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				Introduction

				The End of Greatness?

				A couple years back, I gave a talk to a group of Princeton graduate students and faculty on the indispensable role leaders play in successful Arab-Israeli negotiations. Having worked on the Middle East peace process for over twenty years, I had come to the conclusion that, far more than any other factor, it was willful leaders—masters, not prisoners, of their political houses—who produced the agreements that endure.

				It proved to be a pretty tough crowd.

				One graduate student insisted that I had been taken hostage by Thomas Carlyle and his “Great Man” theory of history. Another critic, a visiting professor from Turkey, protested that I had completely ignored the broader social and economic forces that really drive and determine change.

				I conceded to both that the debate about what mattered more—the individual or circumstances—was a complicated business. But I reminded the professor that she hailed from a land in which one man, Mustafa Kemal—otherwise known as Ataturk—had fundamentally changed the entire direction of her country’s modern history. We left it at that.

				History, to be sure, is driven by the interaction between human agency and circumstance. Based on my own experiences in government and negotiations, individuals count greatly in this mix, particularly in matters of war, peace, and nation building. Historian John Keegan made the stunning assertion that the story of much of the twentieth century was a tale, the biographies really, of six men: Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Churchill, FDR, and Mao.1 Wherever you stand on the issue of the individual’s role in history, its impact must be factored into the equation, particularly when it comes to explaining turning points in a nation’s history.

				Nonetheless, the professor from Turkey had a point. Today we are consumed with leaders and leadership as the solution, if not the panacea, to just about everything that ails us. We admire the bold transformational leader who seeks fundamental change, and value less the cautious transactor who negotiates, triangulates, and settles for less dramatic results. And we tend to forget too that great leaders almost always emerge in times of national crisis, trauma, and exigency, a risk we run if we hunger for the return of such leaders. Still, Holy Grail–like, we search for some magic formula or key to try to understand what accounts for great leadership. And we hungrily devour the lessons from the careers of those in business, media, or politics whom we deem to be effective leaders. Indeed, we seem nothing short of obsessed with the L word.

				Micah Zenko, my fellow columnist at Foreign Policy, notes that if you type “leadership books” into the Amazon search engine you get 86,451 results.2 Want to study leadership, or better yet become a leader? There is certainly a program for you. The International Leadership Association lists over 1,500 academic programs in the field.3 Yale University alone has a Leadership Institute, a Women’s Leadership Initiative, a Global Health Leadership Institute, and an MBA on Leadership in Healthcare.4

				This focus on leaders is understandable, particularly during times of great uncertainty and stress. It is only natural and even logical to look for leaders when our fate and future appear driven by impersonal and unforeseen forces beyond our control. The psychologists and mythologists tell us that the need to search for the great leader to guide or even rescue us is an ancient—even primordial—impulse. This strong need for great leadership exists also in America, though it seems in conflict with an American creed that places a premium on self-reliance and independence, is suspicious of power and authority, and, as we will see, expresses ambivalence about the very idea of powerful leaders. In fact, an exaggerated and misplaced need for heroes and heroic leadership seems particularly incongruous and even inappropriate in a political culture that celebrates effective leadership even while constraining it, and especially at a time when there seem to be so few outstanding political leaders to be found. To complicate matters further, we misunderstand how leaders actually lead. Indeed, today we have a far too idealized, even cartoonish, view of this matter. We have a notion that the best leaders are those who are elected promising high principles, lofty visions, or big agendas and then impose them through the power of persona and persuasion. And when leaders cannot play the hero’s role, we attribute their failure to an inability to communicate and articulate a narrative so powerful and compelling that followers rally to the cause, and doubters and opponents have no choice but to comply or somehow melt away.

				In a Shakespearean line Jack Kennedy loved, Glendower boasted to Hotspur in Henry IV (act 3) that he could “call spirits from the vasty deep”; “So can any man,” Hotspur replied, then, reflecting the leader’s predicament in our age, added, “But will they come when you do call for them?” This “call and they will come” conception of leadership is more appropriate to Hollywood and to a gauzy, idealized view of our history than it is to real life in the political world. “The Titanic,” Democratic strategist Paul Begala quipped in reference to charges that Barack Obama had failed to craft a compelling narrative, “didn’t have a communications problem, it had an iceberg problem.”5 A president’s words matter, but there must be context to give them real meaning and power. But such context is often a matter of uncontrollable circumstances; leaders cannot create them out of whole cloth, whether it is crisis, opportunity, or both. Writing in the nineteenth century, Karl Marx famously observed: “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.”6 For the aspirational leader who loves to focus on tomorrow, yesterday is ironically at least as important. More often than not, effective leaders intuit what the times make possible and then, if truly skillful, exploit and enlarge that opportunity and help shape the politics that sustain it.

				Indeed, these days those who favor and align with the Carlyle crowd and the “Great Man” view of history—myself included—have a serious problem.

				We are now well into the twenty-first century, a full 70 years after Keegan’s six transformers either tried to take over the world or to save it. Look around. Where are the big heroes, the bold, breakthrough leaders, those who do not simply react to events but shape them too? Where are the giants of old, the transformers who changed the world and left great legacies? Plenty of very bad leaders have come and gone—Pol Pot, Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein, Muammar Qaddafi, Slobodan Miloševic´—and some larger-than-life good ones too, like Charles de Gaulle, Konrad Adenauer, Anwar Sadat, Mikhail Gorbachev, Pope John Paul II, and Nelson Mandela.

				Leaders, to be sure, can emerge from the most unlikely places and at the least expected and most fortuitous times. Think only of Abraham Lincoln, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther King Jr. And who knows what kind of leaders history’s long arc might produce in the future?

				That said, betting on the future is at best an uncertain business. Today things don’t look that bright. We face a leadership deficit of global proportions. In fact, we seem to be pretty well along into what you might call the post-heroic leadership era.

