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"The office of President will never fall to the lot of any man who is not in an
eminent degree endowed with the requisite qualifications. . . . There will be a
constant probability of seeing the station filled by characters preeminent for ability
and virtue."

-Alexander Hamilton, 1788

From 1933 to 1961, Presidential leadership was a function of the institutional
setting in which chief executives found themselves, and successful Presidents
explored how best to exploit the limited opportunities for personal leadership that
these institutions afforded. Since that time, the opportunity for effective individual
leadership by Presidents has declined as Presidential behavior has become less the
outcome of a single actor and more the result of an expanding administrative entity.
In effect, the *““swelling™ of the Presidency's institutional capacity has complicated
and eroded the ability of Presidents to exercise individual initiative. Moreover,
increasing institutional barriers to Presidential accomplishment are constraining
the ability of our Presidents to govern in an imaginative and effective fashion. This
paper argues that modern Presidents should not approach the Presidency as fixed
and invariable. Rather, Presidents should look beyond existing structures and
attempt with regularity to explore the limits of the office, reshaping it to make the
administration they inherited more responsive to their leadership style. Once
modern Presidents have successfully utilized the aforementioned tactics to amass
administrative successes, the juxtaposition of the greatest Presidents’ experiences
throughout history and modernity produce a timeless instructive conclusion: brutal
as it may be, the trek of the individual across the final frontier toward Presidential
prominence commands the embodiment of unyielding and enduring character.

INTRODUCTION

The years 2006 and 2007 mark the 219" anniversary of the office of President, one
of the longest continuously elective posts in human history. During these two
centuries, the change in America as a nation has been phenomenal. From a
struggling country of four million persons in thirteen eastern seaboard states, it has



grown to 300 million in fifty states, spreading from the Atlantic Coast to the Pacific
Ocean. Its boundaries contain every race and every creed, representing the largest
melting pot the world has ever seen. An agricultural nation at its birth, the United
States has become the leading industrial, technological, and military nation in the
world. Often ignored in its infancy by the nations of that day, presently America is
now the leader of the Western world; no nation, regardless of where it exists, can
chart its course without considering the reactions of the United States. The
American Presidency, in turn, has paralleled the exponential growth of modern
America; its officeholder is currently the single most visible political figure in the
world and is a custodian of power of which no Caesar or Alexander could have
dreamed.(Murray,99)

Since the dawning of the Presidency, historians, political scientists,
sociologists, and a multitude of interested Americans have attempted to define what
it takes to be a great President.' Regarding the office as a critical litmus test for the
successful operation of American government, they have written treatises dissecting
Presidential custodianship. Sidney Hyman, a political historian, has stated that the
President "is the one common reference point from which we take our bearings as a
people.” (Hyman, 23) In a sense, the President has become our "elected king," but
in another sense he has also remained our intimate. No matter how we try, the
President, as Professor Richard Neustadt has claimed, "seeps irrepressibly into our
hearts. He dwells in us. We cannot keep him out." (Neustadt, 185) Professor
Clinton Rossiter, another analyst of the "textbook” Presidency, admitted that there
is a feeling of veneration, if not exactly reverence,” for the authority and dignity of
the office and once described Lincoln as "the martyred Christ of democracy's
passion play.” (Rossiter, 15)

American Chief Executives have taken advantage of the separation of
powers and the constitutional grant of independent powers to the President to place
their imprint on the nation’s policies since the founding of the Republic, but until
the 1930s, Congress typically took the lead in policymaking, and the activities of
the federal government had little impact on the nation and world. (Greenstein, 178)
During the 1930s, the New Deal, World War 11, and the enterprising leadership of
Franklin Delano Roosevelt spurred a quantum leap in the power of the Federal
Government. In the meantime, the United States became the first nuclear power,
and the chief executive became the primary source of policy initiative, suggesting

! Viscount James Bryce, British jurist, historian, and politician, posed an interesting argument about
presidential greatness in Chapter V111 of The American Commonwealth Vol. 1, entitled “Why Great
Men Are Not Chosen Presidents.” In the study, he found it “remarkable that common men could
climb so high,” “the last [of the great men] dying out with the heroes of the Revolution, namely
Jefferson, Adams, and Madison.” Bryce posited that common men could ascend to leadership
positions because “the merits of a president are one thing and those of a candidate another.”
Although very intriguing, this is not a topic incorporated into this study. We are examining those
who occupy the office, no matter their background and evolutionary process, scrutinizing the
constitutional and administrative challenges they face. Reforming the manner of presidential
selection is yet another challenge, a topic for another time and another paper.




much of the legislation considered by Congress. The creation of the Executive
Office of the President was created in 1939 after recommendation by Roosevelt’s
Brownlow Committee, offering an expanded organizational structure through which
expanded levels of responsibility could be managed. The Presidential position of
the post-1930s has since come to be known as “the modern Presidency,” as the
responsibility and capability require increasingly sophisticated means of leadership
previously not required.

