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INTRODUCTION



Alone


The presidency is the most powerful office in the world, but it is set up to fail. And the power is the problem. Beginning as a small and uncertain position within a large and sprawling democracy, the presidency has grown over two centuries into a towering central command for global decisions about war, economy, and justice. The president can bomb more places, spend more money, and influence more people than any other figure in history. His reach is almost boundless.


Reach does not promote desired results. Each major president has changed the world, but none has changed it as he liked. Often just the opposite, especially in recent times. Today, power elicits demands, at home and abroad, that exceed capabilities. Power also inspires resistance, from jealous friends as much as determined adversaries. Power pulls the president into mounting commitments, exaggerated promises, and widening distractions—“mission creep,” in its many infectious forms.


Despite their dominance, modern presidents have rarely achieved what they wanted because they have consistently overcommitted, overpromised, and overreached. They have run in too many directions at once. They have tried to achieve success too fast. They have departed from their priorities. And they have become too preoccupied with managing crises that inevitably appear, rather than leading the country in desired directions.


Extraordinary power has pushed even the most ambitious presidents to become largely reactive—racing to put out the latest fire, rather than focusing on the most important goals. The crises caused by small and distant actors have frequently defined modern presidents. The time and resources spent on crises have diminished resolve and attention to matters with much greater significance for the nation as a whole. Presidents frequently lose control of their agendas because they are too busy deploying their power flagrantly, rather than targeting it selectively.


Unmatched capabilities and ambitions encourage undisciplined decision-making, followed by stubborn efforts to make good on poor choices. These are the “sunk costs” that hang over the heads of powerful leaders determined to make sure nothing sinks, except their own presidencies. As much as they try, presidents cannot redeem the past nor control the present. Their most effective use of power is investing in a limited set of national economic, social, and military priorities. Priorities matter most for successful leaders, but presidents forget them in the ever-denser fog of White House decision-making.


THOMAS JEFFERSON ANTICIPATED THESE CIRCUMSTANCES TWO centuries ago. Although he valued virtue and strength in leaders, Jefferson recognized that these qualities were potential sources of despotism as much as democracy. The virtuous and the strong often try to do too much, and they adopt tyrannical practices in pursuit of purposes that at first seem worthy, but often become corrupted. Machiavelli’s prince, who promotes the public good through ruthless policies, was a warning against centralized power run amok.1


Like other founders steeped in the history of empires, Jefferson wanted to insure that the United States remained a republic with restrained, modest, and cautious leaders. He envisioned a president who embodied wisdom above all, a philosopher more than a warrior or a businessman. For Jefferson, the essential qualities of leadership came from the intellect of the man who occupied the office.


The US Constitution divided power to prevent presidential tyranny, but it did not, of course, guarantee the necessary intellect, prudence, or personal restraint of the people in charge. Fragmented authority could be just as misguided as centralized authority, and it could franchise its despotism in multiplying offices and agencies. A powerful democracy ultimately relied upon the wisdom and self-denial of its leaders, not constitutional barriers, according to Jefferson. Democratic leaders had to remain introspective and ascetic as their country grew more dynamic and prosperous.


Writing on the eve of the country’s first burst of expansion, Jefferson warned that the nation’s leaders may one day “shake a rod over the heads of all, which may make the stoutest of them tremble.” Restrained use of power and disciplined focus on the national interest were the only antidotes to excess, despotism, and decline. “I hope our wisdom will grow with our power,” Jefferson wrote, “and teach us that the less we use our power the greater it will be.”2


Jefferson’s heirs did not heed his words. Over two centuries the United States strayed from its values more than any elected president could correct, despite repeated public hopes for a savior. Leaders pursued goals—of wealth, influence, and security—that undermined the democracy they aimed to preserve. By the mid-twentieth century the growth of American power made frequent misuse unavoidable, and effective leadership nearly unattainable.3


The widening gap between power and values produced President Donald Trump, elected to promote raw power above all. He is the final fall of the founders’ presidency—the antithesis of what they expected for the office. This book is not about Trump’s election, but one of its aims is to help us understand the deep historical forces that made it possible. Although President Trump was not inevitable, the rise and fall of America’s highest office has a historical logic that explains the current moment, and how we might move forward.


THE DESCENT JEFFERSON FEARED DID NOT HAPPEN OVERNIGHT. THE first century-and-a-half of American presidents led a very different nation. They had fewer temptations and clearer priorities. They were pioneering executives who invented the modern presidency to nurture a stronger, wealthier, and more democratic society. Their ambitions were big, but focused on a small number of issues: union, opportunity, growth, and security. They were idealistic in their aspirations, and realistic in their pursuit of compromise and balance—rather than total victory and dominance, both of which were inconceivable in their world. They made the presidency more powerful, even as they affirmed its limitations.


The most influential early American presidents were wise, strategic, and wary of excess. These qualities contributed to the slow and steady rise of the American presidency as a powerful institution. It affected more lives with each generation, and it drove the expansion of American wealth and influence, decade after decade. The first six chapters of this book recount that history, through the lives of five transformational leaders. None of their successors have surpassed them in their enduring contributions to American prosperity.4


George Washington invented the role of democratic executive. Part king, part elected representative, he was neither and both at the same time. He used his very limited presidential powers to lay the foundations for a national economy, territorial defense, and a common “American” identity among citizens still defined primarily by their states of residence. He was the father figure for a young republic.


A child of the violent American frontier, Andrew Jackson brought the presidency to the people, promising to protect their local needs against the elites in New York, Philadelphia, Boston, and other cities who dominated many of the founding national institutions—including Congress, the Supreme Court, and the Bank of the United States. Jackson’s populism increased the influence of the president as a fighter (and an Indian killer) who opened opportunities for “ordinary” citizens, but did not interfere in their daily lives. Jackson was the first Democrat—responsive to the least powerful white citizens, and a defender of their rights within the Union.


Abraham Lincoln was the first Republican. Also born on the frontier, he transformed the Union from a political arrangement among rival regions into a sacred whole defended by a powerful national executive. With little oversight from Congress or the courts, Lincoln used wartime powers to abridge civil liberties, raise the largest army in the world, and free the slaves in the South. He widened the Northern industrial economy across the continent, and he crafted the language to justify its triumph over alternatives. Although he expanded the powers of the president to reconstruct the nation, subsequent events showed that those powers would be limited to wartime, at least for another generation. After the surrender of the Confederacy and Lincoln’s assassination, the Union was stronger but still governed by local institutions, especially in the South.


Theodore Roosevelt returned to Lincoln’s legacy four decades later. He converted the presidency into a wellspring of progressive reforms at home and aggressive military strength abroad. He personally involved himself, as no president had before, in breaking up monopolies, preserving the wilderness, building a world-class navy, and negotiating peace between foreign powers. He made the president a model of the “strenuous life” that he extolled. Citizens felt Theodore Roosevelt’s presence, sometimes more than they wanted. His bullying, however, had its limits. He was a whirlwind of energy, often overextended, but his presidency remained focused on a coherent set of policy reforms. Although he was a know-it-all, his knowledge applied to a still small set of national issues.