				Today, 193 countries sit in the United Nations, among them 88 free and functioning democracies.7 The five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, the so-called great powers—the United States, Britain, France, China, and Russia—are not led by great, transformative leaders. Nor do other rising states such as Brazil, India, and South Africa boast leaders with strong and accomplished records. We certainly see leaders who are adept at maintaining power and keeping their seats—some, like Russia’s Vladimir Putin and Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdog˘an, for many years. Germany’s Angela Merkel is certainly a powerful leader and skilled politician; and the recently elected Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi may well prove to be a leader to watch.

				But where are those whom we could honestly describe as potentially great, heroic, or inspirational? And how many are not only great, but good—with compassion and high moral and ethical standards—too? How many will author some incomparable, unparalleled, and ennobling achievement at home or on the world stage, an achievement likely to be seen or remembered as great or transformational? Today, if I were pressed to identify a potentially great leader, I might offer up not a traditional head of state at all, but rather a religious figure: Pope Francis I, whose greatness as well as goodness may well be defined by the irony of his anti-greatness, commonness, and humility.

				Nor do great events or crises these days seem to be leader friendly. Once rightly considered crucibles for emerging leaders, neither rebellion nor revolution seems capable of producing historic leaders befitting these historic circumstances anymore. The most sweeping transformation since the fall of the former Soviet Union, the so-called Arab Spring—now into its fourth year—has so far failed to generate a single political leader of consequence, certainly none with the power and capacity to transition from authoritarianism to democratic reform. Those who remain in an unsettled Arab world—largely the aging kings, emirs, and sheikhs—seem too busy looking in the rearview mirror to consider anything like future-oriented, bold, or transformative reform. Forget about historic transformations. Do today’s leaders even have what it takes to be good transactional leaders, that is to say, to manage the more mundane problems and challenges at hand and to deliver good governance?

				How do we explain the absence of great leaders on the world stage? There is no simple or single explanation, certainly not a one-size-fits-all answer. Part of the answer surely rests on the rather simple fact that greatness—if it is defined generally as incomparable and unparalleled achievement that is nation- or even world-altering—is by definition rare, not just in politics but in any aspect of human enterprise. And an appreciation of this caliber of achievement also requires time, the ultimate arbiter of what is of value in life, along with the perspective that only time can bring to judge an achievement’s worth or quality. Unlike individual accomplishment in art, music, literature, or even sports, politics has far too many moving parts and a wider variety of factors beyond a politician’s capacity to control. There is a terrifying complexity and contingency to political life, particularly in democracies where electoral politics, public opinion, interest groups, and bureaucracies conspire to frustrate even the best laid plans. And if this is true at home it is doubly so for those who seek foreign policy success in the cruel and unpredictable world beyond their borders.

				Contemporary leaders aspiring for unparalleled, unprecedented achievement also face a “been there, done that” problem. Nations, like individuals, pass through foundational trials and existential threats and crises early in their histories. The nations and polities that survive likely never pass that way again, largely because they had the right leaders at the right time to guide them through these challenges. As nations mature, the need and opportunity for heroic action to preempt or deal with these existential challenges diminishes, along with tropes and narratives that define both the myth and reality required for great achievement.

				Perhaps more telling in explaining the modern leadership deficit is that the world today has become a much more complex place for those who want to acquire, hold, and use power effectively, let alone produce historic change. Some argue that we’ve reached the end of leadership, others the end of power, or at least its decay and dissolution. Power, Carnegie’s Moises Naim tells us, now faces off against fast-paced changes that have made people, goods, and ideas more kinetic, mobile, and connected, ideas that have unleashed expectations and aspirations much harder to manage and control. That certainly is the case for the autocrats who, as a veritable class of leaders, have fallen on hard times. In 1977, authoritarians controlled 89 countries in the world. By 2011, that number had dwindled to 22.8 In Egypt and Tunisia, two authoritarian leaders who had ruled for decades were removed from power in a matter of months. Even in democracies, where today half the world’s population resides, a globalized, technology-driven information age has made governing much more challenging. An intrusive 24/7 media that recognizes and accepts no boundaries, conflates celebrity with serious accomplishment, and strips away the distance, detachment, and the aura and mystique required for great leadership. Proximity, as Ben Franklin opined, produces contempt and children. And for politicians, too much exposure and familiarity diminishes the public’s willingness to think of the leader as special or great. Today’s media culture opens up a veritable window through which to observe and identify leaders’ imperfections and flaws.

				At the same time, the leveling and globalizing of the traditional playing field has imparted to the small a much greater power to compete with and influence the big. To a certain extent, this has always been the case. The power of a single individual to act has always been a terrifying one. The assassination of Austria’s Archduke Ferdinand by a Serbian anarchist set into motion a chain of events that led to world war. The murder of Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin helped kill the Oslo peace process and plunge the Israeli-Palestinian relationship into a crisis of confidence from which it has yet to recover. Still, today’s smaller actors, freed from what Naim describes as the “size, scope, history, or entrenched tradition,” increasingly challenge big ones in ways that few might have imagined possible.9 On 9/11, attacks by nineteen al-Qaeda terrorists would set the stage for the two longest wars in American history and a fundamental reorientation of America’s national security policy. In 2013, the revelations by a single US government contractor of a vast NSA intelligence collection effort at home and abroad triggered the biggest debate in a half century on finding the right balance between security, privacy, and individual rights in a democratic society. Like modern day Gullivers, aspiring and ambitious leaders are tied down by an army of constraints and challenges that make effective governing hard and frustrating.