It is little wonder that this office also attracted the attention of political
scientists, sociologists, and social psychologists who are primarily interested in
assessing and defining the elusive qualities of "leadership.” (Murray, 2) Although
leadership has been one of the oldest and most critically examined aspects of
personality, these scholars believe that too little research has been done on the
specific subject of political leadership. As for Presidential leadership, articles and
monographs have begun to appear, most of them involving complicated quantitative
analyses; an example is the Ridings-Mclver greatness poll in which poll
respondents rated the Presidents in five categories: leadership qualities,
accomplishments & crisis management, political skill, appointments, character &
integrity, the results then tabulated to create an overall ranking. Further evaluating
such variables as "Presidential age,” "previous political experience," "relationships
with Congress and the courts,” studies such as Ridings-Mclver have sought not only
to pinpoint Presidential leadership qualities but also to define the various
components of the Presidency and to discover the key ingredients in Presidential
success. (Ridings & Mclver, 1) At the heart of this work is an attempt to clarify and
sharpen the questions we have asked about the Presidency, to define and delimit the
terms used to examine the office as a whole, and to find objective measures and
quantifiable data to shape the answers given.

From 1948 to 2007, over 15,000 educated specialists from all walks of life
have been evaluated in twelve Presidential “greatness” polls, answering questions
as simple as “Who are the greatest Presidents of all time?” to filling out complex
180 question surveys on topics of Presidential leadership qualities, failures and
faults, and achievements that contribute to reverence of a President. Nearly sixty
years and twelve rankings later, the top ten Presidents consistently land in the same
spot, deviating less than one rank in the majority of cases. Even the latest
Presidents, except for our current President still in office, have been a part of six
balanced rankings of over 6,000 people, and are exemplars of consistency as well.

When rating “Greatness,” the 2005 Wall Street Journal poll rated the top ten
Presidents as “Great” or “Near Great,” the rest of the Presidents rounding out the
rankings as “Above Average,” “Average,” “Below Average,” and “Failure.”
(Lindgren, Wall Street Journal) With that in mind, the diagram below delineates the
rankings of the top ten Presidents from Washington to Clinton in the first
aggregation of greatness polls® to be printed in a scholarly work:

Z Due to issues of available space, five of the twelve studies are displayed, chosen by comparable
time intervals in order to represent changing perspectives among differing decades.
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1 Abraham Lincoln 1 1 1 2 2 14
2 | Franklin D. Roosevelt 3 3 2 1 3 2.4
3 George Washington 2 2 3 4 1 3.0
4 Thomas Jefferson 5 5 4 3 4 4.2
5 Theodore Roosevelt 7 7 5 5 5 5.8
6 Harry S. Truman - 9 8 7 7 6.2
7 Andrew Jackson 6 6 7 9 10 7.6
8 | Dwight D. Eisenhower - 22 11 12 8 8.6
9 James K. Polk 10 8 12 13 9 10.4
10 John Adams 9 10 9 14 13 11.0
*Note:When the Siena 1982 and 1994, Ridings-Mclver 1996, CSPAN 1999, and Wall Street 2000
Polls are taken into account, each President levitates closer to their respective position above.
An interesting development in these rankings is that since 1961, no
Presidents have been ranked “Great” or “Near Great.”® Even more interesting is the
chronological relationship between the rankings of the top eight Presidents since the
ushering in of the “modern Presidency” by Franklin Roosevelt:
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1 | Franklin D. Roosevelt 3 3 2 1 3 2.4
2 Harry S. Truman - 9 8 7 7 6.2
3 | Dwight D. Eisenhower - 22 11 12 8 8.6
4 John F. Kennedy - - 13 10 15 12.7
5 Ronald Reagan - - - 22 6 14
6 Lyndon B. Johnson - - 10 15 18 14.3
7 George H.W. Bush - - - 18 19 18.5
8 Bill Clinton - - - - 22 22

* The rankings are perfectly chronological, except for Reagan holding one spot ahead of Johnson.