Theodore’s cousin, Franklin, fused Lincoln’s wartime presidency with his namesake’s progressivism. He made the president into the national reformer to heal a country suffering through the Great Depression, and he mobilized the nation’s enormous resource base to defeat enemies who threatened to enslave much of the world. Lasting an unprecedented twelve years, Roosevelt’s presidency created a permanent, and often dominant, executive presence in all corners of society—on farms and factory floors, in schools and national parks, and on radio and other media. Roosevelt was father figure and economic manager and war commander. He was the culmination of one hundred and fifty years of growth in the reach of the presidency, the personal role of the president, and the public expectations surrounding the office and the man in it. Roosevelt’s New Deal seeded a sprawling welfare state with global influence. The country never looked back.


Franklin Roosevelt broke the mold. He tore down many of the last limits on executive power as he took over the economy and many parts of the world. He placed the president in charge of countless agencies, programs, and projects in communities across the country. And he spoke directly to citizens through the radio, motivating them to act on his behalf. Roosevelt created a modern presidency that organized a complex society behind his vision. He did more than any other leader in American history.


Roosevelt was the only president to master the responsibilities of the office, responsibilities that he, to a large extent, invented. His successors possessed even greater institutional capabilities, but they experienced deeper disappointments in the exercise of that power. The slow rise of the presidency triggered a rapid decline, and ultimate fall, after 1945. Since the Second World War, presidents have failed, repeatedly, as the office became bloated, undisciplined, and self-defeating. Whether out of necessity or personal ambition, presidents from George Washington to Franklin Roosevelt expanded the powers of the executive, unwittingly creating a presidency too big for its own good.


THE SECOND PART OF THIS BOOK RECOUNTS THE STRUGGLES OF more recent presidents, who have been overwhelmed by abundant capabilities, diffuse interests, and ever-increasing demands. Presidents John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and Ronald Reagan responded to a wide variety of national and international pressures, and they fell tragically into a pattern of excess, isolation, and decline—just as Jefferson predicted. Bill Clinton and Barack Obama sought to escape this pattern, but the demands of the presidency pulled them into ever more diffuse responsibilities, with even less satisfying results.


Abandoning wisdom for crisis management, the postwar presidents threw their power at problems, rather than thinking about the best uses (and non-uses) of their capabilities for important national needs. The pressure to act at ever greater speed diminished the opportunities for these leaders to think about why, how, and where they acted. The twenty-four-hour news cycle left no quiet time for the introspection Jefferson thought necessary for all democratic leaders.


As a consequence, strategy became a lost art in the White House. Instead of thinking deeply, late twentieth-century presidents proclaimed their virtue, opened their wallets, and flexed their muscles. This approach to the office required less time for rushed leaders. It came most easily for figures with enormous power at their disposal. And it played to the prejudices of their staffs and citizens. Yet as these presidents learned through hard experience, undisciplined power is self-defeating.5


No recent American president has been prepared for the overwhelming power of the office, and the responsibilities and challenges that define it. The leader of the wealthiest and most powerful country in the world is much more than a CEO, a general, or a party leader. The American president is closer to a mythological figure, expected to rise above normal human limitations and manage a constant barrage of local and international problems. The pace is breathless, even on the quietest days, and the stakes are enormous, even for the smallest decisions. Nearly every waking hour is monumental for the president of the United States. Mere mortals do not live (or survive) in these circumstances.


Despite the crushing intensity, the president is expected to be ever-ready for crises yet strategically minded; deeply connected to ordinary citizens but independent of special interests; a manager of democratic institutions and a fearless commander of lethal force. Although no human being can do all the things expected of the president, each individual elected to this mighty office must claim that he can. Like the power of the Greek gods, the promise of the presidency always exceeds what is possible.


Every modern president has struggled with this gap between promise and possibility. Some came to rely on a growing group of advisors, others sought to centralize authority with a small set of loyalists. Most have done a little of both, relying on their own energy, insight, and instinct to determine which issues require attention at a given moment. It is a grueling and lonely experience. Self-doubt creeps into the minds of even the most confident presidents.


The more powerful the leader, the more isolated he becomes from anything like a normal life. Power induces fealty in friends and self-interested advocacy in acquaintances. Franklin Roosevelt described this experience: “Someday you may well be sitting here where I am now as president of the United States. And when you are, you’ll be looking at that door over there and knowing that practically everybody who walks through it wants something out of you. You’ll learn what a lonely job this is.”6


THE MODERN PRESIDENT IS CONSTANTLY BEATEN DOWN BY demands, large and small. His work is never done. He is alone in his struggle to fight off those who want a piece of him. Every hour brings another demand, another obligation, another crisis.


Few leaders are impeached or assassinated; most die from a thousand cuts. The cuts come from those closest to them—the people who walk through the president’s door each day. They have problems that demand attention and solutions that merit action. They want to get things done and the president is the most powerful agent for helping them to achieve their goals. Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon Johnson (among other presidents) struggled with this dynamic. Despite war and expansive government policies, they faced a continuous stream of requests for more—more programs for the needy, more assistance for the productive, more weapons for the warriors, and more support for the peacemakers. Expansive government activities also created multiplying conflicts between different bureaus and their chiefs—conflicts that the president, reluctantly, had to mediate.


Reading over the daily calendars of presidents, it is startling how much time they spend fending off small demands and mediating petty conflicts. Lincoln, Roosevelt, and Johnson were not unique. Their days were filled with solving other people’s problems. Lincoln had to contend with the incompetence and infighting of men overseeing the acquisition of supplies for the Union Army. Roosevelt assembled a New Deal empire with powerful issue advocates and monumental egos. Most famously, Johnson’s White House telephones kept the chief executive in constant touch with advisors, congressmen, and governors—even when he was in the bathroom—so that he could solve their problems and procure the favors he wanted in return. Listening to Johnson on the phone, one hears more hectoring, pleading, and horse-trading than one might expect, given the aura of the office.


ONE OF PRESIDENT JOHNSON’S TENSE CONVERSATIONS WITH Alabama Governor George Wallace reveals how modern executive leadership really works. Although the president had promoted an ambitious civil rights agenda from the moment he assumed office, he felt embattled in his encounters with impatient advocates, including the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and recalcitrant opponents, especially Wallace. Johnson needed to navigate between the extremes, trying to address everyone’s concerns.


On 18 March 1965, the president had to protect marchers in Selma, Alabama, who had been brutally beaten by state troopers for demanding voting rights, and he had to restore order in a Southern state that had already descended into street violence—much of it encouraged by its segregationist governor. Johnson wanted Wallace to allow a peaceful civil rights march and limit white violence. He had to help Wallace as he also helped Wallace’s adversaries.




JOHNSON: I am always standing by, and you can always call me anytime you want to.


WALLACE: These people are pouring in from all over the country.… All I want to say quite frankly is that they’ve been stirring up by a lot of things, and of course, I know you don’t want anything to happen that looks like a revolution, but if these people keep pouring in here and conducting themselves in the manner they are, it’s going to take everybody in the country to stop something.


JOHNSON: When you talk about a revolution, that really upsets us all, and we don’t want, I know you don’t, and I know I don’t, and we just got to work together as best we can to see we discharge our duties, and I am willing to do it, if this is what you want.


WALLACE: What about the next day after the march is over?


