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Modern presidents have tended to initially ignore or reject both intra-party and 
other-party opposition input concerning their administrations’ intended signature 
initiatives.  Enough anecdotal evidence exists of the perils inherent in that approach 
to argue for its re-examination – the ill fates of the current President’s Social 
Security reform initiative, of President Carter’s National Energy Plan and of 
President Reagan’s first attempt at Social Security reform are only three recent 
examples.  Moreover, such reconsideration is also indicated by evidence that when 
necessity has forced a reluctant administration to accept opposition input toward 
formulation and enactment of its major policy initiatives, the results have been 
salutary for the policy, the administration, the opposition and national unity. 
President Reagan’s second attempt at Social Security reform, and President 
Johnson’s triumph with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 are illuminating case studies. 

 

 
Introduction – E President Unum (From the President, One) 

 

 On the evening of Monday, November 11, 1940, Americans long-

accustomed to President Roosevelt’s broadcast “fireside chats” spent a half-hour 

listening to their radios.  This time, however, it was defeated Republican candidate 

Wendell L. Willkie to whom they listened.  Only a week earlier, twenty-two million 

of the nearly fifty million who had cast ballots in the 1940 presidential election 

voted to send Willkie to the White House in a race that would prove to be the 

closest FDR ever ran.  Now, however, Willkie spoke to them from the Hotel 

Commodore in New York.   This was not a concession speech – he had given a 

gracious one on November 6.  Instead, this was a speech which, although just as 

gracious to the President, was about the realistic prospects for American unity 

despite what was clearly a sharply divided electorate.   

Willkie’s message was explicitly intended to define the role his supporters 

should play in defeat, and as a civic model to be followed by those temporarily out 

of power, it may be unparalleled.
1
  However, it is the following brief passage 

                                                 
1
 This paper assumes the existence of a well-intentioned, sincere and constructive opposition, 

although of course, the opposition may choose to be constructive, obstructive, or even destructive.  

A study of how the opposition has, from time to time, postured itself vis a vis the administration 



toward the end of his address – insightful, yet obvious once stated – which both 

identifies the key to a fully-functional, unified republic, and the consequences of its 

absence: 

 
“National unity can only be achieved by recognizing and giving serious weight 

to the viewpoint of the opposition.  Such a policy can come only from the 

Administration, itself.  It will be from the suppression of the opposition that 

discord and disunity will arise.  The Administration has the ultimate power to 

force us apart or to bind us together.” 

 

The most constructive and well-meaning opposition cannot itself create national 

unity.  Not at least, without surrendering its principles, which would result, as 

Willkie observed, in “but the shadow, not the substance of unity.”
2
 

How, though, can the unity or disunity of the nation rest on the attitudes and 

performance of the president when it is a common complaint of presidents, and 

until recently a widely held view, that the power of the presidency is severely 

constrained, consisting mainly of the power to persuade?
3
 Maybe it is because that 

presidential lament is exaggerated, perhaps to the point of disingenuousness.  As 

well-documented by William G. Howell (Howell 2003, 1-8), although presidential 

power is not unlimited, there is a host of vehicles by which presidents may, and do, 

unilaterally impose their policies.  Executive orders and national security directives 

are only two of the most often used of such vehicles.
4
  As Howell points out, 

                                                                                                                                        
would also be worthwhile, but although related, it is not the focus of  this paper.  Willkie’s 

November 11, 1940 radio address presents a blueprint for constructive opposition. 

 
2
 Willkie, Nov. 11, 1940 address, transcribed from audio in this author’s possession.  Equally 

resonant today is this passage:  “It has been suggested that in order to present a united front to a 

threatening world, the minority should now surrender its convictions and join the majority.  This 

would mean that in the United States of America, there would be only one dominant party, only one 

economic philosophy, only one political philosophy of life.  This is a totalitarian idea.  It is a slave 

idea.  It must be rejected utterly. 