Why do our leaders become less revered as the Presidency approaches the
21 Century? The latter part of this paper attempts to answer this very question.
Have the names of the men above not been a part of greatness surveys for enough
time, and might this be why the rankings are nearly chronological in order? As
evidenced by the Robert Murray and Tim Blessing in 1982, this is not the case.

® With the exception of Ronald Reagan, who achieved “Near Great” status only in the 2005 Wall

Street Journal Ranking.




In 1982, the Murray-Blessing survey determined whether significant rank
changes could be expected on the basis of time. Analyzing different age groups
polled, no change could be seen on the basis of respondents’ age factor. (Murray,
19) Figuring out the relative “controversiality factor” for all Presidents by plotting
the deviation or swing in the respondents’ rankings of each President, the following
results were found: in future surveys the positions of the lowest-ranked Presidents
were most likely to move, and very little if at all.

“There were strong indications that future surveys would not change these
rankings much. Although certain Presidents in the middle categories might
move slightly up or down, the ones who appeared at the top and bottom of
the list would probably remain there (only Truman and Nixon might prove
to be exceptions). Indeed, the general consistency with which professional
historians have rated all the Presidents since the first Schlesinger poll in
1948 suggests that the rankings of most of the past Presidents are, within
relatively narrow limits, rather firmly fixed.” (Murray, 23)

Therefore, the greatest Presidents will with likelihood maintain their
position. The question still remains: how does the modern Presidency restrain our
leaders in their attempts at greatness, and how might future Presidents circumvent
such a situation?

DEFINING GREATNESS

Many factors influence Presidential greatness. Fred Greenstein, Princeton
professor of politics posits them as attributes of effective communication,
organizational capacity, political skill, and cognitive style. (Greenstein, 5) The late
American political historian Richard Neustadt felt that a President’s persuasive
skills and ability to make choices were critical. (Neustadt, Kessel, 1) Although
these are highly accomplished political historians, their opinions are only those of
two people. The 1982 Murray-Blessing study of Presidential Greatness polled 842
historians, as well as political and social scientists as to their opinions of the most
important factors contributing to Presidential success in various time periods:

A Ranking in Order of Importance of Eight Factors Contributing to
Presidential Success in Various Time Periods:

1789-1865 1865-1945 Since 1945
Integrity 1 2
Intelligence
Previous Political Experience
Sensitivity to Popular Demands
Intense Patriotism
Charisma
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An Aristocratic Bearing 7 8 8
A Pleasing Physical Appearance 8 7 6
(Murray, 129)

Since 1945, intelligence, integrity, sensitivity to popular demands, charisma,
and political skills have emerged as the five most critical factors to Presidential
success as determined by the study.

Further developments in the determination of Presidential greatness,
confirming the findings of the case study above, involve the analysis of Presidential
background, personal interaction, character and achievement through their 180
survey questions. Regarding background, after analyzing education, occupation,
and political experience, due to the wide range of pre-Presidential preparatory
developments and Presidential occurrences, their conclusions were the same as
Merle Miller, biographer of Harry Truman and Lyndon Johnson, “that you cannot
tell much about a Presidential performance from the background of a person before
his actual holding office.” (Miller, 344) In regard to personality, the survey found
that even the most adroit and skilled Presidential interactions with other officials
could not offset crippling defects in a President’s overall character. Historians
emphasized at every opportunity that such personality qualities as decisiveness,
intelligence, and integrity were much more influential in determining a President’s
eventual historical reputation. More important, both in their answers on the survey
questionnaire and in face-to-face interviews with historians, they demonstrated that
even the most desirable character and personality traits and the finest relationships
did not prompt a decision for true greatness unless they were joined by outstanding
and lasting administrative achievements. (Murray, 56)

That outstanding administrative achievements came to the fore as a key
ingredient in Presidential greatness was not unexpected in the Murray-Blessing
Survey. But what was less obvious, and now proven to be equally significant, was
that in the process of building these achievements a President had the best
opportunity to show off the character and personality traits that the historians had
earmarked as critical and not display those the historians deplored. (Murray, 68)
Great Presidents successfully blended their personalities and their administrative
achievements into a composite in which these various ingredients reinforced and
highlighted each other.