JOHNSON: I guess no one can really prophesize… I sure don’t know, I wish I knew… I might issue a statement later today saying, I ask people not to go into the state, and we’re going to jointly try to protect the march… If you call up your guard, I’ll put the best people we’ve got to work right with them… I think I just ought to say that I am asking people in the country not to let this thing get out of hand. And we don’t need any more marching down there.7





Lyndon Johnson relished his power to manipulate people, but he was hardly unique in his need to do so. The presidency has always been a shell game where the man on top moves the pieces around the table to fend off challengers, appease advocates, and keep his supporters on the team. There are always too many problems without obvious solutions for the president to lead as decisively as one might expect. Uncertainty and complexity undermine every president’s desire for simple, strong action.


IN ITS EXTREMES OF POWER AND RESPONSIBILITY, THE US presidency is the most talked about and least understood office in the world. Presidents are elected to accomplish big things, but they spend most of their time focusing on problems that do not serve, and frequently contradict, their larger agendas. Presidents command the most powerful military in the world, but they repeatedly confront the frustrating limits of what they can achieve by force. Presidents are revered around the globe, but they have trouble translating their celebrity into tangible influence. Most of all, presidents are elected by the people, but they spend most of their time in office cut off from any unscripted contact with ordinary citizens. Presidential power is awesome and pathetic at the same time.


The president has too many people to please and too many issues to address. The scholar Richard Neustadt made this point more than fifty years ago when he observed that leaders—even those with the popularity of Franklin Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy—are forced to “bargain” for their power with numerous stakeholders, and they are often bargaining from weakness. President Barack Obama must have felt this acutely during budget disputes with a defiant Republican Congress. President Ronald Reagan had a similar experience when he failed to convince a Democratic Congress to adopt his promised spending cuts.8


As George Washington recognized, the president is institutionally constrained by Congress, the Supreme Court, the states, and various partisan factions. The president cannot raise money or make laws without the approval of these institutions. He cannot appoint the diplomats, generals, judges, and cabinet advisors that he wants without their consent. The president cannot even enter foreign negotiations without the intervention of other parts of the US government. Confronted by popular dissent from his treaty with Great Britain (the “Jay Treaty”) and the efforts to undermine his policies by a popular French visitor (“Citizen” Edmond-Charles Genêt), Washington was only the first president to lament the domestic “encroachments” on his ability to lead as the public expected. Every one of his successors has voiced the same frustration as the encroachments only became more frequent and intense with each passing decade.


In addition to the institutional limitations on power, presidents confront ever-greater difficulties in managing their time. Washington often felt overextended by his daily responsibilities, and that problem has multiplied exponentially across two centuries. Due to the breadth of his responsibilities and the ever-faster movement of international developments, the contemporary presidency is in perpetual “crisis” mode, constantly running to catch up with events. On any given day, a president will have to respond to a mass shooting in an American city, the failure of a major financial firm, an attack on American forces abroad, a credible terrorist warning, and Russian and Chinese bullying of neighbors, as well as ceremonial duties with a visiting foreign leader and a recent national championship sports team.


The pace of the presidency is punishing, and the president himself becomes necessarily defensive. Instead of storing up their energy to make winning shots, presidents find themselves hitting frequent soft returns to keep the ball in play and avoid unforced errors. President Obama admitted as much, revealing the pressure to respond without risk to numerous challenges and the anxiety about doing too much of anything. 9


President Obama was hardly alone. Even President Ronald Reagan, who tried to focus his attention on a few big issues, found himself pulled into budget disputes, hostage crises, and an international AIDS epidemic that defined much of his time in office. The imperial appearance of the modern president is belied by the fragmented experience of the global policy-maker.


With a country as large and complex as the United States, and international responsibilities that extend to every region of the globe, it is impossible for the leader of the free world to master the overwhelming number of conflicts that reach him for comment and reaction. If he makes sense of some of them, thanks to his advisors, it is difficult for him to understand their connections to one another, and the consequences of American action in one area for other regions. Every day—almost every hour—presidents are asked to make decisions that will affect millions of lives in distant places they barely comprehend, with severely constrained information, and profound uncertainty about consequences.


Presidents also know that their every move will be carefully scrutinized and savagely criticized by friends and foes alike. This was true for the partisan press of Washington’s time, and it has become pervasive with the twenty-four-hour news cycle, the Internet, social media, and contemporary “news-entertainment,” where manufacturing political scandals is part of the regular reporting diet. Presidents know they will only face greater condemnation if they reveal the hesitation and real limits that surround everything they do. They overcompensate by exaggerating their confidence, their commitment, and the promised consequences of their actions.


Even though recent presidents have sent American soldiers abroad with uncertainty about the threat the nation faced and the military’s prospect for success, they have still promised to “eliminate tyranny as we know it” and build democracies on short deadlines. Similarly, even though they recognized how little direct control they had over the economy, the environment, education, and health, presidents repeatedly predicted big achievements in each of these areas. Rising expectations of presidential power encourage unrealistic promises, followed by popular disappointment and perceptions of executive “weakness.”


The problem is that policies are oversold and then underperform. Presidential rhetoric creates commitments that undermine effectiveness. This was true for both George W. Bush’s Global War on Terror and Barack Obama’s Affordable Care Act, which became prisoners to caricatured definitions of “success,” despite some real but largely ignored accomplishments.10


OUR POOR UNDERSTANDING OF THE PRESIDENCY HAS PREVENTED us from addressing the structural impediments to effectiveness in office. In the speeches citizens hear and the advertisements they watch, candidates talk about the outcomes they want to achieve—from robust economic growth to impregnable national security—without any serious discussion about how the presidency can make those outcomes a reality. Few reporters ask about implementation. Most candidates do not really know how they will generate the promised results.


We elect presidents based on aspirations—ours and theirs—not on effectiveness, since we cannot know how they will perform in office, even if they have had long careers in politics. Once in office, newly elected presidents are overwhelmed by the constraints on their power, and they fall into the same reactive and fragmented pattern of their predecessors. The pattern tightens with every successive administration because the demands and constraints increase along with the unpreparedness of the candidates. The power that looks so impressive outside the presidency becomes imprisoning and debilitating for those who hold it—just as Thomas Jefferson predicted.


These circumstances, not the personal failings of leaders, explain why it has been at least fifty years (since Lyndon Johnson) that a new president had a successful first year in office. After Johnson, nearly every president has seen his agenda stymied and his popularity decline—despite all the misleading talk of presidential “honeymoons.” In reality, new presidents begin a quick and often irreversible slide into mediocrity from the moment of inauguration, when the onrush begins. We can expect the same for future presidencies.11


THE PRESIDENTS MOST WORTHY OF STUDY ARE THOSE WHO recognized their impossible predicament and found a way to maximize the benefits for American society—conscious that they could never do enough, that they would probably create as many problems as they solved, and that they would be alone in their struggles, despite all the advisors around them.


Strategy starts small: finding the quiet and focus to accomplish a few important things. That is the only true wisdom for modern leadership. Better to win the key battles, rather than pursue dominance in all places.


Identifying the key battles is hard without the benefit of hindsight. That is why a historical approach is so valuable, because it allows us to learn from our predecessors. The temptation for powerful actors, especially recent American presidents, has been to hedge by pursuing dominance everywhere. That expansive approach has characterized our foreign policy since at least the late 1950s, and it has not served the United States or the world well.12


American power has underperformed because it has been overused, spread too thin by hard-working leaders who are afraid to prioritize and prefer insurance policies—at home and abroad—to selective risks. That might be an effective electoral tactic, appeasing numerous groups, but it is a proven recipe for a reactive presidency, rather than real leadership. Too often leaders use power to manage crises, not to move beyond them. Constant crisis management is counterproductive, draining resources without producing real advances. Crisis management squeezes out creativity and innovation because there is just “no time”—the recurring lament of powerful, overburdened, underperforming leaders.