“The British people are unified with a unity almost unexampled in history for its endurance 

and its valor, yet that unity co-exists with an unimpaired freedom of criticism and of suggestion.  In 

the continual debates of the House of Commons and the House of Lords, all of the government’s 

policies – its taxation, its expenditures, its military and naval policies, its basic economic policies – 

are brought under steady, friendly, loyal, critical review.   Britain survives free.  Let us Americans 

choose no lesser freedom.” 

 
3
Time Magazine’s Man of the Year story on President Johnson is but one source for such 

presidential griping:  “[E]ven the most activist Presidents have run into brick walls. ‘Lincoln was a 

sad man,’ F.D.R. once said, ‘because he couldn't get it all at once. And nobody can.’ At the end of 

one of his poorer days, Truman growled over a bourbon and water: ‘They talk about the power of the 

President, how I can just push a button to get things done. Why, I spend most of my time kissing 

somebody's ass.’ And Johnson roared recently: ‘Power? The only power I've got is nuclear—and I 

can't use that.’"  Time, January 5, 1968. 

 
4
Phillip J. Cooper provides a detailed analysis of the tools of unilateral presidential action (Cooper 

2002), including the presidential signing statement, a tool frequently used by the current president, 

who did not have much of a track record when Cooper’s book was published.  In the rear-view 



although none of these unilateral vehicles is sanctioned by Article II of the 

Constitution
5
, their use has not often been challenged either by Congress or the 

courts.  

Howell persuasively argues that the power of the presidency is no longer (if 

it ever was) merely the “power to persuade.”  Major policy initiatives of recent 

presidents have been undertaken unilaterally, effectively daring Congress and/or the 

courts to do anything about it, with the president secure in the knowledge that the 

gauntlet has virtually never been picked up.  A litany of such unilateral policies is 

recited on the  pages of Howell’s work cited in the endnotes to this paper, and so 

will not be repeated here.  The point, rather, is to start with the proposition – 

counter to most presidential literature preceding Howell’s treatise – that 

implementation of presidential policy is not, or at least need not, be subject to the 

president’s ability to persuade Congress or the people.   Policy, even major policy, 

can be and has often been effectuated merely with a presidential pen stroke. 

Of course, there are some policy initiatives that, to become effective, do 

require the president to persuade a majority of Congress.  Even such persuasion, 

though, still does not insure the effectiveness, general acceptance, or longevity of 

the presidential initiative – merely its becoming law.  That is most starkly true when 

one party controls the presidency and Congress, as has been the case for most of the 

current President’s tenure
6
.  In such a case, passage of controversial policy 

initiatives requires less debate and compromise than where power is divided, often 

leaving the opposition unheard and its (perhaps meritorious) arguments 

unconsidered.  As John Stuart Mill observed in  his 1869 work On Liberty, 

“[w]rong opinions and practices gradually yield to fact and argument:  but facts and 

arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, must be brought before it.”  

There is, therefore, a critical role for the opposition in the formulation of 

major policy; policy initiatives can be made stronger for having been subjected to 

rigorous debate and respectful consideration of all perspectives.  Most importantly, 

                                                                                                                                        
mirror, President Bush’s frequent use of signing statements does much to explain the oft-commented 

upon phenomenon that he has felt the need to wield the veto pen only once in six years.  Signing 

statements can be thought of as a kind of soft veto under which the executive, by his own authority, 

chooses under what circumstances, if any, the bill he signs into law will actually be enforced. 

