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CHAPTER 1

The Presidential Difference





The President is at liberty, both in law and conscience, to be as big a man as he can.

—WOODROW WILSON, 1907


But nowadays he can not be as small as he might like.

—RICHARD E. NEUSTADT, 1960




On April 1, 1954, President Dwight D. Eisenhower convened the National Security Council (NSC) to consider a matter of war or peace. Communist insurgents had encircled key units of the U.S. backed French forces in Indochina at Dien Bien Phu in northwest Vietnam. Eisenhower’s concern was falling dominoes. If Dien Bien Phu fell, French resistance in Indochina was likely to collapse, and other Southeast Asian nations might come under communist control. After the NSC meeting, Eisenhower confided to an associate that he was thinking about ordering an air strike to relieve the French, an action that could have led to a large-scale American military involvement in Indochina. Instead, he decided on a course of diplomatic action that culminated in the partition of Vietnam into a communist North and a noncommunist South.

One member of Eisenhower’s administration who disagreed with his decision not to take military action was the official next in the line of presidential succession, Vice President Richard M. Nixon. Would Nixon have committed American military power in Indochina if he had been president? That can never be known with certainty, but it is likely that he would have.

In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson faced a similar choice. The American-backed South Vietnam government was in danger of falling to the Vietnamese communists. On January 27, Johnson’s top advisers presented him with two options: seek negotiations and “salvage what little can be preserved with no major addition to our present military risks” or “use our military power in the Far East to force a change of communist policy.” Johnson opted for military power, first ordering the bombing of North Vietnam and then committing a mounting U.S. ground force to combat in Vietnam. By 1968, a half-million American soldiers were mired in Southeast Asia, at which point Johnson announced that he would halt the military buildup, seek negotiations with the communists, and remove himself from the running for a second elected term.

Again the vice president did not agree with the president’s decision. Shortly after the bombing began, Hubert H. Humphrey sent Johnson a confidential memorandum warning of the risk of becoming embroiled in an unpopular war in Vietnam, and urging Johnson to apply his political skills to finding a diplomatic solution. Johnson reprimanded Humphrey for venturing an opinion on the matter and excluded him from meetings on Vietnam until he fell in line behind the administration’s military effort. Would a President Humphrey have taken a different course of action than Johnson? The answer is unknowable, but it is probable that he would have.1

The United States is said to have a government of laws and institutions rather than individuals, but as these examples remind us, it is one in which the matter of who occupies the nation’s highest office can have profound repercussions. That is not everywhere the case. In Great Britain, with its tradition of collective leadership, for example, the rare Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher, or Tony Blair is far outnumbered by the many Stanley Baldwins, Harold Wilsons, and John Majors, whose personal impact on governmental actions is at best limited.

If some higher power had set out to design a democracy in which the individual on top mattered, the result might well resemble the American political system. American chief executives have placed their stamp on the nation’s policies since the founding of the Republic, but until the 1930s, Congress typically took the lead in policymaking, and the programs of the federal government were of modest importance for the nation and world.

Then came the emergence of what is commonly called the modern presidency. Under the stimulus of the New Deal, World War II, and the entrepreneurial leadership of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, there was a vast expansion of the scope and influence of the federal government. Meanwhile, the United States became a world and then a nuclear power, and the presidency underwent fundamental changes that increase the likelihood that the personal attributes distinguishing one White House incumbent from another will shape political outcomes.

The chief executive became the principal source of policy initiative, proposing much of the legislation considered by Congress. Presidents began to make an increasing amount of policy independent of the legislature, drawing on their sweeping administrative powers in an era of activist government and global leadership. The president became the most visible landmark in the political landscape, virtually standing for the federal government in the minds of many Americans. And the Executive Office of the President was created, providing the president with the organizational support needed to carry out his—and someday her—obligations.*


* I use the masculine pronoun throughout to avoid gender-free locutions in discussing an office that has had only male incumbents at the time of writing. It is highly unlikely, however, that the presidency will remain a male bastion.


The power of modern American presidents manifests itself in its purest form in the global arena, where their actions as commander in chief can determine the fate of the human race. This was most strikingly evident in the extended nuclear standoff between the United States and the Soviet Union that followed World War II. However, the president’s latitude for independent action is even greater in the unstructured post-cold war world than it was during the cold war, when the threat of mutual destruction concentrated minds and constrained actions.

Presidential power is less potentially apocalyptic at home than abroad, but the occupant of the Oval Office is also of critical domestic importance. The power to nullify legislation gives the chief executive the capacity to thwart the will of Congress, unless his veto is overridden by two-thirds of the Senate and House of Representatives. Presidents have wide discretion over the implementation of laws and allocation of expenditures. The president’s ability to command public attention and shape the national policy agenda makes him politically potent whatever his support on Capitol Hill. Even when Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton were under consideration for impeachment, they were far from politically inconsequential. They retained their formal powers; their predicaments preempted normal policymaking; and Clinton even scored significant political victories while Congress deliberated on his removal.

All of this would lead one to expect the qualities that bear on a president’s leadership to be subjected to the closest possible attention. That is far from the case. To be sure, every president has been the object of a deluge of prose, first during his presidency, then in the memoirs of his associates, and later in studies based on the declassified records of his administration. Yet, much of that outpouring is directed to the ends the president sought rather than the means he used to advance them, and a large portion of it bears on the merits of his policies rather than the attributes that shaped his leadership.