The most successful presidents recognized their condition, honestly assessed the constraints they faced, and defined realistic priorities. They spent less time considering how much power they had; they preserved their maximum attention for determining where and when to use it. They also prepared for partial accomplishments and unforeseen outcomes. Even the most powerful must make difficult trade-offs and expect the unexpected.


This history of the presidency is, therefore, a study of cleverness and aggression, and the tension between the two in leaders who grew more powerful and burdened from George Washington’s day to our own. The transformational presidents struggled with the many dimensions of their power. In their best moments, they found the wisdom to deploy their power strategically and to learn from failure as they focused on a few priorities. In their worst moments, talented and hard-working men succumbed to the hubris of power and the cowardly incoherence of doing a little of everything for everyone. The arc of history has bent toward the latter behaviors.


The presidency is impossible because there is no obvious pathway to success, but many clear roads to doom. Presidents improve when they learn about the enduring struggles of leadership and think deeply about their own world in that light.


The best leaders see and feel how their world emerged, locate themselves accurately in it, and imagine new possibilities. They help their country travel forward by looking back and learning from past experiences—not formulas, false analogies, or inherited truisms. They use the past to discipline their power, define their priorities, and pursue well-considered goals. They also use the past to define what they are not.13


Even the most capable modern presidents are doomed to fail. Limiting the failure and achieving some good along the way—that is the best we can expect. Disciplining the office to focus power on the issues that matter most to the nation as a whole—that is the key lesson from the slow historical rise of the presidency, before its recent precipitous fall. We cannot go back, but we can gain wisdom and modesty from the past, especially in an age when both are so lacking in our chosen leaders.
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Rise













CHAPTER 1



Origins


In the summer of 1787 a small group of rebellious farmers and merchants, living on the edge of the British Empire, came together to “form a more perfect union” by writing a new constitution. The fifty-five men who met in Philadelphia were not united and they were far from perfect. They did not believe “all men are created equal,” despite the words of their earlier Declaration of Independence. The writers of the Constitution were slaveholders and businessmen who benefited from slavery at a time when leaders in other parts of the world were abolishing that inhuman practice.1


With the exception of Benjamin Franklin, the men who came to Philadelphia were not respected figures beyond their local communities. These wealthy former colonists spent a hot, uncomfortable summer in conversation in Independence Hall, the home of the Pennsylvania State House. Frontiersmen with powdered wigs, they were provincial upstarts with boundless ambitions and audacious ideas. They were young and immodest. They believed that they could design a good government that would improve on what had come before. They put their fortunes on the line because they had a lot to gain if they succeeded in creating a society that was more free and secure for men like themselves.


James Madison, the Constitution’s leading scribe, captured the seriousness of the men in Philadelphia and their poor preparation. They did not have a model or a clear picture of what they wanted. They made it up as they went along, trying to plunder useful ideas from the history they had read, inconsistently. They were in uncharted territory, exploring a new political frontier.


These circumstances made the Constitutional Convention an exciting and uncertain endeavor. Madison was deeply concerned, even as he and his colleagues signed the final document on 17 September 1787, just before the Philadelphia summer gave way to a stormy fall of debates around the country. “It is a melancholy reflection,” Madison wrote, “that liberty should be equally exposed to danger whether the Government have too much or too little power, and that the line which divides the extremes should be so inaccurately defined by experience.”2 Madison recognized that good government is about navigating between extremes. It is never pure and never simple. It requires a complex mix—a little bit of one philosophy, a little bit of another; limited power for one set of interests and limited power for another. Mixture does not mean incoherence or lack of direction. Good government has a purpose, a strategy, and ideals. It is free, but not chaotic; ordered, but not repressive. Good government is ever-evolving, and it is “inaccurately defined,” in Madison’s words, because it has no recipe.


The big question of the late eighteenth century was how to design good government, striking a balance between the extremes of royal tyranny and what Thomas Hobbes called the “war of all against all.” Citizens across Europe and the “New World” had experienced some of both. The “age of revolution” was an era of enduring creativity in pursuit of the golden mean—a “well-balanced republic” in the language of the time.3


The debates in Europe and the New World focused on three political ingredients: institutions, rights, and leaders. The institutions of the state (including the parliament, the military, and the courts) protected public safety, economy, and basic justice. The state operated through law, and it used money and guns as its primary tools. The rights of the individual insured freedom and humane treatment (“life, liberty, and property,” in John Locke’s famous formulation.) Individual rights were codified in law, recognized in common practice, and derived from “nature,” many claimed. Rights affirmed the independence of individuals, and placed limits on the authority of the state and other actors. According to this line of thought, the institutions of the state and the rights of the individual were mutually dependent, but also in permanent tension. They were co-signers and adversaries in what some called a “social contract,” or in the American case, a “constitution.”4


Before 1787, constitutions almost always included a king, in part because it would be too heretical (and life-threatening) to discount the royal figures who dominated most societies at the time. In countries like England the king did not always directly control the institutions of government, but he was the supreme authority. A constitution was a negotiation designed to affirm and limit power simultaneously between the people, the state, and the king. In the emerging modern world, “good government” was an unequal bargain between citizens, officials, and a “sovereign.”


There was a deeper historical reason to include kings, or some other leading figure, in new government designs. Thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean were avid readers of Greek mythology and Roman history. They believed, following this tradition, that healthy societies needed an Odysseus or a Cincinnatus to unite the people, fight off foreign foes, and model an ordinary life of virtue and selflessness. Society had rarely, if ever, functioned well with institutions and rights alone. Governments needed leaders who acted as a glue and an inspiration. Leaders turned design into practice, dealing with the crises and contingencies of everyday life. To make government without a leader would be like traveling by horse and carriage without a driver. You could have a worthy vehicle of conveyance (the carriage), and strong movers (the horses), but they would ride a wild, directionless, and ultimately suicidal path without a driver.


State leaders, mostly kings at the time, were the drivers who steered the institutions of the state and directed the people to favorable destinations. Kings did not “manage” or “administer” like current heads of organizations. In the best of circumstances, which were rare, they set the course and kept all the parts of government together, helping them to coordinate better when necessary, especially in moments of crisis. Kings protected the state and the people, and they were responsible for stability, safety, and prosperity. The king embodied what diplomats called the “raison d’état”—rights and institutions merged as the “reason of state.”5


THE ADVOCATES OF GOOD GOVERNMENT WHO ASSEMBLED IN Philadelphia had a rather different understanding of leadership. They feared abuses of power, as they also recognized the need for powerful leaders. They sought to restrain and empower a strong national leader at the same time.