 
5
An exception is the power of recess appointment under Article II of the Constitution, and this power 

has also been effectively used as a tool of unilateral policy by the current President, most notably in 

the August 1, 2005 appointment of John Bolton as U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations in the 

face strong congressional opposition.  Typical of the reportage of that event was the front page of the 

Washington Post, August 2, 2005:  http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2005/08/01/AR2005080100436.html 

 
6
 From May, 2001 and for the balance of the 107

th
 Congress, Democrats had a plurality of one seat in 

the 50-49-1 Senate and hence controlled the agenda by virtue of occupying the majority leadership 

position.  Given the clear GOP majority in the House throughout that time until the 110
th

 Congress 

convened in 2007, and the Republican Vice President’s tie-breaking ability in the Senate, although it 

would be a stretch to say that the GOP “controlled” Congress from May, 2001 to December, 2002, it 

is even less accurate to say the Democrats did. 



as Willkie observed, only the Administration can create the environment in which 

such debate and consideration can occur. 

 

Beyond Civility – Common Sense and Case Studies on Inclusiveness 
 

The political and social expectations of our time may be so low that civility 

and tolerance have come to seem meaningful goals in themselves.  But “civility,” in 

the context of political discourse, is like “tolerance” in the context of race relations.  

It is a threshold which must be crossed to achieve any progress, but merely having 

crossed that threshold does not itself advance any cause beyond truce.  Without the 

trust and good faith necessary to even heatedly debate controversial issues of great 

weight – without the underlying assumption and belief that all sides of the debate 

are ultimately motivated by a desire to do the right thing for the nation and its 

people – that debate must once again devolve back in the wrong direction across the 

threshold of civility, returning the nation to a state of polarization.   

Common sense suggests that an exclusive, secretive and unilateral approach 

to pursuit of presidential goals is more likely to lead to unpopular and flawed policy 

than inclusive, open and multi-lateral approaches.   Recent presidential popularity 

polling results tell us that such closed approaches also make for bad politics, as 

extensively documented by Gary C. Jacobson (Jacobson 2007).  The following case 

studies on Social Security reform, energy policy, and civil rights bear out those 

suppositions and suggest ways for a president who has the success and unity of 

America at heart to raise expectations beyond mere civility and tolerance, to foster 

respectful consideration of diverse ideas, and true inclusiveness, and then fulfill 

those expectations by reuniting the American spirit.   

 

 Case Studies 1 and 2:  Reagan and Bush II Tackle Social Security 

Reform 
 

 The initial passage of Social Security was, itself, an example of bipartisan 

cooperation.  Although the legislation was largely the result of the work of the 

Committee on Economic Security established by Executive Order on June 29, 1934, 

the final bill  passed the Senate in 1935 with only one Democratic and five 

Republican votes in opposition, and passed the House with only 13 Democratic and 

18 Republican opposing votes
7
.  Recent attempts to reform and revitalize the 

program, however, have had a complicated history.  When examined, that history 

illustrates both the benefit to the President of engaging the opposition in the policy 

formulation process, and the pitfalls of failing to do so.  It also provides an example 

of a president (George W. Bush
8
) slipping on the same political banana peel that a 

                                                 
 
7
 http://www.ssa.gov/history/tally.html 

 
8
 For purposes of this paper, “President Bush” or “Bush” will refer to George W. Bush, rather than 

George H.W. Bush. 



prior president (Ronald Reagan) had  unhappily encountered, since the results of 

President Bush’s 2005 push for Social Security reform were similar to President 

Reagan’s initial unhappy experience with the same program.  Because of the 

similarities in how their stories began, and their significantly different ultimate 

outcomes, the two presidents’ experiences serve as an almost perfect laboratory 

control experiment for determining how to salvage at least part of a major policy 

objective (as Reagan ultimately did), rather than none of it (which, barring the 

unforeseen, will be the final Bush record). 

Before becoming president, Reagan had aired his misgivings about Social 

Security, suggesting publicly that the program be amended to let workers opt out of 

Social Security if they could demonstrate that they had made other provisions for 

their retirement (Cannon 1991, 243).  The President’s distrust, if not contempt, for 

Social Security was therefore not unknown, so when in 1981 he proposed reducing 

future Social Security costs by a virtually immediate cut in benefits to early retirees, 

the Democratic opposition had a field day in the press, and many in his own party 

ran for cover, assuring the defeat of his proposal in the Senate (Cannon 1991, 251).  

