in the cause of doing something new. By the same token, no pol-
icy breakthrough so historic in its social sweep was ever achieved with
so little disruption to the position of established interests and with so
much accommodation to the preexisting arrangements of power. Ac-
commodating all the major players in the current system for a major re-
form of the system proved to be a mind-boggling challenge; that is what
made the arrangement ultimately arrived at so incredibly complicated.
But this is just the sort of challenge that Obama excels at. Somehow he
was able to weave a major reform through the thicket of interests that
controlled things as he found them.

Action like that might be responsive to the nation’s problems and
provide new services to a lot of people who did not have them before,
but does action like that transform American politics? Of all the ques-
tions that might be raised about the Obama presidency thus far, the one
most laden with historic significance is whether, and to what extent,
progressive policy making is effective as an alternative route to political
transformation. The early signs are not very encouraging. Policy mak-
ing on the big issues is, as we have seen, a very complicated business; it
is multifaceted, difficult to understand, and even with success, it is likely
to disappoint. It is such a huge consumer of political energy that any
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model of political transformation that elevates policy accomplishment
above all else is likely to exhaust itself rather quickly. The health care
victory was impressive in its own way, but in these ways it appears to be
no substitute for the historical practice of reconstructive leadership.

Dedication to solving the nation’s problems is an admirable trait in a
political leader, but it sets up a daunting standard of success. The recon-
structive leaders of our past did not so much solve the problems that
brought them to power as move the nation past those problems in pur-
suit of other political possibilities. When push came to shove, it was the
disruptive potential of presidential office to upend the interests and in-
stitutions that supported the politics of the past that opened the ground
necessary for a “new foundation” to take hold. Policy innovations unac-
companied by a more decisive reconfiguration of power or a new coali-
tional alignment seem more likely to perpetuate than to transcend or
displace the politics of the past.

And this seems especially true today. For better or worse, the great
rhetorical divide in American politics over the past thirty years has been
less over which policies to pursue than over the “policy-mindedness” of
contemporary politics itself.20 The Reagan Revolution was categorical in
its critique of progressive interventions, and progressivism’s opponents
are all the more so today. As Glenn Beck has put it, “progressivism is a
cancer and it is eating our Constitution.”21 Far from offering a new for-
mula for transcending old debates, leadership in the progressive mold
seems just more fuel for the fire.

Response 4: The reconstructive model of political transformation is still
operative but only for the American Right.

Though Lincoln and FDR introduced new and complicating elements
into the politics of reconstruction, Reagan repaired to the clarity and
simplicity of the original posture. He rejected in principle the open-
ended, pragmatic approach to change. He enlisted the Constitution’s
Framers as libertarians to renounce federal aggrandizement and the
tyranny of the welfare state. He stigmatized the realists’ faith in a “liv-
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ing” Constitution as a disastrous corruption of standards; his substi-
tutes were originalism and idealism. Casting the nation’s policy-making
elite as meddlesome interlopers intruding on social and economic free-
dom, he called into question the problem-solving ethos itself. FDR may
have invoked the example of Andrew Jackson more often, but Reagan
more fully captured the categorical character of its redemptive vision.

The aura of insurgency that accompanied Obama’s rise to power
was magnified against this backdrop. His distillation of the progressive
spirit appeared radical only by comparison to the prevailing conserva-
tive orthodoxy. I have raised some questions about the reconstructive
potential of Obama’s brief for progressivism pure and unaided, but we
have yet to consider the other way in which his leadership might play to
a transformative effect. With the Republican Party prodded on by the
Tea Party movement, the prospect cannot be ruled out that Obama’s
presidency will serve to propel the conservative movement forward to-
ward a final, more decisive rout of the progressive alternative. A passing
thunder on the Left might be just the thing to catalyze a second and
more thoroughgoing reconstruction from the Right.

Nothing in our history suggests that reconstruction must come from
an ideological position polar opposite to that which animated the one
immediately prior. Jackson drove a second, more thoroughgoing recon-
struction in the spirit of Jefferson’s, and FDR’s deepened the progres-
sivism implicit in Lincoln’s. The Reagan reconstruction is especially
suggestive of this potential, for of all the reconstructive episodes in
American presidential history, his proved to be the least thoroughgoing.
To be sure, Reagan did many of the things that we associate with recon-
structive politics. He consolidated a new Republican coalition, strength-
ened the party organization, and recast its ideological appeal. He moved
decisively against core constituencies of the liberal regime—organized
labor and welfare recipients most prominently—and he installed a
durable set of new priorities in the federal government. But Reagan did
not actually dismantle any liberal program of significance, nor did he
dislodge any institution vital to the support of progressive government.