For the founders, the national leader had to be energetic and heroic, but he also had to be humble and respectful of citizens. An effective leader could not, in Alexander Hamilton’s words, show “unqualified complaisance to every sudden breeze of passion, or to every transient impulse which the people may receive from the arts of men, who flatter their prejudices to betray their interests.” Raison d’état for Hamilton required leaders “to be the guardians of those interests, to withstand the temporary delusion.”6


Humility and restraint, however, meant the energetic leader could only go so far. He had to remain firmly attached to the people, to their rights, their beliefs, and their passions. A good leader could not dictate to his citizens or he would become an oppressor. Hamilton was very clear on this point. Although a powerful head of state did not simply mirror public whims, he led by staying close to the people and embodying their deepest beliefs. That is why Hamilton and the other founders wanted the citizens, not the states, to elect the president. “The ingredients which constitute safety in the republican sense are,” Hamilton explained, “a due dependence on the people” and “a due responsibility.” The citizens empowered the leader, but they also kept him grounded.7


The mix of heroic power and humble restraints was difficult to maintain. The experience of overweening monarchies in Europe, especially in pre-revolutionary France, gave evidence to the dangers of leaders drunk on privilege, distant from the needs of the people. Selfishness, corruption, and incompetence in a hereditary system contributed to the problem. Samuel Adams captured the common disdain for those who inherited great wealth and power: “The cottager may beget a wise son; the noble, a fool. The one is capable of great improvement; the other, not.” Thomas Jefferson agreed, calling for government to dismantle the “aristocracy of wealth,” replacing it with “an opening for the aristocracy of virtue and talent.”8


Many kings could not manage the delicate balance between heroism and humility, even if they tried. The immediate availability of power in the form of the treasury and the army, and the tendency for monarchs to attract power-hungry advisors, encouraged an overuse of crown authority. This was a pattern of creeping despotism that, according to eighteenth-century political thinkers, brought degeneracy and decline in Rome, in France, and in the “Oriental” societies that many Europeans studied. The majesty of the royal court that attracted awe in prior centuries inspired derision and demands for far-reaching reform from the pens of Voltaire, Locke, Hume, Rousseau, Jefferson, and Adams. The rationality of the Enlightenment and the free enterprise of capitalism raised serious questions about the legitimacy of hereditary authority, and its service to the cause of good government.9


LEGISLATIVE AUTHORITY DID NOT LOOK MUCH BETTER. THE experience of expanding parliamentary power, especially evident in the ability of the British parliament to tax the American colonies arbitrarily, convinced early Americans that a representative assembly could threaten liberty perhaps as much as a king. A parliament spoke for the interests of its members and the people they represented—often a small fraction of the total population, most of whom were ineligible to vote. The unrepresented were ignored and sometimes exploited by an empowered legislature. That is precisely how many British residents of North America felt in the years before the American Revolution. A strong parliament replaced the arbitrariness of a single king with the domination of a select few who sought, in the eyes of the American revolutionaries, to exploit the colonies. Late eighteenth-century legislatures often looked as despotic as the royal dictators they tamed. 10


Madison made this precise point at the Constitutional Convention: “Experience had proved a tendency in our governments to throw all power into the Legislative vortex. The Executives of the States are in general little more than Cyphers; the legislatures omnipotent. If no effectual check be devised for restraining the instability and encroachments of the latter, a revolution of some kind or other would be inevitable.” Madison argued that good government needed an “executive” who was much more than a “cypher” to stand between chaos and aggressive representative assemblies.11


The American founders hoped to restrain what they viewed as legislative “tyranny.” This had been the context for Thomas Jefferson’s adaptation of Locke’s triad of individual rights (“life, liberty, and property”) in the Declaration of Independence. Jefferson eloquently argued that the rights of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” limited the excesses of legislative bodies, as well as royal figures. Monarchies and elected assemblies were equally threatening to liberty, according to this view. Good government needed an executive and a representative legislature, but they had to be restrained by deeper protections for citizens. Without these protections, Americans felt they had suffered a dual tyranny from the British Parliament that taxed the colonists and the British crown that sent soldiers to enforce its rule.12


THE YEARS UNDER THE ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION, 1781 TO 1789, showed another side of political dysfunction—the dysfunction of legislative division. The disagreements between the states and their ability to block legislation made it impossible for the Continental Congress to govern the newly independent country. Ratified during the war against Britain, on 1 March 1781, the Articles required nine of thirteen states to approve all legislation, treaties, acts of war, and activities related to “managing the general affairs of the United States.” Each state had only one vote, so a combination of small states (New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Jersey, and Delaware) could easily hinder the efforts of large, populous states (especially Pennsylvania, New York, Massachusetts, and Virginia). In return, the small states were too few to pass legislation opposed by the large states. It was nearly impossible to craft laws for a new government in these circumstances.


The “United States” of the Articles of Confederation was a collection of self-governing states largely surrounded by threatening imperial forces. With the British fortified in Canada and Spanish forces in Mexico, the future independence of the disunited American states was in immediate peril. Security required more unity.13


Divisions between the states became routinized as representatives frequently failed to show up in the Continental Congress. More often than not, the legislative body lacked the necessary quorum of nine states to decide on legislation. Without a quorum, the attending members could not vote. This was a particular problem at the end of the war with Britain, when the Congress could not even muster enough members to ratify the peace treaty that ended hostilities. American and British delegates signed the document in Paris on 3 September 1783, but the Congress only ratified it with great difficulty on 14 January 1784, jeopardizing the future of the new country during this period of delay. Under the Articles of Confederation there was no mechanism for preventing a few absent state representatives from damaging the welfare of the entire United States.14


There was no national figure who could assume emergency powers, as European monarchs often did, when their legislatures did not perform their duties. The “president” created by the Articles of Confederation simply presided over the Congress, and he served for no more than one year. He was neither a leader nor an administrator, but a figurehead for a divided and frequently absent collection of state delegates. The president was a creature of Congress, and he was as ineffectual as Congress was in building a truly unified country. Neither Congress nor the president could articulate a larger national interest or enforce agreements.


Without an effective leader or legislature, the rivalries between states deepened, a common consequence of the withdrawal of a foreign power from a territory. The separate interests of thirteen states defied the hopes of revolutionaries for a broad consensus formed organically through a common legislature.


The Articles of Confederation encouraged fragmentation and weakness. A strong, dynamic society—free from British rule—required central leadership that could unify competing interest groups without simultaneously denying their freedom. The new country needed a powerful leader who was not a king, but also not a creature of the Continental Congress. Americans looked to history and the wider world for models, but none existed. They had to invent a new concept of leadership.


THE FOUNDERS TURNED PRIMARILY TO THREE THINKERS FROM the British Isles: John Locke, David Hume, and Edmund Burke. Writing in the shadow of the parliament-led revolution that brought a new king, William III, to the English throne in 1689, Locke substituted the word “executive” for royal. He advocated separation of “legislative and executive power” in a more consensual government, rooted in representation of the people. The legislature would give voice to the needs of citizens and it would hold leaders accountable; the executive would act on the laws passed by the legislature and bring the different parts of society together for common purpose and defense.