The three top-ranked Presidents named by the survey historians are Lincoln,
Roosevelt, and Washington. Each held office in different time periods, operated
under different domestic and foreign circumstances, and faced entirely different
social and economic problems. Each of these men in their own way displayed all
the major essentials the survey historians sought in greatness. Abraham Lincoln
stands as the finest example of greatness for the survey historians. Perhaps the
stirring events of 1861- 1865 would have made any President memorable, yet
Lincoln brought to those years a special flavor. His strength of character, his
humaneness, his humor, and his common sense were qualities that were sorely
needed at a time of gravest national peril. The dominant figure of his day, Lincoln



managed his subordinates with a combination of patience and firmness. He was
successful in uniting the North behind him, and he laid the foundation for the
ultimate establishment of the Union. He prevented the intervention of foreign
powers in the civil conflict and moved cautiously toward the emancipation of slaves
and a refashioning of the nation's social, political, and economic fabric. He wielded
the powers of the President with authority and held with bulldog tenacity to the goal
of preserving the Union. As Commander-in-Chief, he took responsibility for the
strategy that led to victory, and he gave meaning to all the terrible bloodshed by
putting into words the ideals for which the war was being fought. This man of
"velvet steel” was great in spirit, in humility, in capacity for growth, in forgiveness,
and in political instincts. For all such reasons Lincoln remained for the survey
historians the classic symbol of American democratic leadership and of Presidential
presence in an hour of supreme crisis.

Washington produced an administration filled with significant legislation
and Executive precedents and surrounded himself with able lieutenants who helped
put the new nation on a firm footing. His administration added a Bill of Rights to
the Constitution, established credit at home and abroad, and encouraged commerce
and manufacturing. He squelched a serious insurrection in Pennsylvania, fought off
the Native Americans in the transmontane frontier, and set up a lasting policy for
the disposition of public lands. His administration secured the removal of British
troops from the Old Northwest and obtained transit rights on the Mississippi from
the Spanish. In accomplishing this record, he displayed forthrightness, firmness,
farsightedness, determination, and decisiveness, all tempered with restraint and
wisdom.

Franklin Roosevelt was President 150 years later and, like Washington, his
contributions to the nation were a product of what he was and what he did.
Roosevelt was a great politician, a great innovator, a great humanitarian, and a great
showman. He was a skillful judge of talent and a manipulator of people, infusing
his administration with exceptional advisors and public servants. He was a master
communicator and sensitive to the use of words to convey ideas and to stir the
spirit. His confidence, his optimism, and his determination were important to a
nation beset first by economic depression and then by global war. Using aggressive
Presidential leadership, he initiated sweeping social and economic reforms,
revitalized the American economic system, and then put it to work in the struggle
against totalitarianism. An able Commander-in-Chief, Roosevelt led the military
coalition that won World War Il and was clearly the dominant figure in the wartime
conferences. Although there is still argument over the success of his wartime
diplomacy, certainly not the least of his accomplishments was the creation of the
United Nations. His impact on later administrations, on the political philosophy of
the nation, and on world history itself was immense. (Murray, 68)

Both Truman and Eisenhower ascended to levels of greatness by working
within the framework of Roosevelt’s accomplishments while distinguishing
themselves through acts of character and achievement. Regarding Truman,
historians agreed with journalist Eric Sevareid, who once said of the Missourian,



"Chance, in good part, took [him] to the Presidency, but it was his character that
kept him there and determined his historical fate." (Sevareid) Truman willfully
displayed a combination of administrative flair and character with his firing of
MacArthur in 1951 and his firm hold over military strategy during the Korean War.
Through such acts the President brilliantly cemented himself as a contender for
Presidential greatness. Dwight Eisenhower displayed character and administrative
achievement in many ways throughout his Presidency, as well. In viewing the
individual Presidents, the Murray-Blessing historians applied the “character”
yardstick rigidly, using a contrast between Eisenhower and Nixon to underscore this
point. Character, they declared, was one of Eisenhower’s strongest qualities, 95
percent of them claiming it was an asset in his Presidential ranking. Conversely, a
near-unanimous 98 percent viewed Nixon's lack of character as being significant in
his political failure. (Murray, 40) Eisenhower is one of the few Presidents whose
pre-Presidential achievements most definitely assisted his Presidential stature.
Commanding the U.S. forces in Europe during World War Il, he planned the
invasions of North Africa, Sicily, and Italy, and was appointed Supreme
Commander of the Allied Forces. Planning the Normandy Campaign and the
conduct of the war in Europe until the German surrender, President Eisenhower was
promoted to five-star general and served as Supreme Commander to NATO.