Two important exceptions are Richard E. Neustadt’s Presidential Power: The Politics of Leadership, which was published during Eisenhower’s final presidential year, and James David Barber’s The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance in the White House, which appeared during Nixon’s first term. Neustadt’s interest is with the president’s ability to win the support of other policymakers by revealing himself to be politically skilled and to possess the support of the public. Barber’s preoccupation is in distinguishing presidents whose emotional insecurities spill over into their official actions from those who are secure in their psychic moorings and free to channel their energies into productive leadership.2 The merit of Neustadt’s emphasis on political skill is made evident by the difficulties encountered by Jimmy Carter, whose policy aspirations were thwarted by his failure to adhere to the norms of Washington politics. The value of Barber’s attention to the presidential psyche is illustrated by Richard Nixon, whose character flaws led to actions that made it necessary for him to resign from the presidency.*


* For a fuller discussions of these books, see section on Further Reading for this chapter.


A president’s effectiveness is a function of more than his political prowess and mental health, however, and there is much to be learned by considering the full sweep of the twentieth-century modern presidential experience. My intention is to do precisely that, focusing on the leadership qualities of each of the presidents from FDR to Bill Clinton and their significance for the public and the political community.

I devote a chapter to each of my subjects, providing a concise account of his background, political style, and conduct of the presidency. I consider each chief executive on his own terms, out of a conviction that the modern presidents have been too disparate to be usefully pigeonholed. Nevertheless, I am particularly attentive to six qualities that relate to presidential job performance.

The first, which pertains to the outer face of leadership, is the president’s proficiency as a public communicator. The second, which relates to the inner workings of the presidency, is the president’s organizational capacity—his ability to rally his colleagues and structure their activities effectively. The third and fourth bear on the president as political operator—his political skill and the extent to which it is harnessed to a vision of public policy. The fifth is the cognitive style with which the president processes the Niagara of advice and information that comes his way. The last is what the German sociologist Max Weber called “the firm taming of the soul” and has come to be referred to as emotional intelligence—the president’s ability to manage his emotions and turn them to constructive purposes, rather than being dominated by them and allowing them to diminish his leadership.3

I embarked on an extended inquiry into the endlessly fascinating occupants of the modern Oval Office early in 1974, when the presidency of Richard Nixon was on the rocks. Why, I wondered, was that politically gifted chief executive, whose first term had resulted in such dramatic achievements as the opening to China and détente with the Soviet Union, succumbing to what was plainly a self-inflicted political disaster? Rather than confining myself to the enigma of Richard Nixon, I decided to examine presidential political psychology broadly, studying the full array of modern chief executives. In the following years, I immersed myself in the literature on the presidents from FDR to Bill Clinton, mined their unpublished papers, and interviewed large numbers of past and current presidential associates. I also have had informative personal encounters with several of the protagonists of my study, three of which help frame what follows.

In 1977, I led a group of undergraduates in an interview with the recently defeated Gerald Ford. Mindful of the personal toll the presidency had taken on Johnson and Nixon, I asked Ford how he dealt with the pressures of his job. His answer bespoke the even-tempered composure of a stolid son of the Midwest:


I had to have a physical outlet—swimming or some other activity—that burned up those juices that were not normally consumed during the day. . . . But I found that the pressures I had read about were not nearly as severe as I expected, as long as my staff organized them properly.4


The second encounter, which was with Jimmy Carter, was marked by anything but equanimity. Carter’s first public appearance after stepping down from office in January 1981 was an informal visit to Princeton University during which he met with the students in my presidency course. One of them asked him what he had found most and least rewarding about being president. He replied by excoriating the Democratic party for not rallying behind his policies, mentioning nothing positive about his White House experience.

Another student observed that Carter had initially managed his own White House but had later appointed a chief of staff. Was this, the questioner asked, because he discovered that the demands on a president had become too great for him to administer his own presidency? For reasons that were unclear, Carter took umbrage at the question, denying that he had ever taken the highly publicized action of appointing a chief of staff. By the end of this unexpectedly contentious session, it was not hard to understand why Carter had failed to bond with the rest of the political community.

The third experience was with Bill Clinton, who had barely been in my line of vision until the final months of 1991. My first clear impression of Clinton came via C-Span. In January and February of 1992, Clinton had survived charges of adultery and draft evasion, run a stronger-than-expected race in New Hampshire, swept the southern primaries, and become the front-runner for the Democratic presidential nomination.

In March, I happened on a telecast of Clinton addressing an African American church congregation that could scarcely have been more responsive if Martin Luther King had been in the pulpit. Speaking with ease and self-assurance, Clinton issued a call for policies that would enable citizens to lift themselves by their bootstraps rather than relying on government handouts. Explaining that he was making the same proposal to audiences of whites, Clinton called on all Americans to put aside their differences and recognize their common bonds.5

It was an electric performance by a man who seemed on his way to a presidency of great accomplishments. Instead, Clinton went on to preside over one of the most ragged first two years in office of any modern president. He only hit his stride after his party lost control of Congress in the 1994 midterm election, when he made effective use of the veto to seize the political initiative from the Republicans by forcing two government shutdowns.