Locke’s executive was a monarch, but his rule was justified less by divine right, and more by the governing functions he served in a society based on the public good. Locke’s king had a right to rule justified by the duties he performed as leader of his people. Locke described executive authority, “not as an arbitrary power depending on his good pleasure, but with this trust always to have it exercised only for the public weal, as the occurrences of times and change of affairs might require.”15


The king had to protect and unify his countrymen, and he had to support their prosperity. The king was essential in this role, according to Locke, and he forfeited his right to rule when he did not serve these duties. The king-as-executive was to be powerful, just, and effective as a national leader; he had contractual obligations to his people in return for their obedience. In his most radical passage, Locke explained that the people had a right to revolt against their executive when he violated his country’s trust: “I say, using force upon the people without authority, and contrary to the trust put in him that does so, is a state of war with the people.… In all states and conditions, the true remedy of force without authority, is to oppose force to it.”16


Although other British political thinkers did not share Locke’s sanction of revolt against an unjust king, they echoed his analysis of the monarch’s public duties. Hume and Burke defined the king as a civil “executive,” rather than a divine ruler. Fifty years after Locke formulated his ideas, Hume wrote: “The principal weight of the crown lies in the executive power,” which he defined as enforcing laws, defending the country, and protecting the welfare of the citizens. Hume described necessary tensions over the control of government between the king-as-executive and the parliament-as-legislature. These tensions, he reasoned, were necessary to find the “proper medium between extremes” for good governance.17


Edmund Burke offered the most sustained discussion of executive power in early modern Europe. Burke criticized the French Revolution’s emphasis on unlimited popular rule. Without any check on the people’s power, the revolutionaries descended into extremes of violence and destruction, as the country lurched from one new policy to another. Speed and force were enemies of deliberation and stability. The dictatorship of the revolutionary legislature (the National Assembly) prevented real debate and consensus-building, in what Burke described as an increasingly barbaric war of the ideologically pure against all critics—at home and abroad.


Burke’s description of the French Revolution was partisan, but it accurately captured the problems of chaotic government without an effective executive to protect order. The overthrow of the monarchy had, according to Burke, left France without the leadership it needed to hold antagonistic factions together, assess different policies, and control the most extreme popular appetites. Burke made an impassioned case for why a powerful executive—royal or not—was essential for a well-ordered society: “It is a trust indeed that has much depending upon its faithful and diligent performance, both in the person presiding in it and in all its subordinates.… It ought to be environed with dignity, authority, and consideration, and it ought to lead to glory. The office of execution is an office of exertion. It is not from impotence we are to expect the tasks of power.”18


Burke was not defending the king’s right to rule, but the function of an executive in maintaining a peaceful and civil society. His executive was a unifier in a time of revolutionary disunity, and an enforcer of reason in a time of popular emotions and violence. Burke’s executive had a political, intellectual, and symbolic gravity that controlled what the writer viewed as the destructive qualities of mass human behavior (what some came to call “the mob”) on display in France and other revolutionary settings. The judicious executive, for Burke, tamed the unruly crowd. Burke believed that a republic needed a powerful figure to lead the people in their assertion of freedom, rather than the other way around.


The “executive,” absent from countless treatises on leadership in prior centuries, became the conceptual hinge for discussions of good government after 1700—inspired by Locke, Hume, and Burke. These men provided a canon for thinking about political leadership in an age when traditional kings were under assault, and talented men (especially in North America) looked to build a new society. The British thinkers created a secular basis for executive authority in new republics as they discredited incompetent monarchs, royal tyrants, and the aggressive parliaments that often replaced a hated king. The authors imagined a new kind of ruler.19


The executive of Locke, Hume, and Burke became a fulcrum for discussions of democracy. The concept of the “executive” quickly rose as a keyword for defining what the British political philosophers sought: a pathway between royal tyranny and popular anarchy—both of which were exhibited in France before, during, and after that country’s disorienting revolution. Leading American thinkers believed they had suffered under each of these burdens from the initial discipline of the British Empire and the subsequent fragmentation of the Articles of Confederation. By the late eighteenth century it became clear to observers on both sides of the Atlantic that good government required effective institutions and enlightened leadership to locate Hume’s “proper medium between extremes.” There was no obvious blueprint; Locke, Hume, and Burke attempted to invent good government, with the executive playing a crucial role.


The executive would lead by reason and talent, he would unify different groups, and he would encourage collective work for the common good—especially in national defense. The executive would not tyrannize, however, because he would be bound by laws made by the people, and he would be judged by the fulfillment of his duties to the people as a whole. The executive would steer the ship of state, as he remained accountable to everyone on board.


THE WORD “EXECUTIVE” RARELY APPEARED IN POLITICAL WRITINGS before the eighteenth century. After 1750 it became a much more common part of the literate vernacular. It appeared most often as an adjective in European writings—“executive power” and “executive government” replaced “royal power” and “royal government” in the most widely read treatises. As these new writings crossed the Atlantic and entered American politics, the word “executive” became a more forceful and certain noun—the “state executive” for governors and very soon after the “national executive” for the presidency created in the US Constitution. Madison, Hamilton, and others began to write about “executives” in general when they referred to government leaders and defended the Constitution, especially in the Federalist Papers. By the end of the eighteenth century “executive” was a staple word among those elites who read books, bought newspapers, and wrote constitutions.


The word was so popular that it soon seeped into discussions of religious, business, and even family leadership. Locke’s executive power of 1689 became the American presidential executive of 1787, and soon the corporate executive of the post-Civil War world. This was a new word for a new leader of large institutions, accountable to many people for his actions.20


The growing use of the word does not indicate consensus on its meaning, but it does show that the terms of debate had changed. Observers of politics thought about leadership in more active terms, involving a newly defined ability to execute the functions of government in a way that would simultaneously bring people together, promote their freedoms, and protect them against evildoers at home and abroad. The executive was, by definition, deeply embedded in the contractual obligations, bargains, and negotiations of the time. He was secular, even if he was still a religious figurehead. The executive worked with diverse groups of people and various institutions of authority, including legislatures and courts. Most important, the executive was accountable to the people, even as he rode above the fray to articulate and defend broader national interests.


It is obvious, but also worth emphasizing, that the executive written about more commonly in the eighteenth century, and after, was male and singular. Only men, it was assumed, possessed the strength and decisiveness expected of the executive, not to mention the knowledge, adaptability, and trustworthiness. The singularity of the executive was necessary to insure a unitary voice and avoid the very divisions evidenced in congresses, parliaments, and society at large. The executive would give focus to society by being a strong, persuasive, trusted, and revered public voice. He would lead by doing big things, by speaking eloquent words, and by presiding over numerous groups. He would go far beyond the possibilities of a traditional aristocrat, a collection of ordinary citizens, or any woman in the eyes of male writers at the time.


THE ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION HAD REFLECTED THINKING about political leadership in the eighteenth century that ignored the relatively new—sometimes radical—writings about executive power. The American revolutionaries initially reacted against any figure who looked or acted like a king. They followed Locke on the importance of a dynamic, representative legislature, but they neglected the Locke who advocated a central leader to bring the divergent groups together.


The anti-royal assumptions of the first American government motivated a counterproductive rejection of executive power as a whole. A supreme Continental Congress, dominated by the separate states, seemed the safest bet against a return to British-style tyranny. Later generations, opposed to strong presidents (from Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln to Lyndon Johnson and Donald Trump) would make the same argument.


Of course, the rejection of one perceived tyranny created a different set of challenges. As early American citizens lived with the divisions of their post-revolutionary government, the new writings about executive power became more persuasive. The strained conditions of national government without an effective executive made one appear more necessary than ever before. Absent a strong national leader, Americans struggled with unity, order, and common purpose.


THE DRAFTING OF THE US CONSTITUTION IN 1787 MARKED A major re-thinking of good government and the role of national leadership within it. The Constitution, as a whole, was an experiment in designing an anti-royal government that recreated some of the centralizing qualities associated with royalism. The founders of what became the second American republic imagined executive power for a large territory, with many diverse states that jealously guarded their independence. The challenge of the Constitution was to create executive authority that was powerful enough to hold the country together, but not so powerful that it crushed local representation.