During his Presidency, Eisenhower displayed character by never feeling
comfortable with Nixon as vice-President, more than once intimating that he wished
he were off the ticket. Administratively, Eisenhower’s Presidency increasingly has
come to be seen as the most effectively organized in the era of modern Presidential
staffing. No team, even winning ones, pulls together all of the time. Still, it may be
said of Eisenhower’s administration that processes of reviewing and vetting took
place regularly. Eisenhower may have been a chairman of the board, but he wanted
processes and people in place whom he could trust to act together when he needed
them to. Eisenhower seemed also to have a decent respect for, and ability to reach
accommodations with, the congressional opposition. His was an administration of
settled ideas and settlements. Being above the fray was part of the style
Eisenhower wanted to project, and was largely compatible with his rather limited
agenda and icon status. With the help of this innovative administrative structure,
Ike built upon the achievements of the Truman administration through his
Eisenhower Doctrine, continuing to emphasize containment. Finally, Eisenhower’s
individual administrative response to the launch of Sputnik was the creation of
NASA, a decision that made a lasting impact on future administrations.

The monumental individual successes among these five Presidents, while
emphasizing common themes of character and administrative achievement, more
generally display the capability of Presidents to distinguish themselves without
constraint. Late twentieth century developments, however, have turned the
Presidency into a byzantine maze of twists, turns, and barriers. The purpose of this
paper is to illuminate a path of least resistance, pointing in the direction of
administrative achievement and the defining factor of greatness.



INSTITUTIONALIZATION IN THE MODERN PRESIDENCY:
A CHANGING OF THE GUARD

Since the 1960s, Presidential studies have devoted great attention to
institutions for two reasons. First, this shift reflects real-world developments.
Since the 1930s, the national government and Presidents in particular have been
inundated not only by a growing number of demands from constituents and pressure
groups for economic, legal, and other sorts of traditional assistance, but also by a
qualitative change in the nature of these demands. Ever since the early 1990s,
Presidents have faced rising expectations to manage ever more fluid world markets
and complex military and diplomatic challenges that no longer fit into a simple
East-West or North-South divide. Added to this has been the press's increasing
scrutiny of government and especially the President. Thus, the politics as well as
the problems facing the Presidency have become increasingly complex. To the
extent that Presidents have fallen short in handling these complexities, they have
contributed to the unprecedented public cynicism toward politics and government
that arose during the 1960s and 1970s and have continued to characterize public
attitudes. (Shapiro, 492)

In this new century, the response to increasing levels of internal and external
complexity surrounding the Executive Office has been the structural establishment
of the Presidency as a corporate body. Within this system, many actions taken in
the name of the President are made with little personal involvement by the
President and are implemented by other agencies and individuals. “Presidential
action” is generally not the product of the Chief Executive's behavior but of the
interactions of many individuals and organizations within the EOP, reflecting on the
fact that the size, complexity, and organizational capacity of the modern Presidency
has grown dramatically. Presidential behavior can no longer be understood, if it
ever was, in mainly personal terms. This complex institutional system creates a
problem for Presidents attempting to achieve monumental feats. Not only are
demands, challenges, and scrutiny at an all time high, but the activities of the
amorphous Presidential institution all are attributed to one man. With this type of a
system in place, the chances of greatness are greatly diminished, unless a President
knows how to navigate within such a system.

The institutional development of the Presidency also has produced a
paradox: the “swelling” of the Presidency's institutional capacity has complicated
and eroded the ability of Presidents to exercise individual initiative. (Shapiro, 498)
Six reasons for this stand out. First, the Presidency's enhanced institutional
capacity has introduced pressures to “program” Presidents to serve as predictable
components of a bureaucracy. The routinized rules and procedures of the OMB and
other staff agencies enhance the uniformity and predictability of Executive
decision-making but also stifle originality and reduce policy differences to the
lowest common denominator. Second, the President's reliance on a growing
number of staff and agencies “hemorrhages” Presidential power. As Harvard
Government Professor Hugh Heclo explained, by “becoming more extensive,



scattered, and shared,” the influence of individual Presidents has “decreased by
becoming less of a prerogative ... and less closely held by the man himself.”
(Heclo, Meltsner, 172)