				* * *

				Nowhere is this leadership vacuum more acutely felt than in the politics of the United States, the world’s greatest and most consequential power. Greatness is certainly not missing in the American story. Despite talk of decline, America remains the world’s sole superpower, with a better balance of military, political, economic, and soft power than any other nation in the world. With 5 percent of the world’s population, the United States accounts for a full 25 percent of the world’s economic output, nearly half of its military expenditures, and has the best capacity to project its educational, cultural, and social media soft power resources.10 We surely have no shortage of great athletes, actors, entrepreneurs, and scientists. Since 2000, Americans have won 21 out of 37 Nobel prizes in physics; 22 out of 33 in chemistry; 18 out of 33 in medicine; and an incredible 27 out of 31 prizes in economics.11 Still, great nations are supposed to have great political leaders too, right? And yet today in America we hear very little talk of greatness in our politics. Instead, the focus is on the leadership deficit, on America the ungovernable, and on the sorry state of its dysfunctional politics. In 2011, the approval rating of the US Congress actually fell into the single digits and has hovered in the low twenties ever since.12 One 2013 poll revealed that the public’s view of Congress was significantly less positive than its view of root canal operations, NFL replacement refs, colonoscopies, France, and even cockroaches.13

				Today, great lions no longer roar in the Senate. Indeed, what was once considered the world’s greatest deliberative body is now populated by what congressional scholar and analyst Norman Ornstein calls “ideologues and charlatans.”14 The first branch of government is indeed what Ornstein and Thomas Mann call the “Broken Branch”15—polarized and partisan with few in either chamber willing to transcend narrow party differences or risk the wrath of their bases by reaching out across the aisle to do deals on the big issues. Republicans seem to be the most divided, dysfunctional, and, at their fringe, the most extreme, with a veritable “wacko bird” wing according to Arizona senator John McCain.16 But the dirty little secret and truth on Capitol Hill is far more complex: neither party has the will or the capacity to address the truly core issues, such as breaking the Gordian fiscal knot of how to reduce debt by raising taxes and controlling entitlements. Far from looking at compromise as a virtue, in America’s tribalized political world, it is seen as a liability or, worse, a betrayal. How many members of the House or Senate today would want to be described as the Great Compromiser, a title bestowed on Kentucky’s representative and senator Henry Clay for his artful negotiating skills in the efforts to head off and defuse the crises over slavery before the Civil War?

				Worried about our leadership deficit, we often look to our history for the comfort and security we cannot find in the present. And we don’t find much of either there. After all, historians remind us, if thirteen colonies, and then states in a fledgling republic, perched precariously along the eastern edge of a vast continent and totaling a mere 4 million souls could produce leaders the likes of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, and John Adams in roughly the same political space and time, why, out of a population of more than 300 million, is it impossible for us to generate just a few great ones today?

				Steven Spielberg’s 2013 Hollywood film Lincoln was brilliant and inspirational. In portraying our sixteenth president as a visionary but practical politician who was ready for compromise in passing the Thirteenth Amendment to abolish slavery, the film clearly tried to offer up a counterpoint to the dysfunctional politics of our own time and perhaps raise the hope too that we might have such leaders again. But the movie was also a veritable poster child for Lincoln’s idiosyncratic greatness and his unique times, and as clear a statement as any of why such a transformative president could simply never appear today.

				We really have lost any real-time connection to greatness in our national politics. And how do we know to appreciate, let alone understand, what we cannot see? Last year, while briefing a group of US military officers, all roughly in their fifties and sixties, I asked them to identify one American political figure in their lifetime whom they deemed worthy of the term great. Complete silence. When I offered up my candidate—Martin Luther King Jr.—one officer immediately shot back: “That’s not fair. He died in 1968.” Precisely, I responded. King has been gone now for nearly half a century. And despite his flaws, a leader of his stature—or anyone close to it—has not appeared again.

				It should come as no surprise that the concern about the leadership deficit in our political class also extends to the presidency itself, an institution that has become, both for better and worse, the central element in our political system. The British and Continental Europeans had, and in some cases still have, their kings and emperors; the Russians had their tsars; and the Vatican its popes. We have the presidency and our presidents. And despite the imperfections of both, the office and those who have held it have maintained a remarkable resiliency, prestige, and practical saliency these many years.

				The very centrality of the presidency in our governmental system and our political culture guarantee its endurance. The presidency is the only national office all Americans help to select; the symbol of our government to the nation and to the world; the most dynamic change agent in our political system. And because it is occupied by a single individual, not the 535 or the 9 that represent the Congress and the Supreme Court, it is much easier to relate to and personalize.

				Yet the centrality of the presidency must be reconciled with the limitations of the office and the constraints that bind it. All presidents disappoint in some fashion. The job description includes a structural impediment to high performance. “No man will ever bring out of the Presidency the reputation which carries him into it,” Jefferson observed four years even before his own presidency began.17 The powers at their disposal—no matter how great—are vastly exceeded by the responsibilities, challenges, and expectations they face. “All the President is,” Harry Truman famously quipped a century and a half after Jefferson, in 1947, “is a glorified public relations man who spends his time flattering, kissing, and kicking people to get them to do what they are supposed to do anyway.”18 And then, finally, the act of governing almost always means disappointing constituencies and angering opponents.

				Even so, the American public—and the political elites too—have always aspired to much more in this uniquely personalized American institution, and they continue to do so today. We continue to expect more, demand more than any president could possibly deliver. Writing 50 years ago, historian Thomas Bailey observed that Americans “are prone to place their Presidents—especially the dead ones—on a pedestal rather than under a microscope.”19 And this is confirmed by Gallup Polls revealing that once out of office and separated from the political and media fray, presidents’ ratings are usually better than they were upon leaving office.20