This was all the more remarkable because the President’s own party controlled the 

Senate – another similarity between Reagan’s and Bush’s political positions as they 

entered the Social Security reform fray.   

But Reagan’s political stumble, brought about by a combination of his 

deeply-held but unpopular views about Social Security and an uncharacteristic 

political naïveté regarding his prospects for success, was only the result of round 

one of his two-round game.  With influential senators of both parties still anxious to 

address the long-term fiscal integrity of Social Security, in December, 1981 Reagan 

appointed Alan Greenspan to chair a bipartisan commission to study Social 

Security’s condition and propose legislation supposedly intended to keep the 

program solvent into the distant future.  The result was compromise legislation 

delaying the eventually-expected insolvency of the program, which the President 

signed in April, 1983.  The compromise enabled both the President and Democratic 

Speaker of the House, Tip O’Neill, to credit themselves (albeit a bit too robustly, as 

time has shown) for having ensured the long-term solvency of the popular program 

(Cannon 1991, 251-252).
9
 

It may be that Reagan’s eventual bipartisanship on Social Security was 

motivated by a need to recover from the political fallout of his initial, unpopular 

unilateral proposal on Social Security reform.   That motivation, however, does not 

detract from the main moral of the story: on major policy initiatives certain to 

generate heated controversy, a compromise produced by engaging the opposition in 

respectful dialogue is likely to provide a better result than unilaterally charging 

                                                                                                                                        
 
9
The irony, as Cannon documents at 242-246, was that Reagan would have been able to claim credit 

for a much bolder, more effective Social Security reform proposal by Republican and Democratic 

members of the Senate Budget Committee who were concerned about the program’s solvency as 

early as the first month of his first term, but under the influence of advisors who thought Reagan 

should steer clear of the issue, the President did not support the initiative.  

  



ahead without any opposition support.  That better result includes not only the 

actual passage of legislation, but also the healthier civic environment remaining in 

its wake – an environment beneficial to both the Administration and the opposition, 

as it makes both appear reasonable and effective in the public eye, and paves the 

way for future cooperation on future controversial matters.   It is somewhat of a 

surprise, therefore, that President Bush, who was clearly aware of the eventual 

bipartisan legislative achievement on Social Security in 1982 and 1983
10

, and must 

have been aware of Reagan’s prior political blunder on the same issue, never 

replicated Reagan’s fall-back strategy to move some kind of reform legislation into 

scoring position.    

 Yet President Bush clearly intended Social Security reform to be the 

signature domestic policy accomplishment of his second term.  In his 5100-word 

State of the Union address just after his second inauguration, over 1100 words were 

dedicated to Social Security reform in general, and particularly “voluntary personal 

retirement accounts” to be financed with a portion of employees’ social security 

withholdings.  This emphasis was second only to the roughly 2200 words he 

devoted to terrorism, Afghanistan, Iraq and the Middle East in general,  further 

highlighting the importance the President intended to be placed upon his Social 

Security initiative.
11

  That his clearest goal in this initiative, personal retirement 

savings accounts, was doomed to fail may be attributable to the lack of any 

significant groundwork for public acceptance or understanding of the plan in his 

previous year’s re-election campaign.  Or, perhaps personal retirement savings 

accounts were simply a bad idea that the public understood perfectly well and 

rejected.  Whatever the reason for the outright rejection by Congress and the public 

of that one specific Social Security reform proposal in which the President invested 

so much of the “political capital” he claimed to have earned in the 2004 election
12

, 

his failure to gain any traction on any other aspect of Social Security reform can 

almost certainly be attributed to his Administration’s unusual concept of 

bipartisanship on major policy initiatives, best summed up by the President himself 

in his November 4, 2004 press conference:  “With the campaign over, Americans 

are expecting a bipartisan effort and results. I'll reach out to everyone who shares 