Is Transformational Leadership Still Possible? 189

This reconstruction proved to be shallower even than Roosevelt’s. It
was more rhetorical and political than institutional and governmental.
Beneath the rhetoric was no small dose of pragmatic action.

This itself had a durable effect. With so much of the infrastructure of
liberalism and progressivism still in place, movement conservatives
have never been at a loss for targets to mobilize against. Though the na-
tion’s agenda has been bound for decades by conservatives’ priorities,
they have never completely relinquished their reconstructive posture,
and the Obama administration has given them plenty with which to re-
vive its latent potential. Their reconstructive rhetoric continues to res-
onate with a clarity and simplicity no longer matched on the American
Left. The flip side of progressivism’s current limitations as a vehicle for
political transformation is the persistent drumbeat for its categorical re-
jection on the Right.

But if movement conservatives are still on the offensive, seemingly
unhampered by the latter-day complications of the progressive mind-
set, is their reconstructive posture really the more potent one? Can re-
constructive politics on the Right move beyond a rhetorical assault on
the legitimacy of progressive government toward something more insti-
tutionally decisive? In the near term at least, there is good reason for
skepticism. For one thing, whatever Obama’s limitations as a transfor-
mational leader, his circumstances are hardly dire, and he is unlikely to
let anyone forget the national calamity that gestated on the conserva-
tives’ watch. Pointing back to the still-considerable freedom to maneu-
ver that attends Obama’s authority as an opposition leader brings this
inquiry full circle. By sharpening its ideological stance, the Right risks
marginalizing itself and reinvigorating the president’s appeal to more
consensual norms.

A second, more fundamental, reason for skepticism has to do with
the conservatives’ reconstructive vision. The reconstructive stance in
conservative rhetoric is sharpened both by its categorical rejection of
progressivism as a corruption of the original Constitution and by its ap-
peal back to a limited government that maximizes individual liberty. But



there is nothing, either in history or in modern social reality, to suggest
that such an alternative could actually be implemented. When policy
making in America was more strictly limited, liberty was maximized
only for some. The prerogatives of masters over slaves, employers over
employees, and husbands over wives meant, in effect, that for most
Americans, government was far more oppressive in earlier times, when it
was small and relatively passive, than today, when it is big and relatively
active. By the same token, though the state built by the progressives ex-
tends far beyond anything contemplated by the Framers, so too does the
range of interests that are now free to make demands on it. A small gov-
ernment that maximizes liberty may have great rhetorical appeal in
America, but it is a purely theoretical proposition without precedent in
an advanced democracy teeming with contending interests and en-
meshed in global commerce. It is not clear how a more thoroughgoing
pursuit of the conservative project could, as a practical matter, reconcile
and manage the demands now routinely placed on the American state.

A final and closely related reason for skepticism is that modern de-
mocracy has gone far toward eliminating alternative ways of governing.
Absent formal social exclusions, contemporary conservatives have no
choice but to propose policy solutions of their own to all the same prob-
lems, and those policies are now subject to the same performance stan-
dards as their opponents’ policies. As George H. W. Bush discovered
after making his “No New Taxes” pledge and as George W. Bush ac-
knowledged in expanding the Medicare entitlement, a categorical cri-
tique of big government only goes so far. To the extent that government
is a practical affair, to the extent that the demands for government con-
tinue to grow apace, to the extent that government has itself become
one gigantic policy-generating machine, to the extent that the standard
is “whatever works,” there is a progressive bias built into the system it-
self. Especially telling in this regard is that contemporary conservatives
have done more to duplicate the policy-generating machinery of pro-
gressivism than to displace it. They have set up their own think tanks,
cultivated their own cadres of experts, and developed their own media
outlets. This has prepared them to parry and defeat the Left’s substan-
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tive preferences with policy proposals of their own, but so long as gov-
ernment is a matter of policy and performance, everything about it is
more contingent, open-ended, and changeable.

But if prospects for a more thoroughgoing reconstruction from the
Right are not especially bright, neither are they wholly implausible.
Consider the mechanisms now at hand to pursue it. First, and most fa-
miliar, is a legislative mechanism: “Starve the beast.” So long as the fed-
eral government remains awash in a sea of debt and resistance to new
taxes remains high, it will be easier for conservatives to find legislative
allies than it has been for progressives. This is the flip side of the coali-
tion-building difficulties Obama has faced both in breaking the unity of
the opposition and in overcoming the dissonance within his own ranks.
Although conservatives have done little to shrink the size of govern-
ment, a long-term strategy of block, delay, and neglect with regard to
progressive priorities can itself have systemic effects.22 Second, and of
increasing importance, is the judicial mechanism. The rise of a younger
and more decidedly conservative majority on the Supreme Court is a
new element in play. Originalism may be little more than a theoretical
proposition, but currently it is the only coherent theory of the Constitu-
tion strongly represented on the Court. If sympathetic judges take more
direct aim at the “living Constitution,” if they roll back loose interpreta-
tions of, say, the commerce clause, much of the legal ground on which
the progressive state was built will be destabilized.