				Consider only the popular reaction to John F. Kennedy’s tragically abbreviated 1,037-day presidency and the way his short time in office has resonated through the years.21 Kennedy’s dynamic, youthful image, beautiful wife, and idealized Camelot story, and the profound sense of loss that traumatized the nation in the wake of his assassination, left a “what might have been” mystique that has given his presidency enduring power far beyond its actual accomplishments. Public opinion polls often rank JFK (one of only three presidents instantly identified by his initials) ahead of both Washington and Roosevelt in presidential ratings. Indeed, on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of his assassination, a November 2013 Gallup poll revealed that of the ten presidents since Eisenhower, Americans judged Kennedy to be the best.22 And as Larry Sabato argues in The Kennedy Half Century, Kennedy remains the ideal conception of a president, influencing his successors in ways that only a few presidents have and seemingly forgiven for his imperfections and transgressions.23

				And all of this for a president that historians do not judge as a great, his tenure simply too abbreviated to be evaluated fairly. JFK’s charismatic image, frozen forever in time, holds out the elusive promise of the idealized president: young, handsome, well spoken, aspirational in word and deed. His presidency—the last before the proverbial fall and the onset of almost two decades of diminished status and respect for the office—reflects something else too: the gap between the great presidents we want and aspire to and the ones we simply can no longer have. That we have a presidency-dependence, perhaps even an addiction, in America is clear. That might not be so bad if our addiction could be satisfied. But it cannot.

				The presidency has always been an implausible, some might even say an impossible, job. But the mix of challenges and constraints—some old, some new—that we will follow through the course of this book has made the post–World War II presidency harder still: constitutional and practical constraints on the office itself; the president’s expanding reach and responsibilities; the expanding role of a government we trust less, even when we demand more from it; America’s global role; and an intrusive, omnipresent, and nonstop media.

				These challenges have created the ultimate presidential bind. On one hand, we have become presidency-dependent in a president-centric system; on the other hand, our expectations have risen while the president’s capacity to deliver has diminished. In essence, we are lost in a kind of presidential Bermuda Triangle, adrift between the presidents we still want and the ones we can no longer have.

				That bind is the subject of this book. And three elements define and drive the core argument:

				First, greatness in the presidency may be rare, but it is both real and measurable. Three undeniably great presidents straddle the American story: Washington, the proverbial father of his country; Lincoln, who kept it whole through the Civil War; and Franklin Roosevelt, who shepherded the nation through its worst economic calamity and won its greatest war. Their very deeds define the meaning of greatness in American political life. So let me be clear about my definition of that greatness: each of the undeniably great presidents overcame a truly nation-wrenching challenge or crisis; each used his crisis moment to fundamentally alter the way we see ourselves as a nation and the way we govern ourselves too, and in doing so changed the nation forever for the better; and each in the process transcended narrow partisanship and in time came to be seen even by critics as an extraordinary national leader.

				In addition to these three undeniable greats, perhaps five others whom historians and the public judge favorably too—their own legacies secured through great accomplishments at critical moments in the nation’s story—round out the group of top performers. The operative point is that this greatness club has created a frame of reference, a high bar really—and a problematic one at that—against which we have come to judge and evaluate our modern presidents and they have come to judge themselves. Part I defines greatness in the presidency and looks at who gets admitted into this elite presidential club and why.

				Second, historic greatness in the presidency has gone the way of the dodo. And it is unlikely to return any time soon. The presidents we judge to be great are very much with us still, everywhere really. They are on our money and monuments, stars of our HBO specials and Hollywood movies, and subjects of best-selling presidential biographies. They are everywhere, that is, except in the White House. As we will see, what I describe as “traces of greatness,” both real and perceived, have appeared in several of our more contemporary presidents. But those “traces” are not to be confused with the performance of the three undeniables or the handful of other top performers we hold in high esteem. The greatness I described earlier belongs to an America of a different time and place, to a different country really. If you measure the time span from the end of Washington’s last term to Lincoln’s first, then on to FDR’s and forward to the present, we have now gone the longest stretch in our history, roughly 70 years, without an undeniably great president. Sure, this can be seen as a cute and meaningless piece of presidential trivia. But it also reflects the increasing challenges and constraints that limit the truly big things a president can do. Indeed, in a consensus-driven democracy, change is rarely speedy and transformative and those presidents who manage to drive it are rarer still. Part II explains why the history of the post-FDR presidency has been such a challenging tale, and why the times and circumstances have narrowed the prospects, the need, and the opportunity for sustained heroic action in the presidency.

				Third, and there really is no other way to say this: we need to get over the greatness thing and stop pining for the return of leaders we can no longer have. Like the ghosts in Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, great presidents continue to hover, to teach, and to inspire. And we have much to learn from their successes and failures. But there is a risk in thinking, let alone succumbing to the illusion, that we will see their likes again, even in an altered contemporary guise. The world and country have changed and so have we. And besides, we should not want to see them again. Greatness in the presidency is too rare to be relevant in our modern times and—driven as it is in our political system by big crisis—too risky and dangerous to be desirable. Our continued search for idealized presidents raises our expectations and theirs, skews presidential performance, and leads to an impossible standard that can only frustrate and disappoint. To sum up: we can no longer have a truly great president, we seldom need one, and as irrational as it sounds, we may not want one, either. Part III explains why.

				So what do we do about our seemingly insatiable presidential addiction? The conclusion offers some modest suggestions. But be forewarned in advance, it will be a hard sell and a tougher challenge to overcome and to let greatness go. Americans will always aspire to more. And we can no more give up on our presidents than we can on ourselves. So let’s get started. Our story is really a journey through time and a period of presidential greatness once revealed and now gone. Perhaps along the way we can find a way out of our presidential predicament, maybe even begin to reconcile our expectations of presidential performance with the realities that constrain it. And perhaps at journey’s end we can even begin to discover a way to narrow the gap between the presidents we want and the ones we can realistically have.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Greatness Revealed

				At the corner of Rock Creek Parkway and Virginia Avenue, the ghosts of presidents past consort. The place is not mentioned in any Washington, DC, guidebook. Nor was it on the route of the ubiquitous Tourmobiles that once shuttled visitors around the nation’s capital.