The twin experiences of revolution against empire and disunity after independence convinced a group of influential American thinkers that the United States had to invent a democratic executive who could rise above faction and region as a distinguished citizen, and not a king. Locke, Hume, and Burke pointed the way forward, but a set of creative American thinkers had to put somewhat vague philosophical ideas into practice. Inventing a new executive meant inventing a new kind of politics.


That was the guiding motivation for the fifty-five men who met at Independence Hall. They were veterans of the American Revolution who had risked their lives and fortunes to break with Britain, and they now feared the consequences of a chaotic postwar world. They were stubborn defenders of local liberty who believed an effective national government was necessary to protect against liberty becoming a license for disunity among citizens and an invitation to foreign threats. The men who assembled in Philadelphia were also in dialogue with the leading writers in Europe—many of whom, like Burke, sympathized with the American Revolution. Freed from empire and monarchy, and blessed with rich resources, the United States offered a promising land to imagine a “more perfect union.”


Defining stronger executive power immediately became central to discussions about the new national government. James Madison’s Virginia Plan, presented to the convention on the fourth day, proposed “that a National Executive be instituted” with “general authority to Execute the National laws” and that he “enjoy the Executive rights vested in Congress by the Confederation.” Separating executive powers, Madison explained, would give them fuller force in the daily management of government affairs. A separate executive would also have the ability to speak for the entire country, rather than just the legislature, as in parliamentary systems.21


Madison’s initial proposal for the executive drew on the logic of the leading writers at the time, and it adapted their ideas to the unique challenges of American society. Madison’s fellow Virginian, Edmund Randolph, enumerated the details of the plan, emphasizing, above all, the fundamental reasons for creating an effective national executive who could lead the government at home and abroad. Madison’s notes on the Convention record that Randolph pointed to “the prospect of anarchy from the laxity of government everywhere,” including the following principal defects:




1. The Articles of Confederation “produced no security against foreign invasion; Congress not being permitted to prevent a war nor to support it by their own authority.”


2. “The federal government could not check the quarrels between states, nor a rebellion in any, not having constitutional power nor means to interpose.”


3. “There were many advantages, which the United States might acquire, which were not attainable under the Articles of Confederation—such as a productive impost [tariffs], counteraction of the commercial regulations of other nations, [and] pushing [promotion] of commerce.”


4. “The federal government could not defend itself against the encroachments from the states.”22





Madison and Randolph’s colleagues generally accepted these propositions. Within a week, they decided to support the creation of a national executive, separate from the Congress, with clearly prescribed duties for implementing and defending national laws, and the ability to offer a contingent veto (subject to overturn by a legislative super-majority) on acts of Congress. The national executive also acquired the “Power to Grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offenses against the United States, except in Cases of Impeachment.”23


The executive’s power to veto and to pardon—two traditional royal prerogatives excluded from the Articles of Confederation—animated debates in Philadelphia over the subsequent weeks. A consensus emerged that the greatest threat to an effective executive came from both the states and the Congress. For a president to lead he had to exercise independent authority over government resources and institutions, free from daily interference by the states and Congress, but with continued accountability to them. Frequent election through a system run by the states and dependent on financial appropriations from Congress would protect accountability. So would the threat of impeachment, if the president broke the law.24


The men at Independence Hall agreed that the president needed the previously royal powers of veto and pardon to assert his influence and combat efforts by the Congress to dictate his actions. The executive would not only “check” the legislature; he would have the right to assert an agenda of his own within constitutional limits. This was the point of creating a separate executive—to give the country a steady and effective leader who merited trust. The president had to push back against Congress and the states, just as he relied upon them for his resources and legitimacy.


The Constitution gave the president numerous independent powers: commander-in-chief over the military, chief diplomat and treaty negotiator for the nation, chief enforcer of national laws, and defender of the people as a whole. Especially when Congress was out of session or unable to reach agreement, the president would insure the continuity of political order and the strength of the republic. Congress would meet intermittently to pass budgets and make laws, but the president would keep the country running in line with the national laws and the national interest. This was the core of what Americans defined, then and now, as “executive power”—the capability to navigate unexpected challenges at all times. “The Constitution created,” what one observer calls “a presidency that, officially, would never sleep.” In the late twentieth century that became the literal truth.25


For the framers, however, the role was less time-intensive and more conceptual than literal. The president would take an oath to defend the Constitution, remain bound to the Congress and the states, and embody the nation as a whole. He would oversee government affairs and act as the representative of the entire people and territory. Gouverneur Morris, a key contributor to the drafting of the Constitution, explained that the president would be the “general Guardian of the National interests.” A later commentator defined this executive role as “a generalist focused on the big picture.”26


Morris’s colleagues differed on what “Guardian of the National Interests” meant in practice. Some, including Madison, wanted to see a more dynamic Congress helping to manage domestic affairs and international negotiations. Hamilton, by contrast, hoped for a more powerful president who could set an economic and foreign policy course for the country, and then gain consent from Congress after the fact. Most of the founders came down somewhere in between, and the debate in Philadelphia went back and forth on presidential powers with continued uncertainty about what the executive would actually do. The founders did not have a model. No other nation had created such a governmental position.27


The one expectation that the framers could all agree upon was that the national executive should be an individual who stands above others, by merit and distinction, to inspire better citizenship. The president would be impartial, fair, forward-looking, and unifying. He would bring diverse citizens together around his commitment to the nation and his model of virtuous behavior. The founders imagined the president “as an executive who would rise like a patriot king above party, free from the habits of intrigue and corruption that the lessons of history ascribed to both Stuart kings and Georgian ministers.” This was the wisdom of Locke, Hume, and Burke about the need for a statesmanlike executive in a democratic republic.28


For the men meeting in Philadelphia, the obvious choice for the nation’s first president was General George Washington. He had led American forces against the British and then returned peacefully to his Virginia farm. Called upon to help revise the Articles of Confederation, Washington served as “president” of the Constitutional Convention, moderating debates during the summer of 1787, speaking only on very rare occasions. Washington was indeed a proven patriot, leader of people, and impartial mediator between different groups. He had the gravity to unify different parts of American society, he commanded authority, and he respected democracy. Even if the framers could not agree on the precise parameters for the new executive, their overwhelming consensus on who the first president should be meant that they could tolerate continued vagueness. Washington would mold the office to his image; more than the words of the Constitution, he would define the expectations of the American president.


Even if he took on a certain regal air, as though he were above ordinary politics, Washington clearly affirmed the anti-monarchical definition of the new executive. He had no heirs, and began his presidency with the clear presumption that he would serve his country for a time, subject himself to reelection, and eventually resign from office, as he had in the past. Washington would not pass on his office as a property to relatives. As he wrote in a draft of his first inaugural address: “I have no child for whom I could wish to make a provision—no family to build in greatness upon my Country’s ruins.” Washington was the perfect executive for the framers: a proven national leader with ultimately limited personal ambitions. Although he was more widely respected than the Constitution when he became president in 1789, he endowed the document, and its creation of a national executive, with legitimacy that would long outlive his service.29


Washington promised to create not a dynasty, but an enduring institution that would unify and protect the new nation. He was a trusted wise man and a vessel for a group of anxious framers who, despite their learned arguments, could not foresee exactly how the presidency would develop. So they relied on an uneasy balance between principles of leadership and representation. The contradiction between a president with royal powers and a government founded on a rejection of monarchy, as well as the conflict between a powerful legislature and an assertive president, were not resolved in the Constitution—or thereafter. These are the enduring tensions of American governance, played out at national, state, and local levels. In his time, Washington, as a near-universally trusted executive figure, created a bridge between differences that, more than the text of the Constitution itself, brought the president to life as a national leader.