In the spring of 1996, I had an occasion to observe Clinton in the White House. I had been invited to the signing of the law providing for the line-item veto, an authorization for the president to nullify provisions in appropriation bills. I was ushered into the Oval Office, where I joined a group of good-government advocates chosen to highlight the event. Clinton entered and launched into a prepared statement. At first, he read from cue cards, sounding somewhat mechanical, but within seconds he put the cards down, faced his audience, and addressed it with great fluency and an impressive sense of conviction.6

Clinton’s remarks were not particularly profound (and the Supreme Court later struck down the line-item veto), but he radiated the aura of a chief executive who had come into his own and was ready to go on to a productive second term. Instead, Clinton went on to a new term marked by modest policy initiatives, the revelation that he had engaged in sexual relations with a White House intern in the presidential office, and a year consumed by his impeachment. In the process, he had provided a reminder that in the absence of emotional intelligence, the presidency is a defective instrument of democratic governance.

The concern of this book is with the leadership of the modern presidents, but it is also impossible not to be impressed by their sheer diversity. One indicator of their variety is their fathers’ occupations. Roosevelt’s was a Hudson River Valley country gentleman, Truman’s a Missouri mule trader, Eisenhower’s a Kansas mechanic, Kennedy’s a Massachusetts millionaire, Johnson’s a Texas politician, Nixon’s a California shopkeeper. Ford’s stepfather was a Michigan paint manufacturer, Carter’s father was a Georgia planter, Reagan’s worked in Illinois shoe stores, Bush’s was Wall Street banker and U.S. senator, and Clinton’s was an itinerant southern salesman, who died before his son’s birth.

A story is told about an airman who escorted Lyndon Johnson across a tarmac in Vietnam, saying, “This is your helicopter, Mr. President.” “They are all my helicopters,” Johnson replied. When I am asked which president I admire most, I have come to say, “They are all my presidents.” Each of the modern presidents is a source of insight, as much for his weaknesses as his strengths. The variation among them provides intellectual leverage, permitting comparisons and expanding our sense of the possible. The presidency is often described as an office that places superhuman demands on its incumbent. In fact, it is a job for flesh-and-blood human beings, who will be better equipped for their responsibilities if they and those who select them do not begin with a blank slate.






CHAPTER 2

The Virtuosic Leadership of Franklin D. Roosevelt





This great Nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper. So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that we have nothing to fear but fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance. In every dark hour of our national life a leadership of frankness and vigor has met with that understanding and support of the people themselves which is essential to victory. I am convinced that you will again give support to leadership in these critical days.

—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT,

FIRST INAUGURAL ADDRESS,

MARCH 4, 1933


Very often when some matter was being fought out with his advisers, he would bring up the question at dinner and bait me into giving an opinion by stating as his own a point of view with which he knew I would disagree. He would give me all the arguments which had been advanced to him, and I would try vociferously and with heat to refute them. I remember one occasion . . . when I became extremely vehement and irritated. My husband smiled indulgently and repeated all the things that everyone else had said to him. The next day he asked Miss Thompson if she could have tea in the West Hall in the White House for him and Robert Bingham, who was then our Ambassador to London and about to return to his post.

I dutifully served them with tea, fully expecting to sit and listen in silence to a discussion of questions with which I probably would not be in agreement. Instead, to my complete surprise, I heard Franklin telling Ambassador Bingham to act, not according to the arguments that he had given me, but according to the arguments that I had given him! Without giving me the satisfaction of batting an eyelash in my direction, he calmly stated as his own the policies and beliefs he had argued against he night before! To this day I have no idea whether he had simply used me as a sounding board, as he so often did, with the idea of getting the reaction of the person on the outside, or whether my arguments had been needed to fortify his decision and to clarify his own mind.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT,

This I Remember, 1949




The force of nature known as Franklin Delano Roosevelt swept into the presidency on March 4, 1933, and remained there until his death on April 12, 1945, three months into his fourth term. By then the United States had become a world power and a nascent welfare state, and the presidency itself had undergone a fundamental transformation, replacing Congress as the principal energy source of the political system. Roosevelt was not solely responsible for these changes, but without him American history would have been different, not just in its details but in its larger contours.

A RARIFIED UPBRINGING

It is difficult to imagine a more unlikely candidate for the leader of a powerful coalition of blue-collar workers, labor unions, and ethnic minorities than Franklin Roosevelt. He was born on January 30, 1882, and raised on the Hudson River Valley estate of his family in Hyde Park, New York. He was the only child of James Roosevelt, a wealthy landowner who traced his ancestry to seventeenth-century New Amsterdam, and Sara Delano Roosevelt, who came from a moneyed family that went back to the founding of Plymouth Colony in 1621.

Franklin was the center of attention of his adoring parents and their many retainers. He was educated by governesses and tutors and accompanied his parents on their annual stays at leading European watering spots. When the family traveled within the United States, it was in James’s private railway car. In some men this would have been a prescription for snobbery and indolence, but that was inconsistent with the Roosevelt family ethos. James Roosevelt was a vestryman of the local Episcopal church, a guiding spirit in the village of Hyde Park, and a benign force in the lives of those in his employ. Franklin’s mother reinforced his father’s example, holding him to high standards of gentlemanly conduct and civic responsibility.

