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This paper examines presidential power and its origins.  It specifically looks at 

Presidents George W. Bush and Woodrow Wilson through a case study and 

compares how they used their power.  I use Richard Neustadt’s theory of 

presidential power to identify key aspects of US presidential domestic power and 

then show how those variables apply to presidential power on the international 

stage. 

 

 
Introduction and Thesis 

The Office of the President of the United States of America today is a very 

strong institution.  It is very well respected among most nations of the world.  At 

times the president is able to wield great power both internationally and 

domestically.  This paper will examine how certain factors contribute to presidential 

power both domestically and internationally.  The paper will seek to illustrate that 

international presidential power is based on the prestige of the office of the 

president as is domestic presidential power.  Moreover, I introduce the concept of 

international public prestige, which is a variation of Richard Neustadt’s public 

prestige.  The paper examines the presidencies of Woodrow Wilson and George W. 

Bush.  It will be a case study of the two men’s approach to diplomacy and how 

international public prestige determines the success or failure of the president.    

This paper will demonstrate that US presidential power is affected by international 

public prestige and if a president loses international public prestige, the US will be 

forced to pursue unilateral action as opposed to working in concert with other 

nations.  This is a current issue for the United States and this paper will show in 

order to increase US presidential power, a president must increase his international 

public prestige through persuasion.  

The President of the United States derives his power from the Constitution, 

specifically Article II, but ultimately it is the people who grant the president his 

power.  That is the most basic foundation of presidential power, but it is slightly 

more complex than that; several authors have put forward their own versions of 

presidential power.  In what follows, I present competing theories of presidential 

power.  From there I focus on Neustadt’s account.  The theories of presidential 

power covered here examine a two “constitution” system, presidential power in 

“political time”, presidential competence, and the politics of leadership.  These 
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different topics show the diversity of the idea of where presidential power or 

leadership comes from. 

Beginning to look at the theories, the first one is that of Jeffrey Tulis who 

talks about two “constitutions”.  Here Tulis identifies four key areas: demagoguery, 

separation of powers, representation, and the independence of the executive.  The 

two constitutions are the first being the powers granted to the US president in the 

US Constitution specifically Article II and the second is based on, , “several 

institutional, albeit extra-constitutional developments”
1
.  For the first constitution 

Tulis uses the Federalist Papers to discuss the framer’s intent for the first.  For the 

second constitution, Tulis uses Wilson’s thought as the outline for the second.  

From there Tulis goes on to break down the founding fathers’ ideas which he pulled 

from the Federalist Papers into the four areas.  He pulls ideas out such as be wary 

of a demagogue, but to them a demagogue was synonymous with popular leader
2
.  

Tulis counters that with the original Greek definition which according to him 

simply means leader of the people
3
.  He also discusses the four breaks between the 

government and the people: elections would be popular, but still indirect as to 

“elicit the ‘sense of the people’”
4
, the “lengths and tenures for officeholders…” 

would vary according to “their ‘proximity’ to the people”
5
, the president would 

receive his authority and power from the Constitution first, not from the masses, 

and the large size of the nation would frustrate creation of large majorities and 

insulate the government from sudden shifts in public opinion.  Tulis also mentions 

how the president was to be separated from public opinion that surfaced through the 

legislature, which allowed the president to have a “different perspective from 

Congress”
6
.  Lastly Tulis points out that the founders intended to use the separation 

of powers as an “institutional way of accommodating the tensions between 

governmental objectives”
7
.  From there Tulis moves on to the second Constitution 

as defined by President Wilson.  Wilson “claimed the meaning of the Constitution 

changed as a reflection of prevailing thought of successive generations”
8
and that 

Wilson’s ideals would become the centerpiece for a rhetorical presidency
9
.  Tulis 

points out that Wilson felt that the central defect in American politics
10
 and that 

Wilson was a proponent of today’s system of checks and balances.  Tulis states that 

Wilson favored a more “participatory democracy”
11
.  The key portion in 

presidential power is that Wilson felt that the president received authority 

independently through a mandate from the masses
12
  It is up to the president to find 

the “core of issues”
13
 that represents the public will and through that will be given 

power and authority.  In conclusion, Tulis wraps up by saying that both 

constitutions are still present but in conflict.  This is apparent when recent 

presidents have operated under the second while congress is still operating under 

the first. 

Stephen Skowronek presents another theory to presidential power in his 

article Presidential Leadership in Political Time.  Essentially for Skowronek there 

are three phases to the presidential cycle and that these cycles can be shown through 

similar occurrences.  The article looks at “the changing shape of political regimes 

that have organized state-society relations for broad periods of American history 
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and it links presidents past and present at parallel junctures in ‘political time’”
14
.  