Third, institutional changes may not operate as effectively as intended. For
example, the jury is still out on the potency of the institutionalization and use of
public opinion analysis. While public opinion was a crucial resource for Bill
Clinton and his supporters in Congress in his battle against impeachment and
conviction, it is not clear that the White House's institutional capacity to influence
and use public opinion was decisive; rather, the public behaved more
autonomously, separating Clinton's personal misdeeds from their relevance to
impeachment and to their perceptions of the President's governmental performance.
Furthermore, the public opinion apparatus may also be unreliable in its
effectiveness due to tensions between governing and campaigning, and because of
staff turnovers related to each. The presence of an apparatus enabling Presidents to
respond to and lead public opinion becomes a lightning rod for the dilemmas that
leaders face in a democracy: to what extent should they follow or lead public
opinion? What factors or circumstances should affect this decision? The result is
to further complicate and constrain Presidents.

Fourth, the “swelling of the Presidency” to handle the growing demands on
government encourage still greater expectations that no President can satisfy.
Developing the Presidency to respond to heightened expectations has unleashed an
avalanche of unrealistic demands on Presidents. Fifth, the Presidency is now beset
by many of the same pathologies that affect other large bureaucracies. Aides and
agencies abuse power, distort information, and become enmeshed in debilitating
rivalries and intra-staff  controversies. Finally, the institutional
development of the Presidency has been mirrored in Congress and elsewhere in
Washington. As Stephen Skowronek argues, the political environment has become
more dense, competitive and destructive over time. (Skowronek)

Furthermore, although all Presidents should structure the Presidency in ways
that make it more congenial to their leadership, they face even more governmental
constraints. The first constraint that Presidents face stems from the national
government's constitutional structure, in which power is shared among separate
institutions. (Neustadt, Shapiro, 498) Major institutional changes usually require
the President to obtain Congressional approval, or at least Congressional
acquiescence. A second constraint arises from the various sources of political power
outside government; from political parties, interest groups, the news media, and
elite opinion. Finally, Presidents do not have a monopoly on the ability to structure
and organize institutions. Their efforts will sometimes be constrained and rebuffed,
or even reversed. For example, Ronald Reagan's aggressive centralization of
political appointments sometimes yielded retaliation from Congress that diminished
the President's institutional capacities for bureaucratic leadership. In response to
Reagan's packing of the Civil Rights Commission with conservative appointees,
Congressional Democrats passed a 1983 statute circumscribing the President's
authority over the Commission, authorizing him to appoint only four of its eight



commissioners. In the 1970s, Congress enacted a wave of institutional and legal
constraints on the Presidency in an effort to reassert its prerogatives and take back
ground that had been lost during the excesses of the Nixon Administration. Among
these were the Budget and Impoundment Control Act and the creation of the
Congressional Budget Office, to the War Powers Act, the creation of an
Independent Counsel, and modifications to the Freedom of Information Act making
it more difficult for the President to keep information secret. (Shapiro, 180)

The chief motivation for institutional development and centralization is the
mismatch between Presidential preferences and the resources at his disposal. The
process of institution building is affected by these preferences and choices, and the
different ways individual Presidents pursue centralization: some Presidents may be
more inclined to take advantage of opportunities to expand the limits of their power,
while others may be more likely to work with the status quo. From a “greatness”
perspective, however, it is in the best interest of Presidents to centralize in order to
maximize their capability.

Thus far, institutions have been viewed as setting hefty limits on the
exercise of Presidential power and the attainment of accomplishment rather than
providing opportunities. Following the lead of political scientists Kenneth Mayer
and Thomas Weko, this essay argues that a renewed focus on institutions as a
source of Presidential power offers some new insight into the establishment of
outstanding administrative achievement. (Mayer & Weko, 1) This institutional
focus differs in two ways from the conception of a constrained Presidential
leadership as presented by Neustadt in Presidential Power. First, Presidents should
not take the Presidential institution as fixed and invariable. Rather, they should
look beyond specific decisions and existing structures and regularly try to explore
the limits of the office, reshaping it to make the office they inherited more
responsive to their leadership. Second, Presidents can exercise influence not only
by personally intervening to influence the conduct of the men and women who
make up the government, but also by actively working to mold and alter the
institutions within which these men and women work. (Shapiro, 179)