                                                 
10

 For example, in an April 21, 2005 address at the Grand Hyatt Washington, President Bush said, “I 

really appreciated the spirit in 1983 of President Reagan and Speaker O'Neill and others who said, 

we got a problem with Social Security, let's come together and fix it.”  

http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2005/04/20050421.html 

 
11

 http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2005/02/20050202-11.html 

 
12

 In the President’s November 4, 2004 press conference, he famously stated: “Let me put it to you 

this way: I earned capital in the campaign, political capital, and now I intend to spend it. It is my 

style. That's what happened in the -- after the 2000 election, I earned some capital. I've earned 

capital in this election -- and I'm going to spend it for what I told the people I'd spend it on, which is 

-- you've heard the agenda: Social Security and tax reform, moving this economy forward, 

education, fighting and winning the war on terror.”  

http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2004/11/20041104-5.html 

 



our goals.”  No parsing is required to see the difference between that stance and the 

one he enunciated, but did not follow, just a few weeks later in the State of the 

Union address:  “I will work with members of Congress to find the most effective 

combination of reforms. I will listen to anyone who has a good idea to offer.”  

 In the days and weeks following the 2005 State of the Union address, the 

White House scheduled numerous presidential appearances around the country in 

which the President touted his personal retirement savings accounts concept along 

with the much more amorphous idea of overall Social Security reform.  (Jacobson 

2007, 207-209).   Polling showed that despite the President’s unflagging 

enthusiasm, the public simply would not warm to the concept of personal retirement 

savings accounts and that, in fact, the harder he campaigned for it the less support 

the proposal had (Jacobson 2007, 210-213).   Rather than back away from this 

obviously unpopular aspect of his program in order to achieve a compromise 

solution for what he had identified in his State of the Union address as the 

exhaustion and bankruptcy of Social Security by 2042, the President continued to 

push personal retirement savings accounts.  Over time, the unenthusiastic public 

response sank Social Security reform on the political priority list so that by the 2006 

midterm election it was hardly discussed as a campaign issue, and in the President’s 

2007 State of the Union address it was mentioned only as something Congress still 

needed to address, in the “And finally…” paragraph of the part of his speech 

devoted to the domestic economy.
13

 

 The crash trajectory for Bush’s Social Security reform initiative, even  

burdened by the unpopular personal retirement savings account component, was not 

inevitable.  A nearly direct parallel to Bush’s initial ill-fated start, but with a more 

salutary conclusion, is found in the Reagan Administration’s initially clumsy, failed 

efforts to reform Social Security, followed by its face-saving (and perhaps Social 

Security saving) bipartisan efforts resulting in the passage of compromise reform 

legislation.  Presidents Bush and Reagan both touched what Tip O’Neill had 

dubbed “the third rail” of American politics – Social Security reform – and both 

received debilitating shocks from doing so.  Reagan recovered by wringing some of 

the partisanship from the issue; Bush, unable to let go of his impassable personal 

retirement savings account proposal, could not (because he would not) bring the 

opposition together with the Administration to forge a meaningful compromise on 

Social Security reform, as even he noted had been done by President Reagan. 

 

 Case Study 3:  Carter Takes on National Energy Policy 
 

 President Carter’s losing battle for a comprehensive national energy plan 

does not require much analysis to stand as an example of how failure to engage the 

opposition in policy formulation precludes consensus.  When a policy affects 

everything from the way people heat or cool their homes to how they get to and 
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 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2007/01/23/AR2007012301075.html?sub=AR 