He then examines what he labels as “regime segments and then compares 

leadership problems and presidential performances at similar stages in regime 

development across historical periods”
15
.  Skowronek uses three sections of regime 

development, the beginning of a ruling coalition, managing an established regime, 

and lastly establishing leadership in an enervated regime
16
.  He then identifies three 

pairs of presidents and places them in one of the three categories.  He points out 

that if a president falls into the beginning of a new regime if, “they were launched 

on the heels of major political upheaval”.  If the president is able to take control 

then they will exercise great power, and his example was President Jackson after 

the battle over the US National Bank.  Skowronek asserts that he “secured a new 

ruling coalition, reset the political agenda, and institutionalized a new position of 

power for the presidency itself”
17
.  The second area is when there is an established 

ruling coalition.  To be successful a president must enter this arena and manage the 

situation.  Here Skowronek says that it is tough to manage the situations and the 

two presidents he was examining used “convoluted conflict manipulations that were 

calculated to reconcile divergent coalition interests, stave off political rupture, and 

move forward on outstanding regime commitments”
18
.  The last area of presidential 

leadership comes at the end of a ruling coalition.  The main comment he makes of 

the two presidents he selected was that “neither could find secure ground on which 

to make a stand and limit the political unraveling that comes with executing 

action”
19
.  Skowronek shows how presidential leadership and essentially 

presidential power stems from where a president enters the cycle. 

Another theory of presidential power is posited by Paul J. Quirk.  Quirk 

examines what he calls “presidential competence.”  For Quirk, the key to 

competence is strategic competence; “presidents need not know everything, but 

they must know how to find what they need to know”
20
.  Quirk states that there are 

stages of presidential competency: self-reliant, minimalist, and strategic 

competence.  A self-reliant president takes a large burden of work and therefore 

must meet intellectual requirements that are correspondingly rigorous
21
.  Quirk 

labels several presidents as self-reliant presidents because they try to take the 

burden of leadership upon themselves, which resulted in inefficient decisions.  “The 

main defect of the self-reliant presidency, however, is none of the particular risks, 

but rather the blunt physical impossibility of carrying it out
22
.  The minimalist 

president “requires little or no understanding of specific issues and problems and 

instead can rely almost entirely on subordinates to resolve them”
23
.  This may make 

the president seem weak if he always differs to his subordinates.  Strategic 

competence is the most important level of competence.  It is the middle ground 

between minimalist and self-reliant.  There are three parts to this theory, Policy 

decision, Policy processes, and policy promotion.  Policy decision is the idea that 

the president cannot know about every policy matter at hand, but rather should “be 

familiar enough with the substantive policy debates in each major area to recognize 

the signs of responsible argument”
24
.  Policy processes refers to the fact that the 

president must be competent in the process of policy making
25
.  The president needs 
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to have a high degree of generalized process sensibility
26
.  Another key to this is 

that the president must be surrounded by competent advisors, who can properly 

advise him on policy processes.  Policy promotion is a skill presidents need to have 

that way they have the ability to get things done in Washington and especially in 

Congress
27
.  Quirk sums up saying that the presidency is not an impossible job 

when the president has a strategy for competence and puts his own limited 

capacities to use where and how they are most needed
28
. 

The last theory presented is from Richard Neustadt in his book, Presidential 

Power, the Politics of Leadership.  Neustadt looks at presidential power as being 

influence 
29
.  Presidents since World War II have a greater role to play and it 

requires much more to make them seem strong.  As well as a strong leader they 

must be a clerk.  Neustadt answers the question why with the answer of “no one 

else’s services suffice”
30
.  He goes on to say that presidential power is the power to 

persuade, because giving orders does not always work
31
.  “Truman is quite right 

when he declares that presidential power is the power to persuade.  Command is but 

a method of persuasion not a substitute and not a method suitable for everyday 

employment”
32
.  Neustadt then explains why the power to persuade is so important.  