To this there was added the teachings of Endicott Peabody, the headmaster of Groton preparatory school where Franklin was sent at age fourteen. Peabody considered his calling to be the molding of “manly Christian character,” stressing the importance of service to mankind. From Groton, Roosevelt went to Harvard, where he was an indifferent student but exhibited his interest in leadership by staying on an extra year to serve as editor in chief of the student newspaper.

James Roosevelt died during his son’s freshman year at Harvard. Following his death, Sara Roosevelt made Franklin her central concern, going so far as to move to Boston for his remaining college years. When Franklin married his distant cousin, Eleanor Roosevelt, in 1905, Sara set the couple up in a house adjacent to hers in New York City, intervening freely in the raising of their children. She maintained control of the family fortune until her death in 1941. Her persistent effort to control her son had the unintended effect of fostering the wiles that became an integral part of his political style, including what one FDR biographer calls his “selective candor” and “creative use of indirection.”1

AN ILLUSTRIOUS EXEMPLAR

A further stimulus to FDR’s political development was the example of his fifth cousin, Theodore Roosevelt, who was on the ascendant in Republican politics during Franklin’s formative years. Between 1895 and 1901, TR served as New York City police commissioner, assistant secretary of the navy, commander of a swashbuckling cavalry regiment in the Spanish-American War, governor of New York, and vice president under President William McKinley. McKinley was assassinated six months after taking office for his second term, and on September 14, 1901, the forty-two-year-old Roosevelt became president.

Theodore Roosevelt’s career demonstrated to Franklin that a member of the upper classes could thrive in the rough-and-tumble of politics and even suggested a trajectory. After Harvard, FDR dabbled in the law, but he confided to a contemporary that his real interest was in politics, adding that he hoped to replicate TR’s experience by winning office in New York and moving on to become assistant secretary of the navy, governor of New York, and president of the United States.

FDR went on to do precisely that, but as a Democrat, perhaps to avoid competition with TR’s sons, who were viewed as likely to enter Republican politics. In 1910, Roosevelt ran for the New York State Senate at the behest of the Democratic organization in his home district, which was attracted by his famous name and the hope that he would finance his own campaign. He fought a vigorous election campaign, winning 52 percent of the vote, and continued his activism in the legislature, where he led a revolt against his party’s urban bosses. Before long, FDR was the object of national attention as a promising young Democrat carrying on the progressive tradition of his Republican cousin. In 1912, FDR supported New Jersey governor Woodrow Wilson in his campaign for the presidency. When Wilson was elected, he made him assistant secretary of the navy.

CLIMB TO THE PRESIDENCY

In 1920, the Democrats chose the thirty-nine-year-old Roosevelt as their vice-presidential candidate. Apart from being a rising political star, FDR provided regional balance for the presidential candidate, Ohio governor James M. Cox. The Democrats lost the election, but Roosevelt delivered nearly a thousand speeches in thirty-two states, emerging as one of his party’s leading figures.

Before FDR could emulate TR and go on to the New York governorship and the White House, two developments came close to ending his political career. In 1918, his wife discovered that he had been having an affair with her social secretary. She proposed a divorce, which would have been politically fatal in that era, but their marriage continued and evolved into their famous political partnership.

In 1921, the political community was shocked to learn that FDR was paralyzed by a severe attack of poliomyelitis. By the norms of the day, such an affliction would have been an insurmountable barrier to public office, but after strenuous physical therapy, Roosevelt regained the use of his upper body and learned to simulate walking with the use of a cane. At the 1924 Democratic convention, he made a dramatic comeback, winning widespread praise for his address nominating New York governor Al Smith as the party’s presidential candidate.

Smith did not secure his party’s presidential nomination in 1924, but he did in 1928. To strengthen the national ticket in New York State, Smith persuaded FDR to run for governor. Smith lost the general election to Herbert Hoover, but Roosevelt carried New York by a narrow margin. When the Great Depression set in, FDR enhanced his national stature by instituting a series of bold measures to stimulate economic recovery in his state. In 1930, he was reelected by a record 725,000-vote margin, and in 1932, he won the Democratic presidential nomination on the fourth ballot.

Roosevelt campaigned with his characteristic dynamism, calling for a “new deal” for the American people, but saying little about what its content might be. He was elected with 57 percent of the popular vote and 89 percent of the electoral vote, bringing into office with him an overwhelmingly Democratic Congress.

THE POLITICS OF INSPIRATION

The circumstances under which FDR assumed the presidency could scarcely have been more intimidating. The nation was in the fourth year of a disastrous economic crisis. A quarter of the labor force was out of work, the banks had been closed in thirty-eight states, and farmers had begun to resist foreclosures with violence. The very continuation of a democratic political order was in jeopardy.