 



from work, to how commercial goods are shipped, as well as how much all of that 

will cost and who will reap the benefits and suffer the burdens of those costs, 

consensus will likely be elusive even under the best of circumstances.  But, if the 

fight for President Carter’s national energy policy was, as he said in a nationally-

televised address on April 18, 1977, the “moral equivalent of war,” then his 

execution of it was the moral equivalent of Custer’s Last Stand.  His badly-executed 

battle charge was ambushed by a combination of an uncooperative Democratic-

majority Senate, the affected interest groups and their lobbies, the punditocracy, and 

the public, despite the rather compelling evidence at the time, verified today in 

hindsight, that such a comprehensive policy was needed as a matter of national 

security.  Indeed, in the subsequent thirty years, Carter’s “moral equivalent of war” 

turned out to be much less of an analogy, and more of a literal description, as 

American treasure and military might continues to be taxed to secure the oil flow 

from unstable areas of the world.  Of course, it is uncertain whether Carter could 

have ultimately succeeded with a comprehensive national energy policy under any 

circumstances, but his quest may have been doomed from the start because of the 

method by which the policy was initially formulated. 

 Hamilton Jordan, Carter’s Chief of Staff, described the President’s approach 

to energy policy as “nonideological,” a combination of reduced oil imports, 

development of alternative fuels, and more domestic production and conservation.  

“Thus President Carter made a series of ad hoc decisions that he believed to be in 

the best interests of the country, but which were made at the expense of consensus 

in his own party.”  (Jordan 1982, 317.)  Compounding this failure to secure 

Democratic support, Carter failed to reach out to the opposition.  When he named 

James Schlesinger to draft his National Energy Plan, the formulative process was 

explicitly to be kept confidential – no Congressional input was sought or given.  

The intent was “to keep a safe distance from the vast array of constituents who had 

a vested interest in the program.” (Barrow 1998, 161).  The effect, however, was 

that the plan was unveiled without any built-in Congressional support, nor with any 

sense that it represented the product of compromise among countervailing interests, 

leaving it vulnerable to its eventual deconstruction at the hands of the Senate. 

In fairness, Carter’s instinct to solve the national energy riddle in a 

comprehensive manner was probably on target since, for example, drivers would 

likely have reacted badly to Carter’s letting the price of oil in America rise to 

international levels unless there was a way to assure that the oil companies were not 

gouging.  However, it now seems clear that enunciation of a common goal 

involving shared sacrifices, backed with a willingness to consult with the various 

affected parties and the political maneuvering to wrench concessions from all sides, 

could have resulted in a policy (perhaps even one similar to Carter’s proposal) with 

a chance of passage. 

Rather, secrecy and isolation in the formulation of the plan resulted in 

Carter’s inability to get it passed through a Senate controlled by his own party.  

This is not to suggest that Carter’s plan would have looked the same, or have been 

passed, had he sought input from those he knew would be in opposition (both 



Democrats and Republicans), but in retrospect it is clear that his failure to do so 

sealed the legislation’s fate before it was ever drafted. 

 

 Case Study 4:  President Johnson and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
 

 A most fascinating study in presidential engagement of the opposition, and 

doubtless one of the most monumentally successful, is Lyndon Johnson’s effort on 

behalf of his assassinated predecessor’s civil rights initiative, which ultimately 

became the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  Johnson saw passage of major civil rights 

legislation as a key element of securing the legacy of John F. Kennedy, and not co-

incidentally, his own.  “If he could get Kennedy’s program passed, he said, 

‘Kennedy would live on forever and so would I.”  (Dallek 1998, 69.)   His push for 

passage of the Act began immediately upon taking office, in a televised address to a 

special joint session of Congress on November 27, 1963.
14

   

The President was known to be direct and determined, and no later than 

“[t]he day of Kennedy’s funeral Johnson set to work mastering Congress” in regard 

to a foreign aid bill (Dallek 1998, 70).  This instinct and tendency to dominate – to 

be “overbearing, controlling . . . to bend everyone to his will” (Dallek 1998, 186) 

would suggest a heavy-handed approach to ramming through his much-desired civil 

rights legislation.  However,  by reason of the multi-dimensional nature of the 

opposition, and almost certainly because he did not want to be blamed if the 

legislation failed, Johnson let his deputies in the Senate steer the bill (which had 

passed the House by a wide margin in early February, 1964) through the most 

treacherous part of the legislative process – the Senate filibuster from February to 

June of 1964.
15

   

 Because a successful filibuster would prevent a vote on the bill, a successful 

cloture vote, requiring 67 senators, was critical.  The nature of the opposition to 

cloture was not homogeneous, however, some opposing the substance of the bill, 

others opposing cloture to protect the use of the filibuster for their own reasons.  