				I first noticed it early one beautiful spring morning driving through the park, verdant and fresh from the previous night’s rain. As I turned east away from the river, I saw a small piece of the presidential greatness puzzle captured in a single frame.

				Up ahead, rising straight and strong, much like the man it honored, was the Washington Monument, dedicated in 1885 by one of our less renowned nineteenth-century presidents, Chester A. Arthur, to one of our greatest.

				To my right, cantilevered over the Parkway, was the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, opened in 1971, only eight years after the president’s assassination in Dallas, perhaps the most speedily erected major structure to honor any of our presidents.

				And finally, brashly and inelegantly lording over several blocks on my right along Virginia Avenue was the Watergate Apartments complex, an infamous monument of sorts, a crime scene really, to a president whose name instantly evokes anything but greatness.

				That small corner of the nation’s capital holds memories of three American presidents, all profoundly different in style and accomplishment but each with a claim to a piece of greatness in the presidency worthy of attention.

				In George Washington, after whom the office was fashioned by admiring and trusting compatriots, we have an undeniably great president whose quarter-century career spanned every momentous turn in the birth of the American Republic. John Fitzgerald Kennedy was not in office nearly long enough to be seriously judged a great president; yet his charisma, crisis diplomacy with Cuba, and tragic death continue to place him high in the public’s mind and imagination, often ahead of both Washington and Franklin Roosevelt in public polls. And finally, there is Richard Milhous Nixon, a failed and unredeemable president to many, whose actions during the Watergate scandal undermined the very constitutional system he had sworn to protect; yet by any fair measure, for his diplomacy toward China and Russia and the Middle East, he may be America’s most accomplished, if not one of its greatest, foreign policy strategists.

				Trying to define and measure greatness in our presidents across political time and space is no simple matter. Indeed, I was warned by presidential historians, political scientists, and journalists not to get into this subject for that reason and others too. And here’s why.

				We have had presidents whose greatest career deeds preceded their less-than-great presidencies (Ulysses S. Grant, Dwight D. Eisenhower); presidents who failed abysmally in one area only to rise to great heights in another (Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard Nixon); others who were surely not undeniably great presidents, but who were great at being president (Bill Clinton; Ronald Reagan); a handful who have been judged by historians as top performers but whose challenges and legacies were not nearly as momentous as the undeniable greats (Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Harry Truman); and finally, those I call the three indispensables (George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt) who guided the nation through calamity and crisis when America’s fate, even its existence, hung in the balance, and who in the process left legacies that profoundly transformed the nation’s story forever—and profoundly for the better, leaving the mark of undeniable and true greatness on the presidency.

				For almost 60 years now (a quarter of the nation’s history), presidential scholars, historians, and journalists—along with history buffs of varying persuasions—have been playing the presidential rating game. The game is subjective, flawed, and silly to some, because it obscures the complexities of the office and the broad range of factors that constitute successful presidential performance.

				Some contend it is simply impossible to compare an eighteenth-century executive to one from the twenty-first century. George Washington presided over a fledgling nation of 4 million souls, including several hundred thousand slaves. Two centuries plus later, Barack Obama was inaugurated president of a country of well over 300 million with a sprawling government bureaucracy and vast global power and responsibilities that would have been unrecognizable to most of his predecessors, even many of those in the twentieth century.

				Others claim the game is too politicized and now, like so much of our history, has been hijacked by liberals and conservatives alike in the ongoing game of political gotcha. Some conservatives argue that Calvin Coolidge, who presided over very prosperous times but who has received consistently low ratings from historians, deserves better. Many diehard Reagan supporters—and a few historians, some on the liberal side—see the refusal to regard Ronald Reagan as a great, or at least as our last transformative president, as just willful liberal bias. Others argue that the high rankings go only to presidents who saw big and active government as the answer to fixing the nation’s problems. Historian Alvin Felzenberg makes the case in a wonderfully heretical book, The Leaders We Deserved (And a Few We Didn’t): Rethinking the Presidential Rating Game. The Bill Clinton lobby argues that he should move up the presidential ladder too because he led America through such prosperous times and left office with a budget in the black.

				There is also a compelling argument that the passage of time provides context, perspective, and the opening of archival records that are vital to any serious evaluation of a president’s performance. To journalist and one-time Lyndon Johnson aide Bill Moyers, there are no final judgments on presidents, only “interim reports.”1 Indeed, sometimes, as is the case with the rising stock of both Truman and Eisenhower, a former president can get a boost in popularity as a result of the mood of the times and the public’s unhappiness with his successors.2

				Views on Andrew Jackson—a driving force behind the democratization of American politics and yet a man who held racist views on blacks and Native Americans—has fluctuated greatly over the years. His most recent biographer, John Meacham, superbly chronicles Jackson’s greatness, as well as his flaws.3

				In 1921, when future senator Arthur Vandenberg, then a Michigan newspaper editor, polled a hundred prominent citizens to identify the “Greatest American,” Thomas Jefferson received one lonely vote from James Cox, who had just lost the presidency to Warren G. Harding.4 Jefferson would later get a big boost from Franklin Roosevelt (Cox’s running mate in that unsuccessful presidential bid), who promoted him big-time and dedicated Jefferson’s monument in 1943, 117 years after his death. Democrats clearly needed a patron saint on the mall too, to balance out Washington the Federalist and Lincoln the Republican. 

				Harry Truman left office with one of the lowest approval ratings in the modern presidency and yet has been resurrected by historians and the public alike as a tough and decisive president (especially given the poor performance of some of his successors). 

				Dwight Eisenhower too has benefited from the opening of new archival material and has shed his image as an affable golfing president for that of a more skillful behind-the-scenes leader, prudent and wise when it came to avoiding and getting out of costly Asian wars.