Roosevelt was unfazed. The ringing affirmations of his inaugural address signaled many of the changes that distinguish the presidency of the final two-thirds of the twentieth century from what had gone before. His assertion that America had “nothing to fear but fear itself” focused the nation’s consciousness on its chief executive, eliciting truckloads of White House mail.*2 His demand that Congress pass “the measures that a stricken nation in the midst of a stricken world may require” marked the emergence of the presidency as the nation’s principal agent of policy initiation. Roosevelt’s warning that if the legislature failed to act, he would seek executive power “as great as the power that would be given to me if we were in fact invaded by a foreign foe” heralded a quantum increase in autonomous presidential policymaking.


* The longtime White House executive clerk William Hopkins recollected that “President Roosevelt was getting as much mail in a day as President Hoover received in a week. . . . They couldn’t even get the envelopes open.”


Roosevelt’s formal addresses were at the heart of his public leadership. His speeches derived much of their force from the eloquence of his speechwriters: “I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” “This nation has a rendezvous with destiny.” “The American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory.” But Roosevelt’s oratory made poetry of even the least memorable prose.

Another facet of Roosevelt’s public leadership was his fireside chats—the low-key, almost conversational radio broadcasts through which he explained his policies. In contrast to presidents who inundate the nation with words, Roosevelt rationed his broadcasts. After delivering four such talks in 1933, he reduced their frequency, remarking that “the public psychology” cannot be “attuned for long periods of time to a constant repetition of the highest note in the scale.”3

Finally, there was his hold over the mass media. When he was in Washington, Roosevelt met twice a week with the reporters assigned to the White House. His remarks were off the record, but he provided the press with invaluable background information and occasional direct quotations. The tone was set in the first of the nearly one thousand such meetings:


When the questioning began, the full virtuosity of the new Chief Executive was demonstrated. Cigarette holder in mouth at a jaunty angle, he met the reporters on their own grounds. His answers were swift, positive, and illuminating. He had exact information at his fingertips. He showed an impressive understanding of public problems and administrative methods. . . . He made no effort to conceal his pleasure in the give and take of the situation.4


Everything about FDR made for superb copy: his language, appearance, and attractive family. He also was a constant visual presence. His photograph was everywhere, not only in static portraits, but also in the newsreels that were the era’s equivalent of television.

A MASTER OF MANEUVER

No other president has been more politically proficient than FDR. He had a sure instinct for when to proceed obliquely and when to go public, a legendary political network, and charm that could melt glaciers. The complexities of Roosevelt’s political style are well captured by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.:


He was forever weighing questions of personal force, of political timing, of congressional concern, of partisan benefit, of public interest. Situations had to be permitted to develop, to crystallize, to clarify; the competing forces had to vindicate themselves in the actual pull and tug of conflict; public opinion had to face the question, consider it, pronounce upon it—only then, at the long, frazzled end, would the President’s intuitions consolidate and precipitate a result.5


But the man behind the style was an enigma. Try as his aides did to understand him, the inner man was terra incognita. One adviser referred to the “secrecy of the Roosevelt inner operations chamber.” Another complained to Roosevelt that he was “one of the most difficult men to work with that I have ever known. You won’t talk frankly even with people who are loyal to you and of whose loyalty you are fully convinced.”6 A third concluded that Roosevelt was inscrutable out of choice:


He seemed not to want any one person to know the whole story. At times he seemed to delight in having two or more people do different but related parts of a single job that could have been done by one person. . . . It was an inefficient way of doing things and frequently led to duplication of effort, and sometimes to argument and conflict.7


Schlesinger purports to find method in Roosevelt’s sphinx-like quality and the byzantine White House politics to which it contributed, arguing that FDR adhered to a “competitive theory of administration,” geared to keeping decision making in his hands and maximizing his information.8* Whether Roosevelt consciously held such a conception is uncertain. His elusiveness and his practice of playing aides off against one another undoubtedly did enhance his influence and information, but at a cost. His practices made for needless rivalries and poor morale. More important, they elevated divining FDR’s “operations chamber” over reasoned policy deliberation and complicated the jobs of his aides, leaving them uncertain about how he would come down on issues, how vigorously he would advance them, and whether he would suddenly change direction.


* In the final two years of the war, Roosevelt’s organizational idiosyncrasies were tempered by his reliance on strong subordinates, including Harry Hopkins as emissary to the Allied leaders, Admiral William Leahy as his link with the military, and James F. Byrnes as the overall director of the domestic war effort.


A CASCADE OF ENACTMENTS

Of the many instances of Roosevelt’s political artistry that would reward the attention of his successors, two of the most impressive were his leadership of Congress during the cascade of lawmaking known as the Hundred Days and his invention of the policy departure to which he gave the name lend-lease.

Between March 9 and June 6, 1933, FDR proposed and Congress disposed of an unprecedented volume of new legislation: banking reform, a government economy act, unemployment relief, agricultural relief, relief of small home owners, railroad reorganization, public construction and taxation legislation, and the acts that created the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and the National Recovery Administration (NRA).9

The Hundred Days was an unpremeditated triumph. There had been no plan for it on Roosevelt’s part. He had convened Congress to act on a few emergency measures, but on the opening day, the legislature showed a dramatic readiness to act on Roosevelt’s bidding. Before the day was over, it had passed the banking bill even though its text was not yet available. Attempts to debate the measure were greeted with cries of “Vote! Vote!” Seizing the occasion, Roosevelt arranged for Congress to remain in session until it enacted the rest of his program.