Neustadt sees the three branches of government as separate institutions sharing 

power. For that reason he says that the president must be able to convince members 

of congress “that what the white house wants of them is what they ought to do for 

their sake and on their own authority”
33
.  Persuasive power simply amounts to more 

charm than reasoned argument
34
.  Neustadt also says that there are those that say 

yes to the president just because of the prestige of the office and “the aura of the 

physical surroundings”
35
.  The power to persuade is also the power to bargain.  He 

states that “status and authority yield bargaining advantages”
36
.  Presidents can also 

use the office to bargain just because of the status it holds.  Neustadt also contends 

that the probabilities of power do not derive from the literary theory of the 

Constitution
37
.  He gets to the core of the idea with this statement, “The essence of a 

president’s persuasive task with congressmen and everybody else, is to induce them 

to believe that what he wants of them is what their own appraisal of their own 

responsibilities requires them to do in their interest, not his”
38
.  He then says the one 

way a president can secure his power is choices, what to do and what not to do.  

Neustadt then goes into the president’s professional reputation.  He says, “What 

other men expect of him becomes a factor in a president’s power to persuade”
39
.  

The view of the president determines the strength of his bargaining advantage.  If a 

president cannot use his reputation he must ensure people cannot cross him without 

risk
40
.  If the president loses part of his reputation, he has a chance to make it up but 

the opportunity is not limited
41
.  The next thing he talks about is public prestige.  

Washingtonians who deal with the president must take into account his popular 

prestige.  They must look at it because “public standing is a source of influence for 

him, another factor bearing on their willingness to give him what he wants”
42
.  It is 

the public standing that sets a tone and defines the limits of what the 

Washingtonians do to him or for him
43
.  Neustadt is contending that Congress must 

pay attention to the president’s standing or possibly face dissension at home.  
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Neustadt also comments that congressmen have to be aware of what the president’s 

position overseas is because it is a national asset and that their behavior towards 

him can enlarge it or diminish it
44
.  Personality plays a part in public prestige, but it 

is not that dynamic; it is the image of the whole office not the man that is 

dynamic
45
.  It is up to the institution as a whole to determine the image of the 

president.  Lastly, Neustadt says that the president cannot control all situations.  The 

president’s prestige can go unaffected if he can convince the public that the 

situation is necessary and that everyone is bearing the same burden
46
.  Neustadt 

likens this to a teacher and how he must show the populace the reasons for the 

situation.  He sums it up by saying that power is the ability to influence, by 

bargaining or prestige alone.  It is up to the man in the office to determine how 

much power he will have. 

Case Study 

Presidential power according to Neustadt is based solely on domestic 

factors.  This paper will now illustrate that this is only part of the equation and that 

international factors compose the other part.  Domestically, presidential power is 

the power to persuade and the equation is this:  

Presidential Power = Power to Persuade 

This is part of the equation which constitutes presidential power.  The other part is 

to define what is the power to persuade?  If public prestige is an important factor 

then it must be in the equation and Neustadt discusses it as part.  Public prestige 

must then be defined.  Neustadt states that a “[president’s] prestige turns on what 

the members of the public think they want and think they get…” (Neustadt 107).   

Therefore, public prestige equals the ability of the president to persuade the public 

that he is giving them, the public, what they think they want!  This completes the 

equation as: public prestige = power to persuade = presidential power.  The two 

factors of public prestige are then what the public thinks it wants and what they 

think they get.  The closer the president can convince the public those two factors 

are, the greater his prestige and the greater his power, since presidential power can 

now also be defined as public prestige.  A president who cannot persuade the public 

will have low public prestige and therefore lower power as a president.  On the 

international stage, international public prestige can be defined using Neustadt’s 

theory as it’s the president’s “persuasive task… to induce them to believe that what 

he wants of them is what their own appraisal of their responsibilities requires them 

to do in their interest, not his” (Neustadt 46).  It is the ability to convince foreign 

“constituencies” to do what the president wants demonstrates great international 

public prestige and therefore great presidential power on the international stage.  I 

will now look at the presidencies of George W. Bush and Woodrow Wilson to 

illustrate the importance of international public prestige. 

Looking first at George W. Bush, there exist two prime examples of the 

United States’ actions on the international stage, Iraq and Afghanistan.  Both 

invasions were or have become part of the War on Terror.  The first invasion took 

place in Afghanistan and for that Bush was able to build a “Coalition of the 

Willing” to help rid Afghanistan of the corrupt government and the Al Qaeda 
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training grounds.  The international community was more receptive to the 

president’s requests for assistance, but yet they still had to weigh whether it was 

worth it to join the coalition.  President Bush’s “persuasive task… was to induce 

them to believe that what he wants of them is what their own appraisal of their 

responsibilities requires them to do in their interest, not his”
47
.  It was up to the 

president to convince them that it was truly in their best interest to help the US and 

several countries complied with this request.  A president must not force their idea 

on the foreign public, but teach them that what he wants is in line with their 

national interest.   The lead up to Afghanistan shows that if the foreign public is 

convinced that the president is right, they will follow more willingly.  So the 

conflict in Afghanistan shows that presidential prestige is greater as is presidential 

power when the foreign publics respond to the persuasion.   