But the most interesting of the new reconstructive mechanisms de-
veloped by the Right is executive. Rounding out the arsenal of new in-
struments developed over the years by conservatives to change the
foundations of American government and politics is the “unitary the-
ory” of the executive. All reconstructive movements have relied on
presidential power to break the back of the old regime and chart a new
course, but hitherto they have also offered up other institutions that
would match their indulgence of greater power in the presidency with
new instruments for enforcing collective responsibility, collaborative
decision making, and cooperative management. The progressives were
especially creative in this regard. They elevated the authority of profes-
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sionalism, science, expertise, and public opinion; they introduced the
values of pluralism, information sharing, and publicity into the policy-
making process itself; and they surrounded the presidency with inde-
pendent agencies and offices geared for cooperative management. The
Obama administration has exemplified the progressive approach to ex-
ecutive aggrandizement, pulling power away from committee chairs in
Congress by transferring the agenda-setting role to an expert medical
board (in the case of health care) and a bipartisan debt commission (in
the case of reordering budget priorities). The unitary theory of the exec-
utive is an instrument of a different sort.23 It harkens back to the Con-
stitution to argue that executive power is all vested in the president
alone, and on that ground, it joins the legitimating claims of originalism
to the practical assertion of exclusive and unilateral presidential control
over the vast powers and resources of the modern executive establish-
ment. Not only is this a potent formula for circumventing the values
and institutions upon which the progressives relied for maintaining col-
lective responsibility, but it is also a potent new tool for redirecting the
substantive commitments and priorities of the government itself.

Win or lose, presidents change things, and that gives us all a stake in the
outcome of their efforts. The perspective of political time offers a win-
dow into current prospects for the polity, and in the case of a president
whose leadership came wrapped in promises of political transforma-
tion, it is an especially telling one. We know what that sort of leadership
has looked like in the past, we know what it has entailed, and we know
how valuable it has been to the periodic revitalization of American gov-
ernment and politics. The history of presidential leadership does not
foretell the future, but it does help to focus our attention on the sys-
temic stakes in play, to specify the live possibilities, and to draw out
their respective implications.

The first two years of the Obama presidency have brought four dif-
ferent scenarios into view. The first, in which Obama stiffens his recon-
structive posture in the face of intensifying push back and presses ahead
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toward a decisive transformation, remains on the table, but just barely.
It was given credence by events during the very last weeks of the Bush
administration, and it remained even then a long shot. The stars were
only partially aligned for such an outcome; too many of the familiar ele-
ments were missing or only weakly present to instill confidence in an
outcome of that sort.

Throughout the presidential campaign, a second scenario seemed
the more plausible. In this scenario, Obama is a second-round opposi-
tion leader pressing the critique of the old regime and probing for re-
constructive possibilities but still finding the material for such a
transformation limited. It is true that Obama, unlike most other pre-
emptive leaders, actually secured passage of his signature reform policy,
health care reform. But rather than securing the legitimacy of his alter-
native standard of rule, health care reform seems to have rallied opposi-
tion to it and revived the old lines of political cleavage, and that seems
more consistent with the preemptive pattern.

Obama’s experience has highlighted the significance to reconstruc-
tive politics of social mobilization independent of campaign organiza-
tions and interest groups, and at present, a broad-based social
movement mobilized on behalf of progressive priorities remains a dim
prospect. Indeed, the more we see of the Obama presidency, the more
reason we have to wonder whether a political reconstruction is ever
again likely to come from the American Left. Progressives built a gov-
ernment more readily disposed to the responsible management of social
interests, and that appears to be the nub of the paradox of Obama’s
leadership. Notwithstanding his high ambitions, his presidency marks a
trend toward the abandonment of the classic model of transformational
leadership. His leadership bespeaks a pure form of progressivism in
which wrenching, ground-clearing change appears increasingly irrele-
vant, if not downright irresponsible. It points to an alternative vision of
transformation, one more fully attuned to the complexities of modern
democracy and more accommodating to incremental problem solving.
For better or worse, it also directs presidents to exhaust their transfor-
mational ambitions on a few big policy initiatives.
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Does this attenuation of the classic model extend to transformative
ambitions on the Right? My guess is that it does. Progressivism has
proven hard for conservatives to dislodge in any decisive fashion be-
cause it is as much a way of governing as a set of substantive commit-
ments. The progressive bias in governmental affairs runs deep; policy is
king and performance is the standard of rule. These values seem now to
be sown into the basic operations of American government and politics.
Still, there are new instruments for reconstruction gestating in the con-
servatives’ toolkit that give me pause.
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