Roosevelt’s hand was evident throughout the Hundred Days. He approved policies, set strategies, met with legislators, explained his purposes, and courted the press. His timing was superb. When the pension cuts provided for in the economy bill met the opposition of veterans’ groups, Roosevelt deflected criticism by proposing the legalization of beer. He was buoyantly improvisatory, comparing himself to a quarterback who knows “what the next play is going to be,” but cannot say what the play after that will be “until the next play is run off.” He even recovered his own fumbles. He initially opposed a proposal for bank deposit insurance, considering it unsound, but when it became evident that it would pass, he took credit for it.10

INVENTING LEND-LEASE

More advance planning went into lend-lease than the Hundred Days. Roosevelt had viewed Hitler with abhorrence from the time that they both came into power early in 1933, but until the German dictator’s meeting with the leaders of Britain and France at Munich in October 1938, he was uncertain about the extent of Hitler’s ambitions. The severity of Hitler’s demands at Munich and his sheer unreasonableness resolved Roosevelt’s doubts. He set out to align the United States with the Western democracies, embarking on a sustained effort to educate his nation to his views and build up its military capacity.

By summer 1940, Germany had overrun Europe, and Britain stood alone, dependent on arms purchases from the United States for its survival. In December, Prime Minister Winston Churchill informed FDR that his nation could no longer pay for American arms. As the balance of forces stood on Capitol Hill, Congress was unlikely to approve a loan to the United Kingdom.

Roosevelt himself devised the solution in what his labor secretary and long-time political ally Frances Perkins called a “flash of almost clairvoyant knowledge and understanding.”11 The United States would send armaments to Britain without charge, asking only that they be returned after the war. He floated the proposal in an off-the-record meeting with reporters in December 1940, employing a homely analogy:


Suppose my neighbor’s home catches fire and I have a length of garden hose four or five hundred feet away. If he can take my garden hose and connect it up with his hydrant, I may help to put out his fire. Now what do I do? I don’t say to him before that operation, “Neighbor, my garden hose cost me $15; you have to pay me $15 for it.” What is the transaction that goes on? I don’t want $15—I want my garden hose back after the fire is over.


The following week, Roosevelt took his creation to the public. He called on the nation to discard the mentality of “business as usual” and become an “arsenal of democracy” and proceed “with the same spirit of patriotism and sacrifice as we would show were we at war.” Otherwise, he declared, the “unholy alliance” of Germany, Italy, and Japan would advance toward world domination, and Americans “would be living at the point of the gun.” By January, the lend-lease bill, complete with the symbolic designation HR 1776, had been submitted to Congress. In March it was signed into law.12

THE PERILS OF GRANDIOSITY

The boldness and aplomb that Roosevelt’s aides found awesome could be a prescription for ill-conceived ventures. During FDR’s first term, the Supreme Court had struck down numerous New Deal measures. In February 1937, Roosevelt suddenly announced a proposal to add as many as six justices to the Supreme Court. Roosevelt’s frustration with the Court was understandable, but the proposal was drastic and it was launched out of the blue. He consulted neither members of Congress nor his closest aides. The resulting tempest consumed political energies that might have been better expended and mobilized a bipartisan conservative coalition that continued to block liberal policy departures long after Roosevelt left the political stage.

Roosevelt was equally capable of acting on untested intuitions in international affairs, as in his overly personalized wartime relations with the Soviet Union.*13 In 1942, Roosevelt apprised Churchill of his belief that he could “personally handle Stalin better than either your Foreign Office or my State Department.”14 When the two met with the Soviet dictator in November 1943, he acted on that belief, seeking to make a personal connection with Stalin by needling Churchill. The angrier Churchill became, Roosevelt later recalled, the more it amused Stalin: “Finally Stalin broke out into a deep, hearty guffaw. From that time on our relations were personal, and Stalin himself indulged in an occasional witticism. The ice was broken and we talked like men and brothers.”15


* There is unlikely ever to be a resolution to the debate over the larger question of whether FDR needlessly sacrificed the interests of the West in his agreements with Stalin late in the war or simply responded to the realities of Soviet power in Eastern Europe. Positions on that issue require unverifiable inferences about complex historical contingencies and depend as much on the values of the disputants as the appeal to evidence.


So Roosevelt wanted to think. Six months later, the Yugoslavian communist Milovan Djilas had a conversation with Stalin in which the Soviet dictator commented that FDR was even less trustworthy than Churchill. The latter, Stalin observed, “is the kind who, if you don’t watch him, will slip a kopeck out of your pocket,” but Roosevelt “dips his hand only for bigger coins.”16

SIGNIFICANCE

Public Communication In his communication practices, as in much else, FDR provides a benchmark for his successors. His soaring rhetoric roused imaginations and stirred souls. He restored faith in a political system that Americans had few reasons to respect and rallied the nation and its allies in an epic conflict in which victory was by no means assured. He dominated his times, defining the terms of politics at home and abroad. As a communicator, Roosevelt is to later presidents what Mozart and Beethoven have been to their successors—inimitable but endlessly inspiring. Future presidents are unlikely to equal FDR’s eloquence, but they could scarcely do better than to immerse themselves in his record, reading his addresses, listening to recordings of them, and studying his public presentation of self.