The key line in the Constitution simply says: “The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America.” The meaning of this clause was clearest in what it did not say: the position was not royal, legislative, or judicial. The Constitution required leadership on behalf of the nation and its laws, but what it meant beyond that would be up to Washington to define.


THE PRESIDENCY WAS THE MOST ORIGINAL INNOVATION OF America’s founding moment. The enduring strength of the office comes from its original lack of definition. It is an ever-changing role. The president is commander-in-chief, head of state, and chief executive for the US government; he is simultaneously an ordinary citizen subject to the same laws as everyone else, an elected official who serves at the discretion of the voters, and a public servant who depends on Congress for money, legislation, and war-making. The founders made the president into a powerful but severely limited leader: part monarch, part prime minister; part warrior, part administrator. The presidency is big and small at the same time. The mix of purposes was the genius of the US Constitution, and also its severest shortcoming. Although the founders envisioned the United States becoming a large and powerful country, they wanted it to remain anchored in the freedoms and virtues associated with small agrarian societies. Madison expounded the advantages of size and diversity in his famous claim that a vast union would be less susceptible to domination by one faction or another than a small republic: “Extend the sphere, and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists, it will be more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own strength, and to act in unison with each other.”30


But the advantages of pluralism, in Madison’s terms, were supposed to encourage the virtues of a free citizenry filled with diverse voices, not just an uneasy mix of competing views. Inspired by the “classical republican traditions” of Greece and Rome, Madison and his counterparts expected free citizens to avoid financial dependence on others, to live comfortably but not extravagantly, to prize the public good, and to show their worthiness of respect in their service to community. For all the talk of national institutions and individual rights, the framers conceived of successful democratic politics in terms of virtuous participation in an extended family of citizens.


John Adams, hardly a naïve optimist, told his wife that the success of the American Revolution required the nurturing of more virtue, not less, in the former colonists. “There is,” he wrote, “in the human breast, a social Affection which extends to our whole Species.” Adams, Madison, Jefferson, and their contemporaries believed that the absence of European-style feudalism in the United States and the replacement of colonial rule by a well-run democratic government would make Americans benevolent in their dealings with one another.31


“In most European countries,” one early American speaker explained, “the dependence of peasants on the rich, produces on the one side, callousness and pride, and on the other, depressing and humiliating debasement.” In North America, where there were no feudal lords, “the dependence of our citizens is only on each other for the supply of mutual wants,” and this “produced mutual confidence and good-will.”32


Slaves, American Indians, women, and propertyless workers were excluded from this image of independence and free sociability. They were not seen as sufficiently virtuous for the democratic participation that Madison’s pluralism promised. If the vast territory of the United States extended the circle of American citizenship, the requirements of virtue and independence kept the circle tightly closed. Race, sex, and class were biological markers of virtue, or its absence, for even the most democratic thinkers of the era. That continued exclusivity made Madison’s pluralism appealing to men who feared the ignorance of the “masses” and the immorality of an open society. Virtue protected high standards for those—including Madison, Jefferson, and Adams—who wanted democratic government to embody superior principles, not just the aggregated interests of countless citizens.


Federalism promised this uneasy balance between competing claims on authority by building a machinery of national government separated from the local controls exercised by states, counties, and towns. The president would head the national government, but also stay strictly within boundaries that limited what that government and its leader could do.


The precise boundaries for presidential power have been uncertain from the start. Washington’s presidency mapped the initial lines, based on loose constitutional guidelines. Subsequent eras would reinterpret and redesign what Washington drew. Washington’s presidency was the beginning of a modern presidency that would remain tied to his experiences, but grow well beyond his imaginings—and his fears.













CHAPTER 2



First Executive


The first chief executive of the first constitutional democracy, President George Washington gave the first “State of the Union” address to Congress on 8 January 1790. He had been in office for a little more than eight months, and it was the first time he officially visited the nation’s legislators in joint session at New York City’s Federal Hall. Washington and his counterparts were aware that this moment would set many precedents for relations between the president and Congress, and the exercise of power within the US government as a whole.


How would Washington address Congress? As a king instructing his ministers on policy? That was clearly unacceptable in a republic. As a supplicant requesting assistance from the legislature? That would diminish the executive power of the presidency, showing him to be a creature of Congress—a position the founders rejected when they empowered a president rather than a prime minister. The Constitution created a presidency that was separate from and equal to Congress, with required reporting to the legislature “from time to time.” The president’s reporting to Congress included the expectation that he would “recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient.” The Constitution said nothing more about precise timing, frequency, content, or form for executive statements. Washington had to make it up.


As with almost everything he did during his first months in office, Washington’s address to Congress had enormous impact on the evolution of executive leadership in the United States and abroad. The president wished to cultivate some deference from Congress as the representative of the American people and the defender of their national interests. Although a man of few words, Washington was accustomed to commanding. He wanted to set a limited, but focused, policy agenda for the new government and push members of Congress to support it. That is how he interpreted the constitutional expectation: “Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient.”


Washington intended to lead on the big national issues, leaving the details of most programs to Congress and the states. The president did not want to pronounce on local topics like farming and family, and he sought to empower state and county governments, rather than asserting federal primacy—which had not been established on issues other than war in early America. Washington reserved his time and attention for only the most important shared issues bearing on the future of the young nation. He avoided divisive issues like slavery, where presidential action would only ignite conflict. He kept the presidency small, by design.


Washington wanted to demonstrate the modesty of his office and its dependence on congressional support. His leadership would gain democratic legitimacy from the affirmative consent of the nation’s legislature. To be an executive, for Washington, meant to stand apart but remain deeply connected to representatives of local interests. He did not see the president and Congress as partners or competitors. Rather, they were parallel parts of a government, exercising different kinds of authority, with overlapping responsibilities to the national interest. For this reason, Washington was forceful about what he perceived as the needed direction of the country, but self-consciously restrained when it came to the specifics of any new laws, which would of course be the prerogative of Congress. The president would articulate a national goal for the laws and enforce them; the Congress and the states would determine the content of the laws and how to pay for them.


Washington used his words and actions at the first State of the Union ceremony to demonstrate this parallel and mutually dependent relationship. The chief justice of the Supreme Court and the secretaries of treasury and war accompanied the president as part of the entourage that he led, but they traveled to visit Congress, not vice versa. Members of the legislature greeted the president as an extraordinary official and they granted him a unique audience. The listeners, however, had no obligation to do anything that he said or follow any of his recommendations. The president had a dignified pulpit, but he commanded no rights of enforcement or obligation in Congress. He was a visitor and they were his hosts.


Members of Congress stood respectfully when he entered their chamber, they listened politely while he spoke, but when he finished he bowed to them and quickly departed, with little consequence. The event symbolized Washington’s exalted status and the limits of his power at the same time. It gave him unique voice in speaking for the country and its needs as a whole, and it reminded all observers that his power was more in the vision than in the doing.
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