Nor was the opposition partisan in the usual sense.  Indeed, the opposition to the 

bill on substantive grounds was led by a Democrat, Richard Russell of Georgia, and 

most of his bloc were Democrats.   

 Johnson let Senate Majority Whip, Hubert Humphrey, lead the hunt for 

cloture votes, and Humphrey worked closely with Republican Minority Leader 

Everett Dirksen to find GOP votes for cloture.  Ultimately, it was Dirksen’s ability 

to provide a compromise amendment giving states, rather than the federal 
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 “[N]o memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently honor President Kennedy's memory than 

the earliest possible passage of the civil rights bill for which he fought so long.”  

http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hom/speeches.hom/631127.asp 

 
15

 The complex legislative history of the bill, H.R. 7152, and especially of the struggle to find the 

votes for cloture to end the filibuster against it, is meticulously documented by Charles and Barbara 

Whalen (Whalen 1985).  In regard to Johnson’s reason for a more hands-off approach to H.R. 7152 

in the Senate, see pp. 130-131. 

 



government, the initial role in enforcing the provisions of the bill, which convinced 

the requisite number of Republican senators to support cloture, allowing a vote on 

the bill itself. 

 Johnson’s instinct to uncharacteristically refrain from strong-arming 

senators paid off in a resounding legislative success, celebrated at a televised 

signing ceremony at the White House on July 2, 1964.  By allowing Dirksen, the 

opposition leader, to make the cause his own and to attach his own name to the key 

amendment which made the bill palatable to his delegation, Johnson was able to co-

opt the opposition party to overcome the opposition within his own party, 

ultimately passing the bill in the Senate with the votes of 46 Democrats and 27 

Republicans, with 21 Democrats and 6 Republicans voted against it (Whalen 1985, 

215).  It is a tribute to the bipartisan efforts on behalf of the Civil Rights Act that 

the final Senate floor speech in support of this bill so adamantly desired by the 

Democratic president was made by Dirksen, the Republican Majority Leader 

(Whalen 1985, 215).  As fraught and treacherous as the path of inclusiveness and 

engagement was, had Johnson not opted for that approach, and had he not found 

opposition leadership dedicated to finding or making common ground, July 2, 1964 

might have been just another day at the White House.  Instead it was the day the 

President signed the monumental Civil Rights Act of 1964. 

 

Conclusion 
 

 It may be natural for a visionary president to feel a proprietary interest in his 

or her vision.  If, however, that vision is a controversial, major public policy 

initiative, then by branding and trademarking it as its sole property, and that of its 

adherents, an administration increases the risk of its failure.  Perhaps the best 

description this perilous approach was enunciated by President Bush in his 

November 4, 2004 post-election press conference announcing his Social Security 

initiative:  “I’ll reach out to everyone who shares our goals.”  A better formula may 

be extrapolated from Moshe Dayan’s famous 1977 saying:  “If you want to make 

peace, you don’t talk to your friends.  You talk to your enemies.”  An 

administration that wants to pass controversial, meaningful, major legislation needs, 

of course, to have its friends on board, but would be well served, and would well 

serve the cause of national unity, to follow Willkie’s model by, “recognizing and 

giving serious weight to the viewpoint of the opposition.”  While it is true that this 

will lead to the bill the president signs being a compromise, ultimately, the 

president is more likely to have a bill to sign. 
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