				Nor do historians and the public always agree on who was a great and well-remembered president and who was not. How presidents manage to communicate with the American people, their likeability, image, and capacity to connect bear on presidential performance in real time and over time too. Historians regard Washington as an undeniably great president; yet his distance from our own time and stiff and formal persona has cost him in the public rankings. He wasn’t just “one of the guys,” Mount Vernon’s former curator remarked on the bicentennial of his death.5

				When we elect a president, it is not just about smarts and experience; it is also about whether we feel comfortable enough, figuratively speaking, to invite him into our homes for at least four years, maybe eight. Indeed, neither Reagan nor Clinton is on most historians’ greats lists; yet they were brilliant politicians who left office well liked and remain even more popular today.

				There is a much better chance of being remembered as a success if you can stick around for a full eight years, and even more so if the White House remains in your party’s hands after you have served two complete terms. That is no mean feat and has only happened twice in the twentieth century (FDR and Reagan), though presidents have served out the terms of their predecessors and won reelection. Remember we have never had a truly great one-term president. Over the years historians have made the case for James Polk, on his election a self-declared one-termer who actually carried out all the goals he identified for his presidency, including acquiring California from Mexico, tariff reform, bringing the Oregon Territory into the Union, and creating a more independent treasury. But Barack Obama’s quip to Diane Sawyer in 2009 that he would rather be a good one-term president than a mediocre two-termer seems disingenuous and just does not compute in the real world of politics and presidents’ expectations.6 Tragically abbreviated presidencies, particularly due to an assassin’s bullet—for example, Lincoln and Kennedy—can prove to be exceptions and guarantee durability in the national consciousness too.

				Getting reelected is usually necessary but not sufficient for admission into the presidential hall of fame. We have reelected enough average presidents to demonstrate that another four years isn’t a ticket for admission. Even election landslides will not get you in. Since 1860, only four presidents have succeeded in gaining more than 60 percent of the popular vote in one of their elections (Harding, FDR, LBJ, Nixon), and only one is considered a great president.7

				Maybe we should just accept the fact that the evaluation of our presidents, like history itself, will remain at best what Dutch historian Pieter Geyl described as “an argument without end.”8 I do not see things quite that way. What is so stunning about the results of the historians’ rankings these many years are their consistency and seeming imperviousness to change, at least when it comes to the very top and bottom. There are some rough edges and anomalies—what to do with Ronald Reagan?—and a few presidents whose reputations have aged well with time—Truman and Eisenhower in particular. But since 1948, when historian Arthur Schlesinger Sr. launched the rating game’s modern version, only a handful of presidents have moved up significantly and, not surprisingly, none from mediocrity to the very top.

				So if you correlate our two-term presidents (and those who served out their predecessor’s term and then won reelection) together with those who had singular accomplishments, you are well on your way to identifying the small group that comprise America’s greatest presidents and most consequential performers (Washington, Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, Wilson, FDR, and Truman). The relatively few top-ranked presidents drive the main point: sustained excellence in presidential performance, let alone undeniable greatness (as I have already defined it), is rare. The story of the post–World War II presidency is not what you would call an entirely happy one. As we will see, that saga is many things—a story of much talent, ambition, tragedy, scandal, and even, at times, extraordinary accomplishment—but one thing it is not is a record of undeniably great performance in the presidency.

				Measuring greatness is not a science. But neither, as Justice Potter Stewart observed in his famous 1964 opinion on pornography, is it strictly a matter of personal preference either—an “I know it when I see it” kind of thing. The achievements of our undeniably great presidents are real, measurable, and defined by crises overcome and legacies that endure. Their greatness is not an abstraction and does not transcend history, though myth and legend contribute to and enhance it. To the contrary, greatness is situated in fact and rooted in stunning and incomparable achievements that come to be appreciated not just by their partisans and supporters but by their opponents too.

				These presidents’ deeds are all the more impressive because they occurred in a political system stacked against the kind of accretion of power and authority necessary to achieve them, so that big changes are always hard and slow, and because there was no inevitable or inexorable happy ending to their story, certainly not in the cases of Washington and Lincoln. In these early years, the nation’s fate was up for grabs and dependent on wise decisions. Such decisions were not always made. But fortunately, through a combination of will, skill, and luck, the greats, including Roosevelt, got most of the big issues right. And during national crisis and challenge, getting most of the big decisions right is in itself a hallmark of a great president.

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				The Indispensables

				Greatness with a Capital G

				On February 14, 1933, a month before his inauguration as president of the United States, Franklin Roosevelt went fishing, or to put it more precisely, he embarked on an eleven-day cruise aboard the Nourmahal, the 263-foot yacht belonging to his good friend and Hyde Park neighbor Vincent Astor.1 Imagine any contemporary president, particularly against the backdrop of a severe economic crisis (America was three years into the Great Depression), pulling that off today without causing a scandal. Indeed, measured against today’s presidential protocol, it is remarkable that Roosevelt would spend as much as half of his presidency outside of Washington.

				At the end of the trip, the Nourmahal docked in Miami where the president-elect was scheduled to make remarks at the annual outdoor encampment of the American Legion at Miami’s Bay Front Park. FDR delivered his brief remarks, and then he chatted with Chicago mayor Anton Cermak. Having supported Al Smith for president, the mayor had come to Miami looking for Roosevelt’s political forgiveness and federal money for the city.

				Suddenly, five shots rang out. FDR later recalled that they sounded like firecrackers. One hit Cermak in his side, grazing the liver and lodging against his spine. The shooter, Giuseppe Zangara, an unemployed Italian immigrant bricklayer, had fired at Roosevelt from between 25 and 40 feet away and would probably have hit him (five shots hit five different people, seriously wounding three, including Cermak) had it not been for an intrepid Miami housewife who jostled the shooter’s arm.

				Roosevelt’s chauffeur began to speed away, but FDR told him to stop, twice countermanding Secret Service orders to leave the scene, and had Cermak placed in his car, where Roosevelt cradled and consoled the mortally wounded Chicago mayor en route to the hospital.