Organizational Capacity Roosevelt’s famously chaotic organizational methods are not a promising model for presidents to come. Despite Arthur Schlesinger’s praise of his “competitive theory of administration,” Roosevelt’s practice of playing aides off against one another provoked needless rivalries, sapping the morale of his lieutenants. It also put a premium on wile, making the influence of his advisers a function of their bureaucratic skills rather than the merits of their recommendations. By encouraging his aides to vie with one another, FDR generated sparks. His policies would have profited from steadier illumination.

Roosevelt did make an enduring organizational contribution by creating the cluster of presidential agencies known as the Executive Office of the President (EOP). To constitute the EOP agencies, FDR created the White House Office, an entity that for the first time provided the chief executive with a staff of high-level aides. He also moved a minor treasury department unit called the Bureau of the Budget to the new executive office, where it was to become the nerve center of the federal government. Roosevelt employed his new EOP assistants in much the same freewheeling manner as the many unofficial aides who buzzed around him. Still, he laid the groundwork for the organization-minded Harry Truman to create a cadre of dedicated civil servants who serve the presidency, as well as its incumbent, providing the chief executive with the institutional capacity to shape the nation’s policy agenda.17


Political Skill The Roosevelt presidency is laden with insights into how presidents can get results in an often intractable political system. Future presidents might well begin with the beginning, using the Hundred Days as a source of lessons on such matters as setting the agenda for congressional action, timing proposals, and even transforming a defeat into a seeming victory, as Roosevelt did when he took credit for bank deposit insurance. They would be equally advised to study FDR’s international maneuvers, especially his patient, step-by-step alignment of the United States with the Western democracies in the period following Munich and his display of political imagination in inventing lend-lease. But Roosevelt’s successors should take warning from his failures, many of which stemmed from his reluctance to expose his intuitions to debate within his advisory circle.


Vision For those who lived through the Great Depression and World War II, it may border on blasphemy to suggest that a leader with Roosevelt’s superlative inspirational qualities and sweeping imagination was deficient in vision. Nevertheless, FDR’s thinking about policy was intuitive rather than conceptual or analytic. In international affairs, his faith in democracy and instinct for power relations lent coherence to his administration’s policies, especially after Munich. In domestic affairs, however, his views were vague and contradictory and his policies were a patchwork. A telling illustration is provided by a member of Roosevelt’s legendary Brain Trust, the Columbia University economist Raymond Moley. On an occasion when Roosevelt’s advisers were deeply divided on tariff policy, Moley presented him with alternative speech drafts announcing diametrically opposed policies. Roosevelt left Moley “speechless” by instructing him to “weave the two together.”18

The enactments of the Hundred Days point to the consequences of such indifference to policy content. Some of them were unproductive, because they cancelled one another out; others were even counterproductive. The economy bill, which was deflationary, negated the effect of the relief measures, which were inflationary. The National Recovery Act triggered a boom in advance of going into effect, as businesses scrambled to fill orders before price and wage controls were in force. It impeded recovery once it was operational by interfering with market forces.19 Small wonder that it took the war to bring about recovery.


Cognitive Style Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes famously remarked that FDR had “a second-class intellect” and “a first-class temperament.”20 He was on target in both respects. Roosevelt’s intellectual strengths included an exceptional memory, a remarkable ability to synthesize diverse ideas and facts, and the openness to “almost clairvoyant” insights to which Frances Perkins referred. His weaknesses included his insensitivity to abstractions and his inability to identify the contradictions in his policies.

In a revealing episode, one of FDR’s associates arranged for him to meet John Maynard Keynes in the hope that the great economist would help provide coherence to the New Deal, but to no avail. Roosevelt did not know what to make of Keynes. “I saw your friend Keynes,” he reported to the associate who set up the meeting. “He left a whole rigmarole of figures. He must be a mathematician rather than a political economist.”21 One need not be a Keynesian to recognize that an FDR who was better able to grasp economic abstractions would have been less likely to preside over policies that cancelled one another out.


Emotional Intelligence FDR presents a complex emotional picture. The “selective candor” and “creative use of indirection” he acquired at his mother’s knee made for a leadership style that was manipulative and inscrutable, even when circumstances did not warrant it. Roosevelt also had a striking capacity for ignoring disagreeable realities. He showed no compunction about seeking a fourth term, even though he had undergone a severe physical decline, and after being reelected, he left Truman uninformed about the Manhattan Project and what had transpired at Yalta. None of this is the mark of a blemish-free personality.22

Yet Roosevelt fully deserved Holmes’s encomium. His temperament could scarcely have been better suited for inspiring public confidence. There is no way of knowing whether he himself felt no fear in 1933, when he assured the nation that it need only be afraid of “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror,” or whether he was as supremely confident as he appeared to be on December 8, 1941, when he declared to the nation that “the American people in their righteous might will win through to absolute victory.” Even if the sense of absolute assurance he radiated was only that of a masterful performer, it reveals his singular emotional fitness for the demands of his times.