PRESIDENTIAL ADVANTAGE

Despite increasing institutional constraints in the modern Presidency,
Presidents possess three distinct advantages that can be utilized to their benefit.
The first advantage is asymmetric information. (Shapiro, 181) In a world of perfect
information, institutionalizing interactions offer no efficiencies over case by case
bargains. Bureaucrats or legislators, when facing a proposal to alter existing
institutional arrangements or procedures, would know how those changes affect
their own interests and react accordingly. But perfect information does not exist,
and even Presidents can be surprised at the unintended consequences of their
actions. Yet Presidents are in a better position than others to understand the impact
that their proposals will have: they have critical informational advantages, not only
about their own preferences (information they will guard), but also about the



possible consequences of their proposals.

A President’s second major advantage is as follows: on many questions of
institutional structure they can simply take the initiative and leave it up to Congress
or the courts to stop them. Congress most often retains the ultimate authority, but it
will typically have a difficult time working through the cumbersome legislative
process to reverse a Presidential action. Moreover, during the twentieth century,
Congress ceded more and more power to the President, particularly through
delegating legislative authority to the Executive Branch. This practice has
significantly enhanced the President's discretionary authority to make policy. The
tremendous growth in federal government powers and responsibilities in the
twentieth century has presented Presidents and Congress with numerous
opportunities to grapple over the question of who should control these new powers
and institutions. As problems arose, a struggle often ensued over which branch
would have the most influence. The twentieth century saw Presidents move
increasingly ahead of Congress, greatly affecting opportunities relating to
administrative achievement.

Finally, Presidents possess not only superior information and the advantage
of going first, but also the opportunity to exploit “residual decision rights” within
an environment that has been increasingly hospitable to their exercise. Many of the
informal constraints that once hemmed in their exercise of power, most especially
the claims of party and policy networks, have sharply receded, permitting
contemporary Presidents to reshape the Presidency in ways their mid-century
predecessors would have envied. In summary, Presidents are given the incentive
and ability to mold institutions to be more amenable to their leadership; these
advantages have made it possible for them to substantially realize their aims and to
create structural capacities for the exercise of power vastly different from those
which existed before.

In order to delve into the validities of the aforementioned institutional
advantages available to Presidents, a modern exemplar is required; an appropriate
selection would be Bill Clinton due to his position as the latest President among the
ranking of modern greats. The shadow cast by greatness remains a very real force,
weighing on the minds of contemporary Presidents. Not only do the ghosts of our
greatest leaders drift silently through modern Presidents’ minds, but they are also
cognizant of the increasing entanglements of the contemporary Presidential
institution. For a time, Clinton turned to Theodore Roosevelt as a model for his
own Presidency, asserting that the elder Roosevelt “made a major change in the
way people worked, lived and related to each other ... without a major war
catalyzing it.” He recognized, however, the modern situation in which he lived and
worked, announcing his frame of mind shortly after his 1996 reelection: “I'm very
mindful of history's difficulties and I'm going to try to beat them.” (Washington
Post, A19) Through his efforts as President, he attempted to utilize the advantages
mentioned above to overcome such difficulties.

Clinton heavily utilized his first advantage, the ability to deeply analyze his



choices and consequences ahead of time, as noted by A. Mitchell and T.S. Purdum
in a January 2, 1996 New York Times article:

“Clinton is known for his emphasis on collecting diverse policy information
from multiple sources and examining policy issues in great detail prior to
making policy decisions. Indeed, there is clear evidence in Clinton's case of
both his dependence on expert advisers and his willingness to accept their
judgments on foreign policy matters. Further, while demonstrating
substantial flexibility and a willingness to reconsider decisions or policies in
the light of new evidence, Clinton is not known for either his rapid
decisionmaking or decisiveness.” (Mitchell & Purdum, A8)

This administrative patience contributed to Clinton’s successful and decisive 1994
legislative initiatives to check an Iraqi threat to Kuwait, to halt North Korea's
development of nuclear weapons, and to further the Middle East peace process.

After the Republicans gained control of Congress for the first time since
1953-54, Clinton skillfully utilized discretionary authority, the second of the
aforementioned advantages, to gain favor among the American people. Opposing
the most extreme measures passed by the Republican Congress over changes in the
budget, Clinton allowed a deadlock to occur in 1995 that resulted in a shutdown of
government offices. At the same time he shifted politically to the center, proposing
his own more moderate measures to reform the welfare system, reduce taxes, and
gradually eliminate the federal deficit. By addressing middle-class anxieties while
avoiding fears generated by huge new deficits and bureaucracies, Clinton's
favorable rating in January 1996 moved above 50% for the first time since he had
taken office. At the time, these were outstanding administrative achievements that
brought a polarized country together.