				Initially, there was an assumption, including by Roosevelt, that Zangara was a Mafia hit man out to kill Cermak for his crackdown on the Capone crime syndicate in Chicago. Interrogation of Zangara, however, left little doubt that Roosevelt was the intended target. The Italian immigrant, clearly emotionally unbalanced and physically unwell, carried an intense hatred of big money, capitalism, and apparently presidents. He had wanted to kill Herbert Hoover too. On March 6, two days after listening to the radio broadcast of Roosevelt’s swearing in from his hospital bed, Cermak died. Within two weeks, in what had to be the quickest judicial process in twentieth-century America, Zangara had been tried, convicted, and executed in the electric chair.

				FDR’s preternatural calm and coolness in the face of the assassination attempt buoyed the nation and sent a powerful message that the American people had chosen the right man with the right temperament to deal with a crisis. “The president-elect feeling that the bullets were intended for him,” the New York Times reported, “straightened up, set his jaw and set unflinching with the calm courage in the face of danger which would be expected of one of his family.”2 Raymond Moley, a Columbia University political science professor recruited as a Roosevelt adviser, remarked that he had never seen anything “more magnificent” than FDR’s calm that evening.3

				But the assassination attempt against Roosevelt also raises a fascinating aspect of leadership and presidential greatness: the question of indispensability. French president Charles de Gaulle reportedly once observed that the cemeteries of France were filled with indispensable people. Most people, even those with the highest-ranking cabinet jobs, are probably replaceable, though they hardly look at themselves that way. The same might even be said about some of our presidents, especially a few of our nineteenth-century ones who came and went without leaving much of a legacy behind.

				The argument is a familiar one. How important are individuals in the broader current of history? How much do they matter in comparison with the broader forces that shape their times? Had Adolf Hitler never been born, would someone like him have emerged to lead Germany in a similar direction? Had Al Gore been elected president in 2000 instead of George W. Bush, would America have gone to war in Iraq? Some people really do make a difference, a big difference. There may well be moments in history in which certain individuals were so essential to the course of events that to take them out of the story would change it dramatically. De Gaulle would certainly have considered himself one such person (and he probably would have been right).

				Had Zangara’s bullets killed or seriously wounded Roosevelt instead of Cermak and the others that evening in Miami, the arc of America’s story might have changed profoundly. The Texan John Nance Garner (“Cactus Jack”), the vice president–elect, would have gone to the White House. Although Roosevelt’s Depression-era economic policies were not nearly as effective as his supporters claimed in getting America out of its economic straits, would Garner have had the political skills, the reassuring and buoyant personality, the capacity to attract the right advisers, and the confidence to lead and calm the public during those dark days? Back then, it was very much a confidence game in the best sense of the phrase. And FDR was the master. Would any of FDR’s Democratic challengers or Republican opponents in 1936 or 1940 have been able to prepare America for war, let alone provide his skilled and decisive wartime leadership?

				And if the answer is no, then what is true for FDR—or any later American president in the twentieth century governing an established, stable country more than a century and a half old—is doubly true for earlier presidents presiding over a much more precarious enterprise. In June 1789, three months after his inauguration, Washington almost died from what was most likely anthrax. Was there another of his contemporaries with the authority, prestige, and sense of judgment to lead a young republic through perilous times? What if Stephen Douglas, who seemed prepared to reconcile with the South over slavery, had been elected president instead of Lincoln in 1860? Would the Civil War have been averted through yet another compromise (like those in 1820 and 1850), and slavery preserved? Would Lincoln’s notion of the scorpion’s sting4—by which slavery, contained in the South and unable to expand westward, would have destroyed itself—have come to pass? And how long would this have taken? As it is, it took more than a century after Emancipation to pass historic civil rights legislation, and even then, racial equality remained elusive. And it remains so even today.

				The imponderable what ifs of history go on and on. And we will never know the answers. In his Pensées, Blaise Pascal whimsically posed the philosophical problem that if Cleopatra’s nose had been shorter everything in the world would have been different.5 There is no rewind button on history; counterfactuals are, at best, a guessing game. And leaders can certainly emerge unexpectedly from the most unlikely of quarters.

				Still, I suspect that without a Washington, Lincoln, or FDR, especially in the early years, the American story would have changed, and much for the worse. History is not guided or directed by some prearranged master plan. It is a dynamic and pretty chaotic process driven by the interplay between human agency and circumstance that shapes events as they unfold.

				We assume inevitability to the American enterprise because of where we now sit, a kind of inexorability that everything was destined somehow to turn out the way it did. We should not. For the first hundred years of our history there was very little certainty and no tradition of strong union or much civility in our politics. We had our bipartisan and collegial moments to be sure. But the American story was also filled with intrigue, conflict, and a variety of centrifugal forces (the Aaron Burr conspiracy, Shays’ Rebellion, the Whiskey Rebellion, the Nullification Crisis, the Civil War) that threatened to pull the country apart. It is remarkable to think about it now, but the existence of the United States as a unified polity was probably not guaranteed until after the Civil War, almost a hundred years after the nation’s founding.

				In 1962 the American novelist Philip K. Dick wrote a counterfactual novel called The Man in the High Castle in which Zangara actually succeeds in killing Roosevelt. A series of weak American presidents beginning with James Nance Garner succumb to the country’s isolationist impulses and do not try to stop German or Japanese aggression. By 1947, the Germans and the Japanese, attacking from both coasts, force the United States to surrender. We need to be careful about pushing this argument too far. After all, by the 1930s America was already established and stable. The country would have certainly survived without Roosevelt. Some argue that the talented Republican internationalist Wendell Willkie, who challenged Roosevelt in 1940, could have led the country to victory too. In a telling comment, historian H. W. Brands wonders how essential FDR really was and questions how the United States could have sat out the war.6 But can there be much doubt that in Roosevelt’s first seven years the country would have been much worse without FDR? During the 1930s, the world was a very grim place. The ascendancy of right wing and fascist ideologies put the very idea of liberal democracies in doubt and jeopardy. Hitler had come to power two months before FDR’s swearing in. And despair, extremism, and violence were brewing in America too. In March 1932, a confrontation erupted between unemployed workers (participating in a Communist Party–organized hunger march) and management at the Ford River Rouge factory in Detroit.7 Police and company security personnel killed 4 demonstrators and wounded 50. Days later at the funerals, 40,000 marched as the band played the communist “Internationale.”