CHAPTER 3

The Uneven Leadership of Harry S. Truman





Boys, if you ever pray, pray for me now. I don’t know whether you fellows ever had a bale of hay fall on you, but when they told me yesterday what happened, I felt like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen on me.

—HARRY S. TRUMAN,

REMARK TO REPORTERS,

APRIL 13, 1945


Within the first few months I discovered that being a President is like riding a tiger. A man has to keep on riding or be swallowed. . . . I never felt that I could let up for a single moment.

—HARRY S. TRUMAN,

Years of Trial and Hope, 1956


Declare an emergency and call out the troops. . . . Adjourn Congress and run the country. Get plenty of atomic bombs on hand—drop one on Stalin, put the United Nations to work and eventually set up a free world.

—HARRY S. TRUMAN,

NOTE TO SELF, JUNE 1946


A short time after the new President takes his oath of office, I will be on the train going back to Independence, Missouri. I will once again be a plain, private citizen of this great Republic. . . . It is a good object lesson in democracy. I am very proud of it.

—HARRY S. TRUMAN,

FAREWELL ADDRESS,

JANUARY 15, 1953




When the giant who bestrode American politics for over a dozen years was abruptly succeeded by an unimposing “little man” from Missouri, there was every reason to believe that the presidency would move from center stage in American politics to a position closer to the wings. The presidential activism of FDR had been preceded by the assertive leadership of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, but each of them was succeeded by a far more reactive chief executive under whom the presidency receded to its traditional status.

Whatever his personal limitations, Harry S. Truman had neither William Howard Taft’s principled reservations against strong presidential leadership nor Warren G. Harding’s back-to-normalcy complacency. Under Truman, the presidency maintained its centrality in the political system, but with a difference. In an evolution marked by what the German political sociologist Max Weber calls the “routinization of charisma,” the intensely personal leadership of FDR gave way to collective development of policy by the president and his administration colleagues.1

No other American president has been more differently perceived by lay observers and scholars than Harry Truman. During much of his time in office, Truman’s public approval ratings were abysmally low. Yet in the same period many students of American history came to hold him in high regard, lauding him for his integrity, liberal domestic program, and decisiveness in standing up to international communism.

By the mid-1970s, positions had reversed. Many scholars came to view Truman critically, characterizing him as a rigid anticommunist, whose confrontational policies toward the Soviet Union were a principal cause of the cold war. Meanwhile, members of the public and the political community reacted to the perceived abuses of power of Presidents Johnson and Nixon by idealizing Truman for his plain-speaking unpretentiousness, elevating him to the status of a presidential paragon. One of President Ford’s first actions upon succeeding Richard Nixon was to place Truman’s portrait in the Oval Office.2

ROOTS

The “real” Harry S. Truman is best understood by beginning with his origins. He was born on May 8, 1884, in the tiny farm village of Lamar, Missouri. In 1896, his family moved to Independence, Missouri, not far from Kansas City. Truman was just two years younger than FDR, and both men were progressive Democrats, but their life experiences were light-years apart.

Roosevelt was the Harvard-educated child of independently wealthy parents. Truman was the son of a Missouri mule trader and the only twentieth-century president not to attend college. For most of the period in which FDR was becoming nationally prominent as a member of the Wilson administration, Truman was a Missouri dirt farmer, working for his father. He was also a bespectacled, book-reading, self-confessed “mama’s boy,” who had to struggle to win his father’s regard in a frontier-like community in which men prized toughness and settled arguments with their fists.

Truman’s liberation from the plow did not come until 1917, when the United States entered the war in Europe. As a thirty-three-year-old farmer with bad eyes, Truman was not required to serve in World War I, but he joined the National Guard, memorizing the eye chart to pass the physical. He was made captain of his artillery unit and won the respect of his troops by rallying them under a withering enemy bombardment.

If the war increased Truman’s self-esteem, his first postwar endeavor did not. He and a fellow veteran became partners in a haberdashery, but the business failed in 1922, and it took years for Truman to pay off his debts. At thirty-eight, he approached middle age possessed of what his most authoritative biographer deems a “small ego.”3

Truman returned from the war with a substantial following among the men he commanded in Europe and added to his popularity in the Kansas City area by participating in veterans’ affairs. In 1922 he embarked on what proved to be his vocation—that of an elected official. The Kansas City party organization of Thomas Pendergast recognized his promise as a candidate, running him successfully for county judge, a position concerned with the construction and maintenance of roads and public buildings. He held county office for ten of the twelve years between 1922 and 1934, remaining untainted by the corruption of the Pendergast organization and winning recognition for his industry and competence.

A PRESIDENTIAL ACTIVIST IN THE MAKING

Two aspects of Truman’s presidential leadership style stemmed from his years as a county administrator. One was his interest in sound budgetary practices. As president, Truman was closely involved in the budgetary process, so much so that he devoted special news conferences to reviewing his budgets, even employing a flip chart and pointer. The other was his commitment to efficient administrative procedure, which led to important contributions on his part to the institutional side of the presidency.

A second influence on Truman’s presidential leadership was his uncritical reading of works of popular history. He became a self-taught adherent of the great man theory of leadership. Truman’s conviction that leaders are the driving force in history is evident in a speech he gave at an ROTC summer camp during FDR’s first year in the White House:
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