George W. Bush 

For the invasion of Iraq there was quite of bit of resistance on the 

international stage against any sort of military action against Iraq.  “While the 

administration devoted significant resources to developing a credible case that Iraq 

had hidden chemical and biological weapons in violation of its disarmament 

obligations under Security Council Resolution 687, it was unable, for a variety of 

reasons, to persuade the Council or international public opinion”
48
  President Bush 

and his advisors traveled the world to try and change public opinion in their favor.  

It is the president’s job as head of state to persuade the international 

“constituencies” that what he wants them to do is in line with their national interest.  

Their efforts resulted in very little if anything.  “…a president’s public standing 

tends to set a tone and to define the limits of what [people] do for him…”
49
    Here 

Bush failed to convince the security council that what Bush wanted them to do was 

in their national interest.  He could not convince them that there was a justification 

for war against Iraq and defensible under international law.  When the Security 

Council did decide to pass a resolution on Iraq there was major tension over the 

final version of the document. “The unexpectedly fierce battle over the resolution’s 

language revealed widespread support for the French position against the 

American.”
50
  This was the last draw for the President and his advisors.  The 

decision was made to go to war with the US and the Britons as the main force.  The 

president and his advisors decided that “…a state always has the option of using 

forceful measures to protect what it deems to be vital interests, and then face the 

consequences if world opinion disagrees.”
51
  This is true, “while the extent of 

repercussions depends on the offender, even a superpower can be susceptible to 

sustained criticism”
52
 according to Miriam Sapiro

1
.  To the president and his 

advisors: 

The legal justification was the failure of Iraq to cooperate with UN 

weapons inspectors, and being in breach of United Nations Security 

                                                 
1
 Miriam Sapiro is the president of Summit Strategies International, LLC, and Adjunct Professor of 

Law and NYU School of Law.  She was a senior official at the National Security Council during the 

Clinton Administration, and served previously in the State Dept. during the Regan and Bush 

administrations. 
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Council resolution 1441 which offered Iraq "a final opportunity to 

comply with its disarmament obligations." This argument was not 

controversial in the United States, but it was in Britain, where there 

was confusion about whether or not it constituted a proper legal 

justification for the war under international law. The more difficult 

problem in both countries, however, was to prepare public opinion 

for a war which would take place without UN authorization
53
. 

The US eventually invaded Iraq without a supporting UN Resolution and against 

world opinion. Within this porous political environment the president was 

nonetheless able to act with great unilateral and relatively unchecked power
54
.  This 

is where the President incorrectly used US military might where US Presidential 

Power was needed.  Bush needed to persuade the rest of the world it was in their 

national interest to act.  What President Bush failed to realize is that “a wide 

consensus has developed around the world that despite a general opposition to the 

war, many will grudgingly cooperate if it is fought under a legitimate UN Mandate” 

according to Marc Lynch.  Bush failed to be an “effective teacher” to the 

international public, which Neustadt argues is the only way to guard public 

prestige
55
.  In this way Bush’s actions cost him his international public prestige 

because he failed to persuade the international “constituency” that this war was in 

their best interest.  By acting unilaterally President Bush committed a second 

political blunder.  The “negative factor is the political cost of waging a war so 

divisive to both the Security Council and U.S. relations with its closest allies, and 

that now hampers international cooperation on military stabilization and civilian 

reconstruction.”
56
  Now the US not only invaded Iraq with very little international 

support, it now has to rebuild it.  Here Bush lost some of the power of his office.  

Neustadt states that “few single actions on a President’s part will either set or totally 

transform what Washington perceives of him”
57
.  Bush lost his international 

prestige when the US began to push for war and failed to convince them it was in 

their national interest to do so.  Bush so damaged US international prestige, that US 

presidential power on the international stage has diminished and for some time the 

US may have to take unilateral action, because the world view Bush as a 

warmonger.   

Woodrow Wilson 

Woodrow Wilson’s presidency faced a different issue as he tried to convince 

the world that a League of Nations was necessary to world peace.  Wilson lacked 

support from home; the US Senate failed to back him.  