				Roosevelt mattered. Add Winston Churchill to the mix, a man whose country would soon face a truly existential threat, and you begin to see the central, even indispensable, role leaders can play at critical moments. There is no way to prove it, but without these early greats getting the big decisions right, the hinge of history might have easily swung another way.

				All of these challenges put a premium on the kinds of leaders who had the skill, the drive, and the purpose to devote to strengthening and preserving the fledgling American enterprise. The issue is not whether leaders can make a difference; of course they do. The issue is the degree of difference they make. What is so extraordinary is that during these critical times, leaders emerged who not only aspired to lead but also had the necessary qualities to do so. More than 30 years ago historian James Flexner dubbed George Washington “the indispensable man”; you might as well add Lincoln and Roosevelt too.8

				By any conceivable measure, the legacies Washington, Lincoln, and Roosevelt left us were profound ones. Their greatness has stood the test of time, perhaps the ultimate arbiter of what any society values. And these three have also resisted history’s power to destroy and deconstruct their reputations. Today their claim to greatness is made without much argument or debate among historians, presidential scholars, political analysts, and journalists. There is just no reason, or for that matter, no margin, for running any of them down.

				They were certainly not perfect men. Nor were they one-man wonders. They had plenty of help from talented advisers, political parties, circumstances, and luck. And we should have no stake in idealizing them. Washington owned slaves and pursued runaways; Lincoln would have willingly accepted chattel slavery in the Old South had he been able to preserve the Union without war; and Roosevelt clearly overreached in trying to pack the Supreme Court. And for all his extraordinary wartime leadership, FDR interned thousands of loyal Americans of Japanese descent at home, and could have done more to help save European Jews. In the end, Washington could not prevent the fractiousness that marked his second term and beyond; Lincoln’s freedom agenda could not prevent the racism and suppression of blacks during Reconstruction; and FDR couldn’t end the Depression.

				That two of the three died on the job expanded their emotional reach into American hearts and minds and linked their legacies to sacrifice, duty, and, literally in the case of Lincoln, to martyrdom; they became larger-than-life figures. Washington’s stoic and grim death from infection at Mount Vernon (as was the medical practice at the time, they bled and blistered him, draining an estimated five pints of blood, or half his body’s total volume) might just as well have taken place on the job, given the way he was regarded even after he left the presidency. Adolf Berle, a key member of FDR’s Brain Trust, observed shortly after Roosevelt’s death that great men have two lives: the first that ends with their death, the second that continues as long as their ideas and concepts remain powerful.9 These three remained alive politically long after they physically passed on. Their legacies define much of the American story to this day.

				The three indispensables—one in each century—spanned the breadth of the American story, governed under vastly different circumstances, and each occupied a presidency that changed radically over the years. Indeed, they could not possibly present a more diverse (even odd) trio: an ambitious Virginia planter from a pretty good (but not the very best) family, with no formal education but plenty of practical experience in agriculture, surveying, and military matters; a driven and very successful railroad lawyer, born in Kentucky, raised in Indiana and Illinois, eager to leave his mark on state and national politics; a Hudson Valley patrician with access to the best schools (Groton, Harvard), summers at Campobello, and a resume (much like his distant cousin Teddy) almost unparalleled in the history of the presidency, and like his two great predecessors, a very physical and commanding presence, even though after the age of 39 he would never walk or stand unassisted without the help of crutches, leg braces, or a friendly arm. Ambitious men all, driven men really, each in his own way committed to the American enterprise and determined to play a central role in its success.

				It would be a mistake to stretch comparisons too far or to pigeonhole them into some clever paradigm or box. We would lose the sense of difference and distinction that made them unique and special, that separated each from the other, and that separated all of them from presidents of our own day. The particular sense of time and place for each president is important because it situates them and explains their actions and motives within the right context. You might easily argue that each led in three different Americas. The beginnings of their presidencies are separated by almost 70 years or so, roughly three generations.

				Washington presided over a fledgling nation of farmers, artisans, and traders whose capital (then in New York, America’s second-largest city behind Philadelphia) was about 30,000 souls, and where loyalty to individual states still trumped a strong national affiliation.10 Lincoln governed a nation coming apart, the only president whose first and last days in office were dominated by both the prospect of civil war and war itself. Roosevelt, a man closest to our own times, presided over an industrialized nation and an established world power that had already fought and helped win a world war. Lincoln and Roosevelt seem close to one another as brilliant politicians, and nearer to our time, which make them more accessible than the often wooden and distant eighteenth-century Washington. Lincoln’s ordeal was greatest, even though Roosevelt would be a nonstop crisis president for almost twelve years. Unlike Washington, both were deeply hated from the beginning of their presidencies; like Washington, they were very private men. This reserve and detachment, the mystique of leadership, was essential to preserve the image of the lonely, even suffering, great man. And that is simply no longer possible, perhaps not even desirable, in today’s hyper-connected and intrusive media world. Still, that detachment may well be a necessary part of the greatness image.

			



OEBPS/images/New_Logo_large_R--conv_fmt.jpg





OEBPS/images/end_of_greatness_fmt.jpeg
'Why America Can’t Have
J (and Doesn’t Want)

| Another Great President

RWSNOAERD AVID MILLER