The third advantage mentioned above, defined as a newfound ability to
reshape the Presidency, was utilized heavily by Clinton early in his Presidency. The
President had a weak start to his Presidency; by frittering away the early months
with frivolous initiatives, he ultimately divided his supporters and gave ammunition
to his critics. However, where Clinton displayed strength was in his ability to shift
course. After the first three months, he saw when his administration was in trouble
and reached out for help from established sources. He did so after his
administration’'s reputation as an amateur operation was frozen in minds of the
Washington community. By the end of his first two years, Clinton replaced
inexperienced White House staff with Washington insiders beyond his circle of
associates, such as Lloyd Cutler, David Gergen, and Abner Mikva. He shifted the
form of his White House staff organization from the loosely structured ten-people-
in-a-room style, with no central organizational focus, to a system with a strong
Chief of Staff. A Washington veteran, former Congressman Leon Panetta, took the
newly constituted chief's job and made it the center of White House organization,
creating an administration characterized by its structure, rules, and discipline.
Further, the communications team was restructured to ensure that the people
explaining policy were not involved with making it and that those speaking for the



President enjoyed walk-in access to the Oval Office. It did not take Clinton long to
discover the ineffectiveness of the George Stephanopoulos-Dee Dee Myers
communications combination. However, figuring out a way to revamp the system
was more time-consuming than discovering and acknowledging the old system's
faults. (Shapiro, 426) The third advantage in a triumvirate of Presidential
capabilities, this heightened administrative structure allowed for Clinton to
realistically pursue the most straining of initiatives.

Due to such significant administrative achievements as a drop in
unemployment from 7.5% to 4%, the Dow Jones Industrial Average of stocks rising
from 3,200 points to over 10,000, the federal budget growing from a quarter-
trillion-dollar deficit to a surplus nearly that large, and the Democrats moving
closer to the political center (therefore becoming the majority party on most policy
issues), Clinton holds a position as the eighth-ranked modern President and twenty-
first ranked President of all time. While it is clear that Bill Clinton secured
outstanding administrative achievements, his displays of character remain
inadequate. Spanning five years and multiple scandals, the events leading to
President Bill Clinton's impeachment and eventual acquittal severely darkened
America’s perception of him.

THE TRIUMPH OF CHARACTER

In spite of all the successes modern Presidents have had in trying to compact
increasing power of the institutional office, and in spite of the tools readily
available to overcome such institutional constraints, it may be that there remains a
final and powerful barrier to greatness--namely one of individual character.
William Jefferson Clinton, eminently intelligent scholar, masterful politician and
potential Presidential great, stood at the door of moral decision in 1996 and sadly
turned away. Twenty-seven years earlier, Richard Nixon did the same. Rarely has
a President, after conquering with resolute integrity the labyrinthine maze of the
modern Presidency, unlocked the door to greatness and let the light shine upon his
accomplishments. Lincoln, Washington, Roosevelt, Truman and Eisenhower were
able to do so; by pointing out certain factors contributing to greatness, and the
inherent roadblocks present on the way, this paper could perhaps act as a bridge
above water between these leaders and the future of the American Presidency.

Through an intensive historical study of the Presidency, an empirical
examination of greatness, and an offering of ways for contemporary Presidents to
effectively pursue it, this paper has discovered character to lie at the very heart of
the American Presidency. Abraham Lincoln, the greatest President of all time, once
said that “Character is like a tree and reputation like a shadow. The shadow is what
we think of it; the tree is the real thing.” (Cummins 2007) In the twenty-first
century, Americans evaluate Presidential greatness upon historians’ accounts of
yesteryear. Presidential reputation determined by comparions to character of the
past. In order for America to flourish, outstanding achievements to be attained, and
prospects for Presidential greatness to be realized, future Presidents must be the tree
Lincoln spoke so adamantly about. Strengthening the American Presidency by



firmly grounding themselves through devout illustrations of character, modern
Presidents must branch out through innovative and lasting achievement, casting
definitive shadows of greatness for future Presidents to come.
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