U.S. President Woodrow Wilson arrived in Paris with an ambitious plan 

for a world organization to ensure peace and justice…The League 

Covenant grew out of Wilson’s plan and other proposals and draft texts 

prepared before and during the early stages of the Paris Peace 

Conference.  Neither Root nor any of the other Americans long involved 

in promoting peace through law were part of the American delegation to 

the Conference.  Philip Jessup has noted that president Woodrow 

Wilson, an Academic and Democrat, disliked lawyers and that he 
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wanted no prominent Republicans like Root in the delegation.  More 

importantly Root had a different vision for the post-war order… 

…Root’s opposition played a significant role in the US Senate’s 

decision not to give its consent to the adoption of the Covenant. 

Nevertheless, the League was established in Geneva, composed of an 

Assembly, Council, and Secretariat.
58
 

 

President Wilson lost the battle because of the lack of support at home.  He 

knew what he wanted to accomplish and how to do it.  He understood the power of 

the office.  Woodrow Wilson appealed to the public of the foreign countries.  It was 

his attempt to reach the people and call them to action.  He wanted his Fourteen 

Points to take hold and gain acceptance.  He wanted the League of Nations to stay 

and be a force in international politics.  “The Fourteen Points themselves were an 

attempt to reach over the heads of government to the people of the enemy countries, 

of Bolshevik Russia and of the Allies also”
59
.  Wilson understood the pull the US 

president had.  He used this to persuade the allies and the defeated that what he 

wanted them to do was in their best interest.  In the end, it was the Senate that 

doomed his project.  According to Neustadt, “congressmen have to be aware of 

what the president’s position is overseas is because it is a national asset and that 

their behavior towards him can enlarge or diminish it”
60
.  The US Senate destroyed 

the League.  It failed because the US was not part of it.  The other countries saw it 

as a toothless tiger and the Senate’s lack of support diminished the President’s 

power and no one backed the league.  The international “constituency” saw the 

decrease in domestic presidential power and felt that the league was not worth the 

further commitment.  This failure of the Senate to back his plan cost the president 

the international credibility, which cost the support his international “constituency”.  

They no longer felt that the League of Nations was in their best interest. 

Conclusion 

From these two examples it can be determined that a president must persuade 

publics internationally and domestically that the president is giving them what they 

want.  Neustadt states “presidential power is the power to persuade”
61
 and the 

power to persuade is directly linked to the prestige of the office.  The prestige of the 

office allows the president to accomplish his goals.  President Bush was able to use 

international public prestige and presidential power to create a coalition of the 

willing that would oust the Taliban from Afghanistan.  Bush was able to persuade 

the international “constituencies” that their wants were in line with his request.  He 

exerted great power and international public prestige because he was able to 

convince the foreign publics that the gap between the two was very narrow.  In the 

case of Iraq, Bush failed to convince the foreign publics that what he wanted of 

them was in line with their national interest.  Therefore the gap between his request 

and their national interest was not narrowed enough, and the president did not have 

enough international prestige and power to create a coalition.  The US took 

unilateral action as a result.  It clearly demonstrated American military prowess, but 

it truly showed an inability to properly use the international public prestige of the 
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office to exert the power of the American president.  For this reason the president 

lost a great deal of international public prestige because of this oversight; therefore, 

he also greatly diminished the power of the American president on the international 

stage.  In the case of Woodrow Wilson, there was international public prestige.  

Wilson was at least able to persuade the foreign publics that his league was in their 

national interest.  The gap between what he wanted and what they wanted in their 

national interest was narrowed and most countries followed.  It was the failure of 

domestic public prestige on the home front that destroyed his plan.  The Senate did 

not ratify the treaty and within a few years many nations simply walked out of the 

league and laid the foundations for the next Great War.  The case of Woodrow 

Wilson shows that a president must also maintain the domestic public prestige in 

order to keep international public prestige.  Wilson lacking the domestic support 

was forced to act “unilaterally” while in Europe negotiating the Treaty of 

Versailles.  He had no support from the home front.  For future presidents it will be 

important to note this lesson in presidential power.  Today’s world is a global world 

where everyone is becoming more interdependent.  This means that the actions of 

one country, even if they are the only superpower, will have effects on the global 

level.  It is important to then take into consideration at least initially what the 

opinions of other nations are in respect to American foreign policy.  In terms of 

other nations, the key players on the international stage and even those who in the 

next couple of years will become key players.  If the president cannot convince 

these nations and their publics that what they want is what they think they get in 

terms of national interests, then the president’s foreign policy will fail every time.  

The goal of foreign policy is to act in concert with the world and have other nations 

follow your lead, not to go it alone.  A president must protect his power both 

domestically and internationally by ensuring that he persuades his constituencies of 

the necessity of his ways and in this way boosting prestige internationally and 

domestically. 
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